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That I have fought with beasts at Ephesus after the manner of men, what advantageth it me, if the dead rise not again? Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we shall die.


– From the 1559 Book of Common Prayer













Part One
BERLIN, 1934








CHAPTER 1


It was the sort of sound you hear in the distance and mistake for something else: a dirty steam barge puffing along the River Spree; the shunting of a slow locomotive underneath the great glass roof of the Anhalter Station; the hot, impatient breath of some enormous dragon, as if one of the stone dinosaurs in Berlin’s zoo had come to life and was now lumbering up Wilhelmstrasse. It hardly seemed like something musical until you guessed it was a military brass band, but even then it was too mechanical to resemble man-made music. Suddenly the air was filled with the clash of cymbals and the tinkling of frame glockenspiels, and at last I saw it – a detachment of soldiers marching as if intent on making work for the road menders. Just looking at these men made my feet hurt. They came clock-stepping along the street, their Mauser carbines shouldered on the left, their muscular right arms swinging with a pendulum-like exactitude between elbow and eagle-embossed belt buckle, their grey steel-helmeted heads held high and their thoughts, assuming they had any, occupied with nonsense about one folk, one leader, one empire – with Germany!


People stopped to stare and to salute the traffic jam of Nazi flags and banners the soldiers were carrying – an entire haberdasher’s store of red and black and white curtain material. Others came running, full of patriotic enthusiasm to do the same. Children were hoisted onto broad shoulders or slipped through a policeman’s legs so as not to miss anything. Only the man standing next to me seemed less than enthusiastic.


‘You mark my words,’ he said. ‘That crazy idiot Hitler means to have another war with England and France. As if we didn’t lose enough men the last time. All this marching up and down makes me sick. It might have been God who invented the devil, but it was Austria that gave us the Leader.’


The man uttering these words had a face like the Golem of Prague and a barrel-shaped body that belonged on a beer cart. He wore a short leather coat and a cap with a peak that grew straight out of his forehead. He had ears like an Indian elephant, a moustache like a toilet brush, and more chins than the Shanghai telephone directory. Even before he flicked the end of his cigarette at the brass band and hit the bass drum, a gap had opened around this ill-advised commentator, as if he were carrying a deadly disease. And no one wanted to be around when the Gestapo showed up with its own idea of a cure.


I turned away and walked quickly down Hedemann Strasse. It was a warm day, almost the end of September, when a word like ‘summer’ made me think of something precious that was soon to be forgotten. Like freedom and justice. ‘Germany awake’ was the slogan on everyone’s lips, only it appeared to me that we were clock-stepping in our sleep towards some terrible but as yet unknown disaster. This didn’t mean I was ever going to be foolish enough to say so in public, and certainly not when strangers were listening. I had principles, sure, but I also had all my own teeth.


‘Hey you,’ said a voice behind me. ‘Stop a minute. I want to talk to you.’


I kept on walking, and it was not until Saarland Strasse – formerly Königgrätzer Strasse, until the Nazis decided we all needed to be reminded about the Treaty of Versailles and the injustice of the League of Nations – that the owner of the voice caught up with me.


‘Didn’t you hear me?’ he said. Taking hold of my shoulder, he pushed me up against an advertising column and showed me a bronze warrant disc on the palm of his hand. From this it was hard to tell if he was local or state criminal police, but from what I knew about Hermann Goering’s new Prussian police, only the lower ranks carried bronze beer tokens. No one else was on the pavement, and the advertising column shielded us from the view of anyone on the road. Not that there was much real advertising pasted on it. These days, advertising is just a sign telling a Jew to keep off the grass.


‘No, I didn’t,’ I said.


‘The man who spoke treasonably about the Leader. You must have heard what he said. You were standing right next to him.’


‘I don’t remember hearing anything treasonable about the Leader,’ I said. ‘I was listening to the band.’


‘So why did you suddenly walk away?’


‘I remembered that I had an appointment.’


The cop’s cheeks flushed a little. It wasn’t a pleasant face. He had dark, shadowy eyes; a rigid, sneering mouth; and a rather salient jaw. It was a face that had nothing to fear from death since it already looked like a skull. If Goebbels had a taller, more rabidly Nazi brother, then this man might have been him.


‘I don’t believe you,’ the cop said, and, snapping his fingers impatiently, added, ‘Identification card, please.’


The ‘please’ was nice, but I still hardly wanted to let him see my identification. Section eight of page two detailed my profession by training and in fact. And since I was no longer a policeman but a hotel employee, it was as good as telling him I wasn’t a Nazi. Worse than that. A man who had been obliged to leave the Berlin detective force because of his allegiance to the old Weimar Republic might be just the type to ignore someone speaking treason about the Leader. If treason was what that was. But I knew the cop would probably arrest me just to spoil my day, and arrest would very likely mean two weeks in a concentration camp.


He snapped his fingers again and glanced away, almost bored. ‘Come on, come on, I haven’t got all day.’


For a moment, I just bit my lip, irritated at being pushed around yet again, not just by this cadaver-faced cop but by the whole Nazi state. I’d been forced out of my job as a senior detective with KRIPO – a job I had loved – and been made to feel like a pariah because of my adherence to the old Weimar Republic. The Republic’s faults had been many, it was true, but at least it had been democratic. And since its collapse, Berlin, the city of my birth, was hardly recognizable. Previously it had been the most liberal place in the world. Now it felt like a military parade ground. Dictatorships always look good until someone starts giving you dictation.


‘Are you deaf! Let’s see that damned card!’ The cop snapped his fingers again.


My irritation turned to anger. I reached inside my jacket for the card with my left hand, turning my body just far enough around to disguise my right hand becoming a fist. And when I buried it in his gut, my whole body was behind it.


I hit him too hard. Much too hard. The blow took all the air out of him and then some. You hit a man in the gut like that, he stays hit for a good long while. I held the cop’s unconscious body against me for a moment and then waltzed him through the revolving door of the Deutsches Kaiser Hotel. My anger was already turning to something resembling panic.


‘I think this man has suffered some kind of a seizure,’ I told the frowning doorman, and dumped the cop’s body into a leather armchair. ‘Where are the house phones? I’ll call an ambulance.’


The doorman pointed around the corner of the front desk.


I loosened the cop’s tie for effect and behaved as if I were headed for the telephones. But as soon as I was around the corner, I walked through a service door and down some stairs before exiting the hotel through the kitchens. Emerging into an alley that gave onto Saarland Strasse, I walked quickly into Anhalter Station. For a moment I considered boarding a train. Then I saw the subway tunnel connecting the station with the Excelsior, which was Berlin’s second-best hotel. No one would ever think to look for me in there. Not so close to an obvious means of escape. Besides, there was an excellent bar in the Excelsior. There’s nothing like knocking out a policeman to give you a thirst.





CHAPTER 2


I went straight into the bar, ordered a large schnapps, and hurried it down like it was the middle of January.


The Excelsior was full of cops but the only one I recognized was the house detective, Rolf Kuhnast. Before the purge of 1933, Kuhnast had been with the Potsdam political police and might reasonably have expected to join the Gestapo except for two things: One was that it had been Kuhnast who had led the team detailed to arrest SA leader Count Helldorf in April 1932, following Hindenburg’s orders to forestall a possible Nazi coup. The other was that Helldorf was now the police president of Potsdam.


‘Hey,’ I said.


‘Bernie Gunther. What brings the Hotel Adlon’s house detective into the Excelsior?’ he asked.


‘I always forget that this is a hotel. I came in to buy a train ticket.’


‘You’re a funny guy, Bernie. Always were.’


‘I’d be laughing myself but for all these cops. What’s going on here? I know the Excelsior’s the Gestapo’s favourite watering hole but usually they don’t make it quite so obvious. There are guys with foreheads in here who look like they just walked out of the Neander Valley. On their knuckles.’


‘We got ourselves a VIP,’ explained Kuhnast. ‘Someone from the American Olympic Committee is staying here.’


‘I thought the Kaiserhof was the official Olympic hotel.’


‘It is. But this was a last-minute thing, and the Kaiserhof couldn’t put him up.’


‘Then I guess the Adlon must have been full as well.’


‘Take a flick at me,’ said Kuhnast. ‘Be my guest. Those oxtails from the Gestapo have been flicking my ears all day. So some shit-smart fellow from the great Hotel Adlon coming around to straighten my tie for me is all I need.’


‘I’m not taking a flick at you, Rolf. Honest. Here, why don’t you let me buy you a drink?’


‘I’m surprised that you can afford it, Bernie.’


‘I don’t mind getting it free. A house bull’s not doing his job unless he’s got something on the barman. Drop by the Adlon sometime and I’ll show you how philanthropic our hotel barman can be when he’s been caught with his hand in the till.’


‘Otto? I don’t believe it.’


‘You don’t have to, Rolf. But Frau Adlon will, and she’s not as understanding as me.’ I ordered another. ‘Come on, have a drink. After what just happened to me I need something to tighten my bowels.’


‘What happened?’


‘Never you mind. Let’s just say that beer won’t fix it.’


I tossed the schnapps after the other one.


Kuhnast shook his head. ‘I’d like to, Bernie. But Herr Elschner won’t like it if I’m not around to stop these Nazi bastards from stealing the ashtrays.’


