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For Jane






God, give us grace to accept with serenity the things that cannot be changed, courage to change the things which should be changed, and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.


—Reinhold Niebuhr








PROLOGUE
BERLIN, SEPTEMBER 1937



I remember how good the weather was that September. Hitler weather, they used to call it. As if the elements themselves were disposed to be kind to Adolf Hitler, of all people. I remember him making a ranting speech demanding foreign colonies for Germany. It was, perhaps, the first time any of us had heard him use the phrase ‘living space’. No one thought for a moment that our living space could only be created if someone else died first.


I was living and working in the space we called Berlin. There was plenty of business there for a private detective. It was all missing persons, of course. And most of them were Jewish. Most of them murdered in back alleys, or sent off to a KZ, a concentration camp, without the authorities bothering to notify their families. The Nazis thought it was quite funny, the way they did that. The Jews were, of course, officially encouraged to emigrate, but because they were forbidden to take their property with them, few did so. Still, some people devised several neat tricks to get their money out of Germany.


One such trick was for a Jew to deposit a large sealed parcel containing various valuables, and labelled the ‘last will and testament’ of so and so, with a German court of law before going abroad for ‘a holiday’. The Jew would then ‘die’ in a foreign country and have the local French or English court request the German court to forward the parcel containing his ‘last will and testament’. German courts being run by German lawyers were usually only too happy to comply with the requests of other lawyers, even French and English ones. And in this way quite a few lucky Jews managed to be reunited with enough cash or valuables to start a new life in a new country.


It might seem hard to believe, but another neat scheme was actually devised by the Jewish Department of the Security Police – the SD. This scheme was seen as a good way of helping Jews leave Germany and, in the process, of enriching certain officers of the SD into the bargain. It was what we called the tocher, or Jewish peddler, scheme, and I first had experience of it as a result of the strangest pair of clients that ever came my way.


Paul Begelmann was a rich German Jewish businessman who owned several garages and car dealerships throughout Germany. And SS Sturmbannführer Dr Franz Six was the head of the SD’s Jewish Department. I was summoned to meet them both in the department’s modest, three-room suite of offices at the Hohenzollern Palais, on Wilhelmstrasse. Behind Six’s desk was a picture of the Führer, as well as a host of legal degrees from the universities of Heidelberg, Königsberg, and Leipzig. Six might have been a Nazi crook, but he was an extremely well-qualified Nazi crook. He was hardly Himmler’s ideal-looking Aryan. Aged about thirty, he was dark-haired, a little self-satisfied around the mouth, and no more Jewish-looking than Paul Begelmann. He smelled faintly of cologne and hypocrisy. On his desk was a little bust of Wilhelm von Humboldt, who had founded the University of Berlin and who, famously, had defined the limits beyond which the activities of the State should not go. I guessed it was unlikely that Sturmbannführer Six would have agreed with him there.


Begelmann was older and taller, with dark, curly hair and lips that were as thick and pink as two slices of luncheon meat. He was smiling but his eyes told a very different story. The pupils were narrow, like a cat’s, as if he was anxious to be out of the SD’s spotlight. In that building, and surrounded by all those black uniforms, he looked like a choirboy trying to make friends with a pack of hyenas. He didn’t say much. It was Six who did all the talking. I’d heard Six was from Mannheim. Mannheim has a famous Jesuit church. In his smart black uniform, that was the way Franz Six struck me. Not your typical SD thug. More like a Jesuit.


‘Herr Begelmann has expressed a wish to emigrate from Germany to Palestine,’ he said smoothly. ‘Naturally he is concerned about his business in Germany and the impact that its sale might have on the local economy. So, in order to help Herr Begelmann, this department has proposed a solution to his problem. A solution you might be able to help us with, Herr Gunther. We have proposed that he should not emigrate “pro forma”, but rather that he should continue to be a German citizen working abroad. In effect, that he should work in Palestine as the sales representative of his own company. In this manner he will be able to earn a salary and to share in the profits of the company while at the same time fulfilling this department’s policy of encouraging Jewish emigration.’


I didn’t doubt that poor Begelmann had agreed to share his company’s profits not with the Reich but with Franz Six. I lit a cigarette and fixed the SD man with a cynical smile. ‘Gentlemen, it sounds to me like you’ll both be very happy together. But I fail to see what you need me for. I don’t do marriages. I investigate them.’


Six coloured a little and glanced awkwardly at Begelmann. He had power, but it wasn’t the kind of power that could threaten someone like me. He was used to bullying students and Jews, and the task of bullying an adult Aryan male looked like it was beyond him.


‘We require someone … someone Herr Begelmann can trust … to deliver a letter from the Wassermann Bank, here in Berlin, to the Anglo-Palestine Bank in Jaffa. We require that person to open lines of credit with that bank and to take a lease on a property in Jaffa that can be the premises for a new car showroom. The lease will help to validate Herr Begelmann’s important new business venture. We also require our agent to transport certain items of property to the Anglo-Palestine Bank in Jaffa. Naturally, Herr Begelmann is prepared to pay a substantial fee for these services. The sum of one thousand English pounds, payable in Jaffa. Naturally, the SD will arrange all the necessary documentation and paperwork. You would be going there as the official representative of Begelmann’s Automotive. Unofficially, you will be acting as the SD’s confidential agent.’


‘A thousand pounds. That’s a lot of money,’ I said. ‘But what happens if the Gestapo ask me questions about all this? They might not like some of the answers. Have you thought of that?’


‘Of course,’ said Six. ‘Do you take me for an idiot?’


‘No, but they might.’


‘It so happens that I’m sending two other agents to Palestine on a fact-finding mission that has been authorized at the highest level,’ he said. ‘As part of its ongoing remit, this department has been asked to investigate the feasibility of forced emigration to Palestine. As far as SIPO is concerned, you would be part of that mission. If the Gestapo were to ask you questions about your mission you would be entirely within your rights to answer, as these two others will answer: that it is an intelligence matter. That you are carrying out the orders of General Heydrich. And that for reasons of operational security, you cannot discuss the matter.’ He paused and lit a small, pungent cigar. ‘You have done some work for the general before, have you not?’


‘I’m still trying to forget it.’ I shook my head. ‘With all due respect, Herr Sturmbannführer. If two of your own men are already going to Palestine, then what do you need me for?’


Begelmann cleared his throat. ‘If I might say something, please, Herr Sturmbannführer?’ he said, cautiously, and in a strong Hamburg accent. Six shrugged and shook his head, indifferently. Begelmann looked at me with quiet desperation. There was sweat on his forehead and I didn’t think it was only as a result of the unusually warm September weather. ‘Because, Herr Gunther, your reputation for honesty goes before you.’


‘Not to mention your dedication to making an easy mark,’ said Six.


I looked at Six and nodded. I was through being polite to this legal crook. ‘What you’re saying, Herr Begelmann, is that you don’t trust this department or the people who work for it.’


Poor Begelmann looked pained. ‘No, no, no, no, no,’ he said. ‘That’s not it at all.’


But I was enjoying myself too much to let go of this bone. ‘And I can’t say as I blame you. It’s one thing to get robbed. It’s quite another when the robber asks you to help carry the loot to the getaway car.’


Six bit his lip. I could see he was wishing it was the vein on the side of my neck. The only reason he wasn’t saying anything was because I hadn’t yet said no. Probably he guessed that I wasn’t going to. A thousand pounds is a thousand pounds.


‘Please, Herr Gunther.’


Six looked quite happy to leave the begging to Begelmann.


‘My whole family would be extremely grateful for your help.’


‘A thousand pounds,’ I said. ‘I already heard that part.’


‘Is there something wrong with the remuneration?’ Begelmann was looking at Six for guidance. He wasn’t getting any. Six was a lawyer, not a horse dealer.


‘Hell no, Herr Begelmann,’ I said. ‘It’s generous. No, it’s me, I guess. I start to itch when a certain kind of dog cosies up to me.’


But Six was refusing to be insulted. So far in this, he was just a typical lawyer. Prepared to put aside all human feelings for the greater good of making money. ‘I hope you’re not being rude to an official of the German government, Herr Gunther,’ he said, chiding me. ‘Anyone would think you were against National Socialism, the way you talk. Hardly a very healthy attitude these days.’


I shook my head. ‘You mistake me,’ I said. ‘I had a client last year. His name was Hermann Six. The industrialist? He was less than honest with me. You’re no relation to him, I trust.’


‘Sadly not,’ he said. ‘I come from a very poor family in Mannheim.’


I looked at Begelmann. I felt sorry for him. I should have said no. Instead I said yes. ‘All right, I’ll do it. But you people had better be on the level about all this. I’m not the type who forgives and forgets. And I’ve never turned the other cheek.’


It wasn’t long before I regretted becoming involved in Six and Begelmann’s Jewish peddler scheme. I was alone in my office the next day. It was raining outside. My partner, Bruno Stahlecker, was out on a case, so he said, which probably meant he was propping up a bar in Wedding. There was a knock at the door and a man came in. He was wearing a leather coat and a wide-brimmed hat. Call it a keen sense of smell, but I knew he was Gestapo even before he showed me the little warrant disc in the palm of his hand. He was in his mid-twenties, balding, with a small, lopsided mouth and a sharp, delicate-looking jaw that made me suspect he was more used to hitting than being hit. Without saying a word he tossed his wet hat onto my desk blotter, unbuttoned his coat to reveal a neat, navy-blue suit, sat in the chair on the other side of my desk, took out his cigarettes, and lit one – all the while staring at me like an eagle watching a fish. ‘Nice little hat,’ I said, after a moment. ‘Where’d you steal it?’ I picked it off my blotter and tossed it onto his lap. ‘Or did you just want me and my roses to know that it’s raining outside?’


‘They told me you were a tough guy at the Alex,’ he said, and flicked his ash on my carpet.


‘I was a tough guy when I was at the Alex,’ I said. The Alex was police headquarters, on Berlin’s Alexanderplatz. ‘They gave me one of those little discs. Anyone can pretend he’s tough when he’s got KRIPO’s beer token in his pocket.’ I shrugged. ‘But if that’s what they say, then it must be true. Real cops, like the cops at the Alex, don’t lie.’


The little mouth tightened into a smile that was all lips and no teeth, like a newly stitched scar. He put the cigarette back in his mouth as if sucking a length of thread to poke in the eye of a needle. Or even my eye. I don’t think he would have cared which. ‘So you’re the bull who caught Gormann, the strangler.’


‘That was a very long time ago,’ I said. ‘Murderers were a lot easier to catch before Hitler came to power.’


‘Oh? How’s that?’


‘For one thing, they weren’t nearly as thick on the ground as they are now. And for another, it seemed to matter more. I used to take a real satisfaction in protecting society. Nowadays I wouldn’t know where to start.’


‘Sounds suspiciously like you disapprove of what the Party’s done for Germany,’ he said.


‘Not at all,’ I said, careful with my insolence now. ‘I don’t disapprove of anything that’s done for Germany.’ I lit one of my own and let him fill in the double meaning and entertained myself with a mental picture of my fist connecting with the kid’s pointy jaw. ‘Have you got a name, or is that just for your friends? You remember those, don’t you? All the people who used to send you a birthday card? Always supposing you can remember when that is.’


‘Maybe you can be my friend,’ he said, smiling. I hated that smile. It was a smile that said he knew he had something on me. There was a sort of twinkle in his iris that came off his eyeball like the point of a sword. ‘Maybe we can help each other. That’s what friends are for, eh? Maybe I’ll do you a favour, Gunther, and you’ll be so damned grateful you’ll send me one of those birthday cards you were talking about.’ He nodded. ‘I’d like that. That would be nice. With a little message inside.’


I sighed some smoke his way. I was growing weary of his hard act. ‘I doubt you’d like my sense of humour,’ I said. ‘But I’m willing to be proved wrong. It might make a nice change to be proved wrong by the Gestapo.’


‘I am Inspector Gerhard Flesch,’ he said.


‘Pleased to meet you, Gerhard.’


‘I head up the Jewish Department in SIPO,’ he added.


‘You know something? I’ve been thinking of opening one of those in here,’ I said. ‘Suddenly everyone seems to have a Jewish Department. Must be good for business. The SD, the Foreign Office, and now the Gestapo.’


‘The operational spheres of the SD and the Gestapo are demarcated by a functions order signed by the Reichsführer-SS,’ said Flesch. ‘Operationally, the SD is to subject the Jews to intense surveillance and then report to us. But in practice the Gestapo is locked in a power struggle with the SD, and in no area is this conflict more hotly contested than in the area of Jewish affairs.’


‘That all sounds very interesting, Gerhard. But I don’t see how I can help. Hell, I’m not even Jewish.’


‘No?’ Flesch smiled. ‘Then let me explain. We have heard a rumour that Franz Six and his men are in the pay of the Jews. Taking bribes in return for facilitating Jewish emigration. What we don’t yet have is proof. That’s where you come in, Gunther. You’re going to get it.’


‘You overestimate my resourcefulness, Gerhard. I’m not that good at shovelling shit.’


‘This SD fact-finding mission to Palestine. Exactly why are you going?’


‘I need a holiday, Gerhard. I need to get away and eat some oranges. Apparently sunlight and oranges are very good for the skin.’ I shrugged. ‘Then again, I’m thinking of converting. I’m told they give a pretty good circumcision in Jaffa, if you get them before lunchtime.’ I shook my head. ‘Come on, Gerhard. It’s an intelligence matter. You know I can’t talk about it with anyone outside of the department. If you don’t like that, then take it up with Heydrich. He makes the rules, not me.’


‘The two men you’re travelling with,’ he said, hardly batting an eye. ‘We would like you to keep an eye on them. To see that they don’t abuse the position of trust in which they find themselves. I’m even authorized to offer you some expenses. A thousand marks.’


Everyone was throwing money at me. A thousand pounds here. A thousand marks there. I felt like an official in the Reich Ministry of Justice.


‘That’s very handsome of you, Gerhard,’ I said. ‘A thousand marks is quite a slice of sugarloaf. Of course, you wouldn’t be the Gestapo if you didn’t also have a taste of the whip you’re offering me in the event I don’t have the sweet tooth you were counting on.’


Flesch smiled his toothless smile. ‘It would be unfortunate if your racial origins were made the subject of an inquiry,’ he said, stubbing out his cigarette in my ashtray. As he leaned forward and then back again in the chair, his leather coat creaked loudly, like the sound of heavy raindrops, as if he had just bought it from the Gestapo gift shop.


‘Both my parents were churchgoing folk,’ I said. ‘I don’t see that you’ve got anything like that to throw at me.’


‘Your maternal great-grandmother,’ he said. ‘There’s a possibility she might have been Jewish.’


‘Read your Bible, Gerhard,’ I said. ‘We’re all Jewish if you want to go back far enough. But as it happens, you’re wrong. She was a Roman Catholic. Quite a devout one, I believe.’


‘And yet her name was Adler, was it not? Anna Adler?’


‘It was Adler, yes, I believe that’s correct. What of it?’


‘Adler is a Jewish name. If she were alive today she would probably have to add Sarah to her name, so that we could recognize her for what she was. A Jewess.’


‘Even if it was true, Gerhard. That Adler is a Jewish name? And, to be honest, I have no idea if it is or not. That would only make me one-eighth Jewish. And under section two, article five of the Nuremberg Laws, I am not, therefore, a Jew.’ I grinned. ‘Your whip lacks a proper sting, Gerhard.’


‘An investigation often proves to be an expensive inconvenience,’ said Flesch. ‘Even for a truly German business. And mistakes are sometimes made. It might be months before things returned to normal.’


I nodded, recognizing the truth in what he had said. No one turned the Gestapo down. Not without some serious consequences. My only choice was between the disastrous and the unpalatable. A very German choice. We both knew I had little alternative but to agree to what they wanted. At the same time, it left me in an awkward position, to put it mildly. After all, I already had a very strong suspicion that Franz Six was lining his pockets with Paul Begelmann’s shekels. But I had no wish to be caught up in the middle of a power struggle between the SD and the Gestapo. On the other hand, there was nothing to say that the two SD men I was accompanying to Palestine were dishonest. As a matter of course, they would surely suspect that I was a spy, and, accordingly, treat me with caution. The chances were strong that I would discover absolutely nothing. But would nothing satisfy the Gestapo? There was only one way to find out.


‘All right,’ I said. ‘But I won’t be a mouth for you people and say a lot of stuff that isn’t true. I can’t. I won’t even try. If they’re bent then I’ll tell you they’re bent and I’ll tell myself that that’s just what detectives do. Maybe I’ll lose some sleep about it and maybe I won’t. But if they are straight, that’s an end of it, see? I won’t frame someone just to give you and the other hammerheads at Prinz-Albrecht-Strasse an edge. I won’t do it, not even if you and your best brass knuckles tell me I have to. You can keep your sugar-loaf, too. I wouldn’t like to get a taste for it. I’ll do your dirty little job, Gerhard. But we let the cards fall where they fall. No stacked decks. Clear?’


‘Clear.’ Flesch stood up, buttoned his coat, and put on his hat. ‘Enjoy your trip, Gunther. I’ve never been to Palestine. But I’m told it’s very beautiful.’


‘Maybe you should go yourself,’ I said brightly. ‘I bet you’d love it down there. Fit right in, in no time. Everyone in Palestine has a Jewish Department.’


I left Berlin sometime during the last week of September and travelled by train through Poland to the port of Constanţa, in Romania. It was there, boarding the steamer Romania, that I finally met the two SD men who were also travelling to Palestine. Both were noncommissioned officers – sergeants in the SD – and both were posing as journalists working for the Berliner Tageblatt, a newspaper that had been Jewish-owned until 1933, when the Nazis had confiscated it.


The sergeant in charge was Herbert Hagen. The other man was called Adolf Eichmann. Hagen was in his early twenties and a fresh-faced intellectual, a university graduate from an upper-class background. Eichmann was several years older and aspired to be something more than the Austrian petroleum salesman he had been before joining the Party and the SS. Both men were curious anti-Semites, being strangely fascinated with Judaism. Eichmann had the greater experience in the Jewish Department, spoke Yiddish, and spent most of the voyage reading Theodor Herzl’s book about the Jewish State, which was called The Jewish State. The trip had been Eichmann’s own idea and he seemed both surprised and excited that his superiors had agreed to it, having never been out of Germany and Austria before. Hagen was a more ideological Nazi who was an enthusiastic Zionist, believing, as he did, that there was ‘no greater enemy for the Party than the Jew’ – or some such nonsense – and that ‘the solution of the Jewish question’ could lie only in the ‘total de-Jewing’ of Germany. I hated listening to him talk. It all sounded mad to me. Like something found in the pages of some malignant Alice in Wonderland.


Both men regarded me with suspicion, as I had imagined they would, and not just because I had come from outside the SD and their peculiar department, but also because I was older than them – by almost twenty years in the case of Hagen. And jokingly they were soon referring to me as ‘Papi’, which I bore with good grace – at least with a better grace than Hagen, who in retaliation, and much to Eichmann’s amusement, I quickly dubbed Hiram Schwartz, after the juvenile diarist of the same name. Consequently, by the time we reached Jaffa on or about October 2, Eichmann had a greater liking for me than his younger, less experienced colleague.


Eichmann was not, however, an impressive man, and at the time, I thought he was probably the type who looked better in uniform. Indeed, I soon came to suspect that wearing a uniform had been the principal reason he had joined the SA and then the SS, for I rather doubted he would have been fit enough to have joined the regular army, if army there had been at that time. Of less than medium height, he was bow-legged and extremely thin. In his upper jaw he had two gold bridges, as well as many fillings in his long, widow’s teeth. His head was like a skull, almost exactly like the death’s head on an SS man’s cap-badge, being extremely bony with particularly hollow temples. One thing that struck me was how Jewish he looked. And it occurred to me that his antipathy for the Jews might have had something to do with this.


From the moment the Romania docked at Jaffa, things did not go well for the two SD men. The British must have suspected that Hagen and Eichmann were from German intelligence and, after a great deal of argument, gave them leave to come ashore for just twenty-four hours. I myself encountered no such problems, and I was quickly issued a visa allowing me to remain in Palestine for thirty days. This was ironic as I had only intended staying for four or five days at most, and caused much chagrin to Eichmann, whose plans were now in complete disarray. He railed on about this change of plan in the horse-drawn carriage that carried the three of us and our luggage from the port to the Jerusalem Hotel, on the edge of the city’s famous ‘German colony’.


‘Now what are we going to do?’ he complained loudly. ‘All of our most important meetings are the day after tomorrow. By which time we’ll be back on the boat.’


I smiled to myself, enjoying his consternation. Any setback for the SD was fine by me. I was pleased if only because it relieved me of the burden of inventing some story for the Gestapo. I could hardly spy on men who had been refused visas. I even thought the Gestapo might find that amusing enough to forgive the lack of any more concrete information.


‘Perhaps Papi could meet them,’ said Hagen.


‘Me?’ I said. ‘Forget it, Hiram.’


‘I still don’t understand how you got a visa and we didn’t,’ said Eichmann.


‘Because he’s helping that yid for Dr Six, of course,’ said Hagen. ‘The Jew probably fixed it for him.’


‘Could be,’ I said. ‘Or it could be that you boys just aren’t very good at this line of work. If you were good at it then perhaps you wouldn’t have chosen a cover story that involves you both working for a Nazi newspaper. Moreover, a Nazi newspaper that was stolen from its Jewish owners. You might have picked something a little less high profile than that, I think.’ I smiled at Eichmann. ‘Like being a petroleum salesman, perhaps.’


Hagen got it. But Eichmann was still too upset to realize he was being teased.


‘Franz Reichert,’ he said. ‘From the German News Agency. I can telephone him in Jerusalem. I expect he will know how to get hold of Fievel Polkes. But I haven’t a clue how we’re going to get in touch with Haj Amin.’ He sighed. ‘What are we going to do?’


I shrugged. ‘What would you have done now?’ I asked. ‘Today. If you’d got your thirty-day visa after all.’


Eichmann shrugged. ‘I suppose we would have visited the German Freemason colony at Sarona. Gone up Mount Carmel. Looked at some Jewish farming settlements in the Jezreel Valley.’


‘Then my advice is to go ahead and do exactly that,’ I said. ‘Call Reichert. Explain the situation and then get back on the boat, tomorrow. It sails for Egypt tomorrow, right? Well, when you get there, go to the British embassy in Cairo and apply for another visa.’


‘He’s right,’ said Hagen. ‘That’s exactly what we should do.’


‘We can apply again,’ cried Eichmann. ‘Of course. We can get a visa in Cairo and then travel back here overland.’


‘Just like the children of Israel,’ I added.