These apparently indiscreet words were guided by an awareness of my own republican-minded past. But he still felt the need for caution. So he walked me out of the bar, through the entrance hall and into the Palm Court. It was easier to speak freely when no one could hear what we were saying above the Excelsior’s orchestra. These days the weather’s the only really safe thing to talk about in Germany.


‘So, the Gestapo are here to protect some Ami?’ I shook my head. ‘I thought Hitler didn’t like Amis.’


‘This particular Ami is taking a tour of Berlin to decide if we’re fit to host the Olympic Games in two years’ time.’


‘There are two thousand workers to the west of Charlottenburg who are under the strong impression we’re already hosting them.’


‘It seems there’s a lot of Amis that want to boycott the Olympiad on the grounds of our government’s anti-Semitism. The Ami is here on a fact-finding mission to see for himself if Germany discriminates against Jews.’


‘For a blindingly obvious fact-finding mission like that, I’m surprised he bothered checking into a hotel.’


Rolf Kuhnast grinned back. ‘From what I’ve heard it’s a mere formality. Right now he’s up in one of our function rooms getting a list of facts put together for him by the Ministry of Propaganda.’


‘Oh, those kinds of facts. Well, sure, we wouldn’t want anyone getting the wrong idea about Hitler’s Germany, now, would we? I mean, it’s not that we have anything against the Jews. But, hey, there’s a new chosen people in town.’


It was hard to see why an American might be prepared to ignore the new regime’s anti-Jewish measures. Especially when there were so many egregious examples of it all over the city. Only a blind man could have failed to notice the grossly offensive cartoons on the front pages of the more rabidly Nazi newspapers, the David stars painted on the windows of Jewish-owned stores, and the German Only signs in the public parks – to say nothing of the real fear that was in the eyes of every Jew in the Fatherland.


‘Brundage – that’s the Ami’s name—’


‘He sounds German.’


‘He doesn’t even speak German,’ said Kuhnast. ‘So as long as he doesn’t actually meet any English-speaking Jews, things should work out just fine.’


I glanced around the Palm Court.


‘Is there any danger that he could do that?’


‘I’d be surprised if there’s a Jew within a hundred metres of this place, given who’s coming here to meet him.’


‘Not the Leader.’


‘No, his dark shadow.’


‘The Deputy Leader’s coming to the Excelsior? I hope you cleaned the toilets.’


Suddenly the orchestra stopped what it was playing and struck up with the German national anthem, and hotel guests jumped to their feet to point their right arm towards the entrance hall. And I had no choice but to join in.


Surrounded by storm troopers and Gestapo, Rudolf Hess marched into the hotel wearing the uniform of an SA man. His face was as square as a doormat but somehow less welcoming. He was medium in height; slim with dark, wavy hair; a Transylvanian brow; werewolf eyes; and a razor-thin mouth. Returning our patriotic salutes perfunctorily, he then bounded up the stairs of the hotel two at a time. With his eager air he reminded me of an Alsatian dog let off the leash by his Austrian master to lick the hand of the man from the American Olympic Committee.


As it happened, there was a hand I had to go and lick myself. A hand that belonged to a man in the Gestapo.





CHAPTER 3


As one of the house detectives at the Adlon I was expected to keep thugs and murderers out of the hotel. But that could be difficult when the thugs and murderers were Nazi Party officials. Some of them, such as Wilhelm Frick, the minister of the interior, had even served a prison sentence. The Ministry was on Unter den Linden, right around the corner from the Adlon; and Frick, a real Bavarian square head with a wart on his face and a girlfriend who happened to be the wife of some prominent Nazi architect, was in and out of the hotel a lot. Probably the girl, too.


Equally difficult for a hotel detective was the high turnover of staff, with honest, hardworking personnel who happened to be Jewish making way for people who turned out to be much less honest and hardworking but who were at least apparently more German.


Mostly I kept my nose out of these matters, but when the Adlon’s female house detective decided to leave Berlin for good, I felt obliged to try and help her.


Frieda Bamberger was more than an old friend. From time to time we were lovers of convenience, which is a nice way of saying that we liked going to bed with each other, but that this was as far as it went, since she had a semi-detached husband who lived in Hamburg. Frieda was a former Olympic fencer but she was also a Jew, and for this reason she had been expelled from the Berlin Fencing Club in November 1933. A similar fate had befallen nearly every Jew in Germany who was a member of a gymnasium or sporting association. To be a Jew in the summer of 1934 was like some cautionary tale by the Brothers Grimm in which two abandoned children find themselves lost in a forest full of hungry wolves.


It wasn’t that Frieda believed the situation in Hamburg would be any better than in Berlin, but she hoped the discrimination she now suffered might be easier to bear with the help of her gentile husband.


‘Look here,’ I told her. ‘I know someone in the Jewish Department of the Gestapo. A cop I used to know at the Alex. I recommended him for a promotion once, so he owes me a favour. I’ll go and speak to him and see what’s to be done.’


‘You can’t change what I am, Bernie,’ she said.


‘Maybe not. But I might be able to change what someone else says you are.’


At that time I was living on Schlesische Strasse, in the east of the city. And on the day of my appointment with the Gestapo I’d caught the U-Bahn west to Hallesches Tor and walked north up Wilhelmstrasse. Which was how I’d run into that spot of trouble with the policeman in front of the Deutscher Kaiser Hotel. From the temporary sanctuary of the Excelsior it was only a few steps to Gestapo House at Prinz-Albrecht-Strasse 8 – a building that looked less like the headquarters of the new Germany’s secret state police and more like an elegant, Wilhelmine hotel, an effect enhanced by the proximity of the old Hotel Prinz Albrecht, which now accommodated the administrative leadership of the SS. There were few people who walked up Prinz Albrecht Strasse unless they really had to. Especially when they had just assaulted a policeman. Perhaps for that reason I figured it was the last place anyone would think of looking for me.


With its marble balustrades, high vaulted ceilings, and a stair as wide as a railway track, Gestapo House was more like a museum than a building owned by the secret police; or perhaps a monastery – just as long as the order of monks was one that wore black and enjoyed hurting people in order to make them confess their sins. I entered the building and approached a uniformed and not unattractive girl on the front desk who walked me up a stair and around a corner to Department II.


Catching sight of my old acquaintance, I smiled and waved simultaneously, and a couple of women from the nearby typing pool fixed me with a look of amused surprise, as if my smile and my wave were ridiculously out of place. And of course they were. The Gestapo hadn’t existed for more than eighteen months, but it already enjoyed a fearsome reputation, and this was why I was nervous and why I was smiling and waving at Otto Schuchardt in the first place. He didn’t wave back. He didn’t smile, either. Schuchardt had never been the life and soul of the party exactly, but I was pretty sure I’d heard him laugh when we were both cops at the Alex. Then again, maybe he’d only been laughing because I was his superior, and as we now shook hands I was already telling myself I’d made a mistake and that the tough young cop I remembered was now made of the same stuff as the balustrades and the staircase outside the department door. It was like shaking hands with a deep-frozen undertaker.


Schuchardt was handsome, if you consider men with white blond hair and pale blue eyes handsome. As a blond-haired, blue-eyed man myself, I thought he looked like a much improved, more efficient Nazi version of me: a man-god instead of a poor Fritz with a Jewish girlfriend. Then again, I never much wanted to be a god or even to enter heaven, not when all the bad girls like Frieda were back in Weimar Berlin.


He ushered me into his little office and closed a frosted-glass door, which left the two of us alone with a small wooden desk, a whole tank corps of grey metal filing cabinets, and a nice view of the Gestapo’s back garden, where a man was carefully tending the flower beds.


‘Coffee?’


‘Sure.’


Schuchardt dropped a heating element into a jug of tap water. He seemed amused to see me, which is to say his hawkish face had the look of one who had eaten several sparrows for lunch.


‘Well, well,’ he said. ‘Bernie Gunther. It’s been two years, hasn’t it?’


‘Must be.’


‘Arthur Nebe is here, of course. He’s the assistant commissioner. And I daresay there are many others you’d recognize. Personally, I could never understand why you left KRIPO.’


‘I thought it best to leave before I was pushed.’


‘You’re quite wrong about that, I think. The Party much prefers pure criminalists such as yourself to a bunch of March violets who have climbed on the Party’s bandwagon for ulterior motives.’ His razor-sharp nose wrinkled with displeasure. ‘And of course there are still a few in KRIPO who have never joined the Party. Indeed they are respected for it. Ernst Gennat, for example.’


‘I daresay you’re right.’ I might have mentioned all the good cops who’d been kicked out of KRIPO in the great police purge of 1933: Kopp, Klingelhöller, Rodenberg, and many others. But I wasn’t there to have a political argument. I lit a Muratti, smoked my lungs for a second, and wondered if I dared mention what had brought me to Otto Schuchardt’s desk.


‘Relax, old friend,’ he said and handed me a surprisingly tasty cup of coffee. ‘It was you who helped me to get out of uniform and into KRIPO. I don’t forget my friends.’


‘I’m glad to hear it.’


‘Somehow I don’t get the feeling you’re here to denounce someone. No, I don’t see you as the type ever to do that. So what is it that I can do for you?’


‘I have a friend who is a Jew,’ I said. ‘She’s a good German. She even represented Germany at the Paris Olympiad. She’s not religious. And she’s married to a gentile. She wants to leave Berlin. I’m hoping I can persuade her to change her mind. I wondered if there might be a way in which her Jewishness might be forgotten, or perhaps ignored. I mean, you hear of these things happening sometimes.’


‘Really?’


‘Well, yes, I think so.’


‘I wouldn’t repeat that hearsay if I were you. No matter how true it might be. Tell me, how Jewish is your friend?’


‘Like I said, in the Olympiad of—’


‘No, I mean by blood. You see, that’s what really counts these days. Blood. Your friend could look like Leni Riefenstahl and be married to Julius Streicher, and none of that would matter a damn if she was of Jewish blood.’


‘Her parents are both Jewish.’


‘Then there’s nothing I can do to help. What’s more, my advice to you is to forget about trying to help her. You say she’s planning to leave Berlin?’


‘She thinks she might go and live in Hamburg.’


‘Hamburg?’ Schuchardt really was amused this time. ‘I don’t think living there is going to be the solution to her problem, somehow. No, my advice to her would be to leave Germany altogether.’


‘You’re joking.’


‘I’m afraid not, Bernie. There are some new laws being drafted that will effectively denaturalize all Jews in Germany. I shouldn’t be telling you this but there are many old fighters who joined the Party before 1930 who believe that not enough has yet been done to solve the Jewish problem in Germany. There are some, myself included, who believe that things might get a little rough.’


‘I see.’


‘Sadly, you don’t. At least not yet. But I think you will. In fact, I’m certain of it. Let me explain. According to my boss, Assistant Commissioner Volk, this is how it’s going to work: a person will be classified as German only if all four of his grandparents were of German blood. A person will be officially classified as Jewish if he is descended from three or four Jewish grandparents.’


‘And if that person has just one Jewish grandparent?’ I asked.


‘Then that person will be classified as being of mixed blood. A crossbreed.’


‘And what will all of that mean, Otto? In practical terms.’


‘Jews will be stripped of German citizenship and forbidden to marry or have sexual relations with pure Germans. Employment in any public capacity will be completely forbidden, and property ownership restricted. Crossbreeds will be obliged to apply to the Leader himself for reclassification or Aryanization.’


‘Jesus Christ.’


Otto Schuchardt smiled. ‘Oh, I very much doubt that he’d be in with any sort of a chance for reclassification. Not unless you could prove his heavenly father was a German.’


I sucked the smoke from my cigarette as if it were mother’s milk, and then stubbed it out in a nipple-sized foil ashtray. There was probably a compound, jigsaw-puzzle word – assembled from odd bits of German – to describe the way I was feeling, only I hadn’t yet figured one out. But I was pretty sure it was going to involve words like ‘horror’ and ‘astonishment’ and ‘kick’ and ‘stomach’. I didn’t know the half of it. Not yet.


‘I appreciate your candour,’ I said.


Once again his face took on a look of pained amusement. ‘No, you don’t. But I think you’re about to appreciate it.’


He opened his desk drawer and took out an oversize beige file. Pasted on the top left corner of the cover was a white label containing the name of the subject of the file and the name of the agency and department responsible for maintaining the file. The name on the file was mine.


‘This is your police personnel file. All police have one. And all ex-policemen, such as yourself.’ Schuchardt opened the file and removed the first page. ‘The index sheet. Every item added to the file is given a number on this sheet of paper. Let’s see. Yes. Item twenty-three.’ He turned the pages of the file until he found another sheet of paper, and then handed it to me.


It was an anonymous letter denouncing me as someone with a Jewish grandparent. The handwriting seemed vaguely familiar but I hardly felt up to the task of trying to guess the author’s identity in front of Otto Schuchardt. ‘There seems to be little point in me denying this,’ I said, handing it back.


‘On the contrary,’ he said, ‘there’s every point in the world.’ He struck a match, put the flame to the letter, and let it drop into the wastepaper bin. ‘Like I said before, I don’t forget my friends.’ Then he took out his fountain pen, unscrewed the top and wrote in the REMARKS section of the index sheet. ‘No further action possible,’ he said as he wrote. ‘All the same, it might be best if you were to try and fix this.’


‘It seems a bit late now,’ I said. ‘My grandmother has been dead for twenty years.’


‘As someone of second-grade mixed race,’ he said, ignoring my facetiousness, ‘you may well find, in the future, that certain restrictions are imposed on you. For example, if you were to try and start up a business, you could be required, under the new laws, to make a racial declaration.’


‘Matter of fact, I’d been thinking of starting up as a private investigator. Assuming I can raise the money. Being the house detective at the Adlon is kind of slow after working Homicide at the Alex.’


‘In which case you would be well advised to make your one Jewish grandparent disappear from the official record. Believe me, you wouldn’t be the first one to do this. There are many more crossbreeds around than you might think. In the government there are at least three that I know of.’


‘It’s a crazy, mixed-up world we live in, for sure.’ I took out my cigarettes, put one in my mouth, thought better of it, and returned it to the pack. ‘Exactly how would you go about doing something like that? Making a grandparent disappear.’


‘Frankly, Bernie, I wouldn’t know. But you could do worse than speak to Otto Trettin, at the Alex.’


‘Trettin? How can he help?’


‘Otto is a very resourceful man. Very well connected. You know that he took over Liebermann von Sonnenberg’s department at the Alex when Erich became the new head of KRIPO.’


‘Which was Counterfeiting and Forgery,’ I said. ‘I’m beginning to understand. Yes, Otto was always a very enterprising sort of fellow.’


‘You didn’t hear it from me.’


I stood up. ‘I was never even here.’


We shook hands. ‘Tell your Jewish friend what I said, Bernie. To get out now, while the going’s good. Germany’s for the Germans now.’ Then he raised his right arm and added an almost rueful ‘Heil Hitler’ that was a mixture of conviction and, perhaps, habit.


Anywhere else I might have ignored it. But not at Gestapo House. Also I was grateful to him. Not just for my own sake but for Frieda’s, too. And I didn’t want him to think me churlish. So I returned his Hitler greeting, which made twice in one day I’d had to do it. At this rate I was well on my way to becoming a thoroughgoing Nazi bastard before the week was out. Three-quarters of me, anyway.


Schuchardt walked me downstairs, where several policemen were now loitering excitedly in the hall. He stopped and spoke to one as we went to the front door.


‘What’s all the commotion?’ I asked when Schuchardt caught up with me again.


‘A cop’s been found dead in the Deutscher Kaiser Hotel,’ he said.


‘That’s too bad,’ I said, trying to keep in check the sudden wave of nausea I was feeling. ‘What happened?’


‘No one saw anything. But the hospital said it looks like he might have suffered some kind of blow to his stomach.’





CHAPTER 4


Frieda’s departure for Hamburg seemed to herald an exodus of Jews from the Adlon. Max Prenn, the hotel’s chief reception clerk and a cousin of the country’s best tennis player, Daniel Prenn, announced that he was following his relative out of Germany in the wake of the latter’s expulsion from the German LTA, and said that he was going to live in England. Then Isaac somebody-or-other, one of the musicians in the hotel orchestra, went to work at the Ritz, in Paris. Finally there was the departure of Ilse Szrajbman, a stenographer who used to do typing and secretarial work for hotel guests: she went back to her hometown of Danzig, which was either a city in Poland or a free city in old Prussia, depending on how you looked at it.


I preferred not to look at it, the way I tried not to look at a lot of things in the autumn of 1934. Danzig was just another reason to have one of those Treaty of Versailles arguments about the Rhineland and the Saarland and Alsace-Lorraine and our African colonies and the size of our military forces. To that extent, anyway, I was much less of a typical German than the three-quarters that were to be allowed to be in the new Germany.


The hotel business leader – to give Georg Behlert, the Adlon’s manager his proper title – took businessmen and their capacity to do business in the Adlon very seriously; and the fact that one of the hotel’s most important and highest-spending guests, an American in suite 114 named Max Reles, had come to rely on Ilse Szrajbman, meant that it was her departure, among all the Jewish departures from Adlon, that disturbed Behlert the most.


‘The convenience and satisfaction of the guests at the Adlon always comes first,’ he said in a tone that implied he thought this might be news to me.


I was in his office overlooking the hotel’s Goethe Garden, from which, every day in summer, Behlert took a boutonniere. At least he did until the gardener told him that, in Berlin at least, a red carnation was a traditional sign that you were a Communist and, therefore, illegal. Poor Behlert. He was no more a Communist than he was a Nazi; his only ideology was the superiority of the Adlon over all other Berlin hotels, and he never wore a boutonniere again.


‘A desk clerk, a violinist, yes, even a house detective help the hotel to run smoothly. Yet they are also relatively anonymous, and it seems unlikely that a guest will be greatly inconvenienced by any of their departures. But Fräulein Szrajbman saw Herr Reles every day. He trusted her. It will be hard to find a replacement whose typing and shorthand are as reliable as her good character.’


Behlert wasn’t a high-toned sort of man, he just looked and sounded that way. A few years younger than me – too young to have fought in the war – he wore a tailcoat, a collar as stiff as the smile on his face, spats, and a line-of-ants moustache that looked as if it had been grown especially for him by Ronald Colman.


‘I suppose I shall have to put an advertisement in The German Girl,’ he said.