The carriage left the narrow, dirty streets of the old town and picked up speed as we headed along a wider road, to the new town of Tel Aviv. Opposite a clock tower and several Arabian coffeehouses was the Anglo-Palestine Bank, where I was supposed to meet the manager and give him the letters of introduction from Begelmann, and from the Wassermann Bank, not to mention the camelback trunk Begelmann had given me to take out of Germany. I had no idea what was in it, but from the weight I didn’t think it was his stamp collection. I could see no advantage in delaying my going into the bank. Not in a place like Jaffa, which seemed full of hostile-looking Arabs. (Possibly they thought we were Jews, of course. There was little liking for Jews among the local Palestinian population.) So I told the driver to stop and, with the trunk under my arm, and the letters in my pocket, I got out, leaving Eichmann and Hagen to carry on to the hotel with the rest of my luggage.


The bank manager was an Englishman named Quinton. His arms were too short for his jacket and his fair hair was so fine it was hardly there at all. He had a snub nose that was surrounded by freckles and a smile like a young bulldog. Meeting him I couldn’t help but picture Quinton’s father, paying close attention to his son’s German teacher. I suspected he would have been a good one because young Mr Quinton spoke excellent German, with many enthusiastic inflections, as if he had been reciting Goethe’s ‘The Destruction of Magdeburg’.


Quinton took me into his office. There was a cricket bat on the wall and several photographs of cricket teams. A fan turned slowly on the ceiling. It was hot. Outside the office window was a fine view of the Mohammedan Cemetery and, beyond, the Mediterranean Sea. The clock on the nearby tower struck the hour, and the muezzin at the mosque on the other side of Howard Street called the faithful to prayer. I was a long way from Berlin.


He opened the envelopes with which I had been entrusted with a paper knife shaped like a little scimitar. ‘Is it true that Jews in Germany are not allowed to play Beethoven or Mozart?’ he asked.


‘They are forbidden to play music by those composers at Jewish cultural events,’ I said. ‘But don’t ask me to justify it, Mr Quinton. I can’t. If you ask me, the whole country has gone insane.’


‘You should try living here,’ he said. ‘Here, Jew and Arab are at each other’s throats. With us in the middle. It’s an impossible situation. The Jews hate the British for not allowing more of them to come and live in Palestine. And the Arabs hate us for allowing any Jews here at all. Right now, it’s lucky for us they hate each other more than they hate us. But one day this whole country is going to blow up in our faces, and we’ll leave and it’ll be worse than ever before. You mark my words, Herr Gunther.’


While he had been speaking, he’d been reading the letters and sorting out various sheets of paper, some of them blank but for a signature. And now he explained what he was doing:


‘These are letters of accreditation,’ he said. ‘And signature samples for some new bank accounts. One of these accounts is to be a joint account for you and Dr Six. Is that right?’


I frowned, hardly liking the idea of sharing anything with the head of the SD’s Jewish Department. ‘I don’t know,’ I said.


‘Well, it’s from this account that you are to take the money to buy the lease on a property here in Jaffa,’ he explained. ‘As well as your own fee and expenses. The balance will be payable to Dr Six on presentation of a passbook that I will give to you to give to him. And his passport. Please make sure he understands that. The bank insists on the passbook holder identifying himself with a passport, if money is to be handed over. Clear?’


I nodded.


‘May I see your own passport, Herr Gunther?’


I handed it over.


‘The best person to help you find commercial property in Jaffa is Solomon Rabinowicz,’ he said, glancing over my passport and writing down the number. ‘He’s a Polish Jew, but he’s quite the most resourceful fellow I think I’ve met in this infuriating country. He has an office in Montefiore Street. In Tel Aviv. That’s about half a mile from here. I’ll give you his address. Always assuming that your client won’t want premises in the Arab quarter. That would be asking for trouble.’


He handed back my passport and nodded at Mr Begelmann’s trunk. ‘I take it those are your client’s valuables?’ he said. ‘The ones he wishes to store in our vault, pending his arrival in this country.’


I nodded again.


‘One of these letters contains an inventory of the property contained in that trunk,’ he said. ‘Do you wish to check the inventory before handing it over?’


‘No,’ I said.


Quinton came around the desk and collected the trunk. ‘Christ, it’s heavy,’ he said. ‘If you would wait here, I’ll have your own passbook prepared. May I offer you some tea? Or some lemonade, perhaps?’


‘Tea,’ I said. ‘Tea would be nice.’


My business at the bank concluded, I walked on to the hotel and found Hagen and Eichmann had already gone out. So, I had a cool bath, went to Tel Aviv, met Mr Rabinowicz, and instructed him to find a suitable property for Paul Begelmann.


I did not see the two SD men until breakfast the next morning when, slightly the worse for wear, they came down to look for some black coffee. They had made a night of it at a club in the old town. ‘Too much arak,’ whispered Eichmann. ‘It’s the local drink. A sort of aniseed-flavored grape spirit. Avoid it if you can.’


I smiled and lit a cigarette but waved the smoke away when it seemed to nauseate him. ‘Did you get hold of Reichert?’ I asked.


‘Yes. As a matter of fact he was with us last night. But not Polkes. So he’s liable to turn up here looking for us. Would you mind seeing him, just for five or ten minutes and explaining the situation?’


‘What is the situation?’


‘Our plans are changing by the minute, I’m afraid. We may not be coming back here after all. For one thing, Reichert seems to think we won’t have any better luck getting a visa in Cairo than we’ve had here.’


‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ I said. I was not sorry at all.


‘Tell him we’ve gone to Cairo,’ said Eichmann. ‘And that we’ll be staying at the National Hotel. Tell him to come and meet us there.’


‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I really don’t want to get involved in any of this.’


‘You’re a German,’ he said. ‘You’re involved whether you like it or not.’


‘Yes, but you’re the Nazi, not me.’


Eichmann looked shocked. ‘How can you be working for the SD and not be a Nazi?’ he asked.


‘It’s a funny old world,’ I said. ‘But don’t tell anyone.’


‘Look, please see him,’ said Eichmann. ‘If only for courtesy’s sake. I could leave a letter for him, but it would look so much better if you told him in person.’


‘Who is this Fievel Polkes, anyway?’ I asked.


‘A Palestinian Jew who works for the Haganah.’


‘And who are they?’


Eichmann smiled wearily. He was pale and sweating profusely. I almost felt sorry for him. ‘You really don’t know very much about this country, do you?’


‘I know enough to get a thirty-day visa,’ I said, pointedly.


‘Haganah is a Jewish militia group and intelligence service.’


‘You mean, they’re a terrorist organization.’


‘If you like,’ agreed Eichmann.


‘All right,’ I said. ‘I’ll see him. For courtesy’s sake. But I’ll need to know everything. I’m not meeting any of these murdering bastards with only half the story.’


Eichmann hesitated. I knew he didn’t trust me. But either he was too hung-over to care, or he now realized he had no choice but to level with me.


‘The Haganah want us to supply them with guns to use against the British here in Palestine,’ he said. ‘If the SD continues to promote Jewish emigration from Germany, they’re also proposing to supply us with information on British troop and naval movements in the eastern Mediterranean.’


‘The Jews helping their own persecutors?’ I laughed. ‘But that’s preposterous.’ Eichmann wasn’t laughing. ‘Isn’t it?’


‘On the contrary,’ said Eichmann. ‘The SD has already financed several Zionist training camps in Germany. Places where young Jews can learn the agricultural skills they will need to farm this land. Palestinian land. A National Socialist-financed Haganah is just one possible extension of that same policy. And that’s one of the reasons I came here. To get the measure of the people in command of Haganah, the Irgun, and other Jewish militia groups. Look, I know it’s hard to believe, but they dislike the British even more than they seem to dislike us.’


‘And where does Haj Amin fit into these plans?’ I asked. ‘He’s an Arab, isn’t he?’


‘Haj Amin is the other side of the coin,’ said Eichmann. ‘In case our pro-Zionist policy doesn’t work out. We had planned to meet the Arab High Committee and some of its members – principally, Haj Amin – here, in Palestine. But it seems that the British have ordered the dissolution of the committee and the arrest of its members. Apparently the assistant district commissioner of Galilee was murdered in Nazareth a few days ago. Haj Amin is now in hiding, in Jerusalem’s old city, but he’s going to try to slip out and meet us in Cairo. So, as you can see, there’s just Polkes to worry about here in Jaffa.’


‘Remind me never to play cards with you, Eichmann,’ I said. ‘Or, if I do, to make sure you take off your coat and roll up your sleeves.’


‘Just tell Fievel Polkes to come to Cairo. He’ll understand. But don’t, for Christ’s sake, mention the Grand Mufti.’


‘The Grand Mufti?’


‘Haj Amin,’ said Eichmann. ‘He’s the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem. He’s the highest official of religious law in Palestine. The British appointed him in 1921. Which makes him the most powerful Arab in the country. He’s also a rabid anti-Semite who makes the Führer seem like a Jew lover. Haj Amin has declared jihad on the Jews. Which is why the Haganah and the Irgun would like to see him dead. And which is why it’s best Fievel Polkes doesn’t know we’re planning to see him. He’ll suspect it’s happening, of course. But that’s his problem.’


‘I just hope it doesn’t become mine,’ I said.


*


The day after Eichmann and Hagen left on the boat for Alexandria, Fievel Polkes turned up at the Jerusalem Hotel looking for them. Polkes was a chain-smoking Polish Jew in his mid-thirties. He wore a crumpled, tropical-weight suit and a straw hat. He needed a shave, but not as badly as the chain-smoking Russian Jew accompanying him. He was in his mid-forties, with a couple of boulders for shoulders and a weathered sort of face like something carved on a flying buttress. His name was Eliahu Golomb. Their jackets were buttoned, although it was, as usual, a baking-hot day. When a man keeps his jacket buttoned on a hot day, it usually means one thing. After I had explained the situation, Golomb swore in Russian, and in an effort to smooth things over – these men were terrorists, after all – I pointed at the bar and offered to buy them a drink.


‘All right,’ said Polkes, who spoke good German. ‘But not in here. Let’s go somewhere else. I have a car outside.’


I almost said no. It was one thing to drink with them in the hotel bar. It seemed quite another thing to go somewhere in a car with men whose buttoned-up jackets told me they were armed, and probably dangerous. Seeing my hesitation, Polkes added, ‘You’ll be safe enough, my friend. It’s the British we’re fighting, not the Germans.’


We went outside and climbed inside a two-tone Riley saloon. Golomb drove slowly away from the hotel, like a man who didn’t want to attract attention to himself. We went north and east, through a German colony of smart white villas known as Little Valhalla, and then left across the railway line, onto Hashachar Herzl. Left again onto Lilien Blum, and then we stopped at a bar next to a cinema. We were, said Polkes, in the centre of the garden suburb of Tel Aviv. The air smelled of orange blossoms and the sea. Everything looked neater and cleaner than Jaffa. More European, anyway. And I remarked upon it.


‘Naturally you feel at home here,’ said Polkes. ‘Only Jews live here. If it was up to the Arabs, this whole country would be little better than a pissing place.’


We went into a glass-fronted café with Hebrew words painted on the window. It was called Kapulski’s. The radio was playing what I would have described as Jewish music. A dwarfish woman was mopping the chequered floor. On the wall was a picture of a wild-haired old man wearing an open-necked shirt who looked like Einstein, but without the soup-straining moustache. I had no idea who he was. Beside this picture was one of a man who looked like Marx. I recognized this man as Theodor Herzl only because Eichmann had a picture of him in what he called his Jew file. The barman’s eyes followed us as we passed through a beaded curtain and into a sweaty back room that was full of beer crates and chairs stacked on top of tables. Polkes took down three chairs and placed them on the floor. Meanwhile, Golomb helped himself to three beers from a crate, prised the tops off with his thumbs, and set them down on the table.


‘That’s a neat trick,’ I observed.


‘You should see him open a tin of peaches,’ said Polkes.


It was hot. I took off my jacket and rolled up my sleeves. Both Jews kept their lightweight jackets buttoned. I nodded at their bulky armpits. ‘It’s okay,’ I told Polkes. ‘I’ve seen a gun before. I won’t get nightmares if I see yours.’


Polkes translated into Hebrew and, smiling, Golomb nodded. His teeth were big and yellow, as if he usually ate grass for dinner. Then he took off his jacket. So did Polkes. Each of them was carrying a British Webley, as big as a dog’s hind leg. We all lit cigarettes, tasted our warm beers, and looked one another over. I paid more attention to Golomb since he seemed to be the one in charge. Eventually, Polkes said:


‘Eliahu Golomb is on the Command Council of Haganah. He’s in favour of your government’s radical Jewish policy, since it is the belief of Haganah that this will only increase the strength of the Jewish population in Palestine. In time, this can only mean that Jews will outnumber Arabs, after which the country will be ours for the taking.’


I always hated warm beer. I hate drinking it from a bottle. I get mad when I have to drink it from a bottle. I’d rather not drink it at all.


‘Let’s get something clear,’ I said. ‘It’s not my government. I hate the Nazis, and if you had any sense, you would, too. They’re a bunch of goddamn liars and you can’t believe a word they say. You believe in your cause. That’s fine. But there’s very little in Germany that’s worth believing in. Except perhaps that a beer should always be served cold and with a decent head on it.’


Polkes translated all that I had said and when he finished, Golomb shouted something in Hebrew. But I hadn’t finished my diatribe.


‘You want to know what they believe in? The Nazis? People like Eichmann and Hagen? They believe that Germany is a thing worth cheating for. Worth lying for. And you’re a pair of goddamn fools if you think any different. Even now those two Nazi clowns are preparing to meet your friend, the Grand Mufti, in Cairo. They’ll make a deal with him. And then the next day they’ll make a deal with you. And then they’ll go back to Germany and wait to see which one Hitler will go for.’


The barman arrived carrying three cold beers in glasses and put them on the table. Polkes smiled. ‘I think Eliahu likes you,’ he said. ‘He wants to know what you’re doing in Palestine. With Eichmann and Hagen.’


I told them that I was a private detective and about Paul Begelmann. ‘And just so you know there’s nothing noble about it,’ I added, ‘I’m being paid quite handsomely for my trouble.’


‘You don’t strike me as a man who’s entirely motivated by money,’ said Golomb, through Polkes.


‘I can’t afford to have principles,’ I said. ‘Not in Germany. People with principles end up at Dachau concentration camp. I’ve been to Dachau. I didn’t like it.’


‘You’ve been to Dachau?’ said Polkes.


‘Last year. A flying visit, you might say.’


‘Were there many Jews there?’


‘About a third of the prisoners were Jewish,’ I said. ‘The rest were communists, homosexuals, Jehovah’s Witnesses, a few Germans with principles.’


‘And which were you?’


‘I was a man doing a job,’ I said. ‘Like I told you, I’m a private detective. And sometimes it takes me way out of my depth. It can happen very easily in Germany right now. I forget that myself sometimes.’


‘Maybe you would like to work for us?’ said Golomb. ‘It would be useful to know the minds of these two men we were supposed to meet. Especially useful to know what they agree to with Haj Amin.’


I laughed. It seemed that everyone these days wanted me to spy on someone else. The Gestapo wanted me to spy on the SD. And now Haganah wanted me to spy on them. There were times when I thought I’d joined the wrong profession.


‘We could pay you,’ said Golomb. ‘Money’s not something we’re short of. Fievel Polkes here is our man in Berlin. From time to time you two could meet up, and exchange information.’


‘I wouldn’t be worth anything to you,’ I said. ‘Not in Germany. Like I said, I’m just a private detective trying to make a living.’


‘Then help us here in Palestine,’ said Golomb. He had a deep gravelly voice that was entirely in keeping with the amount of hair on his body. He looked like a house-trained bear. ‘We’ll drive you to Jerusalem from where you and Fievel can catch a train to Suez, and then to Alexandria. We’ll pay you whatever you want. Help us, Herr Gunther. Help us to make something of this country. Everyone hates the Jews, and rightly so. We know no order or discipline. We’ve looked after ourselves for too long. Our only hope of salvation lies in a general immigration to Palestine. Europe is finished for the Jew, Herr Gunther.’


Polkes finished the translation and shrugged. ‘Eliahu is quite an extreme Zionist,’ he added. ‘But his is not an uncommon opinion among members of the Haganah. I myself don’t accept what he says about Jews deserving hatred. But he’s right about our needing your help. How much do you want? Sterling? Marks? Gold sovereigns, perhaps.’


I shook my head. ‘I won’t help you for money,’ I said. ‘Everyone offers me money.’


‘But you are going to help us,’ said Polkes. ‘Aren’t you?’


‘Yes, I’ll help you.’


‘Why?’


‘Because I’ve been to Dachau, gentlemen. I can’t think of a better reason to help you than that. If you’d seen it you would understand. That’s why I’m going to help you.’


Cairo was the diamond stud on the handle of the fan of the Nile delta. That was what my Baedeker said, anyway. To me it looked like something much less precious – more like the teat under a cow’s belly that fed a representative of every tribe in Africa, of which continent it was the largest city. ‘City’ seemed too small a word for Cairo, however. It seemed something much more than mere metropolis. It was like an island – a historical, religious, and cultural heartland, a city that was the model for every city that had come after it, and also its opposite. Cairo fascinated and alarmed me at the same time.


I checked into the National Hotel in the Ismailiyah Quarter, which was less than half a mile east of the Nile and the Egyptian Museum. Fievel Polkes stayed at the Savoy, which was at the southern end of the same street. The National was not much smaller than a decent-size village, with rooms as big as bowling alleys. Some of these were used as pungent-smelling hookah dens where as many as a dozen Arabs would sit, cross-legged on the floor, smoking pipes that were the size and shape of retort stands in a laboratory. A large Reuters notice board dominated the hotel lobby and, entering the guest lounge, you might have expected to see Lord Kitchener sitting in an armchair, reading his newspaper and twisting his waxed moustaches.


I left a message for Eichmann and, later on, met up with him and Hagen in the hotel bar. They were accompanied by a third German, Dr Franz Reichert, who worked for the German News Agency in Jerusalem, but who quickly excused himself from our company, pleading an upset stomach.


‘Something he ate, perhaps,’ said Hagen.


I slapped at a fly that had settled on my neck. ‘Just as likely it was something that ate him,’ I said.


‘We were at a Bavarian restaurant last night,’ explained Eichmann. ‘Near the Central Station. I’m afraid it wasn’t very Bavarian. The beer was all right. But the Wiener schnitzel was horse, I think. Or even camel.’


Hagen groaned and held his stomach for a moment. I told them I had brought Fievel Polkes with me and that he was staying at the Savoy. ‘That’s where we should have stayed,’ complained Hagen. And then: ‘I know why Polkes came to Cairo. But why did you come, Papi?’


‘For one thing, I don’t think our Jewish friend quite believed you really were here,’ I said. ‘So you can call it a sign of good faith, if you like. But for another, my business was concluded sooner than I had expected. And I decided that I might never have a better chance to see Egypt than this. So here I am.’


‘Thanks,’ said Eichmann. ‘I appreciate your bringing him down here. Otherwise we very probably wouldn’t have met him at all.’


‘Gunther’s a spy,’ insisted Hagen. ‘Why listen to him?’


‘We applied for a Palestinian visa,’ said Eichmann, ignoring the younger man. ‘And were turned down again. We’re applying again tomorrow. In the hope we can get a consular official who doesn’t dislike Germans.’


‘It’s not Germans the British don’t like,’ I told him. ‘It’s Nazis.’ I paused for a moment. Then, realizing that this was a good opportunity to ingratiate myself with them, said, ‘But who knows? Maybe the official you got last time was a yid.’


‘Actually,’ said Eichmann, ‘I think he was Scottish.’


‘Look here,’ I said, affecting a tone of weary honesty. ‘I might as well level with you. It wasn’t your boss, Franz Six, who asked me to spy on you. It was Gerhard Flesch. From the Gestapo’s Jewish Department. He threatened to investigate my racial origins if I didn’t. Of course, it’s all a bluff. There are no kikes in my family. But you know what the Gestapo are like. They can put you through all sorts of hoops in order to prove that you’re not a yid.’


‘I can’t imagine anyone who could look less Jewish than you do, Gunther,’ said Eichmann.


I shrugged. ‘He’s after proof that your department is corrupt,’ I said. ‘Well, of course, I could have told him that before we left Germany. I mean about my meeting with Six and Begelmann. But I didn’t.’


‘So what are you going to tell him?’ asked Eichmann.


‘Not much. That you didn’t get your visa. That I didn’t have a proper opportunity to see much more than that you cheated on your expenses. I mean, I’ll have to tell him something.’


Eichmann nodded. ‘Yes, that’s good. It’s not what he’s looking for, of course. He wants something more. To take over all the functions of our department.’ He clapped me on the shoulder. ‘Thanks, Gunther. You are a real mensch, do you know that? Yes. You can tell him I bought a nice new tropical suit, on expenses. That will piss him off.’


‘You did buy it on expenses,’ said Hagen. ‘Not to mention a whole load of other stuff besides. Solar topees, mosquito nets, walking boots. He’s bought more kit than the Italian army. Except for the one thing we really need. We don’t have any pistols. We’re about to meet some of the most dangerous terrorists in the Middle East and we don’t have any means of protecting ourselves.’


Eichmann pulled a face, which wasn’t difficult. His normal expression was a sort of grimace and his mouth was usually a cynical rictus. Whenever he looked at me I thought he was going to tell me he didn’t like my tie. ‘I’m sorry about that,’ he told Hagen. ‘I told you. It wasn’t my fault. But I don’t know what we can do about it now.’


‘We’ve been to the German embassy and asked them for some weapons,’ Hagen told me. ‘And they won’t give us any without proper authorization from Berlin. And if we asked for that it would make us look like a couple of amateurs.’


‘Can’t you go to a gunsmith and buy one?’ I asked.


‘The British are so alarmed about the situation in Palestine that they’ve stopped the sale of weapons in Egypt,’ said Hagen.


I had been looking for a way to insinuate myself into their meeting with Haj Amin. And I now saw how I might do it. ‘I can get a gun,’ I said. I knew the very man who would lend me one.


‘How?’ asked Eichmann.


‘I used to be a cop, at the Alex,’ I said smoothly. ‘There are always ways of getting guns. Especially in a city as big as this. You just have to know where to look. Low life is the same the world over.’


I went to see Fievel Polkes in his room at the Savoy.


‘I’ve found a way to get into their meeting with Haj Amin,’ I explained. ‘They’re scared of Al-Istiqlal and the Young Men’s Muslim Brotherhood. And they’re scared of the Haganah. Somehow they managed to leave their guns back in Germany.’


‘They’re right to be scared,’ said Polkes. ‘If you hadn’t agreed to spy on them we might have tried to assassinate them. And then blame it on the Arabs. We’ve done that before. Very possibly the Grand Mufti might have a similar idea about blaming something on us. You should be careful, Bernie.’


‘I’ve offered to buy a gun in Cairo’s underworld,’ I said. ‘And offered them my services as a bodyguard.’


‘Do you know where to buy a gun?’


‘No. I was rather hoping I might borrow that Webley you’re carrying.’


‘No problem,’ said Polkes. ‘I can always get another.’ He took off his jacket, unbuckled the shoulder holster, and handed over his rig. The Webley felt as heavy as an encyclopedia and almost as unwieldy. ‘It’s a top-break double-action forty-five,’ he explained. ‘If you do have to shoot it, just remember two things. One, it’s got a kick like a mule. And two, it’s got a bit of history attached to it, if you know what I mean. So make sure you throw it in the Nile, if you can. One more thing. Be careful.’


‘You already told me that.’


‘I mean it. These are the bastards who murdered Lewis Andrews, the acting high commissioner of Galilee.’


‘I thought that was your lot.’


Polkes grinned. ‘Not this time. We’re in Cairo now. Cairo is not Jaffa. The British tread more carefully here. Haj Amin won’t hesitate to kill all three of you if he thinks you might make a deal with us, so even if you don’t like what he says, pretend you do. These people are crazy. Religious fanatics.’


‘So are you, aren’t you?’


‘No, we’re just fanatics. There’s a difference. We don’t expect God to be pleased if we blow someone’s head off. They do. That’s what makes them crazy.’


The meeting took place in the vast suite Eichmann had reserved for himself at the National Hotel.


Shorter by a head than any man in the room, the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem wore a white turban and a long black cassock. He was a man quite without humour and had an air of self-importance that was doubtless helped by the fawning way his followers behaved around him. Most curious to me was the realization of how much he looked like Eichmann. Eichmann with a greying beard, perhaps. Maybe that explained why they got on so well.


Haj Amin was accompanied by five men wearing dun-coloured tropical suits and the tarboosh, which is the Egyptian version of the fez. His interpreter was a man with a grey Hitler-style moustache, a double chin, and an assassin’s eyes. He carried a thick carved walking stick, and like the other Arabs – with the exception of Haj Amin himself – he was wearing a shoulder holster.


Haj Amin, who was in his early forties, spoke only Arabic and French, but his interpreter’s German was good. The German newspaperman, Franz Reichert, who was now recovered from his earlier stomach upset, translated into Arabic for the two SD men. I sat near the door, listening to the conversation and affecting a vigilance that seemed appropriate given my self-appointed role as SD bodyguard. Most of what was said came from Haj Amin himself, and was deeply disturbing – not least because of the profound shock I experienced at the depth of his anti-Semitism. Hagen and Eichmann disliked the Jews. That was common enough in Germany. They made jokes about them and wanted to see them excluded from German public life, but, to me, Hagen’s anti-Semitism seemed naïve and Eichmann’s, little more than opportunism. Haj Amin, on the other hand, hated Jews as a dog might have hated a rat.


‘The Jews,’ said Haj Amin, ‘have changed life in Palestine in such a way that, if it goes unchecked, it must inevitably lead to the destruction of the Arabs in Palestine. We do not mind people coming to our country as visitors. But the Jew comes to Palestine as an alien invader. He comes as a Zionist and as someone equipped with all the trappings of modern European life, which are themselves an affront to the most sacred concepts of Islam. We are not accustomed to European ways. We do not want them. We wish our country to remain just as it was before the Jews started coming here in large numbers. We want no progress. We want no prosperity. Progress and prosperity are the enemies of true Islam. And there has already been enough talk. Talk with the British, with the Jews, with the French. Now we are talking with the Germans. But I tell you this, nothing but the sword will decide the fate of this country now. If it is the policy of Germany to support Zionism, then you should be aware of this. It is our policy that all Zionists and those who support Zionism will be massacred to the last man.


‘But I have not come here to threaten your Führer, Herr Eichmann. Germany is not an imperialistic country like Great Britain. It has not harmed a single Arab or Muslim state in the past. It was allied to the Ottoman Empire during the war. I myself served in the Ottoman army. Germany has only ever fought our imperialistic and Zionist enemies. The French. The British. The Russians. The Americans. For which your people have our gratitude and admiration. Only, you must not send us any more Jews, Herr Eichmann.


‘I have read the Führer’s great book. In translation only. However, I believe I may flatter myself that I know the Führer’s mind, gentlemen. He hates the Jews because of the defeat they brought upon Germany in 1918. He hates the Jews because it was the Jew, Chaim Weizmann, who invented the poison gas that injured him during the war, and caused him temporary blindness. For his delivery we give thanks to God. He hates the Jew because it was the Jew who brought America into the war on the side of the British Zionists, and helped to defeat Germany. I understand all of this only too well, gentlemen, since I hate the Jew, too. I hate the Jew for any number of reasons. But most of all I hate the Jew for his persecution of Jesus, who was a prophet of God. Because of that, for a Muslim to kill a Jew ensures him an immediate entry into heaven and into the august presence of Almighty God.


‘And so, my message to the Führer is this. Jews are not just the most fierce enemies of Muslims, they are also an ever-corrupting element in the world. Recognizing this has been the Führer’s greatest revelation to the world. Acting upon this revelation will, I believe, be his greatest legacy to the world. Acting decisively. For it is no solution to the Jewish problem in Germany and Europe to keep exporting them to Palestine. Another solution must be found, gentlemen. A solution to end all solutions. This is the message you must give your superiors. That the best way to deal with the Jewish problem is to dry up the source in Europe. And I make the Führer this solemn pledge. I will help him to destroy the British empire if he promises to liquidate the entire Jewish population of Palestine. All Jews, everywhere, must be killed.’


Even Eichmann seemed a little shocked at the Grand Mufti’s words. Hagen, who took notes, was left open-mouthed with astonishment at the cold simplicity of what the Mufti proposed. Reichert, too, was taken aback. Nevertheless, they managed to gather themselves sufficiently to promise the Mufti that they would convey his exact thoughts to their superiors in Berlin. Formal letters were exchanged. After which Eichmann concluded the meeting with an assurance for Haj Amin that now that they had met, they would surely meet again. Nothing of any real import had been agreed upon, and yet I had the sense that the Mufti’s words had made a real impression on the two SD men.


When the meeting was concluded and the Grand Mufti and his entourage had left Eichmann’s suite at the National – his Arab translator making a joke about how the British believed they still had Haj Amin cooped up somewhere within the Muslim holy places in Jerusalem (which, of course, they did not dare violate by entering to search for him) – the four of us looked at one another, lit cigarettes, and shook our heads in yet more wonder.


‘I never heard such madness,’ I said, hiking over to the window and watching the street below as Haj Amin and his men climbed into an anonymous-looking van with hard panel sides. ‘Utter madness. The fellow is a complete spinner.’


‘Yes,’ agreed Hagen. ‘And yet there was a certain cold logic to his madness, wouldn’t you say?’


‘Logic?’ I repeated, slightly incredulous. ‘How do you mean “logic”?’


‘I agree with Gunther,’ said Reichert. ‘It all sounded like complete madness to me. Like something from the First Crusade. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’m no Jew lover, but, really, you can’t just liquidate a whole race of people.’


‘Stalin liquidated a whole class of people in Russia,’ said Hagen. ‘Two or three if you stop to think about it. He might just as easily have fixed on the Jews as on peasants, kulaks, and the bourgeoisie. And liquidated them instead. He’s spent the last five years starving the Ukrainians to death. There’s nothing to say you couldn’t starve the Jews to death in just the same way. Of course, that kind of thing presents enormous practical problems. And essentially my opinion remains unchanged. We should try to send them to Palestine. What happens when they get here is hardly our concern.’


Hagen came over to the window and lit a cigarette.


‘Although I do think that the establishment of an independent Jewish state in Palestine must be resisted at all costs. That’s something I’ve realized since we got here. Such a state might actually be capable of diplomatic lobbying against the German government. Of suborning the United States into a war against Germany. That possibility ought to be resisted.’


‘But surely you haven’t changed your opinion about de facto Zionism,’ said Eichmann. ‘I mean, clearly, we’re going to have to send the bastards somewhere. Madagascar makes no sense. They’d never go there. No, it’s here, or the other – what Haj Amin was talking about. And I can’t see anyone in the SD agreeing with that solution. It’s too far-fetched. Like something out of Fritz Lang.’


Reichert picked up the Mufti’s letter. There were two words on the envelope: Adolf Hitler. ‘Do you suppose he’s said any of that in his letter?’ he asked.


‘I don’t think there’s any doubt of it,’ I said. ‘The question is, what are you going to do with it?’


‘There can be no question of not handing this letter to our superiors.’ Hagen sounded shocked at the very idea of not delivering the Mufti’s letter – more shocked at my implied suggestion than anything the Grand Mufti had said. ‘That wouldn’t do at all. This is diplomatic correspondence.’


‘It didn’t sound all that diplomatic to me,’ I said.


‘Perhaps not. Nevertheless the letter still has to go back to Berlin. This is part of what we came for, Gunther. We have to have something to show for our mission here. Especially now that we know we’re being watched by the Gestapo. Fiddling expenses is one thing. Coming down here on a wild-goose chase is something else. That would make us look ridiculous in the eyes of General Heydrich. Our careers in the SD can’t afford that.’


‘No, I hadn’t thought of that,’ said Eichmann, whose sense of career was as developed as Hagen’s.


‘Heydrich may be a bastard,’ I said. ‘But he’s a clever bastard. Too clever to read that letter and not know the Mufti is a complete spinner.’


‘Maybe,’ said Eichmann. ‘Maybe, yes. Fortunately the letter isn’t addressed to Heydrich, is it? Fortunately the letter’s addressed to the Führer. He’ll know best how to respond to what—’


‘From one madman to another,’ I said. ‘Is that what you’re suggesting, Eichmann?’


Eichmann almost choked with horror. ‘Not for one moment,’ he spluttered. ‘I wouldn’t dream—’ Blushing to the roots of his hair, he glanced uncomfortably at Hagen and Reichert. ‘Gentlemen, please believe me. That’s not what I meant at all. I have the greatest admiration for the Führer.’


‘Of course you do, Eichmann,’ I said.


Finally, Eichmann looked at me. ‘You won’t tell Flesch about this, will you, Gunther? Please say you won’t tell the Gestapo.’


‘I wouldn’t dream of it. Look, forget about that. What are you going to do about Fievel Polkes? And Haganah?’


Eliahu Golomb joined Polkes in Cairo for the meeting with Eichmann and Hagen. He only just made it before the British closed the border after a number of bomb attacks in Palestine by Arabs and Jews. Before the meeting, I met with Golomb and Polkes at their hotel and told them everything that had been said at the meeting with Haj Amin. For a while Golomb called down plagues from heaven on the Mufti’s head. Then he asked for my advice on how to handle Eichmann and Hagen.


‘I think you should make them believe that in any civil war with the Arabs, it’s Haganah that will win,’ I said. ‘Germans admire strength. And they like winners. It’s only the British who like the underdog.’


‘We will win,’ insisted Golomb.


‘They don’t know that,’ I said. ‘I think it would be a mistake to ask them for military aid. It would look like a sign of weakness. You must convince them that, if anything, you’re actually much better armed than you are. Tell them you have artillery. Tell them you have tanks. Tell them you have planes. They’ve no way of finding out if that’s true or not.’


‘How does that help us?’


‘If they think you will win,’ I said, ‘then they’ll believe that their continued support of Zionism is the right policy. If they think you’ll lose, then frankly there’s no telling where they might send Germany’s Jews. I’ve heard Madagascar mentioned.’


‘Madagascar?’ said Golomb. ‘Ridiculous.’


‘Look, all that matters is that you convince them that a Jewish state can exist and that it would be no threat to Germany. You don’t want them going back to Germany thinking the Grand Mufti is right, do you? That all the Jews in Palestine should be massacred?’


When it eventually took place, the meeting went well enough. To my ears, Golomb and Polkes sounded like fanatics. But as they had pointed out earlier, they didn’t sound like crazy, religious fanatics. After the Grand Mufti, anyone would have sounded reasonable.


A few days later, we sailed from Alexandria, on the Italian steamer Palestrina, for Brindisi, stopping at Rhodes and Piraeus on the way. From Brindisi, we caught a train and were back in Berlin by October 26.


I hadn’t seen Eichmann for nine months when, while working on a case that took me to Vienna, I bumped into him on Prinz-Eugen-Strasse, in the Eleventh District, just south of what later became Stalin Platz. He was coming out of the Rothschild Palais, which (after the Wehrmacht’s popular invasion of Austria in March 1938) had been seized from the eponymous Jewish family that owned it, and was now the headquarters of the SD in Austria. Eichmann was no longer a lowly noncommissioned officer, but a second lieutenant – an Untersturmführer. There seemed to be a spring in his step. Jews were already fleeing the country. For the first time in his life, Eichmann had real power. Whatever he had said to his superiors upon his return from Egypt had obviously made an impression.


We only spoke for a minute or two before he stepped into the back of a staff car and drove away. I remember thinking, there goes the most Jewish-looking man who ever wore an SS uniform.


After the war, whenever I saw his name appear in a newspaper, that was always how I thought of him. The most Jewish-looking man who ever wore an SS uniform.


There’s one more thing I always remembered about him. It was something he told me on the boat from Alexandria. When he wasn’t being seasick. It was something of which Eichmann was very proud. When he lived in Linz, as a boy, Eichmann had gone to the same school as Adolf Hitler. Maybe it explains something of what he was to become. I don’t know.





ONE
MUNICH 1949



We were just a stone’s throw from what had once been the concentration camp. But when we were handing out directions, we tended not to mention that, unless it was absolutely necessary. The hotel, on the east side of the medieval town of Dachau, was down a cobbled, poplar-lined side road, separated from the former KZ – now a residential settlement camp for German and Czech refugees from the communists – by the Würm River canal. It was a half-timbered affair, a three-storey suburban villa with a steep saddle roof made of orange tiles, and a wrap-around first-floor balcony overflowing with red geraniums. It was the kind of place that had seen better days. Since the Nazis and then the German prisoners of war had left Dachau, nobody came to the hotel any more, except perhaps the odd construction engineer helping to supervise the partial erasure of a KZ where, for several very unpleasant weeks in the summer of 1936, I myself had been an inmate. The elected representatives of the Bavarian people saw no need to preserve the remnants of the camp for present or future visitors. Most residents of the town, including myself, were of the opinion, however, that the camp presented the only opportunity for bringing money into Dachau. But there was little chance of that happening so long as the memorial temple remained unbuilt and a mass grave, where more than five thousand were buried, unmarked. The visitors stayed away, and despite my efforts with the geraniums, the hotel began to die. So when a new two-door Buick Roadmaster pulled up on our little brick driveway, I told myself that the two men were most probably lost and had stopped to ask directions to the US Third Army barracks, although it was hard to see how they could have missed the place.


The driver stepped out of the Buick, stretched like a child, and looked up at the sky as if he was surprised that birds could be heard singing in a place like Dachau. I often had the same thought myself. The passenger stayed in his seat, staring straight ahead, and probably wishing he was somewhere else. He had my sympathies, and possessed of the shiny green sedan, I would certainly have kept on driving. Neither man was wearing a uniform but the driver was altogether better dressed than his passenger. Better dressed, better fed, and in rather better health, or so it seemed to me. He tap-danced up the stone steps and through the front door like he owned the place, and I found myself nodding politely at the hatless, tanned, bespectacled man with a face like a chess grandmaster who had considered every possible move. He didn’t look lost at all.


‘Are you the owner?’ he asked as soon as he came through the door, without making much of an effort at a good German accent and without even looking at me while he awaited an answer. He glanced idly around at the hotel decor which was supposed to make the place feel more homey, but only if you roomed with a milkmaid. There were cowbells, spinning wheels, hemp combs, rakes, sharpening stones, and a big wooden barrel on top of which lay a two-day-old Süddeutsche Zeitung and a truly ancient copy of the Münchener Stadtanzeiger. On the walls were some water-colours of local rural scenes from a time when painters better than Hitler had come to Dachau, attracted by the peculiar charm of the Amper River and the Dachauer Moos – an extensive marsh now mostly drained and turned into farmland. It was all as kitsch as an ormolu cuckoo clock.


‘You could say that I’m the owner,’ I said. ‘At least while my wife is indisposed. She’s in the hospital. In Munich.’


‘Nothing serious, I hope,’ said the American, still not looking at me. He seemed more interested in the water-colours than in the health of my wife.


‘I imagine you must be looking for the US military barracks, at the old KZ,’ I said. ‘You turned off the road when you should have just driven across the bridge, over the river canal. It’s less than a hundred yards from here. On the other side of those trees.’


Now he looked at me and his eyes became playful, like a cat’s. ‘Poplars, aren’t they?’ He stooped to stare out of the window in the direction of the camp. ‘I bet you’re glad of them. I mean, you’d hardly know the camp was there at all, would you? Very useful.’


Ignoring the implied accusation in his tone, I joined him at the window. ‘And here I was thinking you must be lost.’


‘No, no,’ said the American. ‘I’m not lost. This is the place I’m looking for. That is, if this is the Hotel Schroderbrau.’


‘This is the Hotel Schroderbrau.’


‘Then we are in the right place.’ The American was about five-feet-eight, with smallish hands and feet. His shirt, tie, pants, and shoes were all varying shades of brown, but his jacket was made of a light-coloured tweed and nicely tailored, too. His gold Rolex told me there was probably a better car than the Buick in his garage back home in America. ‘I’m looking for two rooms, for two nights,’ he said. ‘For me and my friend in the car.’


‘I’m afraid we’re not a hotel that is approved for Americans,’ I said. ‘I could lose my licence.’


‘I won’t tell if you don’t,’ he said.


‘Don’t think I’m being rude, please,’ I said, trying out the English I’d been teaching myself. ‘But to be honest, we are almost closing. This was my father-in-law’s hotel, until he died. My wife and I have had very little success in running it. For obvious reasons. And now that she’s ill—’ I shrugged. ‘I’m not much of a cook, you see, sir, and I can tell you’re a man who enjoys his comfort. You would be better off at another hotel. Perhaps the Zieglerbrau or the Hörhammer, on the other side of town. They are both approved for Americans. And they both have excellent cafés, too. Especially the Zieglerbrau.’


‘So am I to take it that there are no other guests in the hotel?’ he asked, ignoring my objections and my attempts to speak English. His German accent may have been nonexistent, but there was nothing wrong with his grammar or his vocabulary.


‘No,’ I said. ‘We’re empty. As I said, we’re on the verge of closing.’


‘I only asked because you keep on saying “we”,’ he said. ‘Your father-in-law is dead and you said your wife is in the hospital. But you keep on using the word “we”. As if there’s someone else here.’


‘Hotelier’s habit,’ I said. ‘There’s just me and my impeccable sense of service.’


The American pulled a pint of rye out of his jacket pocket and held it so I could see the label. ‘Might that impeccable sense of service run to a couple of clean glasses?’


‘A couple of glasses? Sure.’ I couldn’t guess what he wanted. He certainly didn’t look like he needed a deal on two rooms. If there was a rat crawling over his well-polished wingtips, I couldn’t yet smell it. Besides, there was nothing wrong with the label on his rye. ‘But what about your friend in the car? Won’t he be joining us?’


‘Him? Oh, he doesn’t drink.’


I stepped into the office and reached down a couple of glasses. Before I could ask if he wanted any water with his whisky, the American had filled both glasses to the brim. He held his glass against the light and said, slowly: ‘You know, I wish I could remember who it is that you remind me of.’


I let that one go. It was a remark only an American, or an Englishman, could have made. In Germany today nobody wants to remember anything or anyone. The privilege of defeat.


‘It’ll come to me,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘I never forget a face. But it’s not important.’ He drank his whisky and pushed the glass to one side. I tasted mine. I was right. It was good whisky, and I said so.


‘Look here,’ he said. ‘It so happens that your hotel suits my purposes very well. As I said, I need two rooms for one or two nights. Depends. Either way I have money to spend. Cash money.’ He took a fold of very new deutschmarks from his back pocket, slipped off a silver money clip, and counted five twenties on the desk in front of me. It was about five times the going rate on two rooms for two nights. ‘The kind of money that’s a little shy of too many questions.’


I finished my drink and allowed my eyes to drift to the passenger still seated in the Buick outside and felt them narrow as, a little shortsighted these days, I tried to size him up. But the American was there ahead of me.


‘You’re wondering about my friend,’ he said. ‘If perhaps he’s the lemon-sucking type.’ He poured another couple of drinks and grinned. ‘Don’t worry. We’re not warm for each other if that’s what you were thinking. Anything but, as a matter of fact. If you ever asked him his opinion of me, I should imagine he would tell you that he hates my guts, the bastard.’


‘Nice travelling companion,’ I said. ‘I always say, a trip that’s shared provides twice the happy memories.’ I took my second drink. But for the moment I left the hundred marks untouched, at least by my hand. My eyes were on and off the five notes, however, and the American saw it and said:


‘Go ahead. Take the money. We both know you need it. This hotel hasn’t seen a guest since my government ended the prosecution of war criminals at Dachau last August. That’s almost a year, isn’t it? No wonder your father-in-law killed himself.’


I said nothing. But I was starting to smell the rat.


‘It must have been tough,’ he continued. ‘Very tough. Now that the trials are over, who wants to come and take a vacation here? I mean, Dachau’s not exactly Coney Island, is it? Of course, you could get lucky. You might get a few Jews who want to take a stroll down memory lane.’


‘Get to the point,’ I said.


‘All right.’ He swallowed his drink and palmed a gold cigarette case from the other pocket. ‘Herr Kommissar Gunther.’


I took the offered cigarette and let him light me with a match he snapped into life with a thumbnail while it was still only halfway up to my face.


‘You want to be careful doing that,’ I said. ‘You could spoil your manicure.’


‘Or you could spoil it for me? Yes?’


‘Maybe.’


He laughed. ‘Don’t get hard-boiled with me, pal,’ he said. ‘It’s been tried. The krauts who tried it are still picking pieces of shell out of their mouths.’


‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘You don’t look like a tough guy. Or is that just this season’s look for tough guys?’


‘What you know is of incidental importance to me, Bernie, old boy,’ he said. ‘Let me tell you what I know, for a minute. I know a lot. How you and your wife came here from Berlin last fall, to help her old man run this hotel. How he killed himself just before Christmas and how she cracked up because of that. How you used to be a Kriminal Kommissar at the Alex in Berlin. A cop. Just like me.’


‘You don’t look like a cop.’


‘Thanks, I’ll take that as a compliment, Herr Kommissar.’


‘That was ten years ago,’ I said. ‘Mostly I was just an inspector. Or a private detective.’


The American jerked his head at the window. ‘The guy in the car is handcuffed to the steering wheel. He’s a war criminal. What your German newspapers would call a Red Jacket. During the war he was stationed here, at Dachau. He worked at the crematorium, burning bodies, for which he received a twenty-year sentence. You ask me, he deserved to hang. They all did. Then again, if he had been hanged he wouldn’t be outside now, helping me with my inquiries. And I wouldn’t have had the pleasure of meeting you.’