‘That’s a Nazi magazine. You put an ad in there and I guarantee you’ll get yourself a Gestapo spy.’


Behlert got up and closed the office door.


‘Please, Herr Gunther. I don’t think it’s advisable to talk like that. You could get us both into trouble. You’re speaking as if there’s something wrong with employing someone who is a National Socialist.’


Behlert thought himself too refined to use a word like ‘Nazi’.


‘Don’t get me wrong,’ I said. ‘I just love Nazis. I’ve a sneaking suspicion that ninety-nine point nine per cent of Nazis are giving the other point one per cent an undeservedly bad reputation.’


‘Please, Herr Gunther.’


‘I expect some of them are excellent secretaries, too. Matter of fact, I saw several just the other day when I was at Gestapo headquarters.’


‘You were at Gestapo headquarters?’ Behlert adjusted his shirt collar to accommodate an Adam’s apple that was going up and down his neck like a lift.


‘Sure. I used to be a cop, remember? Anyway, this pal of mine runs a Gestapo department employing a whole pit of stenographers. Blond, blue-eyed, a hundred words a minute and that’s just the confessions obtained without duress. When they start using the rack and thumbscrews, the ladies have to type even faster than that.’


Acute discomfort continued to hover like a hornet in the air in front of Behlert.


‘You’re an unusual man, Herr Gunther,’ he said, weakly.


‘That’s what my friend in the Gestapo said. Something like that, anyway. Look, Herr Behlert, forgive me for knowing your business better than you, but it seems to me that the last thing we want at the Adlon is someone who might scare the guests with a lot of talk about politics. Some of these people are foreigners. Quite a few are also Jews. And they’re a bit more particular about things like freedom of speech. Not to mention the freedom of Jews. Why don’t you leave it to me to find someone suitable? Someone who has no interest in politics whatsoever. Whoever we find, I’ll have to check her out anyway. Besides, I enjoy looking for girls. Even ones who can earn an honest living.’


‘All right. If you would.’ He smiled ruefully.


‘What?’


‘What you said just now, you reminded me of something,’ said Behlert. ‘I was remembering what it was like to speak without looking over your shoulder.’


‘You know what I think the problem is? That before the Nazis, there was never any free speech worth listening to.’


That evening I went to one of the bars at Europa Haus, a geometric pavilion of glass and concrete. It had rained, and the streets were black and shiny, and the huge assemblage of modern offices – Odol, Allianz, Mercedes – looked like a great passenger liner cruising across the Atlantic, with every deck lit up. A taxi dropped me near the bow end and I went into the Cafe-Bar Pavilion to splice the main brace and look for a suitable crew member to replace Ilse Szrajbman.


Of course I had an ulterior motive in volunteering for such hazardous duty. It gave me something to do while I was drinking. Something better to do while I was drinking than feeling guilty about the man I had killed. Or so I hoped.


His name was August Krichbaum, and most of the newspapers had reported his murder, for, it transpired, there had been a witness of sorts who had seen me deliver the fatal blow. Fortunately the witness had been leaning out of an upper-floor window of the Deutsches Kaiser hotel at the time of Krichbaum’s death and had seen only the top of my brown hat. The doorman described me as a man of about thirty with a moustache, and upon reading all of this, I might have shaved off my moustache if I had worn one. My only consolation was that Krichbaum had not left behind a wife and family. There was that and the fact that he was ex-SA and a Nazi Party member since 1929. Anyway, I had hardly meant to kill him. Not with one punch, even if it was a punch that had lowered Krichbaum’s blood pressure, slowed his heart, and then stopped it altogether.


As usual, the Pavilion was full of cloche-hatted stenographers. I even spoke to a few, but there wasn’t one who struck me as having what guests of the hotel needed most in a secretary beyond the ability to type and take good shorthand. And I knew what this was, even if Georg Behlert didn’t: the girl needed to have a little bit of glamour. Just like the hotel itself. Quality and efficiency were what made the Adlon good. But glamour was what made the place famous, and why it was always full of the best people. Of course, this also made it attractive to some of the worst people. But that was where I came in and, of late, slightly more often in the evenings since Frieda had left. Because while the Nazis had closed nearly all of the sex clubs and bars that once made Berlin a byword for vice and sexual depravity, there was still a considerable number of joy girls who worked a more discreet trade in the Friedrichstadt maisons or, more commonly, in the bars and lobbies of the bigger hotels. And upon leaving the Pavilion I decided to drop in at the Adlon on my way home. Just to see what was what.


The doorman, Carl, saw me getting out of a taxi and came forward with an umbrella. He was pretty good with an umbrella and a smile and the door and not much else. It wasn’t what I’d have called a career, but with tips, he made more than I did. A lot more. Frieda had strongly suspected Carl was in the habit of taking tips from joy girls to let them into the hotel, but neither of us had ever been able to catch him or prove it. Flanked by two stone columns each bearing a lantern as big as a forty-two-centimetre howitzer shell, Carl and I remained on the pavement for a moment to smoke a cigarette and generally exercise our lungs. Above the door was a laughing stone face. No doubt the face had seen the hotel room rate. At fifteen marks a night, it was almost a third of what I made in a week.


I went inside the entrance hall, tipped my damp hat to the new desk clerk, and winked at the page boys. There were about eight of them. They sat yawning on a polished wooden bench like a colony of bored apes, waiting for a light that would summon them to a duty. In the Adlon there were no bells. The hotel was always as quiet as the great reading room in the Prussian State Library. I expected the guests liked it that way, but I preferred a bit more action and vulgarity. The bronze bust of the Kaiser on top of a sienna marble chimney piece as big as the nearby Brandenburg Gate seemed to recognize as much.


‘Hey.’


‘Who? Me, sir?’


‘What are you doing here, Gunther?’ said the Kaiser, tweaking the end of a moustache shaped like a flying albatross. ‘You should be in business for yourself. The times we’re living in were made for scum like you. With all the people who go missing in this city, an enterprising fellow like you could make an excellent living as a private investigator. And the sooner the better, I’d say. After all, you’re hardly cut out to work in a place like this, are you? Not with those feet. To say nothing of your manners.’


‘What’s wrong with my manners, sir?’


The Kaiser laughed. ‘Listen to yourself. That accent, for one thing. It’s terrible. What’s more, you can’t even say “sir” with any proper conviction. You have absolutely no sense of servility. Which makes you more or less useless in the hotel business. I can’t imagine why Louis Adlon employed you. You’re a thug. Always will be. Why else would you have murdered that poor fellow, Krichbaum? Take my word for it. You don’t belong here.’


I glanced around the sumptuously appointed entrance hall. At the square pillars of marble the colour of clarified butter. There was even more marble on the floors and on the walls, as if a quarry had been running a sale of the stuff. The Kaiser had a point. If I stayed there much longer I might turn to marble myself, like some muscle-bound, trouserless Greek hero.


‘I’d like to leave, sir,’ I told the Kaiser, ‘only I can’t afford to. Not yet. It takes money to set up in business.’


‘Why don’t you go to someone of your tribe? And borrow some money?’


‘My tribe? You mean—?’


‘One-quarter Jew? Surely that counts for something when you’re trying to raise some ready cash?’


I felt myself fill up with indignation and anger, as if I’d been slapped on the face. I might have said something rude back to him. Like the thug I was. He was right about that much. Instead I decided to ignore his remarks. After all, he was the Kaiser.


I went up to the top floor and began a late-night patrol of the no-man’s-land that was, at this late hour, the dimly lit landings and corridors. My feet were big, it was true, but they were quite silent on the thick Turkish carpets. Except for a small squeak of leather coming from my best Salamanders, I might have been the ghost of Herr Jansen, the assistant hotel manager who’d shot himself after a scandal involving a Russian spy, way back in 1913. It was said that Jansen had wrapped the revolver in a thick bath towel to avoid disturbing the hotel’s guests with the sound of the gunshot. I’m sure they appreciated his consideration.


Entering the Wilhelmstrasse extension, I turned a corner and saw the figure of a woman wearing a light summer coat. She knocked gently at a door. I stopped, waiting to see what would happen. The door remained closed. She knocked again, and this time pressed her face against the wood and spoke:


‘Hey, open up in there. You called Pension Schmidt for some female company. Remember? So here I am.’ She waited for a moment and then added, ‘Do you want me to suck your cock? I like sucking cock. I’m good at it, too.’ She let out a sigh of exasperation. ‘Look, mister, I know I’m a bit late, but it’s not easy getting a taxi when it’s raining, so let me in, eh?’


‘You got that right,’ I said. ‘I had to hunt around for one myself. A taxi.’


She swung around to face me nervously. Putting her hand on her chest, she let out a gasp that turned into a laugh. ‘Oh, you gave me such a fright,’ she said.


‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.’


‘No, it’s all right. Is this your room?’


‘Sadly not.’ I meant it, too. Even in the low light I could tell she was a beauty. She certainly smelled like one. I walked towards her.


‘You’ll probably think me very stupid,’ she said. ‘But I seem to have forgotten my room number. I was having dinner downstairs with my husband, and we had a row about something, and he walked off in a huff. And now I can’t remember if this is our room or not.’