He blew some smoke at the carved wooden ceiling and then picked a piece of tobacco off his eloquent pink tongue. I might have given him a short uppercut and then he’d have lost the tip of it. I was with the guy in the car. The one who hated the Ami’s guts. I disliked the Yank’s manner and the advantage he seemed to think he held over me. But it wasn’t worth punching him out. I was in the American Zone, and we both knew they could make trouble for me. I didn’t want trouble with the Americans. Especially after the trouble I’d had with the Ivans. So I kept my fists by my side. Besides, there was still the small matter of a hundred marks. A hundred marks was a hundred marks.


‘It seems the guy in the car was a friend of your wife’s father,’ said the American. He turned and walked into the hotel bar. ‘I expect he and some of his SS pals were in and out of this place a lot.’ I saw his eyes take in the dirty glasses on the bar top, the overflowing ashtrays, the beer spills on the floor. They were all mine. That bar was the one place in the hotel where I felt truly at home. ‘I guess those were better days, huh?’ He laughed. ‘You know, you should go back to being a cop, Gunther. You’re no hotelier, that’s for sure. Hell, I’ve seen body bags that were more welcoming than this place.’


‘No one’s asking you to stay and fraternize,’ I said.


‘Fraternize?’ He laughed. ‘Is that what we’re doing? No, I don’t think so. Fraternize implies something brotherly. I just don’t feel that way about anyone who could stay in a town like this, bud.’


‘Don’t feel bad about it,’ I said. ‘I’m an only child. Not the brotherly kind at all. Frankly, I’d rather empty the ashtrays than talk to you.’


‘Wolf, the guy in the car,’ said the American, ‘he was a real enterprising sort of guy. Before he burned the bodies, he used to take out any gold teeth with a pair of pliers. He had a pair of pruning shears to cut off fingers for the wedding rings. He even had this special pair of tongs so he could search the private parts of the dead looking for rolls of banknotes, jewels, and gold coins. It’s amazing what he used to find. Enough to fill an empty wine box, which he buried in your father-in-law’s garden before the camp was liberated.’


‘And you want to dig it up?’


‘I’m not going to dig anything up.’ The American jerked his thumb at the front door. ‘He is, if he knows what’s good for him.’


‘What makes you think the box is still there?’ I asked.


He shrugged. ‘It’s a safe bet that Herr Handlöser, your father-in-law, didn’t find it. If he had, this place would be in a lot better shape. And probably he’d never have put his head on the Altomünster railway line, just like Anna Karenina. I bet he had less time to wait than she did. That’s the one thing you krauts do really well. The trains. I gotta hand it to you. Everything still runs like clockwork in this damned country.’


‘And the hundred marks are for what? To keep my mouth shut?’


‘Sure. But not the way you think. You see, I’m doing you a favour. You and everyone else in town. You see, if it ever gets out that someone dug up a box of gold and jewels in your back garden, Gunther, then everyone in town is going to have a problem with other people looking for treasure. Refugees, British and American soldiers, desperate Germans, greedy Ivans, you name it. That’s why this is being handled unofficially. Simple as that.’


‘Talk of treasure might be good for business,’ I said, heading back to the front desk. The money was still there. ‘It could bring people back to this town in a big way.’


‘And when they don’t find anything? Think about it. Things could get nasty. I’ve seen it happen.’


I nodded. I can’t say I wasn’t tempted to take his money. But the truth was I didn’t want any part of anything connected with gold that had come out of someone’s mouth. So I pushed the banknotes back toward him. ‘You’re welcome to dig,’ I said. ‘And you can do what the hell you like with whatever you find. But I don’t like the smell of your money. It feels too much like a share of the loot. I didn’t want any part of it then, and I certainly don’t want any part of it now.’


‘Well, well,’ said the American. ‘Isn’t that something? A kraut with principles. Hell, I thought Adolf Hitler killed all of you guys.’


‘It’s three marks a night,’ I said. ‘Each. In advance. There’s plenty of hot water, day and night, but if you want more than a beer or a cup of coffee, that’s extra. Food is still rationed, for Germans.’


‘Fair enough,’ he said. ‘For what it’s worth, I’m sorry. I was wrong about you.’


‘For what it’s worth, I’m sorry, too.’ I poured myself some more of his rye. ‘Every time I look at that line of trees, I remember what happened on the other side.’





TWO


The man from the car was of medium height, dark-haired with protruding ears, and shadowy, downcast eyes. He wore a thick tweed suit and a plain white shirt, but without a necktie, no doubt in case he tried to hang himself. He didn’t speak to me and I didn’t speak to him. When he came into the hotel his head seemed to shrink into his narrow shoulders as if – I can think of no other explanation – he was burdened with a sense of shame. But perhaps I’m just being fanciful. Either way I felt sorry for him. If the cards had been dealt differently it might have been me in the American’s Buick.


There was another reason I felt sorry for the man. He looked feverish and ill. Hardly equal to the task of digging a hole in my garden. I said as much to the American as he fetched some tools from the cavernous trunk of the Buick.


‘He looks like he should be in hospital,’ I said.


‘And that’s where he’s going after this,’ said the American. ‘If he finds the box, then he’ll get his penicillin.’ He shrugged. ‘He wouldn’t have cooperated at all if I didn’t have that kind of leverage.’


‘I thought you Amis were supposed to pay attention to the Geneva Conventions,’ I said.


‘Oh we do, we do,’ he said. ‘But these guys are not ordinary soldiers, they’re war criminals. Some of them have murdered thousands of people. These guys put themselves outside the protection of Geneva.’


We followed Wolf into the garden, where the American threw the tools down on the grass and told him to get on with it. The day was a hot one. Too hot to be digging anywhere but in your pockets. Wolf leaned on a tree for a moment as he tried to get his bearings, and let out a sigh. ‘I think this is the spot, right here,’ he whispered. ‘Could I have a glass of water?’ His hands were shaking and there was sweat on his forehead.


‘Get him a glass of water, will you, Gunther?’ said the American.


I fetched the water, and returned to find Wolf, pickaxe in hand. He took a swing at the lawn and almost fell over. I caught him by the elbow and helped him to sit down. The American was lighting a cigarette, apparently unconcerned. ‘Take your time, Wolf, my friend,’ he said. ‘There’s no hurry. That’s why I figured on two nights, see? On account of how he’s not exactly in the best of shape for gardening duty.’


‘This man is in no condition for any kind of manual work,’ I said. ‘Look at him. He can hardly stand.’


The American flicked his match at Wolf and snorted with derision. ‘And do you imagine he ever said that to any of the people who were imprisoned in Dachau?’ he said. ‘Like hell he did. Probably shot them in the head where they fell. Not a bad idea at that. Save me the trouble of taking him back to the prison hospital.’


‘That’s hardly the point of this exercise, is it? I thought you just wanted what’s buried here.’


‘Sure, but I’m not going to dig. These shoes are from Florsheim.’


I took the pickax from Wolf, angrily. ‘If there’s half a chance of getting rid of you before this evening,’ I said, ‘I’ll do it myself.’ And I sank the point of the pick into the grass as if it had been the American’s skull.


‘It’s your funeral, Gunther.’


‘No, but it will be his if I don’t do this.’ I wielded the pick again.


‘Thanks, comrade,’ whispered Wolf, and sitting underneath the tree, he leaned back and closed his eyes weakly.


‘You krauts.’ The American smiled. ‘Stick together, don’t you?’


‘This has got nothing to do with being German,’ I said. ‘I’d probably have done it for anyone I didn’t much like, including you.’


I was at it for about an hour with the pick and then the shovel until, about three feet down, I hit something hard. It sounded and felt like a coffin. The American was quickly over to the side of the hole, his eyes searching the earth. I kept on digging and finally levered out a box that was the size of a small suitcase and placed it on the grass at his feet. It was heavy. When I looked up, I saw that he was holding a thirty-eight in his hand. A snub-nosed police special.


‘This is nothing personal,’ he said. ‘But a man who’s digging for treasure is just liable to think he deserves a share. Especially a man who was noble enough to turn down a hundred marks.’


‘Now that you mention it,’ I said, ‘the idea of beating your face to a pulp with the flat of a spade is rather tempting.’


He waved the gun. ‘Then you’d best throw it away, just in case.’


I bent over, picked up the spade, and launched it into the flower bed. I put my hand in my pocket and, seeing him stiffen a little, laughed. ‘Kind of nervous for a tough guy, aren’t you?’ I brought out a packet of Luckies, and lit one. ‘I guess maybe those krauts who are still picking pieces of shell from their mouths were just careless with their eggs. Either that, or you tell a good story.’


‘Now, here’s what I want you to do,’ he said. ‘Climb out of that hole, pick up the box, and carry it to the car.’


‘You and your manicure,’ I said.


‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘Me and my manicure.’


I climbed out of the hole and stared at him, then down at the box. ‘You’re a bastard, all right,’ I said. ‘But I’ve met a lot of bastards in my time – some of the biggest, bigger than you – and I know what I’m talking about. There are lots of reasons to shoot a man dead in cold blood, but refusing to carry a box to a car isn’t one of them. So I’m going into the house to wash up and fetch myself a beer, and you can go to hell.’


I turned and walked back to the house. He didn’t pull the trigger.


About five minutes later I looked out my bathroom window and saw Wolf carrying the box slowly to the Buick. Still holding his gun, and glancing nervously up at the windows of the hotel as if I might have a rifle, the American opened the trunk and Wolf dropped the box inside. Then the two of them got into the car and drove quickly away. I went downstairs, fetched a beer from the bar, and then locked the front door. The American had been right about one thing. I was a lousy hotel-keeper. And it was high time I recognized that in some practical way. I found some paper and, in large red letters, wrote on it ‘CLOSED UNTIL FURTHER NOTICE’. Then I taped the sign to the glass in the door and went back into the bar.


A couple of hours, and twice as many beers later, I caught one of the new electric trains into Munich’s main railway station. From there I walked through the bomb-damaged city centre to the corner of Ludwigstrasse, where, in front of the charred ruins of the Leuchtenberg Palais and the Odeon, once the best concert halls in Munich, I took a tram north, in the direction of Schwabing. Here, nearly all of the buildings reminded me of myself, with only the housefronts standing, so that while the general appearance of the street seemed hardly impaired, everything was in reality badly damaged and burned out. It was high time I made some repairs. But I didn’t see how that was possible doing what I was doing. Working as the Adlon house detective in the early thirties, I had learned a little about running a grand hotel, but this had been very poor preparation for running a small one. The Ami was right. I had to go back to what I knew best. I was going to tell Kirsten that I intended to put the hotel up for sale, and that I planned to become a private detective again. Of course, telling her was one thing; expecting her to register any sign of comprehension was quite another. And whereas I still had a façade, Kirsten seemed like a complete ruin of her former self.


On the north edge of Schwabing was the main state hospital. It was used as the American military hospital, which meant that Germans had to go somewhere else. That is, all except the lunatics, who went to the hospital’s Max Planck Institute of Psychiatry. This was just around the corner from the main hospital, in Kraepelinstrasse. I visited her as often as I could given that I was running a hotel, which meant that lately I’d been coming only every other day.


Kirsten’s room enjoyed a view of Prinz Luitpold Park to the south-east, but I could not have described her condition as comfortable. There were bars on the windows of the room and the three other women she shared it with were all severely disturbed. The room stank of urine and, from time to time, one of the other women would scream out loud, laugh hysterically, or throw something unspeakable in my direction. Also, the beds were verminous. There were bite marks on Kirsten’s thighs and arms, and on one occasion, I had been bitten myself. Kirsten herself was hardly recognizable as the woman I had married. In the ten months since leaving Berlin she had aged ten years. Her hair was long and grey and unwashed. Her eyes were like two spent lightbulbs. She sat on the edge of her iron bedstead and stared at the green linoleum floor as if it was the most fascinating thing she had ever seen. She looked like some poor stuffed animal in the anthropological collection at the museum on Richard-Wagner-Strasse.


After her father had died, Kirsten had fallen into a state of general depression and started drinking a lot and talking to herself. At first I had assumed she thought I was listening, but it was soon painfully clear to me that this was not the case. So I was actually pleased when she stopped talking to herself. The only trouble was that she stopped talking completely, and when it became apparent that she had withdrawn into herself, I summoned the doctor, who recommended immediate hospitalization.


‘She’s suffering from acute catatonic schizophrenia,’ was what Dr Bublitz, the psychiatrist treating Kirsten, had told me, about a week after her admission. ‘It’s not all that uncommon. After what Germany has been through, who can be surprised? Almost a fifth of our inpatients are suffering from some kind of catatonia. Nijinsky, the dancer and choreographer, suffered from the same condition as Frau Handlöser.’


Because Kirsten’s family doctor had been treating her since she was a little girl, he had booked her into the Max Planck under her maiden name. (Much to my annoyance, it was a mistake that showed no sign of being rectified. And I had given up correcting the doctor when he called her Frau Handlöser.)


‘Will she get better?’ I had asked Dr Bublitz.


‘That’s a little hard to say,’ he said.


‘Well, how is Nijinsky these days?’


‘There was a rumour that he had died. But that was false. He’s still alive. Although he remains in psychiatric care.’


‘I guess that answers my question.’


‘About Nijinsky?’


‘About my wife.’


These days I rarely ever saw Dr Bublitz. Mostly I sat beside Kirsten and brushed her hair and sometimes lit her a cigarette that I fixed in the corner of her mouth, where it stayed until I took it out, unsmoked. Sometimes the smoke trailing up her face made her blink, which was the only sign of life she ever showed, which was half of the reason I did it. Other times I read the paper to her, or a book; and once or twice, because her breath was so rank, I even cleaned her teeth. On this particular occasion I told her the plans I had for the hotel and myself.


‘I have to do something with my life,’ I said. ‘I can’t stay at that hotel any longer. Otherwise we’ll both end up in here. So, after I leave here today, I’m going to see your family lawyer, and I’m going to put the place up for sale. Then I’m going to borrow a little money against it from Herr Kohl at Wechselbank, so I can start a little business of my own. As a private detective, of course. I’ve got no talent whatsoever for running a hotel. Police work is the only work I know. I’ll rent an office and a small apartment here, in Schwabing, so I can be near you. As you know this part of Munich always reminds me a little of Berlin. And it’s cheap, of course. Because of the bomb damage. Somewhere close to Wagmullerstrasse, at the south end of Englischerstrasse would be ideal. The Bavarian Red Cross has its offices there and that’s where everyone goes first when they’re looking for a missing person. I think there’s probably quite a decent living to be made specializing in that end of the business.’


I didn’t expect Kirsten to say anything, and she certainly didn’t disappoint me in that respect. She stared at the floor as if my news was the most depressing thing she had heard in months. As if selling a failing hotel in Dachau was the worst business decision anyone could make. I paused and put her cigarette in my mouth and took a drag of it before stubbing it out on the sole of my shoe and dropping the butt into my jacket pocket – the room was dirty enough without my adding a cigarette end to the filth.


‘There are lots of people missing in Germany,’ I added. ‘Just like when the Nazis were still in power.’ I shook my head. ‘But I can’t go on in Dachau. Not on my own. I’ve had enough of that, for ever. The way I feel right now, it’s me who should be in here, not you.’


I jumped out of my skin as one of the other women let out a screech of laughter and then went to face the wall where she remained for the rest of my visit, rocking on her feet like some old rabbi. Maybe she knew something I didn’t. They say that insanity is merely the ability to see into the future. And if we knew now what we’ll know then, it would probably be enough to make any of us scream. In life the trick is all about keeping the two separate for as long as possible.





THREE


I had to get a denazification certificate from the Ministry of the Interior, on Prinzregentenstrasse. Since I had never actually been a member of the Nazi Party, this didn’t present too much of a problem. There were plenty of bulls at the Police Praesidium on Ettstrasse (where I had to have the certificate countersigned) who, like me, had been SS, not to mention quite a few who had been in the Gestapo or the SD. Fortunately for me, the occupation authorities did not hold the view that ex officio transfers from KRIPO, the criminal police, or ORPO, the uniformed police, into these Nazi police organizations were enough to disqualify a man from being a police officer in the fledgling Federal Republic of Germany. It was only younger men who had started their careers in the SS, the Gestapo, or the SD who faced any real difficulties. But even here there were ways around the Liberation Law of 1946, which, if it had ever been as rigidly enforced as had been intended, would have resulted in Germany having no policemen at all. A good cop is still a good cop even if he was a Nazi bastard.


I found a small office in Galeriestrasse, which ran west off Wagmullerstrasse. It seemed just what I had been looking for. My premises were opposite a small post office and above an antiquarian bookshop; and they shared a floor with a dentist and a coin dealer. I felt about as respectable as it was possible to feel in a building that still had its camouflage painting against Allied air attacks. The building had been some minor outpost of the War Office on Ludwigstrasse and, in an old cupboard, I found mildewed portraits of Hitler and Göring, an empty grenade bag, a rifle bandolier, and an M42 ‘razor edge’ helmet that happened to be my size (sixty-eight). Outside the front door were a cabstand and a kiosk selling newspapers and tobacco. I had my name on a brass plate and a mailbox mounted on the wall on the ground floor. I was set.


I walked around central Munich leaving my new business cards with offices and people who might conceivably put some business my way. The Red Cross, the German Information Bureau on Sonnenstrasse, the Israel Cultural Institute on Herzog-Max-Strasse, the American Express Company on Brienner Strasse, and the Lost Property Office at police headquarters. I even looked up a few old comrades. There was an ex-cop called Korsch who was working as a senior reporter at Die Neue Zeitung, an American newspaper; and a former secretary of mine called Dagmarr who helped look after the city archives on Winzererstrasse. But mostly I hit the offices of Munich’s many lawyers in and around the Justice Palace. If there was anyone doing well under the American occupation it was the lawyers. The world might end one day but there will still be lawyers to process the documents.


My first Munich case was from a lawyer and, by a strange coincidence, it involved the Red Jackets at Landsberg. As it happened, so did the next case, which probably wasn’t a coincidence at all. And maybe even the one after that. Any one of them could have taken over my life, but only one of them did. And even now I find it a little hard to say that none of them were connected.


Erich Kaufmann was a lawyer, a neoconservative, and a member of the so-called Heidelberg Circle of Jurists, which was the central coordinating body for freeing the prisoners at Landsberg. On September 21, 1949, I went to Kaufmann’s plush office near the Justice Palace on Karlsplatz, which was another public building under repair. The sound of cement mixers, hammers, saws, and empty hoist containers hitting the ground made Karlsplatz as noisy as any battlefield. I remember the date because it was the day after the right-wing populist Alfred Loritz had stood up in the new Parliament, demanding an immediate and general amnesty for all but the most serious war criminals – by which he meant those who were already dead or on the run. I was reading about it in the Süddeutsche Zeitung when Kaufmann’s sirenlike secretary came to fetch me into the palatial suite he modestly called an office. I don’t know what surprised me more: the office, the story in the paper, or the secretary; it had been quite a while since anyone as attractive as that little fräulein had caressed me with her eyelashes. I put it down to the new suit I had bought at Oberpollinger. It fitted me like a glove. Kaufmann’s suit was better. It fitted him like a suit.


I guessed that he was about sixty. But I didn’t have to guess very hard to know that he was a Jew. For one thing, there was something written in Hebrew on a little plaque by the door. I felt pleased about that. Things in Germany were getting back to normal. It made a very pleasant change from a yellow Star of David daubed on his window. I had no idea what had happened to him under the Nazis, and it wasn’t the kind of thing you asked. But in the few years since they’d been gone it was plain he’d done very well for himself. It wasn’t just his suit that was better than mine, it was everything else as well. His shoes looked handmade, his fingernails were beautifully manicured, and his tie pin looked like a birthday gift from the Queen of Sheba. Even his teeth were better than mine. He was holding my card in his chubby fingers. And he came straight to the point without any of the time-wasting courtesies that can plague Munich business life. I didn’t mind that one bit. I’m not big on courtesies. Not since my time in a Russian POW camp. Besides, I was in a hurry to be in business myself.


‘I want you to interview an American soldier,’ said Kaufmann. ‘A private in the US Third Army. His name is John Ivanov. He’s a guard in War Crimes Prison Number One. You know where that is?’


‘Landsberg, I imagine,’ I said


‘That’s right. That’s exactly where it is. Landsberg. Check him out, Herr Gunther. Find out what kind of character he is. Reliable or not reliable. Honest or dishonest. An opportunist or sincere. I take it you respect the confidentiality of your clients?’


‘Of course,’ I said. ‘I couldn’t be more close-lipped if I were Rudolf Hess.’


‘Then in confidence I tell you that PFC Ivanov has made a number of allegations regarding the treatment of Red Jackets. Also that the executions of so-called war criminals in June of last year were deliberately botched by the hangman so that it would take longer for the men to die. I’ll give you an address where you can make contact with Ivanov.’ He unscrewed a gold fountain pen and started to write on a piece of paper. ‘By the way, apropos of your remark about Hess. I don’t have a sense of humour, Herr Gunther. It was beaten out of me by the Nazis. Quite literally, I can assure you.’


‘Frankly, my own sense of humour isn’t up to much, either,’ I said. ‘Mine was beaten out of me by the Russians. That way you’ll know I’m not joking when I tell you my fees are ten marks a day, plus expenses. Two days in advance.’


He didn’t bat an eyelid. The Nazis had probably done quite a bit of that to him. They were good at batting eyelids. But it was enough to persuade me that I might have priced myself too low. Back in Berlin I had always preferred it when people complained a little about my fees. That way I avoided the clients who wanted me to go on fishing trips. He tore the page off his pad and handed it to me.


‘It says on your card that you speak some English, Herr Gunther. You do speak some English?’


‘Yes,’ I said, in English.


‘The witness speaks basic German, I believe, so some English might help you to get to know him better. To gain his confidence, perhaps. Americans are not great linguists. They have an island mentality, like the English. The English speak good German when they speak it at all. But the Americans regard learning all foreign languages as essentially a waste of time. Akin to playing football when they themselves play a strange variety of catch.’


‘Ivanov sounds like a Russian name,’ I said. ‘Maybe he speaks Russian. I speak excellent Russian. I learned it in the camp.’


‘You were one of the lucky ones,’ he said. ‘I mean, you came home.’ He looked at me for a long moment, as if sizing me up. ‘Yes, you’ve been lucky.’


‘Definitely,’ I said. ‘My health is good although I took a piece of shrapnel in the leg. And I had a bump on the head a couple of years ago. It gives me an itchy scalp sometimes. Usually when something doesn’t make sense. Like now, for example.’


‘Oh? What doesn’t make sense?’


‘Why a Jew cares what happens to a few lousy war criminals?’


‘That’s a fair question,’ he said. ‘Yes, I’m a Jew. But that doesn’t mean I’m interested in taking revenge, Herr Gunther.’ He got out of his chair and went over to the window, summoning me to his side with a peremptory nod of the head.


On my way over I took in the photograph of Kaufmann in the uniform of a German soldier in the first war, and a framed doctorate from the University of Halle. Standing beside him I saw that his light grey pinstripe suit was even better than I had imagined. It rustled silkily as he removed his light tortoiseshell-framed glasses and polished them vigorously on a white handkerchief that was as immaculate as his shirt collar. I was more interested in him than in the bird’s-eye view of Karlsplatz his office window afforded him. I felt like Esau standing next to his smoother brother, Jacob.


‘That’s the Justice Palace and the New Law Courts,’ he said. ‘In a year or two – maybe less, God willing, because the noise drives me mad – they’ll be just like they were before. You’ll be able to walk in there and see a trial and not know that the building was ever destroyed by Allied bombs. That might be okay for a building. But the law is something different. It grows out of people, Herr Gunther. Placing mercy ahead of justice, with an amnesty for all war criminals, will foster a new beginning for Germany.’


‘Does that include war criminals like Otto Ohlendorf?’


‘It includes all prisoners,’ he said. ‘I’m just one of a number of people, Jews included, who believe that the political purge imposed upon us by the occupation authorities has been unjust in virtually every respect, and has failed monstrously. The pursuit of so-called fugitives needs to be ended as quickly as possible, and the remaining prisoners released so that we can all draw a line through the sad events of an unfortunate era. I and a group of like-minded lawyers and church leaders intend to petition the American high commissioner regarding these prisoners at Landsberg. Gathering any evidence of prisoner ill-treatment is a necessary prelude to our doing so. And my being Jewish has absolutely nothing to do with anything. Do I make myself clear?’


I liked the way he cared enough to give me a little lecture on the new Federal Republic. It had been a while since anyone had taken that kind of trouble with my education. Besides, it was a little early in our professional relationship to get smart with him. He was a lawyer, and sometimes, when you get smart with a lawyer, they call it contempt and throw you in jail.


So I went to Landsberg and met PFC Ivanov and came back to meet Kaufmann again, and as it happened, that was time and opportunity enough to work in every smart remark I could think of. He had to sit there and take it, too. Because it was what we private detectives call a report, and coming from me a report can sound a lot like contempt if you’re not used to my manner. Especially when none of it was what he really wanted to hear. Not if he was ever going to save the likes of Otto Ohlendorf from hanging. Because Ivanov was a liar and a cheat and, worst of all, a doper – a worthless gorilla who was looking to settle a cheap score with the US Army and get paid for it in the bargain.


‘For one thing I’m not convinced he’s ever worked in Landsberg,’ I said. ‘He didn’t know that Hitler had been imprisoned there in 1924. Or that the castle had been built as recently as 1910. He didn’t know that the seven men hanged at Landsberg in June 1948 were Nazi doctors. Also, he said the hangman was a guy named Joe Malta. In fact, Malta left the army in 1947. They have a new hangman at Landsberg and his identity is kept a secret. Also, he said the gallows is located indoors. In fact it’s outside, near the rooftop. These are the kind of things you’d know if you really did work there. My guess is that he’s only ever worked at the displacement camp.’


‘I see,’ said Kaufmann. ‘You’ve been very thorough, Herr Gunther.’


‘I’ve met more dishonest men than him,’ I told Kaufmann, concluding my report with just a lick of relish. ‘But only in prison. The only way Ivanov would make a convincing witness was if you made sure there was a hundred dollars inside the Bible when he took the oath.’


Kaufmann was silent for a moment. Then he opened his desk drawer and took out a cash box from which he paid me the balance of what he owed, in cash. Finally, he said, ‘You look pleased with yourself.’


‘I’m always pleased when I’ve done a good job,’ I said.


‘You’re being disingenuous,’ he said. ‘Come now. We both know it’s more than that.’


‘Maybe I am a little pleased with myself at that,’ I admitted.


‘Don’t you believe in a fresh start for Germany?’


‘For Germany, yes. Not for people like Otto Ohlendorf. Being a bastard wasn’t a necessary condition of joining the SS, although it certainly helped. I should know. For a while, I was in the SS myself. Maybe that’s part of the reason why I’m out of step with your new Federal Republic. And maybe it’s just that I’m a bit old-fashioned. But you see, there’s something about a man who massacred a hundred thousand men, women, and children that I just don’t like. And I tend to think that the best way of getting the new Germany off to a flying start is if we just get on and hang him and his ilk.’





FOUR


Kaufmann didn’t strike me as a spiteful man at all. Merely a pompous one, and I think it irked him a little that I ticked him off about helping the Red Jackets. So I suspected it was he who steered my next client to me, knowing that I would dislike him, and knowing also that I couldn’t afford to turn him away. Not when I was just getting started in business again. Maybe he even hoped to change my mind about how we were going to ensure the best beginning for the Federal Republic.


The phone call told me to catch a train to Starnberg, where a car would pick me up. All I knew about the client was that he was the Baron von Starnberg, that he was extremely rich, and that he was the retired director of I. G. Farben, once the largest chemical manufacturing company in the world. Some of directors of I. G. Farben had been put on trial at Nuremberg for war crimes, but von Starnberg wasn’t one of them. I had no idea of the job he wanted me to do.


The train climbed through the Würm Valley and some of the loveliest countryside in Bavaria before arriving after thirty minutes in Starnberg. It made a very pleasant change from breathing the builder’s dust of Munich. Starnberg itself was a smallish town built in terraces at the north end of the Würmsee, a lake twelve miles long and a mile wide. The sapphire blue water was studded with yachts that shone like diamonds in the morning sunlight. It was overlooked by the ancient castle of the dukes of Bavaria. ‘Scenic’ hardly covered it. After only a minute looking at Starnberg, I wanted to lift the lid and eat the strawberry crème.


There was an old Maybach Zeppelin at the station to collect me. The chauffeur was kind enough to put me in the back seat instead of the trunk, which was probably his first inclination with someone getting off a train. After all, there was enough silver in the back to keep the Lone Ranger in bullets for the next hundred years.


The house was about a five-minute drive west of the station. A brass plaque on one of the obelisk-shaped gateposts said it was a villa, but probably only because they were a little shy about using a word like ‘palace’. It took me a whole minute to climb the steps to the front door, where a fellow dressed to go cheek-to-cheek with Ginger Rogers was waiting to take my hat and act as my scout across the marble plains that lay ahead. He stayed with me as far as the library, then wheeled around silently and set off for home again before it started to get dark.


In the library was a small man who turned out to be quite tall by the time I got near enough to hear him shouting an offer of schnapps at me. I said yes and got a better look at him while he fussed with a huge decanter of glass and gold that was so big it looked like it was guarded by seven dwarfs. He wore glasses and an eccentric sort of white beard that made me suspect I might have to drink my schnapps in a test tube.


‘The old parish church in our town,’ he was saying, in a voice with about a half ton of gravel heaped on top of his larynx, ‘has a late-rococo high altar by an Ignaz Gunther. Would he be a relation of yours?’


‘Ignaz was the black sheep of the family, Herr Baron,’ I said brightly. ‘We never talk about him in polite society.’


The baron chuckled his way up into a cough that lasted only until he had lit a cigarette and got his breath. Along the way he somehow managed to shake my hand with only his fingertips, offer me a nail from a gold box as big as a dictionary on the library table, toast me, sip his schnapps, and draw my attention to the studio photograph of a baby-faced young man in his early thirties. He looked more like a movie star than an SS Sturmbannführer. The smile was pure porcelain. The frame was solid silver, which, next to the gold cigarette box, made me suspect that someone had been forcing some economies on the Starnberg household.


‘My son, Vincenz,’ said the baron. ‘In that uniform it would be all too easy to think of him as my own black sheep. But he’s anything but, Herr Gunther. Anything but. Vincenz was always such a gentle boy. In the choir at school. So many pets when he was young you’d have thought his rooms were a zoo.’


I liked that: rooms. It said a lot about the childhood of Vincenz von Starnberg. And I liked the way the baron talked German the way people used to talk German before they started using words like ‘Lucky Strike’, ‘Coca-Cola’, ‘okay’, ‘jitterbug’, ‘bubble gum’, and, worst of all, ‘buddy’.


‘Are you a father, Herr Gunther?’


‘No, sir.’


‘Well, what’s a father supposed to say about his only son? I know this much: he’s not nearly as black as he’s been painted. I’m sure you of all people would understand that, Herr Gunther. You were an SS man yourself, were you not?’


‘I was a policeman, Herr Baron,’ I said, smiling thinly. ‘In the KRIPO until 1939 when, in order to increase efficiency – at least that’s what they told us – we were combined with the Gestapo and the SD into a new office of the SS called the RSHA – the Main Office of Government Security. I’m afraid none of us had much choice in the matter.’


‘No, indeed. Giving people choice was not something Hitler was good at. We all had to do things we didn’t much care for, perhaps. My son, too. He was a lawyer. A promising lawyer. He joined the SS in 1936. Unlike you, it was by his own choice. I counselled caution, but it is the privilege of being a son to pay no attention to his father’s advice until it’s too late. We fathers expect that of our sons. Indeed, it is why we grow old and grey. In 1941, he became the deputy leader of a mobile killing unit in Lithuania. There. I’ve said what it was. They called it something else. Special Action, or some such nonsense. But mass murder was what it was charged with. In all normal circumstances Vincenz would have had nothing to do with such a terrible thing. But like many others, he felt duty-bound by reason of the oath he had taken to the person of the Führer as the highest organ of the German state. You must understand that he did what he did out of respect for that oath and the state, but always with acute inner disapproval.’


‘You mean he was only obeying orders,’ I said.


‘Exactly so,’ said the baron, ignoring or just not noticing the sarcasm that was carried in my voice. ‘Orders are orders. You can’t get away from that fact. People like my son are the victims of historical value judgments, Herr Gunther. And nothing besmirches the honour of Germany more profoundly than these prisoners at Landsberg. Of whom my son is one. These Red Jackets, as the newspapers call them, present the greatest obstacle to the restoration of our national sovereignty. Which we must have if we are ever going to contribute, as the Americans want, to the cause of Western defence. I am referring, of course, to the forthcoming war against communism.’


I nodded politely. It was my second lecture in as many weeks. But this one was easier to understand. Baron von Starnberg didn’t like the communists. That much was plain from our surroundings. If I’d lived there I wouldn’t have liked the communists either. Not that I did like the communists. But having very little myself, I had more in common with them than with the baron, who had so much. And who wasn’t about to put his hand in his pocket and help win America’s war on communism as long as America treated his son like some common criminal.


‘Has he been tried yet?’ I asked.


‘Yes,’ said the Baron. ‘He was sentenced to death, in April 1948. But following a petition to General Clay, that sentence was commuted to life imprisonment.’


‘Then I really don’t see what I can do,’ I said politely, neglecting to add that, as far as I was concerned, the baron’s ‘black sheep’ had already been luckier than he could ever have reasonably expected. ‘After all, it’s not as if he denies doing what he did. Does he?’


‘No, not at all,’ said the baron. ‘As I have explained, his defence was based on force majeure. That he could not act but as he did act. We now wish to draw the governor’s attention to the fact that Vincenz had nothing personal against the Jews. You see, after graduating, Vincenz became a reader in law at the University of Heidelberg. And in 1934, he saw to it that measures taken by the Gestapo against a student who had been sheltering Jews at his home were brought to a halt. His name was Wolfgang Stumpff, and I want you to find him, Herr Gunther. You must find him so that we might attach his testimonial regarding the Heidelberg Jewish affair to a petition for Vincenz’s early release.’ The baron sighed. ‘My son is only thirty-seven, Herr Gunther. He still has his whole life in front of him.’


I helped myself to some more of the baron’s excellent schnapps to take away the taste in my mouth. It also helped to prevent me from making the tactless remark that at least Vincenz still had a life to have in front of him, unlike the many Lithuanian Jews whose deaths he had overseen, albeit only out of respect for his oath as an SS officer. By now I had little doubt that Erich Kaufmann was the author of this new client relationship.


‘You say this happened in 1934, Baron?’ I asked. He nodded. ‘That’s a lot of water under the bridge. How do you know this fellow Stumpff is still alive?’


‘Because a couple of weeks ago my daughter, Helene Elisabeth, saw Wolfgang Stumpff on a tram in Munich.’


I tried my best to eliminate a note of surprise from my voice. ‘Your daughter was on a tram?’


The baron smiled weakly as if perceiving the absurdity of such an idea. ‘No, no,’ he said. ‘She was in her car. Leaving the Glyptothek, the Sculpture Gallery. She was at a traffic light and she looked up and saw him at the window of a tram. She’s quite certain of it.’


‘The Glyptothek,’ I said. ‘That’s in the Museum Quarter, isn’t it? Let’s see now. A number eight from Karlsplatz to Schwabing. A number three and a number six, also to Schwabing. And a number thirty-seven from the Hohenzollernstrasse to the Max Monument. I don’t suppose she remembers which number it was?’ The baron shook his head, and I did the same. ‘No matter. I’ll find him.’


‘I’ll pay you a thousand marks if you do,’ he said.


‘Fine, fine, but after I find him it’s down to you and your lawyers, Baron. I won’t play advocate for your son. It’s better that way. Better for your son but, more importantly, better for me. I’m finding it hard enough to sleep at night as it is without speaking up for a mass murderer.’


‘People don’t talk to me that way, Herr Gunther,’ he said stiffly.


‘You’d better get used to it, Baron,’ I said. ‘This is a republic now. Or did you forget? Besides, I’m the fellow who knows exactly how to find your son’s ace in the hole.’ That was just a bluff, to stop his fine nostrils from looking any more pinched than they already were. I had gone too far, waving my conscience in front of him like a matador’s cape. Now I had to convince him that being blunt was just an idiosyncrasy of mine and that I was more than equal to the job. ‘I’m glad you offered that bonus because this won’t take more than a few days, and at ten marks a day, plus expenses, it might be hardly worth my while otherwise.’


‘But how? I’ve already made a few inquiries of my own.’


‘I could tell you. But then I’d be out of a job. Of course, I’ll need to speak to your daughter.’


‘Of course, of course. I’ll tell her to expect you.’


The truth was that I had no idea where I was going to start. There were 821,000 people in Munich. Most of them were Roman Catholics and were pretty tight-lipped about everything, even in the confessional.


‘Is there anything else you need?’ he asked. By now my insolence was quite forgotten.


‘You could pay me something in advance,’ I said. ‘For thirty marks, you get the rest of my week and the comfort of knowing that the petition for your son’s release is as good as on the train to Landsberg.’





FIVE


In Germany there is a record of almost everything. We are a meticulous, observant, and bureaucratic people, and sometimes behave as if documentation and memorandum were the identifying hallmarks of true civilization. Even when it involved the systematic murder of an entire race of people, there were statistics, minutes, photographs, reports, and transcripts. Hundreds, possibly thousands, of war criminals might successfully have resisted conviction but for our very German obsession with numbers, names, and addresses. Many records had been destroyed in Allied air raids, it was true, but I was certain that somewhere I would find Wolfgang Stumpff’s name and address.


I started at police headquarters, visiting both the Registration of Address section and the Passport Office, but found no trace of him there. Then I checked at the Ministry of the Interior on Prinzregentenstrasse. I even looked for his name at the Society of German Jurists. I knew that Stumpff was from Munich and that he had studied to be a lawyer. The baron had told me that much himself. And reasoning that it was highly unlikely he could have come through the war without doing military service, my next port of call was the Bavarian State Archives on Arcisstrasse, where there were records going back as far as 1265. These had suffered no damage at all. But I had no luck there either, except to discover that the archives of the Bavarian army had been moved, to Leonrodstrasse, and it was here, finally, that I found what I was looking for, in the Rank Lists – the officer rolls for Bavaria. Alphabetically listed, year on year. It was a beautiful bit of record-keeping, handwritten, in purple ink. Hauptmann Wolfgang Stumpff of the 1st Gebirgsdivision, which was formerly the Bavarian Mountain Division. I now had a name, an address, the name of Stumpff’s regimental commander – I even borrowed his photograph.


The address in the Haidhausen district of East Munich was no more, having been completely destroyed on July 13, 1944. At least, that’s what the sign on the ruins told me. And temporarily bereft of ideas, I decided to spend an afternoon riding the trams – specifically the three, six, eight, and thirty-seven, with the photograph of Stumpff I had borrowed from his file. But before I did I had an appointment to meet the baron’s daughter outside the Glyptothek.


Helene Elisabeth von Starnberg was wearing a knee-length beige skirt, a yellow sweater that was just clingy enough to let you know she was a woman, and a pair of pigskin leather driving gloves. We had a pleasant conversation. I showed her the picture I had purloined from the army archives.


‘Yes, that’s him,’ she said. ‘Of course he was much younger when this picture was taken.’


‘Didn’t you know? This is at least a thousand years old. I know because that’s how long Hitler said the Third Reich would last.’


She smiled and, for a moment, it was hard to believe she had a brother who had lived and worked in the lowest pit in hell. Blond, of course. Like she’d stepped down from the Berchtesgaden. It was easy to see where Hitler had developed his taste for blondes if he’d ever met a blonde like Helene Elisabeth von Starnberg. Either way she was a creature from another world. I might have misjudged her, but my first thought about her, that she’d never been on a tram, was not one I was able to dislodge. I tried to picture it, but the image wouldn’t stick. It always came off looking like a tiara in a biscuit tin.


‘Are you any relation to Ignaz Gunther?’ she asked me.


‘My great-great-grandfather,’ I said. ‘But please don’t tell anyone.’


‘I won’t,’ she said. ‘He sculpted a lot of angels, you know. Some of them are rather fine. Who knows? Maybe you’ll turn out to be our angel, Herr Gunther.’


By which I assumed she meant the von Starnberg family’s angel. Maybe it was lucky it was a fine day and I was in a good mood, but I didn’t reply with a rude remark about how, if I was going to help her brother, I’d have to be a black angel, which, of course, was what people used to call the SS. Maybe. More likely I just let that one slide by me because she was what people used to call a peach, in the days before they’d forgotten what one looked and tasted like.


‘There’s a fine group of guardian angels sculpted by Ignaz Gunther in the Burgersaal,’ she said, pointing across Königsplatz. ‘Somehow they survived the bombing. You should take a look at them sometime.’


‘I’ll do that,’ I said, and stepped back as she opened the door of her Porsche and climbed inside. She waved a neatly gloved hand from behind the split windshield, fired up the flat-four engine, and then sped away.


I walked south across Karlsplatz and the ‘Stachus’, which was Munich’s main traffic centre, named after an inn that had once stood there. I walked along Neuhauser Strasse to Marienplatz, both of them badly damaged during the war. Special passages had been constructed for pedestrians beneath the scaffolding, and the many gaps between bomb-damaged buildings were filled with one-storeyed temporary shops. Scaffolding made the Burgersaal as inconspicuous as an empty beer bottle. Like everywhere else in that part of Munich, the chapel was being restored. Every time I walked around the city I congratulated myself for being lucky enough to spend most of 1944 with General Ferdinand Schorner’s army in White Russia. Munich had been hit hard. April 25, 1944, had been one of the worst nights in the city’s history. Most of the chapel had been burned out. The high altar had perished, yet Gunther’s sculptures had survived. But with their pink cheeks and delicate hands these were hardly my idea of guardian angels. They looked like a couple of rent boys from a bathhouse in Bogenhausen. I didn’t think I was descended from Ignaz, but after two hundred years who can be sure of anything like that? My father had never been entirely certain who his mother was, let alone his own father. Either way, I’d have sculpted the group differently. My idea of a guardian angel involved being armed with something more lethal than a supercilious smile, an elegantly cocked little finger, and one eye on the Pearly Gates for backup. But that’s me. Even now, four years after the war ended, my first thought when I wake up is to wonder where I left my KAR 98.


I came out of the church and stepped straight onto a number six heading south down Karlsplatz. I like trams. You don’t have to worry about filling them up with gasoline, and it’s safe to leave them parked down some insalubrious backstreet. They’re great if you can’t afford a car, and in the summer of 1949, there were few people, other than Americans and the Baron von Starnberg, who could. Also, trams go exactly where you want them to go, provided you’re wise enough to choose a tram that’s going somewhere near where you’re going. I didn’t know where Wolfgang Stumpff was going, or where he was coming from, but I figured there was a better chance of seeing him on one of those trams instead of some others. Detective work doesn’t always require a brain the size of Wittgenstein’s. I rode the number six as far as Sendlinger-Tor-Platz, where I got off and caught a number eight going the opposite way. It went up Barer Strasse, to Schwabing and I rode this one as far as Kaiserplatz and the Church of St Ursula. For all I knew, there were more sculptures by Ignaz Gunther in there, too, but seeing a thirty-seven coming along Hohenzollernstrasse, I hopped on that one.


I told myself there was no point in riding each tram to its terminus. My chances of spotting Wolfgang Stumpff were improved by riding them around the centre of Munich, where there were many more people getting on and off. Sometimes being a detective involves playing statistician and figuring out the probabilities. I rode them on top and I rode them down below. Up top was better because you could smoke, but it meant you couldn’t see who was getting on and off inside, which was what people called that part of a tram that wasn’t upstairs. It was nearly all men on top because nearly all men were smokers, and if women did smoke they preferred not to do it on a tram. Don’t ask me why. I’m a detective, not a psychologist. I didn’t want to take a chance that Stumpff wasn’t a smoker, but I figured the baron’s daughter would never have seen Stumpff if he had been upstairs on a tram. Not from the window of a Porsche 356 – it was too low. She might have seen him on the top deck if she had been in a cabriolet, but never from a coupe.


Why am I going into such detail? Because it was these little, routine things that made me remember what it was like to be a cop. Sore feet, some sweat in the small of my back and on the inside of my hat, and exercising my peeper’s eye. I had started to look at faces again. Searching apparently standard faces on the seat opposite for a distinguishing characteristic. Most people have one if you look hard enough.


I almost missed him coming downstairs. The tram had been full inside. He had intense dark eyes, a high forehead, thin mouth, chin dimple, and a canine nose that he carried in a way that made you think he was on the scent of something. He reminded me a lot of Georg Jacoby, the singer, and, for a brief moment I half expected him to break into ‘The Woman Who’s My Dream’. But Wolfgang Stumpff’s distinguishing characteristic was easy. He was missing an arm.


I followed him off the tram and into Holzkirchner railway station. There he caught a suburban train south to München-Mittersendling. So did I. Then he walked about a mile west along Zielstattstrasse to a pleasant, modern little villa on the edge of some trees. I watched the house for a moment and then saw a light go on in an upstairs room.