Frieda Bamberger would have thrown her out and called the police. And, in all normal circumstances, so would I. But somewhere between the Pavilion and the Adlon I had resolved to become a little bit more forgiving, a little less quick to judge. Not to mention a little less quick to punch someone in the stomach. I grinned, enjoying her pluck. ‘Maybe I can help,’ I said. ‘I work for the hotel. What’s your husband’s name?’


‘Schmidt.’


It was a sensible choice of name, given the fact that I might have heard her use it already. The only trouble was I knew Pension Schmidt to be the most upscale brothel in Berlin.


‘Mmm-hmm.’


‘Perhaps we’d better go downstairs, and then we can ask the desk clerk if he can tell me what room I’m supposed to be in.’ This was her, not me. Cool as a cucumber.


‘Oh, I’m sure you got the right room. Kitty Schmidt was never known to make a mistake about something as elementary as giving the right room number to one of her joy girls.’ I jerked the brim of my hat at the door. ‘It’s just that the fleas change their minds sometimes. They think of their wives and their children and their sexual health and then they lose the nerve for it. He’s probably in there listening to every word and pretending to be asleep and getting ready to complain to the manager if I knock him up and accuse him of soliciting the services of a girl.’


‘I think there’s been some sort of a mistake.’


‘And you made it.’ I took hold of her by the arm. ‘I think you’d better come with me, fräulein.’


‘Suppose I start screaming.’


I grinned. ‘Then you’ll wake the guests. You wouldn’t want to do that. The night manager would come, and then I’d be forced to call the polenta, and they’d put your pretty little arse in cement for the night.’ I sighed. ‘On the other hand, it’s late, I’m tired, and I’d rather just throw you out on your ear.’


‘All right,’ she said brightly, and let me lead her back along the corridor to the stairs, where the light was better.


When I got a proper look at her, I saw that the full-length coat she was wearing was nicely trimmed with fur. Underneath she wore a violet-coloured dress made of some gossamer-thin material, opaque shiny white silk stockings, a pair of elegant grey shoes, a couple of long pearl strings, and a little violet cloche hat. Her hair was brown and quite short, and her eyes were green, and she was beautiful in a thin, boyish way that was still the fashion, despite everything the Nazis were doing to persuade German women that it was all right to look and dress and, for all I know, probably smell like a milkmaid. The girl on the stairs next to me couldn’t have looked less like a milkmaid if she’d arrived there on a shell blown along by some zephyrs.


‘You promise you’re not going to hand me over to the bulls,’ she said on the way downstairs.


‘So long as you behave yourself, yes, I promise.’


‘Because if I go up before a magistrate, he’ll put me in the tobacco jar and I’ll lose my job.’


‘Is that what you call it?’


‘Oh, I don’t mean the sledge,’ she said. ‘I just slide a bit when I need a bit of extra money to help my mother. No, I mean my proper job. If I lost that, I’d have to become a full-time joy lady, and I wouldn’t like that. It might have been different a few years ago. But things are different now. A lot less tolerant.’


‘What ever gave you that idea?’


‘Still, you seem like a decent sort.’


‘There are some who might disagree with you,’ I said bitterly.


‘What ever do you mean?’


‘Nothing.’


‘You’re not a Jew, are you?’


‘Do I look like a Jew?’


‘No. It was just the way you said – what you said. You said what a Jew says, sometimes. Not that it matters a damn to me what a man is. I can’t see what all the fuss is about. I’ve yet to meet a Jew who looks like one of those silly cartoons. And I should know. I work for a Jew who’s just the sweetest man you could ever hope to meet.’


‘Doing what, exactly?’


‘You don’t have to say it like that, you know. I’m not sitting on his face, if that’s what you mean. I’m a stenographer, at Odol. The toothpaste company.’ She smiled brightly as if showing off her teeth.


‘At Europa Haus?’


‘Yes. What’s so funny?’


‘Nothing. I’ve just come from there. As a matter of fact, I was looking for you.’


‘Looking for me? What do you mean?’


‘Forget it. What does your boss do?’


‘Runs the legal department.’ She smiled. ‘I know. It’s quite a contradiction, isn’t it? Me working in legal.’


‘So, what, selling your mouse is just a hobby?’


She shrugged. ‘I said I needed the extra money, but that’s only part of it. Did you see Grand Hotel?’


‘The movie? Sure.’


‘Wasn’t it wonderful?’


‘It was all right.’


‘I’m a bit like Flaemmchen, I think. The girl Joan Crawford plays. I just love big hotels like that one in the movie. Like the Adlon. ‘People come. People go. Nothing ever happens.’ But it’s not like that at all, is it? I think a lot happens in a place like this. A lot more than happens in the lives of most ordinary people. I love the atmosphere of this particular hotel. I love the glamour. I love the feel of the sheets. And the big bathrooms. You’ve no idea how much I love the bathrooms in this hotel.’


‘Isn’t it a little dangerous? Joy ladies can get hurt. There are plenty of men in Berlin who like to dole out a little pain. Hitler. Goering. Hess. To name but three.’


‘That’s another reason to come to a hotel like the Adlon. Most of the Fritzes who stay here know how to behave themselves. They treat a girl nicely. Politely. Besides, if anything went wrong, I’d only have to scream, and someone like you would turn up. What are you anyway? You don’t look like you work on the front desk. Not with those mitts on you. And you’re not the house copper. Not the one I’ve seen before.’


‘You seem to have it all worked out,’ I said, ignoring her questions.


‘In this line of work it pays to do the algebra.’


‘And are you a good stenographer?’


‘I’ve never had any complaints. I have shorthand and typing certificates from Kürfurstendamm Secretarial College. And before that, my school Abitur.’


We reached the entrance hall, where the new desk clerk eyed us suspiciously. I steered the girl down another flight, to the basement.


‘I thought you were going to throw me out,’ she said, glancing back at the front door.


I didn’t answer. I was thinking. I was thinking why not replace Ilse Szrajbman with this girl? She was good-looking, well dressed, personable, intelligent, and, if she was to be believed, a good stenographer, too. Something like that was easy to prove. All I had to do was sit her down in front of a typewriter. And after all, I told myself, I could easily have gone to the Europa Haus, met the girl, and offered her a job, completely unaware of the way in which she chose to earn a little extra money.


‘Any convictions?’


Most Germans thought whores were little better than criminals, but I’d known enough joy ladies in my life to recognize that many of them were much better than that. Often they were thoughtful, cultured, clever. Besides, this one wasn’t exactly a grasshopper. She was quite used to behaving herself in a big hotel like the Adlon. She wasn’t a lady, but she could pass herself off as one.


‘Me? None so far.’


And yet. All my experience as a policeman told me not to trust her. Then again my recent experience as a German told me not to trust anyone.


‘All right. Come to my office. I have a proposition for you.’


She stopped on the stairs. ‘I don’t do a soup kitchen, mister.’


‘Relax. I’m not after one. Besides, I’m the romantic kind. At the very least I expect to be taken to dinner at the Kroll Garden. I like flowers and champagne and a box of chocolates from von Hövel. Then, if I like the lady, I might let her take me shopping at Gersons. But I have to warn you. It could be a while before I feel sufficiently comfortable to spend the weekend with you in Baden-Baden.’


‘You have expensive taste, Herr … ?’


‘Gunther.’


‘I approve. It coincides with my own, almost exactly.’


‘I had a feeling it would.’


We went into the detectives’ office. It was a windowless room with a camp bed, an empty fireplace, a chair, a desk, and a washbasin. There was a razor and a shaving mug on a shelf above the basin, and an ironing board and a steam iron so that one could press a shirt and look vaguely respectable. Fritz Muller, the other house detective, had left a strong smell of sweat in the room, but the smell of cigarettes and boredom was all mine. Her nose wrinkled with disgust.


‘So this is life below stairs, huh? No offence, mister, but by the standard of the rest of the hotel, it’s kind of crummy in here.’


‘By that standard, so is the Charlottenburg Palace. Now, about that proposition, Fraulein … ?’


‘Bauer. Dora Bauer.’


‘Your real name?’


‘You wouldn’t like it if I gave you another.’


‘And you can prove that.’


‘Mister, this is Germany.’


She opened her bag to display several documents. One of them, in red pigskin, caught my eye.


‘You’re a Party member?’


‘Doing what I do, it’s always advisable to have the best documentation. This one turns away all sorts of unwelcome questions. Most cops leave you alone as soon as they see a Party card.’


‘I don’t doubt it. What’s the yellow one?’


‘My State Chamber of Culture card. When I’m not typing or selling mouse, I’m an actress. I figured being a Party member might get me a few parts. But not so far. Last play I had was Pandora’s Box at the Kammerspiele on Schumannstrasse. I was Lulu. That was three years ago. So I type for Herr Weiss at Odol and dream of something better. So what’s the pitch?’


‘Only this. We get a lot of businessmen here at the Adlon. Quite a few of them need the services of a temporary stenographer. They pay well. Much more than the going rate in an office. Maybe not as good as what you’d make on your back in an hour, but a lot better than Odol. Plus, it’s honest, and above all, it’s safe. And it would mean you could come in and out of the Adlon quite legitimately.’


‘Are you serious?’ There was real interest and excitement in her tone of voice. ‘Work here? At the Adlon? Really?’


‘Of course I’m serious.’


‘On the level?’


I smiled and nodded.