I didn’t care if Vincenz von Starnberg spent twenty years in Landsberg or not. I didn’t care if they hanged him in his cell with weights tied to his ankles. I didn’t care if his father died of a broken heart. I didn’t care if Stumpff was inclined to give his old university comrade a character reference or not. But I rang the doorbell all the same, even though I had told myself I wouldn’t. I wasn’t going to make a pitch for the sake of SS Sturmbannführer von Starnberg, or for his father the baron. No, not even for a thousand marks. But I didn’t mind making a pitch for the sake of the peach. Being considered as some kind of angel in the pale blue eyes of Helene Elisabeth von Starnberg was something I could live with.





SIX


Three days later I received a certified cheque drawn against the baron’s personal account at Delbrück & Co. for one thousand deutschmarks. It had been a while since I’d made any real money of my own, and for a while I just left the cheque on my desk so I could keep my eye on it. From time to time I picked it up and read it again, and told myself I was really back in business. Feeling good about myself lasted for the whole of one hour.


The telephone rang. It was Dr Bublitz at the Max Planck Institute of Psychiatry. He told me that Kirsten was ill. After developing a fever her condition had worsened and she had been transferred to the city’s General Hospital, near Sendlinger-Tor-Platz.


I ran out of the office, jumped on a tram, then hurried across Nussbaum Gardens to the Women’s Clinic on Maistrasse. Half of it looked like a building site; the other half looked like a ruin. I walked through a gauntlet of cement mixers, around a redoubt of new bricks and timber, and up the stone stairs. Builder’s dust ground under the soles of my shoes like spilled sugar. Hammering echoed loudly in the hospital stairwell with monotonous force, as if some prehistoric woodpecker was making a hole in an even larger tree. Outside, a pair of jackhammers were finishing a battle for the last foxhole in Munich. And someone was drilling the teeth of a very long-suffering giant while someone else was sawing off the leg of his even more long-suffering wife. Water was splashing into the courtyard outside, as if in some subterranean cavern. A sick coal miner or injured steelworker would have appreciated the peace and quiet of that place, but for anyone else with eardrums, the Women’s Clinic sounded like hell with all the windows open.


Kirsten was in a small private room off the main ward. She was feverish and yellow. Her hair was matted against her head as if she had just washed it. Her eyes were closed and her breathing rapid and shallow. She looked extremely ill. The nurse with her was wearing a face mask. From what I could see of her face it looked like a good idea. A man in a white coat appeared at my elbow.


‘Are you the next of kin?’ he barked. He was stout, with a centre part in his fair hair, rimless glasses, a Hindenburg-size moustache, a stiff collar you could have cut corns with, and a bow tie off a box of chocolates.


‘I’m her husband,’ I said. ‘Bernhard Gunther.’


‘Husband?’ He searched his notes. ‘Fräulein Handlöser is married? There’s no record of that here.’


‘When her family doctor referred her to the Max Planck, he forgot about it,’ I said. ‘Maybe we didn’t invite him to the wedding, I don’t know. These things happen. Look, can we forget all that? What’s wrong with her?’


‘I’m afraid we can’t forget it, Herr Gunther,’ said the doctor. ‘There are regulations to be considered. I can only discuss Fräulein Handlöser’s condition with her next of kin. Perhaps you have your wedding certificate with you?’


‘Not with me, no,’ I said, patiently. ‘But I’ll bring it with me next time I come here. How’s that?’ I paused and endured the doctor’s indignant scrutiny for a moment or two. ‘There’s no one else but me,’ I added. ‘No one else will be visiting her, I can assure you of that.’ I waited. Still nothing. ‘And if all that leaves you uncomfortable then answer me this. If she’s unmarried, why is she still wearing a wedding ring?’


The doctor glanced around my shoulder. Upon seeing Kirsten’s wedding ring still on her finger, he searched his notes again as if there might be some clue as to the proper course of action to be taken. ‘Really, this is most irregular,’ he said. ‘However, given her condition, I suppose I will have to take your word for it.’


‘Thank you, Doctor.’


His heels came together and he nodded curtly back at me. I was quickly getting the impression that he had obtained his medical degree at a hospital in Prussia, somewhere they gave out jackboots instead of stethoscopes. But in truth it was a common enough scene in Germany. German doctors have always regarded themselves as being as important as God. Indeed, it’s probably worse than that. God probably thinks he’s a German doctor.


‘My name is Dr Effner,’ he said. ‘Your wife – Frau Gunther – she is extremely ill. Gravely ill. Not doing well. Not doing well at all, Herr Gunther. She was transferred here during the night. And we’re trying our best, sir. You may be assured of that. But it’s my opinion that you must prepare yourself, sir. Prepare yourself for the worst. She may not survive the night.’ He spoke like a cannon, in short, fierce bursts of speech, as if he had learned his bedside manner in a Messerschmitt 109. ‘We will make her comfortable, of course. But everything that can be done, has been done. You understand?’


‘Are you saying she might die?’ I asked, when, at last, I was able to get a shot back at him.


‘Yes, Herr Gunther,’ he said. ‘I am saying that. She is critically ill as you can see for yourself.’


‘What on earth’s wrong with her?’ I asked. ‘I mean, I saw her only a few days ago and she seemed fine.’


‘She has a fever,’ he said, as if this was all the explanation that was required. ‘A high fever. As you can see, although I don’t advise you to get too close to her. Her pallor, her shortness of breath, her anaemia, her swollen glands – these all lead me to suppose that she has a bad case of influenza.’


‘Influenza?’


‘The old, the homeless, prisoners, and people who are institutionalized or mentally retarded, such as your wife, are especially vulnerable to the influenza virus,’ he said.


‘She’s not mentally retarded,’ I said, frowning fiercely at him. ‘She’s depressed. That’s all.’


‘These are facts, sir, facts,’ said Dr Effner. ‘Respiratory disease is the most common cause of death among individuals who are mentally retarded. You can’t argue with the facts, Herr Gunther.’


‘I’d argue with Plato, Herr Doktor,’ I said, biting my lip. It helped stop me from biting Effner on the neck. ‘Especially if the facts were wrong. And I’ll thank you not to mention death with such alacrity. She’s not dead yet. In case you hadn’t noticed. Or maybe you’re the kind of doctor who prefers to study patients instead of trying to cure them.’


Dr Effner took a deep breath through flaring nostrils, came to attention even more – if such a thing were possible – and climbed into the saddle of a horse that was at least seventeen hands high. ‘How dare you suggest such a thing,’ he said. ‘The very idea that I don’t care about my patients. It’s outrageous. Outrageous. We’re doing everything we can for – Fräulein Handlöser. Good day to you, sir.’ He glanced at his wristwatch, turned smartly on his heel, and cantered away. Throwing a chair after him might have made me feel better, but it wouldn’t have helped Kirsten, or any of the other patients. There was enough noise already in that builder’s yard.





SEVEN


I stayed at the hospital for several hours. The nurse told me she’d call if there was any change for the worse, and since the only telephone was in my office, this meant going there instead of my apartment. Besides, Galeriestrasse was nearer to the hospital than Schwabing. It was twenty minutes by foot. Half that when the trams were running.


On my way back I stepped into the Pschorr beer house on Neuhauser Strasse for a beer and a sausage. I wasn’t in the mood for either, but it’s an old cop’s habit to eat and drink when you can, instead of when you’re hungry. Then I bought a quarter-litre of Black Death across the bar, holstered it, and left. The anaesthetic was for what I guessed lay ahead. I’d lost one wife to influenza before, in the great pandemic of 1918. And I’d seen enough men dying in Russia to recognize all the signs. The hands and feet turning quietly blue. The spit in the throat that she couldn’t get rid of. The fast breathing followed by the holding of her breath, and then the fast breathing again. A slight smell of decay. The truth was I didn’t want to sit there and watch her die. I didn’t have the guts for it. I told myself I wanted to remember Kirsten full of life, but I knew the truth was different. I was a coward. Too yellow to see it through at her side. Kirsten could have expected more from me. I was certain I had expected a little more from myself.


I entered my office, switched on the desk lamp, placed the bottle beside the telephone, and then lay down on a creaking, green leather sofa I had brought from the bar at the hotel. Next to the sofa stood a matching button-back library chair with scabrous cracked-leather armrests. Beside the chair was a single pedestal rolltop desk and, on the floor, a threadbare green Bokhara, both of these from the office at the hotel. A conference table and four chairs took up the other half of my suite. On the wall were two framed maps of Munich. There was a small bookshelf with telephone directories, railway timetables, and various pamphlets and booklets I’d picked up at the German Information Bureau on Sonnenstrasse. It all looked a little better than it was, but not much. Just the kind of place you’d find the kind of man who didn’t have the nerve to sit beside his wife and wait for her to die.


After a while I got up, poured myself a shot of Black Death, drank it, and dropped back onto the sofa. Kirsten was forty-four years old. Much too young to die of anything. The injustice of it seemed quite overwhelming, and it would have been enough to shatter my belief in God, assuming I still had one. Not many people came back from a Soviet POW camp believing in anything much other than the human propensity to be inhumane. But it wasn’t only the injustice of her premature death that grated on my mind. It was also the downright bad luck of it. To lose two wives to influenza was more than just unlucky. It felt more like perdition. Surviving a war like the one we had just come through, when so many German civilians had died, only then to die of influenza seemed improbable somehow. More so than in 1918, when so many others had died of it, too. But then these things always seemed unjust when seen from the perspective of those who were left behind.


There was a knock at the door. I opened it to reveal a tall, good-looking woman. She smiled uncertainly at me and then at the name on the frosted glass in the door. ‘Herr Gunther?’


‘Yes.’


‘I saw the light on in the street,’ she said. ‘I telephoned earlier but you were out.’ But for the three small, semicircular scars on her right cheek, she would have been quite beautiful. They reminded me of the three little kiss curls worn by Zarah Leander in some old film about a bullfighter that had been a favourite of Kirsten’s. La Habanera. It must have been 1937. A thousand years ago.


‘I haven’t yet managed to find myself a secretary,’ I said. ‘I’ve not been in business that long.’


‘You’re a private detective?’ She sounded a little surprised and stared hard at me for several seconds, as if she was trying to gauge what kind of man I was and whether or not she could depend on me.


‘That’s what it says on the door,’ I said, acutely aware that I wasn’t looking my dependable best.


‘Perhaps I’ve made a mistake,’ she said, with one eye on the bottle open on the desktop. ‘Forgive me for disturbing you.’


At any other time I’d have remembered my manners and my lessons from charm school and ushered her into a chair, put away the bottle, and asked her, politely, what seemed to be the trouble. Maybe even offered her a drink and cigarette to calm her nerves. It wasn’t uncommon for clients to get cold feet standing on the threshold of a private detective’s office. Especially the women. Meeting a detective – seeing his cheap suit and getting a noseful of his body odour and heavy cologne – can be enough to persuade a potential client that sometimes it’s better not to know what they thought they wanted to know. There’s too much truth in the world. And too many bastards who are ready to give it to you, right between the eyes. But I was a little short on manners and all out of charm. A dying wife will do that to you. Out of habit, I stood aside, as if silently inviting her to change her mind and come inside, but she stayed put. Probably she had caught the liquor on my breath and the watery, self-pitying look in my eyes, and decided that I was a drunk. Then she turned away on one of her elegant high heels.


‘Good night,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry.’


I followed her out onto the landing and watched her clip-clop across the linoleum floor to the top of the stairs. ‘Good night yourself,’ I said.


She didn’t look back. She didn’t say anything else. And then she was gone, leaving a trail of something fragrant in her wake. I hoovered the last traces of her into my nostrils and then breathed her into the pit of my stomach and all the important places that made me a man. The way I was supposed to. It made a very pleasant change from the smell at the hospital.





EIGHT


Kirsten died just after midnight, by which time I’d had enough anaesthetic for it to feel just about bearable. The trams weren’t running so I walked back to the hospital, just to prove that I could do it like a regular guy. I’d seen her alive; I didn’t need to see her dead, but the hospital wanted it that way. I even took our marriage certificate. I figured it was better to get it over with before she stopped looking like a human being. It always amazes me how quickly that happens. One minute a man is as full of life as a basketful of kittens, and a few hours later he looks like an old waxwork at the Hamburg Panoptikum.


A different nurse met me, and a different doctor, too. Both of them were an improvement on the day shift. The nurse was slightly better-looking. The doctor was recognizably human, even in the dark.


‘I’m very sorry about your wife,’ he whispered with what seemed like a very proper show of respect, until I realized that we were standing in the middle of the ward, beside the night nurse’s desk, and surrounded by sleeping women who weren’t quite as sick as my wife had been. ‘We did everything we could, Herr Gunther. But she was really very ill.’


‘Flu was it?’


‘It seems so.’ In the light of the desk lamp he came up very thin, with a round white face and pointy red hair. He looked like a one-man coconut shy.


‘Kind of odd, though, wouldn’t you say?’ I remarked. ‘I mean, I haven’t heard of anyone else who’s got the flu.’


‘As a matter of fact,’ he said, ‘we’ve had several cases. There’s a case on the next ward. We’re very concerned that it will spread. I’m sure I don’t have to remind you of the last serious outbreak of flu, in 1918. And of how many died. You remember that, don’t you?’


‘Better than you,’ I said.


‘For that reason alone,’ he said, ‘the occupation authorities are anxious to contain the possible spread of any infection. Which is why we’d like to seek your permission to order an immediate cremation. In order to prevent the virus from spreading. I appreciate that this is a very difficult time for you, Herr Gunther. Losing your wife at such a young age must be dreadful. I can only guess what you must be going through right now. But we wouldn’t ask for your full cooperation in this matter unless we thought it important.’


He was giving it plenty of choke, as well he needed to after the master class in cold-blooded indifference exhibited by his stiff-necked colleague, Dr Effner. I let him rev some more, hardly liking to intercept his continuing effusions of sympathy with what I was really thinking, which was that before being a spinner in the Max Planck, Kirsten had been a real blue, always drunk, and before then, something of a slut, especially with the Americans. In Berlin, immediately after the war, I had suspected that she was little more than a snapper, doing it for chocolate and cigarettes. So many others had done the same, of course, although perhaps with a little less obvious enjoyment. Somehow it seemed only appropriate that the Americans should have their way with Kirsten in death. After all, they’d had their way with her often enough while she had been alive. So when the doctor had finished whispering his pitch, I nodded and said, ‘All right, we’ll play it your way, Doc. If you think it’s really necessary.’


‘Well, it’s not so much me as the Amis,’ he said. ‘After what happened in 1918, they’re really worried about an epidemic in the city.’


I sighed. ‘When do you want to do it?’


‘As soon as possible,’ he said. ‘That is, immediately. If you don’t mind.’


‘I’d like to see her first,’ I said.


‘Yes, yes, of course,’ he said. ‘But try not to touch her, okay? Just in case.’ He found me a surgical mask. ‘You’d better wear this,’ he added. ‘We’ve already opened the windows to help air the room, but there’s no point in taking any risks.’





NINE


The next day I travelled out to Dachau to see Kirsten’s family lawyer and give him the news. Krumper had been handling the sale of the hotel, but so far without success. It seemed that nobody wanted to buy a hotel in Dachau any more than he wanted to stay in one. Krumper’s offices were above the marketplace. From the window behind his desk there was a fine view of St Jakob’s and the town hall and the fountain in front of the town hall that always put me in mind of a urinal. His office was very like a building site except that there were piles of files and books on the floor instead of bricks and planks.


Krumper was bound to a wheelchair because of a hip injury he had received during one of Munich’s many air raids. Monocled and grouchy, with a cartoon voice and a pipe to match, he was shabby but competent. I liked him in spite of the fact that he had been born in Dachau and lived there all his life without ever having thought to inquire what was happening east of the town. Or so he said. He was very sorry to hear the news of Kirsten’s death. Lawyers are always sorry to lose a good client. I waited for the expressions of sympathy to subside and then asked if he thought I should drop the price of the hotel.


‘I don’t think so,’ he said carefully. ‘I’m sure somebody will buy it, although perhaps not as a hotel. As a matter of fact there was a woman here just yesterday asking about the place. She had some questions I wasn’t able to answer, and I took the liberty of giving her your business card. I hope that was all right, Herr Gunther.’


‘Did she have a name?’


‘She said her name was Frau Schmidt.’ He put aside his pipe, flipped open the cigarette box on his desk, and invited me to take one. I lit us both as he continued. ‘A good-looking woman. Tall. Very tall. With three little scars on the side of her face. Shrapnel scars probably. Not that she seemed at all self-conscious of them. Most women would have grown their hair a bit so that you wouldn’t notice. Not her, though. And not that it really spoiled her looks at all. But then it’s not every woman who would feel confident of that, is it?’


Krumper had just described the woman who had turned up at my office the previous evening. And I had an idea that she wasn’t interested in buying a hotel.


‘No indeed,’ I said. ‘Maybe she’s in a duelling society, like the Teutonia Club. Bragging scars to make her more attractive to some lout with a rapier in his hand. What was that crap the kaiser used to say about those old clubs? The best education a young man can get for his future life.’


‘You paint a very vivid picture, Herr Gunther,’ said Krumper, fingering a small scar on his cheekbone as if he, too, had enjoyed the kind of education favoured by the kaiser. For a moment or two he was silent, opening a file that lay on his overcrowded desk. ‘Your wife left a will,’ he said. ‘Leaving everything to her father. She hadn’t made a new will since his death. But as her next of kin you inherit everything anyway. The hotel. A few hundred marks. Some pictures. And a car.’


‘A car?’ This was news to me. ‘Kirsten owned a car?’


‘Her father’s. He kept it hidden throughout the war.’


‘I think he was probably quite good at keeping things hidden,’ I said, thinking of the box his SS friend had buried in the garden. I was certain he must have known about it, contrary to what the American who dug it up had believed.


‘In a garage on Donauwörther Landstrasse.’


‘You mean that old Fulda tyre place on the road to Kleinberghofen?’ Krumper nodded. ‘What kind of a car?’


‘I don’t know much about cars,’ said Krumper. ‘I saw him in it before the war. Very proud of it, he was. Some sort of duo-tone cabriolet. Of course, business was better then and he could afford to run it. At the beginning of the war he even buried the wheels to stop anyone requisitioning it.’ Krumper handed me a set of car keys. ‘And I know he looked after it, even though he didn’t drive it. I’m sure it will be in good running order.’


A few hours later I was driving back to Munich in a handsome-looking two-door Hansa 1700 that looked as good as it had the day it left the Goliath works in Bremen. I went straight to the hospital, collected Kirsten’s ashes, and then drove all the way back to Dachau and the Leitenberg Cemetery, where I had arranged to meet the local undertaker, Herr Gartner. I handed over her remains and arranged for a short service of remembrance the following afternoon.


When I got back to my apartment in Schwabing, I tried some of the anaesthetic again. This time it didn’t work. I felt as lonely as a fish in a toilet bowl. I had no relations and no friends to speak of other than the guy in the bathroom mirror, who used to say hello in the morning. Lately even he had stopped speaking to me and seemed, more often than not, to greet me with a sneer, as if I had become obnoxious to him. Maybe we had all become obnoxious. All of us Germans. There were none of us the Americans looked at with anything other than quiet contempt, except perhaps the party-girls and the snappers. And you didn’t need to be Hanussen the clairvoyant to read the minds of our new friends and protectors. How could you let it happen? they asked. How could you do what you did? It’s a question I had often asked myself. I didn’t have an answer. I don’t think any of us will ever have an answer. What possible answer could there ever be? It was just something that happened in Germany once, about a thousand years ago.





TEN


About a week later she came back. The tall one. Tall women are always better than short ones, especially the kind of tall women that short men seem to favour, who really aren’t that tall, they just seem that way. This one wasn’t quite as tall as the hoop on a basketball court, but a lot of her was just hair and a hat and high heels and hauteur. She had plenty of that. She looked as if she needed help as much as Venice needed rain. That’s something I appreciate in a client. I enjoy being pitched at by someone who’s not used to words like ‘please’ and ‘thank you’. It brings out the ’forty-eighter in me. Sometimes even the Spartacist.


‘I need your help, Herr Gunther,’ she said, sitting down very carefully on the edge of my creaking green leather sofa. She kept hold of her briefcase for a moment, hugging it to her ample chest like a breastplate.


‘Oh? What makes you think so?’


‘You’re a private detective, aren’t you?’


‘Yes, but why me? Why not use Preysings in Frauenstrasse? Or Klenze on Augustinerstrasse? They’re both bigger than me.’


She looked taken aback, as if I’d asked what colour underwear she had on. I smiled encouragingly and told myself that so long as she was sitting on the edge of the sofa, I would just have to guess.


‘What I’m trying to find out, Fräulein, is if someone recommended me. In this business, it’s the sort of thing you like to know.’


‘Not Fräulein. It’s Frau Warzok. Britta Warzok. And yes, you were recommended to me.’


‘Oh? By whom?’


‘If you don’t mind, I’d rather not say.’


‘But you were the lady who turned up at Herr Krumper’s last week. My lawyer. Asking about my hotel? Only you were calling yourself Schmidt then, I believe.’


‘Yes. Not very original of me, I know. But I wasn’t sure whether I wanted to hire you or not. I had been here a couple of times and you were out and I didn’t care to leave a message in your mailbox. The concierge said that he thought you owned a hotel in Dachau. I thought I might find you there. I saw the “For Sale” sign and then I went to Krumper’s office.’


Some of that might have been true, but I let it go, for now. I was enjoying her discomfort and her elegant long legs too much to scare her off. But I didn’t see any harm in teasing her a little.


‘And yet when you came in here the other night,’ I said, ‘you said you’d made a mistake.’


‘I changed my mind,’ she said. ‘That’s all.’


‘You changed it once, you could do it again. Leave me out on a limb. In this business that can be awkward. I need to know that you’re committed to this, Frau Warzok. It won’t be like buying a hat. Once an investigation is under way it’s not something you can return. You won’t be able to take it back to the shop and say you don’t like it.’


‘I’m not an idiot, Herr Gunther,’ she said. ‘And please don’t speak to me as if I haven’t given any thought to what I’m doing. It wasn’t easy coming here. You’ve no idea how difficult this is. If you did you might be a little less patronizing.’ She spoke coolly and without emotion. ‘Is it the hat? I can take the hat off if it bothers you.’ Finally she let go of her briefcase, placing it on the floor by her feet.


‘I like the hat.’ I smiled. ‘Please, keep it on. And I’m sorry if my manner offends you. But to be frank, there are a lot of time-wasters in this business and my time is precious to me. I’m a one-man operation, and if I’m working for you I can’t be working for someone else. Someone whose need might conceivably be greater than yours, perhaps. That’s just how it is.’


‘I doubt there is anyone who needs you more than I do, Herr Gunther,’ she said, with just enough tremor in her voice to tug at the softer end of my aorta. I offered her a cigarette.


‘I don’t smoke,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘My … doctor says they’re bad for you.’