‘You smile, Gunther, but believe me, these days there’s something dodgy about nearly all jobs a girl is offered.’


‘Do you think Herr Weiss would give you a reference?’


‘If I asked him nicely he’d give me anything.’ She smiled vainly. ‘Thanks. Thanks a lot, Gunther.’


‘Just don’t let me down, Dora. If you do …’ I shook my head. ‘Just don’t, all right? Who knows? You might even end up marrying the minister of the interior. With what’s in your handbag I wouldn’t be at all surprised.’


‘Hey, you’re one of the workers, do you know that?’


‘I wish I was, Dora, I wish to God I was.’





CHAPTER 5


The very next day the guest in suite 114 reported a theft. This was one of the VIP corner rooms, right over the offices of North German Lloyds, and, accompanied by Herr Behlert, the hotel manager, I went along to interview him.


Max Reles was a German American from New York. Tall, powerful, balding, with feet like shoe boxes and fists as big as two basketballs, he resembled a cop more than a businessman – at least, a cop who could afford to buy silk ties from Sparmann and his suits (assuming he didn’t pay attention to the Jewish boycott) from Rudolf Hertzog. He wore cologne and diamond cufflinks that were almost as polished and shiny as his shoes.


Behlert and I advanced into the suite, and Reles looked at him and then at me with eyes as narrow as his mouth. His bare-knuckle features seemed to wear a permanent scowl. I’d seen less pugnacious faces on a church wall.


‘Well, it’s about fucking time,’ he said gruffly, giving me an up-and-down look as if I were the rawest recruit in his platoon. ‘What are you? A cop? Hell, you look like a cop.’ He looked at Behlert with something close to pity and added, ‘Goddamn it, Behlert, what kind of flea circus are you chumps running here anyway? Jesus Christ, if this is Berlin’s best hotel, then I’d hate to see the worst. I thought you Nazis were supposed to be tough on crime. That’s your big boast, isn’t it? Or is that just so much bullshit for the masses?’


Behlert tried to calm Reles, but to no avail. I decided to let him sound off for a while.


Through a set of tall French windows there was a large stone balcony, where, depending on your inclination, you could wave to your adoring public or rant about the Jews. Maybe both. I went over to the window, pulled aside the net curtain, and stared outside, waiting for him to cool off. If ever he cooled off. I had my doubts about that. He spoke excellent German for an American, although he sang his words a bit more than we Berliners do, a bit like a Bayer, which gave it away.


‘You won’t find the thief out there, fellow.’


‘Nevertheless, that’s probably where he is,’ I said. ‘I can’t imagine the thief is still in the hotel. Can you?’


‘What’s that? German logic? Goddamn it, what’s the matter with you people? You might try and look a little more concerned.’


He hurled a gas grenade of a cigar at the window in front of me. Behlert sprang forward and picked it up. It was that or let the rug burn.


‘Perhaps if you were to tell us what’s missing, sir,’ I said, facing him squarely. ‘And exactly what makes you think it’s been stolen.’


‘What makes me think? Jesus, are you calling me a liar?’


‘Not at all, Herr Reles. I wouldn’t dream of doing that until I had ascertained all of the facts.’


Reles’s scowl turned to puzzlement as he tried to figure out if I was being insulting or not. I wasn’t exactly sure about that myself.


Meanwhile, Behlert was holding the crystal ashtray in front of Reles like an altar boy preparing to help a priest give communion. The cigar itself, wet and brown, resembled something left there by a small dog, and perhaps that was why Reles himself seemed to think better of putting it back in his mouth. He sneered biliously and waved the thing away with the back of his hand, which was when I noticed the diamond rings on his little fingers, not to mention his perfectly manicured, pink fingernails. It was like discovering a rose at the bottom of a boxer’s spittoon.


With Behlert standing between me and Reles, I half expected him to remind us of the rules of the ring. I didn’t much like loudmouthed Amis, even the ones who were loud in perfect German, and outside the hotel I would hardly have minded showing it.


‘So what’s your story, Fritz?’ Reles asked me. ‘You look too young to be a house detective. That’s a job for a retired cop, not a punk like you. Unless of course you’re a commie. The Nazis wouldn’t want a cop that was a commie. Fact is, I’m none too fond of the reds myself.’


‘I’d hardly be working here if I was a red, Herr Reles. The hotel flower arranger wouldn’t like that. She prefers white to red. And so do I. Besides, it’s not my story that matters right now, it’s yours. So let’s try to concentrate on that, eh? Look, sir, I can see you’re upset. Helen Keller could see that you’re upset, but unless we can all keep calm and establish what happened here, we won’t get anywhere.’


Reles grinned and then snatched the cigar back just as Behlert was taking away the ashtray. ‘Helen Keller, eh?’ He chuckled and put the cigar back in his mouth, puffing it back into life. But the tobacco seemed to smoke the traces of good humour out of him, and he returned to his resting state, which seemed to be that of low rage. He pointed at a chest of drawers. Like most of the furniture in his suite, it was blond Biedermeier and looked as if it had been baked in a glaze of honey.


‘On top of that cabinet was a little basketry-and-lacquer Chinese box. It was early seventeenth century, Ming dynasty, and it was valuable. I had it parcelled up and ready to send to someone in the States. I’m not exactly sure when it disappeared. Might have been yesterday. Might have been the day before.’


‘How big was this box?’


‘About twenty inches long, about a foot wide, three or four inches deep.’


I tried to work that out in metric and gave up.


‘There’s a distinctive scene painted on the lid. Some Chinese officials sitting around on the edge of a lake.’


‘Are you a collector of Chinese art, sir?’


‘Hell no. It’s too … Chinese for my tastes. I like my art to look a little more homegrown.’


‘Since it was parcelled, do you think you might have asked the concierge to have it collected and forgotten about it? Sometimes we’re too efficient for our own good.’


‘Not so as I’ve noticed,’ he said.


‘If you could answer the question, please.’


‘You were a cop, weren’t you?’ Reles sighed and combed his hair with the flat of his hand, as if checking it was still there. It was, but only just. ‘I checked, OK? No one sent it.’


‘Then I have one more question, sir. Who else has access to this room? It could be someone with a key, perhaps. Or someone you’ve invited up here.’


‘Meaning?’


‘Meaning just what I said. Can you think of someone who might have taken the box?’


‘You mean apart from the maid?’


‘Naturally, I’ll be asking her.’


Reles shook his head. Behlert cleared his throat and lifted his hand to interrupt.


‘There is someone, surely,’ he said.


‘What are you talking about, Behlert?’ snarled Reles.


The manager pointed at a desk by the window, where, between two sheaves of notepaper, sat a shiny new Torpedo portable typewriter. ‘Wasn’t Fräulein Szrajbman coming in here every day to do some shorthand and typing for you? Until a couple of days ago?’


Reles bit his knuckle. ‘Goddamn bitch,’ he snarled, and flung away his cigar again. This time it flew through the door of the en-suite bathroom, hit the porcelain-tiled wall, and landed safely in the U-boat sized bath. Behlert lifted his eyebrows clean off his forehead and went to retrieve it once again.


‘You’re right,’ I said. ‘I was a cop. I worked Homicide for almost ten years until my allegiance to the old republic and the basic principles of justice made me surplus to the new requirements. But along the way I developed a pretty good nose for criminal investigation. So. It’s clear to me you think she took it and, what’s more, that you’ve got a pretty good idea why. If we were in a police station I might ask you about that. But since you’re a guest in this hotel, it’s up to you whether you tell us or not. Sir.’


‘We argued about money,’ he said quietly. ‘About the number of hours she’d worked.’


‘Is that all?’


‘Of course. What are you implying, mister?’


‘I’m not implying anything. But I knew Fräulein Szrajbman quite well. She was very conscientious. That’s why the Adlon recommended her to you in the first place.’


‘She’s a thief,’ Reles said, flatly. ‘What the hell are you going to do about it?’


‘I’ll put the matter into the hands of the police right away, sir, if that’s what you want.’


‘You’re damn right I do. Just tell your old pals to swing by and I’ll swear out a warrant or whatever you flatfoots do in this sausage factory you call a country. Soon as they like. Now, get the hell out of here before I lose my temper.’


At that I almost told him he’d have to keep his temper before he could ever lose it, and that while his parents might have taught him to speak good German, they certainly hadn’t taught him any good German manners to go with it. Instead I kept my mouth shut, which, as Hedda Adlon was fond of telling me, is a large part of running a good hotel.


The fact that it was now also a large part of being a good German was neither here nor there.





CHAPTER 6


A couple of SCHUPOs wearing puttees and rubber macs against the driving rain were standing on duty by the main entrance of the Police Praesidium on Berlin’s Alexanderplatz. The word ‘praesidium’ comes from the Latin meaning ‘protection’, but given that the Alex was now under the control of a bunch of thugs and murderers, it was hard to see who was protecting who from whom. The two uniformed cops had a similar problem. Recognizing my face, they didn’t know whether to salute or batter me to the ground.


As usual, the main entrance hall smelled of cigarettes, cheap coffee, unwashed bodies, and sausage. I was arriving just as the local wurst seller had turned up to sell boiled sausage to those cops who were lunching at their desks. The Max – they were always known as Max – wore a white coat, a top hat, and, as was traditional, a little moustache he’d drawn onto his face with an eyebrow pencil. His moustaches were longer than I remembered and probably would continue to be that way while Hitler continued with a postage stamp on his own upper lip. But I often wondered if anyone had ever dared ask Hitler if he could smell gas because that was what he looked like: a gas sniffer. Sometimes you saw these men fitting long pipes into holes in the road and then sniffing the open ends for escaping gas. It always gave them the same telltale smudge on the upper lip.


‘Haven’t seen you in a while, Herr Commissar,’ said the Max. The large square metal boiler hanging from a strap around his neck looked like a steam-powered accordion.


‘I’ve been away for a while. It must have been something I ate.’


‘Very amusing, sir, I’m sure.’


‘You tell him, Bernie,’ said a voice. ‘We’ve got more than enough sausage at the Alex, but not nearly enough laughs.’


I looked around and saw Otto Trettin coming through the entrance hall.


‘What the hell are you doing back here?’ he asked. ‘Don’t say you’re another March violet.’


‘I came to report a crime at the Adlon.’


‘The biggest crime at the Adlon is what they charge for a plate of sausage, eh, Max?’


‘Too right, Herr Trettin.’


‘But after that,’ I said, ‘I was planning to buy you a beer.’


‘Beer first,’ said Otto. ‘Then report the crime.’


Otto and I went across the road to the Zum, in the arches of the local S-Bahn station. Cops liked it there because with a train passing overhead every few minutes it was hard to be overheard. And I imagined this was especially important in Otto Trettin’s case, since it was generally known that he fiddled his expenses and, probably, was not averse to having his bread spread with some very dodgy butter. He was still a good cop, however, one of the Alex’s best from the days before the police purge, and although he wasn’t a Party member, the Nazis seemed to like him. Otto had always been a bit heavy-handed: he had famously handed out a beating to the Sass brothers, which, at that time, was a serious breach of police ethics, although they had certainly deserved it, and, doubtless, this was one of the reasons that had helped him to find favour with the new government. The Nazis liked a bit of rough justice. To that extent it was perhaps surprising I wasn’t working there myself.


‘I’ll have a Landwehr Top,’ said Trettin.


‘Make that two,’ I told the barman.


Named after Berlin’s famous canal in which the water’s surface was often polluted with a layer of oil or gasoline, a Landwehr Top was a beer with a brandy in it. We hurried them down and ordered two more.


‘You’re a bastard, Gunther,’ said Otto. ‘Now that you’ve left, I’ve got no one to talk to. No one I can trust, that is.’


‘What about your beloved co-author, Erich?’


Trettin and Erich Liebermann von Sonnenberg had published a book together the previous year. Criminal Cases was little more than a series of stories cobbled together from a trawl through KRIPO’s oldest files. But no one doubted that the two had made money from it. Fiddling his expenses, ramping up the overtime, taking the odd back-hander, and now with a book already translated into English, Otto Trettin always seemed to know how to make money.


‘Erich? We don’t see much of each other now that he’s head of Berlin KRIPO. Head’s up his arse with his own self-importance these days. You left me sitting in the ink, do you know that?’


‘I can’t feel sorry for you. Not after I read your lousy book. You wrote up one of my cases and you didn’t even give me the credit. You gave the bracelets on that one to von Bachman. I could have understood it if he was a Nazi. But he’s not.’


‘He paid me to write him up. A hundred marks, to make him look good.’


‘You’re joking.’


‘No, I’m not. Not that it matters now. He’s dead.’


‘I didn’t know.’


‘Sure you did. You’ve just forgotten, that’s all. Berlin’s like that these days. All sorts of people are dead and we forget about it. Fatty Arbuckle. Stefan George. Hindenburg. The Alex is no different. Take that cop who got murdered the other day. We’ve already forgotten his name.’


‘August Krichbaum.’


‘Everyone except you.’ He shook his head. ‘See what I mean? You’re a good copper. You shouldn’t ever have left.’ He raised his glass. ‘To the dead. Where would we be without them?’


‘Steady on,’ I said as he drained his glass a second time.


‘I’ve had a hell of a morning. I’ve been to Plotzensee Prison with a load of Berlin’s top polenta, and the Leader. Now ask me why.’


‘Why?’


‘Because his nibs wanted to see the falling axe in action.’


The falling axe was what we Germans quaintly called the guillotine.


Otto waved the barman back a third time.


‘You’ve seen an execution, with Hitler?’


‘That’s right.’


‘There wasn’t anything about an execution in the newspaper. Who was it?’


‘Some poor communist. Just a kid, really. Anyway, Hitler watched it happen and pronounced himself very impressed. So much so that he’s ordered twenty new falling-axe machines from the manufacturer in Tegel. One for every big city in Germany. He was smiling when he left. Which is more than I can say for that poor commie. I’ve never seen it before. Goering’s idea that we should, apparently. Something about us all recognizing the gravity of the historic mission we’ve set ourselves – or some such nonsense. Well, there’s a lot of gravity involved with a falling axe, let me tell you. Have you ever seen one at work?’


‘Just once. Gormann the Strangler.’


‘Oh, right. Then you’ll know what it’s like.’ Otto shook his head. ‘My God, I’ll never forget it as long as I live. That terrible sound. Took it well, though, the commie. When the lad saw that Hitler was there, he started to sing the Red Flag. At least he did until someone slapped him. Now ask me why I’m telling you all this.’


‘Because you enjoy scaring the shit out of people, Otto. You always were the sensitive type.’


‘I’m telling you, Bernie, because people like you need to know.’


‘People like me. What does that mean?’


‘You’ve got a smart mouth, son. Which is why you have to be told that these bastards are not playing games. They’re in power and they mean to stay in power, with whatever it takes. Last year there were just four executions at the Plot. This year there have already been twelve. And it’s going to get worse.’


A train thundered overhead, rendering all conversation meaningless for almost a minute. It sounded like a very large, very slow falling axe.


‘That’s the thing about things getting worse,’ I remarked. ‘Just as you’re thinking they can’t, they usually do. That’s what the fellow on the Jewish Desk at the Gestapo told me, anyway. There are some new laws on the way that mean my grandmother wasn’t quite German enough. Not that it matters much to her. She’s dead, too. But it seems as if it’s going to matter to me. If you follow my meaning.’


‘Like Aaron’s rod.’


‘Exactly. And you being an expert on forgers and counterfeiting, I was wondering if you knew someone who might help to fix it for me to lose the yarmulke. I used to think an Iron Cross was all the evidence I needed to be a German. But it would seem not.’


‘A German’s worst problems always start when he starts to think of what it means to be a German.’ Otto sighed and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘Cheer up, yiddo. You’re not the first to need an Aryan transfusion. That’s what they call it these days. My paternal grandfather was a gyppo. That’s where I get my Latin good looks from.’


‘I’ve never understood what they have against Gypsies.’


‘I think it’s something to do with fortune-telling. Hitler just doesn’t want us to know the future he has planned for Germany.’


‘It’s that or the price of clothes pegs, I suppose.’ Gypsies were always selling clothes pegs.


Otto produced a nice gold Pelikan from his coat pocket and started to write a name and address on a piece of paper. ‘Emil is expensive, so try not to let your tribe’s reputation for driving a hard bargain lead you to suppose that he’s not worth every penny, because he is. Make sure you tell him I sent you and, if necessary, remind him that the only reason he’s not cooling his heels in the Punch is because I lost his file. But I lost it in a place where I can certainly find it again.’


The Punch was what Berlin’s police and underworld called the courthouse and jail complex in Moabit; because Moabit was a heavily working-class district someone had once described the prison there as ‘an imperial punch in the face of the Berlin proletariat’. Certainly a punch in the face was more or less guaranteed when you went there, regardless of your social class. It was without question Berlin’s hardest cement.


He told me what was in Emil Linthe’s file so that I might make proper use of it when I spoke to him.


‘Thanks, Otto.’


‘This crime at the Adlon,’ he said. ‘Anything there for me? Like a nice young girl who’s been passing dud cheques?’


‘It’s small fry for a bull like you. An antique box belonging to one of the guests got stolen. Besides, I already figured out who probably did it.’


‘Even better. I can get the credit. Who did do it?’


‘Some Ami blowhard’s stenographer. Jewish girl who’s already left Berlin.’


‘Good-looking?’


‘Forget it, Otto. She went home to Danzig.’


‘Danzig is good. I could use a trip somewhere nice.’ He finished his drink. ‘Come on. We’ll go back across the road. As soon as you’ve reported it I can be on my way. I wonder why she went to Danzig. I thought Jews were leaving Danzig. Especially now that it’s gone Nazi. They don’t even like Berliners in Danzig.’


‘Like everywhere else in Germany. We buy the rest of the country a beer and still they hate us.’ I finished my brandy. ‘Your neighbour’s field of corn is always better, I guess.’


‘I thought everyone knew that Berlin is the most tolerant city in Germany. For one thing, it’s always been the only place that would tolerate the German government living here. Danzig. I ask you.’


‘Then we’d better hurry before she realizes her mistake and comes back.’