‘I know. But the way I figure it, they’re one of the more elegant ways to kill yourself. What’s more, they give you plenty of time to put your affairs in order.’ I lit my cigarette and gulped down a mouthful of smoke. ‘Now, what seems to be the trouble, Frau Warzok?’


‘You sound like you mean that,’ she said. ‘About killing yourself.’


‘I was on the Russian front, lady. After something like that, every day seems like a bonus.’ I shrugged. ‘So eat, drink, and be merry for tomorrow we might get invaded by the Ivans, and then we’ll wish we were dead even if we’re not, although of course we will be, because this is an atomic world we live in now and it takes just six minutes not six years to kill six million people.’ I pinched the cigarette from between my lips and grinned at her. ‘So what’s a few smokes beside a mushroom cloud?’


‘You’ve been through it, then?’


‘Sure. We’ve all been through it.’ I couldn’t see them, but I knew they were there. The little piece of black fishnet on the side of her hat was covering the three scars on her cheek. ‘You, too, by the look of things.’


She touched her face. ‘Actually, I was quite lucky,’ she said.


‘That’s the only way to look at it.’


‘There was an air raid on the twenty-fifth of April 1944,’ she said. ‘They say that forty-five high-explosive and five thousand incendiary bombs fell on Munich. One of the bombs shattered a water pipe in my house. I got hit by three red-hot copper rings that were blown off my boiler. But it could just as easily have been my eyes. It’s amazing what we can come through, isn’t it?’


‘If you say so.’


‘Herr Gunther, I want to get married.’


‘Isn’t this a little sudden, dear? We’ve only just met.’


She smiled politely. ‘There’s just one problem. I don’t know if the man I married is still alive.’


‘If he disappeared during the war, Frau Warzok,’ I said, ‘you would be better off inquiring about him at the Army Information Office. The Wehrmacht Dienststelle is in Berlin, at 179 Eichborndamm. Telephone 41904.’


I knew the number because when Kirsten’s father had died, I had tried to find out if her brother was alive or dead. The discovery that he had been killed, in 1944, had hardly helped her deteriorating mental condition.


Frau Warzok was shaking her head. ‘No, it’s not like that. He was alive at the end of the war. In the spring of 1946 we were in Ebensee, near Salzburg. I saw him for only a short while, you understand. We were no longer living together as man and wife. Not since the end of the war.’ She tugged a handkerchief down the sleeve of her tailored suit jacket and held it crushed in the palm of her hand, expectantly, as if she was planning to cry.


‘Have you spoken to the police?’


‘The German police say it’s an Austrian matter. The Salzburg police say I should leave it to the Americans.’


‘The Amis won’t look for him either,’ I said.


‘Actually, they might.’ She swallowed a bolus of raw emotion and then took a deep breath. ‘Yes, I think they might be interested enough to look for him.’


‘Oh?’


‘Not that I have told them anything about Friedrich. That’s his name. Friedrich Warzok. He’s Galician. Galicia was part of Austria until the Austro-Prussian War of 1866, after which it was allowed its autonomy. Then, after 1918, it became part of Poland. Friedrich was born in Kraków in 1903. He was a very Austrian sort of Pole, Herr Gunther. And then a very German one, after Hitler was elected.’


‘So why would the Americans be interested in him?’ I was asking the question, but I was beginning to have a shrewd idea.


‘Friedrich was an ambitious man, but not a strong one. Not intellectually strong, anyway. Physically he was very strong. Before the war he was a stonemason. Rather a good one. He was a very virile man, Herr Gunther. I suppose that was what I fell for. When I was eighteen, I was quite vigorous myself.’


I didn’t doubt it for a moment. It was all too easy to imagine her wearing a short, white slip and a laurel wreath in her hair and doing interesting things with a hoop in a nice propaganda film from Dr Goebbels. Female vigor never looked so blond and healthy.


‘I’ll be honest with you, Herr Gunther.’ She dabbed her eye with the corner of her handkerchief. ‘Friedrich Warzok was not a good man. During the war, he did some terrible things.’


‘After Hitler there’s none of us can say he has a clear conscience,’ I said.


‘It’s very good of you to say so. But there are things that one has to do to survive. And then there are other things that don’t involve survival at all. This amnesty that’s being discussed in the Parliament. It wouldn’t include my husband, Herr Gunther.’


‘I wouldn’t be too sure about that,’ I said. ‘If someone as bad as Erich Koch is prepared to risk coming out of hiding to claim the protection of the new Basic Law, then anyone might do the same. No matter what he had done.’


Erich Koch had been the gauleiter of East Prussia and the Reich commissioner for the Ukraine, where some dreadful things had been done. I knew that because I’d seen quite a few of them myself. Koch was banking on receiving the protection of the Federal Republic’s new Basic Law, which forbade both the death penalty and extradition for all new cases of war crimes. Koch was currently being held in a prison in the British Zone. Time would tell if he had made a shrewd decision or not.


I was beginning to see where this case, and my new business, were headed. Frau Warzok’s husband was my third Nazi in a row. And thanks to the likes of Erich Kaufmann and the Baron von Starnberg, from whom I had received a personal letter of thanks, it looked as if I was turning out to be the man to turn to if your problem involved a Red Jacket or a fugitive war criminal. I didn’t much like that. It wasn’t why I had gone back to being a private detective. And I might have brushed Frau Warzok off if she had been there telling me that her husband had nothing personal against the Jews, or that he was merely the victim of ‘historical value judgments’. But so far, she wasn’t telling me that. Quite the contrary, as she now proceeded to underline.


‘No, no, Friedrich is an evil man,’ she said. ‘They could never grant amnesty to a man like that. Not after what he did. And he deserves whatever is coming to him. Nothing would please me more than to know he’s dead. Believe me.’ ‘Oh, I do, I do. Why don’t you tell me what he did?’ ‘Before the war he was in the Freikorps, and then the Party. Then he joined the SS, and rose to the rank of Hauptsturmführer. He was transferred to the Lemberg-Janowska camp in Poland. And that was the end of the man I had married.’


I shook my head. ‘I haven’t heard of Lemberg-Janowska.’ ‘Be glad of that, Herr Gunther,’ she said. ‘Janowska wasn’t like the other camps. It started out as a network of factories that were part of the German Armament Works, in Lvov. It used forced labour, Jews and Poles. About six thousand of them in 1941. Friedrich went there in early 1942 and, for a few days at least, I went with him. The commander was a man named Wilhaus, and Friedrich became his assistant. There were about twelve or fifteen German officers, like my husband. But most of the SS, the guards, were Russians who had volunteered for service with the SS as a way of escaping a prisoner of war camp.’ She shook her head and tightened her grip on the handkerchief, as if squeezing tearful memories out of the cotton. ‘After Friedrich got to Janowska, more Jews arrived. Many more Jews. And the ethos – if I can use such a word about Janowska – the ethos of the camp changed. Making Jews produce munitions became of much less importance than simply killing them. It wasn’t systematic killing of the kind that went on at Auschwitz-Birkenau. No, this was just murdering them individually in whatever way an SS man felt like. Each SS man had his own favourite way of dispatching a Jew. And every day there were shootings, hangings, drownings, impalements, disembowellings, crucifixions – yes, crucifixions, Herr Gunther. You can’t imagine it, can you? But it’s true. Women were stabbed to death with knives, or chopped to pieces with hatchets. Children were used for target practice. I heard a story that bets were made as to whether a child could be cleaved in two with a single blow from an axe. Each SS man was obliged to keep a tally of how many he had killed, so that a list might be compiled. Three hundred thousand people were killed like this, Herr Gunther. Three hundred thousand people brutally murdered, in cold blood, by laughing sadists. And my husband was one of them.’


While she spoke she looked not at me but at the floor, and it wasn’t long before a tear rolled down the length of her fine nose and hit the carpet. Then another.


‘At some stage – I’m not sure when, because Friedrich stopped writing to me after a while – he assumed command of the camp. And it’s safe to say he kept things going just as they were. He did write to me once, to say Himmler had visited and how happy he was with the way things were progressing at Janowska. The camp was liberated by the Russians in July 1944. Wilhaus is dead now. I think the Russians killed him. Fritz Gebauer, who had been camp commandant before Wilhaus, was tried at Dachau and sentenced to life imprisonment. He’s in Landsberg Prison. But Friedrich escaped to Germany, where he stayed until the end of the war. We had some contact during this time. But the marriage was over, and had it not been for the fact that I am a Roman Catholic, I would certainly have divorced him.


‘In late 1945, he disappeared from Munich and I didn’t hear from him again until March 1946. He was on the run. He contacted me and asked for money, so that he could go away. He was in contact with an old comrades’ association – the ODESSA. And he was awaiting a new identity. I have money of my own, Herr Gunther. So I agreed. I wanted him out of my life, for ever. At the time, it did not occur to me that I would marry again. My scars were not as you see them now. A surgeon has worked hard to make my face more presentable. I spent most of my remaining fortune paying him.’


‘It was worth it,’ I observed. ‘He did a good job.’ ‘It’s kind of you to say so. And now I’ve met someone. A decent man whom I should like to marry. So I want to know if Friedrich is dead or alive. You see, he said he’d write to me when he got to South America. That’s where he was going. That’s where most of them go. But he never did. There were others escaping with Friedrich who did contact their families and who are now safe in Argentina and Brazil. But not my husband. I’ve taken advice from Cardinal Josef Frings, in Cologne, and he tells me that there can be no remarriage in the Roman Catholic Church without there being some evidence of Friedrich’s death. And I thought, you having been in the SS yourself, you might have a better chance of finding out if he’s alive or dead. If he’s in South America.’


‘You’re well informed,’ I said.


‘Not me,’ she said. ‘My fiancé. That’s what he told me, anyway.’


‘And what does he do?’


‘He’s a lawyer.’


‘I might have known.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘You know, Frau Warzok, not everyone who was in the SS is as warm and cuddly as I am. Some of these old comrades don’t like questions, even from people like me. What you’re asking me to do could be dangerous.’


‘I appreciate that,’ she said. ‘We’ll make it worth your while. I have some money left. And my fiancé is a rich lawyer.’


‘Is there any other kind? In the future I’ve an idea that everyone will be a lawyer. They’ll have to be.’ I lit another cigarette. ‘A case like this, it might take a bit of money at that. Expenses. Talking money.’


‘Talking money?’


‘A lot of people won’t say or do anything until they see a picture of Europa and her bull.’ I took out a banknote and showed her the picture I was talking about. ‘This picture.’


‘I suppose that includes you.’


‘Me, I’m coin-operated, like everything and everyone else these days. Lawyers included. I get ten marks a day plus expenses. No receipts. Your accountant won’t like that but it can’t be helped. Buying information isn’t like buying stationery. I get something in advance. That’s for your inconvenience. You see, I might draw a blank and it always inconveniences a client when he finds himself paying for nothing very much.’


‘How does two hundred in advance sound?’


‘Two hundreds are better than one.’


‘And a substantial bonus if you find any evidence that Friedrich is alive or dead.’


‘How substantial?’


‘I don’t know. I hadn’t given it much thought.’


‘Might be a good idea if you did. I work better that way. How much would it be worth to you if I did find something out? If you could marry, for example.’


‘I’d pay five thousand marks, Herr Gunther.’


‘Have you thought of offering that much to the cardinal?’ I asked.


‘You mean like a bribe?’


‘No, not like a bribe, Frau Warzok. I mean a bribe, pure and simple. Five thousand marks buys an awful lot of rosaries. Hell, that’s how the Borgias made their fortune. Everyone knows that.’


Frau Warzok seemed shocked. ‘The Church is not like that anymore,’ she said.


‘No?’


‘I couldn’t,’ she said. ‘Marriage is a sacrament that is indissoluble.’


I shrugged. ‘If you say so. Do you have a photograph of your husband?’


From an envelope in her briefcase she handed me three photographs. The first was a standard studio portrait of a man with a twinkle in his eye and a large grin on his face. The eyes were a little too close together, but apart from that there was nothing about it that might have led you to suppose that this was the face of a psychopathic murderer. He looked like a regular nine-to-five guy. That was the frightening thing about the concentration camps and the special action groups. It had been the regular guys – the lawyers, the judges, the policemen, the chicken farmers, and the stonemasons – who had done all the killing. In the second picture, things were clearer cut: a slightly tubbier Warzok, his chins bulging over his tunic collar, was standing stiffly to attention, his right hand held in the clasp of a beaming Heinrich Himmler. Warzok was about an inch shorter than Himmler, who was accompanied by an SS Gruppenführer I didn’t recognize. The third picture was a wider shot, taken the same day, of about six SS officers, including Warzok and Himmler. There were shadows on the ground and it looked like the sun had been shining.


‘Those two were taken in August 1942,’ explained Frau Warzok. ‘As you can see, Himmler was being shown around Janowska. Wilhaus was drunk, and things were slightly less cordial than it seems. Himmler didn’t really approve of wanton cruelty. Or so Friedrich told me.’


She reached into her briefcase and took out a typewritten sheet of paper. ‘This is a copy of some details that were on his SS record,’ she said. ‘His SS number. His NSDAP number. His parents – they’re both dead, so you can forget any leads from that direction. He had a girlfriend, a Jewess called Rebecca, whom he murdered just before the camp was liberated. It’s possible you might get something out of Fritz Gebauer. I haven’t tried.’


I glanced over the paper she had prepared. She’d been very thorough, I had to give her that much. Or perhaps her lawyer fiancé had. I looked at the photographs again. Somehow it was a little hard to imagine her in bed with the man shaking hands with Himmler, but I’d seen more unlikely-looking couples. I could see what Warzok got out of it. He was short, she was tall. In that he was conforming to type, at least. It was harder to see what had been in it for her. Tall women usually married short men because it wasn’t money the men were short of, just inches. Stonemasons didn’t make a lot of money. Not even in Austria, where the tombs are fancier than almost anywhere else in Europe.


‘I don’t get it,’ I said. ‘Why did a woman like you marry a squirt like him in the first place?’


‘Because I got pregnant,’ she said. ‘I wouldn’t have married him otherwise. After we married, I lost the child. And I told you. I’m a Catholic. We mate for life.’


‘All right. I’ll buy that. But suppose I do find him. What happens then? Have you thought about that?’


Her nostrils narrowed and her face took on a hard aspect that hadn’t been there before. She closed her eyes for a moment, removed the velvet glove she’d been wearing, and let me see the steel hand that had been there all along.


‘You mentioned Erich Koch,’ she said. ‘It’s my fiancé’s understanding that since he came out of hiding, in May, the British – in whose zone of occupation he is now imprisoned – are considering the extradition requests of Poland and the Soviet Union, in whose countries Koch’s crimes were committed. Despite the Basic Law, and any amnesties the Federal Republic might push through, it is my fiancé’s opinion – his well-informed opinion – that the British will approve his extradition to the Russian Zone. To Poland. Should he be found guilty in a Warsaw court, he will undoubtedly face the maximum punishment under Polish law. A sentence that Germany is judicially inclined to disapprove of. We anticipate the same fate for Friedrich Warzok.’


I grinned at her. ‘Well, that’s more like it,’ I said. ‘Now I can see what you two had in common. You’re really quite a ruthless woman, aren’t you? Kind of like one of those Borgias I was talking about. Lucrezia Borgia. Ruthless, and beautiful with it.’


She blushed.


‘Do you really care what happens to a man like that?’ she said, brandishing her husband’s photograph.


‘Not particularly. I’ll help you to look for your husband, Frau Warzok. But I won’t help you put a noose around his neck – even if he does deserve it several thousand times over.’


‘What’s the matter, Herr Gunther? Are you squeamish about such things?’


‘It could be,’ I said. ‘If I am it’s because I’ve seen men hanged and I’ve seen them shot. I’ve seen them blown to pieces and starved to death, and toasted with a flamethrower, and crushed underneath the tracks of a Panzer tank. It’s a funny thing, but after a while you realize you’ve seen too much. Things you can’t pretend you didn’t see because they’re always on the insides of your eyelids when you go to sleep at night. And you tell yourself that you’d rather not see any more. Not if you can help it. Which of course you can because none of the old excuses are worth a damn anymore. And it’s simply not good enough to say we can’t help it and orders are orders and expect people to swallow that the way they used to. So yes, I suppose I am a little squeamish. After all, just look where ruthless has got us.’


‘You’re quite the philosopher, aren’t you?’ she said. ‘For a detective.’


‘All detectives are philosophers, Frau Warzok. They have to be. That way they can recognize how much of what a client tells them they can swallow safely and how much they can flush. Which of them is as mad as Nietzsche and which of them is only as mad as Marx. The clients, I mean. You mentioned two hundred in advance.’


She reached down for her briefcase, took out her wallet, and counted out four seated ladies into my hand. ‘I also brought some hemlock,’ she said. ‘If you didn’t take the case, I was going to threaten to drink it. But if you do find my husband, maybe you could give it to him instead. Sort of a goodbye present.’


I grinned at her. I liked grinning at her. She was the type of client who needed to see my teeth, just to remind her that I might bite. ‘I’ll write you a receipt,’ I said.


Our business concluded she stood up, shifting some of her perfume off her delectable body and up my airways. Without the heels and the hat, I figured she was probably only as tall as I was. But while she was wearing them I felt like her favourite eunuch. I imagined it was the effect she was looking for.


‘Look after yourself, Herr Gunther,’ she said, reaching for the door handle. Mr Manners got there first.


‘I always do. I’ve had an awful lot of practice.’


‘When will you start to look for him?’


‘Your two hundred says right now.’


‘And how and where will you go about it?’


‘I’ll probably lift some rocks and see what crawls out from underneath. With six million Jews murdered, there are plenty of rocks in Germany to choose from.’





ELEVEN


Detective work is a little like walking into a movie that’s already started. You don’t know what’s happened already and, as you try to find your way in the dark, it’s inevitable that you’re going to stand on someone’s toes, or get in their way. Sometimes people curse you, but mostly they just sigh or tut loudly and move their legs and their coats, and then do their best to pretend you’re not there. Asking questions of the person seated next to you can result in anything from a full plot and cast list to a slap in the mouth with a rolled-up programme. You pay your money and you take your chances.


Chance was one thing. Pushing my luck was quite another. I wasn’t about to go asking questions about old comrades without a friend to keep me company. Men who are facing the gallows are apt to be a little jealous about their privacy. I hadn’t owned a gun since leaving Vienna. I decided that it was time I started to dress for all occasions.


Under National Socialism’s law of 1938, handguns could be purchased only on submission of a Weapons Acquisitions Permit, and most men of my acquaintance had owned some kind of firearm. But at the end of the war General Eisenhower had ordered all privately owned firearms in the American Zone to be confiscated. In the Soviet Zone things were even stricter: a German in possession of so much as a single cartridge was likely to be summarily shot. A gun was as difficult to get hold of in Germany as a banana.


I knew a fellow named Stuber – Faxon Stuber – who drove an export taxi, who could get hold of all kinds of things, mostly from American GIs. Marked with the initials E.T., export taxis were reserved for the exclusive use of people in possession of foreign exchange coupons, or FECs. I wasn’t sure how he had got hold of them, but I had found some FECs in the glove box of Kirsten’s father’s Hansa. I supposed he had been saving them to buy gasoline on the black market. I used some of them to pay Stuber for a gun.


He was a small man in his early twenties, with a moustache like a line of ants, and, on his head, an SS officer’s black service cap from which all the insignia and cap cords had been removed. None of the Americans getting into Stuber’s E.T. would ever have recognized his cap for what it was. But I did. I’d damn near had to wear a black cap myself. As it was, I’d been obliged to wear the field grey version only as part of the M37 SS uniform, which came along after 1938. I figured Stuber had found the cap or someone had given it to him. He was too young to have been in the SS himself. He looked too young to be driving a cab. In his small white hand the weapon he’d brought me was recognizably a firearm, but in my own sixteen-ounce glove it looked more like a water pistol.


‘I said a firearm, not a spud gun.’


‘What are you talking about?’ he said. ‘That’s a twenty-five-calibre Beretta. That’s a nice little gun. There’s eight in the clip and I got you a box of pills to go with it. It’s got a hinged barrel so you can slide the first one in, or take it out with ease. Five inches long and just eleven ounces in weight.’


‘I’ve seen bigger lamb chops.’


‘Not on your ration card, Gunther,’ said Stuber. He grinned as if he ate steak every night of the week. Given his passengers, he probably did. ‘That’s all the gun you’ll need around this city, unless you’re planning a trip to the OK Corral.’


‘I like a gun people can see,’ I said. ‘The sort of gun that gives a man some pause for thought. With this little popgun no one will take me seriously unless I shoot them first. Kind of defeats the purpose.’


‘That little gun packs more of a punch than you might think,’ he insisted. ‘Look, if you want something bigger, I can get it. But it’s going to take more time. And I got the impression that you were in a hurry.’


We drove around for a few minutes while I thought about it. He was right about one thing. I was in a hurry. Eventually, I sighed and said, ‘All right, I’ll take it.’


‘You ask me, that’s a perfect town gun,’ he said. ‘Businesslike. Convenient. Discreet.’ He made it sound more like a membership of the Herrenklub than a snapper’s rattle. Which was what it was. The rhinestone holster it came in told me that much. Some GI had very likely confiscated it from the slot he’d been feeding. Maybe she’d got him on the trap with it, intending to drop him for a few extra marks and he’d wrestled it off her. I just hoped it wasn’t a gun that the ballistics boys at the Praesidium were looking for. I tossed the holster back at Stuber and got out of his cab on Schellingstrasse. I figured a free ride to my next port of call was the least he could do after selling me some party-girl’s belly gun.


I went through the doors of Die Neue Zeitung and had the hatchet-faced redhead behind the desk call up Friedrich Korsch. I glanced over the front page while I waited for him to come down. There was a story about Johann Neuhausler, the Protestant auxiliary bishop of Munich who was involved with the various groups that were trying to free the Red Jackets in Landsberg. According to the bishop, the Americans ‘did not lag behind the Nazis in sadism’, and he spoke about an American prison guard – not named – whose description of conditions at Landsberg ‘beggared belief’. I had a shrewd idea of who this American soldier was, and it infuriated me to see, of all people, a bishop repeating the lies and half-truths of PFC John Ivanov. Evidently my efforts on behalf of Erich Kaufmann had been wasted.


Friedrich Korsch had been a young Kriminalassistent with KRIPO when I had been a Kommissar at the Alex, in Berlin, back in 1938–39. I hadn’t seen him in almost ten years until, one day the previous December, I had bumped into him coming out of Spöckmeier, a Bierkeller on Rosenstrasse. He hadn’t changed a bit, apart from the leather eye patch. With his long chin and Douglas Fairbanks-style moustache, he looked like a swashbuckling buccaneer, which might have been a good thing in a journalist working for an American newspaper.