CHAPTER 7


The front desk at the Alex was the usual crowd scene from Hieronymus Bosch. A woman with a face like Erasmus and a pink pig’s bladder of a hat was reporting a burglary to a duty sergeant whose outsized ears looked as if they had belonged to someone else before being sliced off and stuck on the sides of his dog-shaped skull with a pencil and an unsmoked roll-up. Two spectacularly ugly thugs – their bloodied mugs stamped with the atavistic stigmata of criminality, their hands manacled behind their twisting backs – were being pushed and pulled into a dimly lit corridor that led down to the cells and a probable job offer from the SS. A cleaning woman, who was badly in need of a shave, was mopping a pool of vomit on the shit brown linoleum floor, with a cigarette clamped firmly in her mouth against the smell. A lost-looking boy, his dirty face streaked with tears, was sitting fearfully in a corner underneath an enormous spiderweb and rocking on his stringy buttocks, and probably wondering if he’d make bail. A pale, rabbit-eyed attorney, carrying a briefcase as big as the well-fed sow whose hide had been used to fashion it, was demanding to see his client, except that no one was listening. Somewhere, someone was asserting his previous good character and his innocence of everything. Meanwhile a cop had removed his black leather tschako and was showing a fellow SCHUPO the large purple bruise on his closely shaven head: it was probably just a thought making a futile bid to escape from his rusticated skull.


It felt awkward being back at the Alex. Awkward and exciting. I figured Martin Luther must have felt the same way when he turned up at the Diet of Worms to defend himself against a charge of spoiling the church door in Wittenberg. So many faces that were familiar. A few looked at me as if I were the prodigal son, but rather more seemed to regard me as the fatted calf.


Berlin Alexanderplatz. I could have told Alfred Döblin a thing or two.


Otto Trettin led me behind the desk and told a young uniformed cop to record my statement.


The cop was in his mid-twenties and, unusually by SCHUPO standards, was as bright as the badge on his ammunition pouch. He hadn’t been typing my statement very long when he stopped, bit his already well bitten fingernails, lit a cigarette, and silently went over to a filing cabinet as big as a Mercedes that stood in the centre of the huge room. He was taller than I’d expected. And thinner. He hadn’t been there long enough to get a taste for beer and get himself a pregnant belly, like a true SCHUPO man. He came back reading, which, in the Alex, was something of a miracle in itself.


‘I thought so,’ he said, handing Otto the file, but looking at me. ‘This object you’re reporting stolen was reported stolen yesterday. I took the particulars myself.’


‘Chinese lacquer-and-basketry box,’ said Otto, glancing over the report. ‘Fifty centimetres by thirty centimetres by ten centimetres.’


I tried to work that out in imperial measurement and gave up.


‘Seventeenth century, Mong dynasty.’ Otto looked at me. ‘That sound like the same box, Bernie?’


‘Ming dynasty,’ I said. ‘It’s Ming.’


‘Ming, Mong, what’s the difference?’


‘Either it’s the same box or they’re as common as pretzels. Who made the report?’


‘A Dr Martin Stock,’ said the young cop. ‘From the Museum of Asian Art. He was pretty exercised about it.’


‘What kind of fellow was he?’ I asked.


‘Oh, you know. Kind of how you’d imagine someone from a museum would look. Sixtyish, grey moustache, white goatee, bald, myopic, overweight – he reminded me of the walrus at the zoo. He wore a bow tie—’


‘I’ve seen that before,’ said Otto. ‘A walrus wearing a bowtie.’


The cop smiled and then continued. ‘Spats, nothing in his lapel – I mean no Party badge or anything. And it was a Bruno Kuczorski suit he was wearing.’


‘Now he’s just showing off,’ said Otto.


‘I saw the label on the inside of his coat when he took out his handkerchief to mop his brow. An anxious sort of fellow. But you would have gathered that from the handkerchief.’


‘On the level?’


‘Like he swallowed a geometry set.’


‘What’s your name, son?’ Otto asked him.


‘Heinz Seldte.’


‘Well, Heinz Seldte, it’s my opinion that you should leave this fat man’s desk job you’ve got here and become a cop.’


‘Thank you, sir.’


‘So what’s the deal, Gunther?’ said Otto. ‘You trying to make a monkey out of me?’


‘I’m the one who feels like a monkey.’ I tugged the sheet and the carbons off Seldte’s typewriter and crushed them up. ‘I think maybe I should go and yodel in a few ears, like Johnny Weissmuller, and see what comes running out of the jungle.’ I took Dr Stock’s crime sheet from the police file. ‘Mind if I borrow this, Otto?’


Otto glanced at Seldte, who shrugged back at him. ‘It’s OK with us, I guess,’ said Otto. ‘But you will let us know what you find out, Bernie. Ming Mong dynasty theft is a special investigative priority for KRIPO right now. We have our reputation to think of.’


‘I’ll get right on it, I promise.’


I meant it, too. It was going to be a pleasure to feel like a real detective again instead of a hotel carpet creeper. But, as Immanuel Kant once said, it’s funny how categorically wrong you can be about a lot of stuff you think just has to be true.


Most of Berlin’s museums stood on a little island in the centre of the city, surrounded by the dark waters of the River Spree, as if the people who had built them had decided that Berlin needed to keep its culture separate from the state. As I was about to discover, there should have been a lot more importance attached to this idea than anyone might have thought.


The Ethnological Museum however, formerly in Prinz-Albrecht-Strasse, was now located in Dahlem, in the far west of Berlin. I travelled there on the underground railway – on the Wilmersdorf line as far as Dahlem-Dorf – and then walked south-east to the new Museum of Asian Art. It was a comparatively modern three-storey red-brick building surrounded by expensive villas and manor houses with large gates and even larger dogs. Laws were made for the protection of suburbs such as Dahlem, and it was hard to see why there should have been two Gestapo men parked in a black W in front of the nearby confessing church until I remembered there was a priest in Dahlem called Martin Niemöller who was well known for his opposition to the so-called Aryan paragraph. Either that or the two men just had something to confess.


I went into the museum, opened the first door marked PRIVATE and found myself looking down at a rather fetching stenographer sitting behind a three-bank Carmen, with Maybelline eyes and a mouth that was painted better than Holbein’s favourite portrait. She wore a checked shirt; a whole souk’s supply of brass bangles, which tinkled on her wrist like tiny telephones; and a rather severe expression that almost had me checking the knot on my tie.


‘Can I help you?’


I felt sure she could but I hardly liked to mention exactly how. Instead, I sat on the corner of her desk and folded my arms, just to keep my hands off her breasts. She didn’t like that. Her desk looked as neat as a display in a department-store window.


‘Herr Stock about?’


‘I guess if you had an appointment you’d know it was Dr Stock.’


‘I don’t. Have an appointment.’


‘So, he’s busy.’ She glanced involuntarily at a door on the other side of the room, as if hoping I would be gone before it opened again.


‘I bet he does that a lot. Is busy. Men like him always are. Now, if it was me, I’d be giving you a little dictation or maybe signing a few letters you’d just typed with those lovely hands of yours.’


‘You can write, then?’


‘Sure. I can even type. Not as well as you, I’ll bet. But you can be judge of that.’ I reached into my jacket and took out the crime sheet I’d borrowed from the Alex. ‘Here,’ I said, handing it over. ‘Take a look and tell me what you think.’


She glanced at it and her eyes widened a few f-stops.


‘You’re from the Police Praesidium, on Alexanderplatz?’


‘Didn’t I say? I just came from there on the underground.’ This was true but only as far as it went. If she or Stock asked to see a warrant disc, I wasn’t going to get anywhere, which was the main reason I was behaving the way a lot of real cops from the Alex behave. A Berliner is someone who believes it’s best to be just a little less polite than other people might think is necessary. And most Berlin cops fall a long way short of that high standard. I lit a cigarette, blew the smoke her way and then nodded at a chunk of rock on a shelf behind her well-coiffed head.


‘Is that a swastika on that bit of stone?’


‘It’s a seal,’ she said. ‘From the Indus Valley civilization. From around 1500 BC. The swastika used to be a significant religious symbol of our own remote ancestors.’


I grinned at her. ‘Either that or they were trying to warn us about something.’


She stood up from behind the typewriter and quickly walked across the office to fetch Dr Stock. It gave me enough time to study her curves and the seams in her stockings, so perfect they looked as if they’d been done in a technical drawing class. I always disliked technical drawing but I might have been a lot better at it had I been asked to sit behind a nice girl’s legs and try to make a couple of straight lines on her calves.


Stock was less easy on the eye than his secretary but exactly as Heinz Seldte had described him back at the Alex. A Berlin waxwork.


‘This is most embarrassing,’ he wailed. ‘There has been an awful mistake for which I’m most dreadfully sorry.’ He came close enough for me to smell the peppermint lozenges on his breath, which was a nice change from most of the people who spoke to me, and then bowed an abject apology. ‘Dreadfully sorry, sir. It would seem that the box I reported stolen was not stolen at all. Merely mislaid.’


‘Mislaid? How’s that possible?’


‘We’ve been moving the Fischer collections from the old Ethnological Museum, in Prinz-Albrecht-Strasse, to our new home, here in Dahlem, and everything is in disarray. The official guide to our collections is out of print. Many objects were misplaced or wrongly attributed. I’m afraid you’ve had a wasted journey. On the underground, you said? Perhaps the museum could pay for a taxi to take you back to the Police Praesidium. It’s the least we can do to make up for the inconvenience.’
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