We went to the Osteria Bavaria – once Hitler’s favourite restaurant – and argued about who was going to pick up the bill while at the same time we reminisced about old times and made a tally of who was dead and who was alive. But after I had told him of how I suspected Bishop Neuhausler’s source inside Landsberg Prison was a liar and a crook, Korsch refused to hear any more talk of me paying. ‘For a story like that, the paper will cover lunch,’ he said.


‘That’s too bad,’ I said. ‘Because I was hoping to get some information out of you. I’m looking for a war criminal.’


‘Isn’t everyone?’


‘Name of Friedrich Warzok.’


‘Never heard of him.’


‘He was the sometime commander of a labour camp near the ghetto at Lvov. A place called Lemberg-Janowska.’


‘It sounds more like a type of cheese.’


‘It’s in south-eastern Poland, near the Ukrainian border.’


‘Miserable country,’ said Korsch. ‘I lost my eye there.’


‘How does one go about it, Friedrich? How do you set about trying to find such a man?’


‘What’s your angle?’


‘My client is the wife. She wants to get married again.’


‘Can’t she just obtain a declaration from the Wehrmacht Information Office? They’re quite obliging, really. Even for ex-SS.’


‘He was seen alive in March 1946.’


‘So you want to know if there’s been some kind of investigation.’


‘That’s right.’


‘All war crimes committed by our old friends and superiors are currently investigated by the Allies. Although there is some talk that in the future they will be investigated by the state attorneys general offices. However, right now, the best place to start is with the Central Registry of War Criminals and Security Suspects, set up by SHAEF. The so-called CROWCASS registers. There are about forty of them. But those are not open to the public. Actual investigative responsibility lies with the Directorate of Army Legal Services, which deals with offences committed in all military theatres during the war. Then there’s the CIA. They have some sort of central registry. But neither Army Legal Services nor the CIA are readily available to a private individual like yourself, I’m afraid. There is the American Documents Center, in West Berlin, of course. I believe it is possible for a private person to get access to documents there. But only by permission of General Clay.’


‘No, thanks,’ I said. ‘The blockade may be over, but I’d rather keep away from Berlin if possible. Because of the Russians. I had to leave Vienna to get away from a Russian intelligence colonel who had his eye on recruiting me to the MVD, or whatever it is they call the Soviet Secret Police these days.’


‘It’s called the MVD,’ said Korsch. ‘Of course, if you don’t want to go to Berlin there’s always the Red Cross. They run an international tracing service. But that’s for displaced persons. They might know something. Then there are the Jewish organizations. The Brichah, for example. It started out as a refugee-smuggling organization but, since the establishment of the State of Israel, they’ve become much more active in the hunt for old comrades. It seems they don’t trust the Germans or the Allies to do the job. Can’t say I blame them. Oh yes, and there’s some chap in Linz who runs his own Nazi-hunting operation with private American money. Name of Wiesenthal.’


I shook my head. ‘I don’t think I’ll be troubling any Jewish organizations,’ I said. ‘Not with my background.’


‘That’s probably wise,’ said Korsch. ‘I can’t imagine a Jew wanting to help someone who was in the SS, can you?’ He laughed at the very thought of it.


‘No, I’ll stick to the Allies for now.’


‘Are you absolutely sure Lvov is in Poland? I think you’ll find it used to be in Poland but now it’s part of the Ukraine. Just to make things a little more complicated for you.’


‘What about the paper?’ I asked. ‘You must have some sort of access to the Amis. Couldn’t you find out something?’


‘I suppose I could,’ said Korsch. ‘Sure, I’ll take a look.’


I wrote Friedrich Warzok’s name on a piece of paper and, underneath it, the name of the labour camp at Lemberg-Janowska. Korsch folded it and slipped it into his pocket.


‘Whatever happened to Emil Becker?’ he asked. ‘Remember him?’


‘The Amis hanged him in Vienna about two years ago.’


‘War crimes?’


‘No. But as it happens, if they’d looked they’d have certainly found evidence of some war crimes.’


Korsch shook his head. ‘We’ve all got some kind of dirty mark on our faces, if you look closely enough.’


I shrugged. I hadn’t asked what Korsch had done during the war. I only knew that he’d come out of the war as a Kriminalinspektor in the RSHA, which meant he’d had something to do with the Gestapo. There seemed no point in spoiling a perfectly affable lunch by asking him about all that now. Nor did he exhibit any curiosity about what I had done.


‘So what was it?’ he asked. ‘What did they hang him for?’


‘For murdering an American officer,’ I said. ‘I heard he was heavily involved in the black market.’


‘That much I can believe,’ he said. ‘That he was into the black market.’ Korsch raised a glass of wine. ‘Here’s to him, anyway.’


‘Yes,’ I said, picking up my glass. ‘Here’s to Emil. The poor bastard.’ I drained the glass. ‘As a matter of curiosity, how is it that a bull like you turns into a journalist, anyway?’


‘I got out of Berlin just before the blockade,’ he said. ‘Had a tip from an Ivan who owed me a favour. So I came down here. And got offered a job as a crime correspondent. The hours are much the same, but the pay is a lot better. I’ve learned English. Got myself a wife and son. Nice house in Nymphenburg.’ He shook his head. ‘Berlin is finished. It’s only a matter of time before the Ivans take it over. The war seems like a thousand years ago, quite frankly. And if you don’t mind my saying so, all this war crimes stuff, soon it won’t matter a damn. Any of it. Not when the amnesty kicks in. That’s what everyone wants now, isn’t it?’


I nodded. Who was I to argue with what everyone wanted?





TWELVE


I drove west out of Munich, towards the medieval town of Landsberg. With its town hall, Bavarian Gothic gate, and famous fortress, it was a historic place, and largely undamaged because, during the war, Allied bombers had given it a wide berth, to avoid killing thousands of foreign workers and Jews held in as many as thirty-one concentration camps in the surrounding area. After the war these same camps had been used by the Americans to take care of displaced persons. The largest of these was still in existence with over a thousand Jewish DPs. Although it was much smaller than Munich and Nuremberg, the Nazi Party had considered Landsberg one of the three most significant towns in Germany. Before the war it had been a place of pilgrimage for German youth. Not for the architecture or religious reasons, unless you counted Nazism as a kind of religion, but because people were intent on seeing the cell in Landsberg where Adolf Hitler, imprisoned there for almost a year after the abortive Beer Hall Putsch of 1923, had written Mein Kampf. By all accounts Hitler had been very comfortable in Landsberg Prison. Built in 1910, within the walls of the medieval fortress, the prison had been one of the most modern in Germany, and Hitler seems to have been treated more like an honoured guest than some dangerous revolutionary. The authorities had afforded him every opportunity to meet with friends and to write his book. Without his time in Landsberg, the world might never have heard of Hitler.


In 1946, the Americans had renamed Landsberg Prison War Criminal Prison Number One and, after Spandau in Berlin, it was the most important penal facility in Germany, with over one thousand war criminals from the Dachau trials, almost a hundred from the Nuremberg trials, and more than a dozen from the trials of Japanese POWs in Shanghai. Over two hundred war criminals had been hanged at WCP1 and many of their bodies were buried nearby in the cemetery of Spottingen Chapel.


It wasn’t easy getting into Landsberg to see Fritz Gebauer. I’d had to telephone Erich Kaufmann and eat a couple of spoonfuls of humble pie in order to persuade him to contact Gebauer’s lawyers and persuade them that I could be trusted.


‘Oh, I think we can rely on you, Herr Gunther,’ Kaufmann had said. ‘That was a good job you did for Baron von Starnberg.’


‘What little I did I got paid for,’ I said. ‘And handsomely, too.’


‘You can take a certain amount of satisfaction in a job well done, can’t you?’


‘A certain amount, sometimes, yes,’ I said. ‘Not too much on this one, though. Not as much as I got from working your case.’


‘Proving the unreliability of PFC Ivanov? I’d have thought that being an ex-SS man yourself, you would be keen to see your old comrades out of prison.’


This was the cue I had been waiting for. ‘It’s true,’ I had told him, bowdlerizing the lecture he had given me in his office. ‘I was in the SS. But that doesn’t mean I’m not interested in justice, Herr Doktor. Men who have murdered women and children deserve to be in prison. People need to know that doing wrong will be punished. That’s my idea of a healthy Germany.’


‘Lots of people would say that many of these men were POWs who were only doing their duty, Herr Gunther.’


‘I know. I’m perverse that way. Contrarian.’


‘That sounds unhealthy.’


‘It could be,’ I said. ‘On the other hand, it’s easy to ignore someone like me. Even when I’m right. But it’s not so easy to ignore Bishop Neuhausler. Even when he’s wrong. Imagine the hurt to my job satisfaction when I read what he had to say about the Red Jackets in the newspapers. It was like no one had told him that Ivanov was a chiseller and a thief with an axe to grind.’


‘Neuhausler is the creature of people much more unscrupulous than myself, Herr Gunther,’ said Kaufmann. ‘I hope you can appreciate that I had nothing to do with that.’


‘I’m doing my best.’


‘People like Rudolf Aschenauer, for one.’


I had heard this name before. Aschenauer was the Nuremberg attorney and legal adviser to nearly seven hundred Landsberg prisoners, including the infamous Otto Ohlendorf, and a member of the right-wing German Party.


‘As a matter of fact,’ said Kaufmann, ‘I’ll have to speak to Aschenauer to get you into Landsberg, to see Gebauer. He is Gebauer’s lawyer. He was the lawyer for all of the accused of the Malmedy massacre.’


‘Gebauer’s one of them?’


‘That’s why we want him out of an American prison,’ said Kaufmann. ‘I’m sure you can imagine why.’


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘In this particular instance I probably can.’


I parked my car and walked up the castle esplanade to the gatehouse of the fortress, where I showed my papers and a letter from Aschenauer’s office to the black American GI on duty. While I waited for him to find my name on his clipboard, listing the day’s visitors, I smiled amiably and tried to practice my English.


‘It is a nice day, yes?’


‘Fuck off, kraut.’


I kept on smiling. I wasn’t exactly sure what he had said but his expression told me he wasn’t inclined to be friendly. After he had found my name on his list, he tossed my papers back at me and pointed to a white, four-storey building with a mansard roof made of red tiles. From a distance it looked almost like a school. Up close, it looked exactly what it was: a prison. Inside was no different. All prisons smell of the same things. Cheap food, cigarettes, sweat, urine, boredom, and despair. Another stone-faced military policeman escorted me to a room with a view of the Lech Valley. It looked lush and green and full of the last days of summer. It was a terrible day to be in prison, assuming there’s such a thing as a good day to be in prison. I sat down on a cheap chair at a cheap table and dragged a cheap ashtray towards me. Then the American went out, locking the door behind him, which gave me a nice warm glow in the pit of my stomach. And I imagined what it must have been like to be one of the Malmedy Unit, in WCP1.


Malmedy was the place in Belgium’s Ardennes Forest where, during the winter of 1944, at the Battle of the Bulge, eighty-four prisoners of war had been massacred by a Waffen-SS unit. American POWs. The entire SS unit – seventy-five of them, anyway – were now in Landsberg, serving long terms of imprisonment. A lot of the men had my sympathy. It’s not always possible to take a lot of men prisoner in the middle of a battle. And if you let a man go, there’s always the chance that, later on, you might find yourself fighting him again. War wasn’t some game played by gentlemen, where paroles were given and honoured. Not the war we had fought. And inasmuch as these particular SS men had been fighting one of the most brutal battles of the Second World War, it hardly made sense to charge them with war crimes. To that extent Kaufmann was right. But I wasn’t sure if my sympathy extended to Fritz Gebauer. Prior to his front-line service with the Waffen-SS, Obersturmbannführer Gebauer had been the commandant of Lemberg-Janowska. At some stage he must have volunteered to fight on the western front, which required a certain amount of courage – perhaps even a certain amount of distaste for his job at the labour camp.


The key scraped in the lock and the metal door opened. I turned around to see a strikingly good-looking man in his late thirties enter the room. Tall and broad-shouldered, Fritz Gebauer had a vaguely aristocratic bearing and, somehow, managed to make his prisoner’s red jacket look more like a smoking jacket. He bowed slightly before sitting down opposite me.


‘Thanks for agreeing to this meeting,’ I said, placing a packet of Lucky Strikes and some matches on the table between us. ‘Smoke?’


Gebauer glanced around at the soldier who remained with us. ‘Is it permitted?’ he asked, in English.


The soldier nodded, and Gebauer took a nail from the packet and smoked it gratefully.


‘Where are you from?’ asked Gebauer.


‘I live in Munich,’ I said. ‘But I was born in Berlin. I lived there until a couple of years ago.’


‘Me, too,’ he said. ‘I’ve asked to be moved to a prison in Berlin, so that my wife can visit me, but that doesn’t appear to be possible.’ He shrugged. ‘But what do they care? The Amis. We’re scum to them. Not soldiers at all. Murderers, that’s what we are. It’s fair to say that there are some murderers among us. The Jew killers. I never much cared for that kind of thing myself. I myself was on the western front, where Jew killing was of little importance.’


‘Malmedy, wasn’t it?’ I said, lighting one for myself. ‘In the Ardennes.’


‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘It was a desperate fight. Our backs were really against the wall. It was all we could do to look after ourselves, let alone a hundred surrendering Amis.’ He inhaled deeply and looked up at the green ceiling. Someone had done a good job of matching the paint on the walls and the floor. ‘Of course, it doesn’t matter to the Amis that we had no facilities for taking prisoners. And no one thinks for a minute to suggest that the men who surrendered were cowards. We wouldn’t have surrendered. Not a chance. That’s what the SS was all about, wasn’t it? Loyalty is my honour, wasn’t it? Not self-preservation.’ He took a hit on the cigarette. ‘Aschenauer says you were SS yourself. So you would understand what I’m talking about.’


I glanced at our American guard, uncomfortably. I hardly wanted to talk about having been in the SS in front of an American MP. ‘I really wouldn’t like to say,’ I said.


‘You can speak quite freely in front of him,’ said Gebauer. ‘He doesn’t speak a word of German. Few of the Amis in here do. Even the officers are too lazy to learn. From time to time you get the odd intelligence officer who speaks German. But mostly they don’t see the point of it.’


‘I think they feel that it would demean their victory to learn our language,’ I said.


‘Yes, that might be true,’ said Gebauer. ‘They’re worse than the French in that respect. But my English is improving all the time.’


‘Mine, too,’ I said. ‘It’s a sort of mongrel language, isn’t it?’


‘Hardly surprising when you see the miscegenation that’s gone on,’ he said. ‘I’ve never seen such a racially diverse people.’ He shook his head wearily. ‘The Amis are a curious lot. In some ways, of course, they’re quite admirable. But in others, they’re completely stupid. Take this place. Landsberg. To put us here, of all places. Where the Führer wrote his great book. There’s not one of us who doesn’t take a certain amount of comfort in that. I myself came here before the war to look at his cell. They’ve removed the bronze plaque that was placed on the Führer’s cell door, of course. But we all know exactly where it is. In the same way that a Muslim knows the direction of Mecca. It’s something that helps to sustain us. To keep up our spirits.’


‘I was on the Russian front myself,’ I said. I was showing him some credentials. It didn’t seem appropriate to mention my sometime service with the German War Crimes Bureau, in Berlin. Where we had investigated German atrocities as well as Russian ones. ‘I was an intelligence officer, with General Schorner’s army. But before the war, I was a policeman, at the Alex.’


‘I know it well,’ he said, smiling. ‘Before the war I was a lawyer, in Wilmersdorf. I used to go to the Alex now and then to interview some rogue or other. How I wish I was back there now.’


‘Before you joined the Waffen-SS,’ I said, ‘you went to a labour camp. Lemberg-Janowska.’


‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘With the DAW. The German Armament Works.’


‘It’s your time there that I wanted to ask you about.’


For a moment his face wrinkled with disgust as he recalled it. ‘It was a forced labour camp constructed around three factories in Lvov. The camp was named after the factory address: 133 Janowska Street. I went there in May 1942, to take command of the factories. Someone else was in charge of the residential camp where the Jews lived. And things were pretty bad there, I believe. But my responsibility was the factory only. This meant that there was a certain amount of friction between myself and the other commander, as to who was really in charge. Strictly speaking, it ought to have been me. At the time, I was a first lieutenant and the other fellow was a second lieutenant. However, it so happened his uncle was SS Major General Friedrich Katzmann, the police chief of Galicia and a very powerful man. He was part of the reason why I left Janowska. Wilhaus – that was the other commander’s name – he hated me. Jealous, I suppose. Wanted control of everything. And he’d have done anything to get rid of me. It was only a matter of time before he made his move. Framed me for something I hadn’t done. So I decided to get out while I could. And, after all, there was nothing worth staying for. That was the other reason. The place was ghastly. Really ghastly. And I didn’t think I could stay there and serve with any honour to myself. So I applied to join the Waffen-SS, and the rest you know.’ He helped himself to another one of my cigarettes.


‘There was another officer at the camp,’ I said. ‘Friedrich Warzok. Do you remember him?’


‘I remember Warzok,’ he said. ‘He was Wilhaus’s man.’


‘I’m a private detective,’ I explained. ‘I’ve been asked by his wife to see if I can find out if he’s alive or dead. She wants to remarry.’


‘Sensible woman. Warzok was a pig. They all were.’ He shook his head. ‘She must be a pig, too, if she was ever married to that bastard.’


‘So you never met her.’


‘You mean she’s not a pig?’ He smiled. ‘Well, well. No, I never met her. I knew he was married. Matter of fact, he was always telling us how good-looking his wife was. But he never brought her to live there. At least not while I was there. Unlike Wilhaus. He had his wife and little daughter living there. Can you believe it? I wouldn’t have had a wife and child of mine within ten miles of that place. Almost everything unpleasant you’ve heard about Warzok is likely to be true.’ He laid his cigarette in the ashtray, put his hands behind his head, and leaned back in his chair. ‘How can I help?’


‘In March 1946, Warzok was living in Austria. His wife thinks he might have used an old comrades’ network to get away. Since then, she’s heard nothing.’


‘She should count herself lucky.’


‘She’s a Roman Catholic,’ I said. ‘She’s been told by Cardinal Josef Frings that she can’t remarry without some evidence that Warzok is dead.’


‘Cardinal Frings, eh? He’s a good man, that Cardinal Frings.’ He smiled. ‘You won’t hear anyone in this place say anything bad about Frings. He and Bishop Neuhausler are the ones trying hardest to get us out of here.’


‘So I believe,’ I said. ‘All the same, I was hoping that I might get some information from you that might enable me to find out what happened to him.’


‘What sort of information?’


‘Oh, I don’t know. What kind of man he was. If you ever discussed what might happen after the war. If he’d ever mentioned what plans he had.’


‘I told you. Warzok was a pig.’


‘Can you tell me any more than that?’


‘You want details?’


‘Please. Anything at all.’


He shrugged. ‘Like I said, when I was there, Lemberg-Janowska was just another labour camp. And there were only so many workers that I could use in the factory before they started to get in one another’s way. Nevertheless they kept sending me more and more. Thousands of Jews. At first we transported our surplus Jews to Belzec. But after a while we were told that this couldn’t happen anymore and that we’d have to deal with them ourselves. To me it was quite clear what this meant, and I tell you frankly that I wanted nothing to do with it. So I volunteered for front-line duty. But even before I had left, Warzok and Rokita – he was another of Wilhaus’s creatures – were turning the place into an extermination camp. But nothing on the industrial scale of some other places, like Birkenau. There were no gas chambers at Janowska. Which left bastards like Wilhaus and Warzok with something of a problem. How to kill the camp’s surplus Jews. So Jews were taken to some hills behind the residential camp and shot. You could hear the firing squads in the factory. All day that went on. And sometimes part of the night. They were the lucky ones. The ones who were shot. It soon turned out that Wilhaus and Warzok enjoyed killing people. And as well as killing large numbers of Jews by firing squads, these two started killing for their own amusement. Some people get up in the morning and exercise. Warzok’s idea of exercise involved walking around the camp with a pistol and shooting people indiscriminately. Sometimes he hanged women up by their hair and used them for target practice. For him, killing was like lighting a cigarette, having a coffee, or blowing his nose. Something utterly commonplace. He was an animal. He hated me. They both did, he and Wilhaus. Wilhaus told Warzok to think up some new ways of killing Jews. So Warzok did just that. And after a while they all had their favourite ways of killing people. After I left, I believe they even had a hospital for medical experimentation. Using Jewish women for research into various clinical procedures.


‘Anyway, what I heard was this. That the camp was liquidated in the last weeks of 1943. The Red Army didn’t liberate Lvov until July 1944. Many of the people at Janowska were sent to the concentration camp at Majdanek. If you want to find out what happened to Warzok, you’ll need to speak to some of the other men who worked at Janowska. Men like Wilhelm Rokita. There was a man called Wepke – I can’t remember his Christian name – only that he was a Gestapo Kommissar and that he was friendly with Warzok. Warzok was also friendly with two fellows from the SD. A Scharführer Rauch and an Oberwachtmeister Kepich. They could be alive or dead. I have no idea.’


‘Warzok was last seen in Ebensee, near Salzburg,’ I said. ‘His wife says he was being helped to escape by the old comrades. The ODESSA.’


Gebauer shook his head. ‘No, it wouldn’t have been the ODESSA,’ he said. ‘The ODESSA and the Comradeship are two very different things. The ODESSA is largely an American-run organization, not German. At the bottom level, yes, it uses a lot of the same people who work for the Comradeship, but at the top it’s CIA. The CIA set it up to help some Nazis escape when they outlived their usefulness as anticommunist agents. And I can’t see that Warzok would have been much good as a CIA agent. For a start, he knew nothing about intelligence matters. If he ever got away it’s the Comradeship, or the Web as it’s sometimes called, who would have helped. You’d have to ask one of the spiders where he might have gone.’


I chose my next words carefully. ‘My late wife was always afraid of spiders,’ I said. ‘Really afraid. Every time she found one I would have to go and deal with it. The curious thing is that now she’s gone, I never see a spider. I wouldn’t know where to look for one. Would you?’


Gebauer grinned. ‘He really doesn’t speak a word of German,’ he said, referring to the guard. ‘It’s all right.’ Then he shook his head. ‘One hears things in here about the Comradeship. To be frank, I don’t know how reliable any of this is. After all, none of us ever managed to escape. We got caught and banged up in this place. It also occurs to me that what you’re doing could be dangerous, Herr Gunther. Very dangerous. It’s one thing to avail yourself of a secret escape route, it’s quite another to ask questions about such a thing. Have you considered the risks you are running? Yes, even you, a man who was in the SS himself. After all, you wouldn’t be the first SS man to cooperate with the Jews. There’s a fellow in Linz, a Nazi hunter by the name of Simon Wiesenthal, who uses an SS informer.’


‘I’ll take my chances,’ I said.


‘If you were looking to go missing in Germany,’ Gebauer said carefully, ‘the best thing to do would be to go and see the experts. The Bavarian Red Cross are very good at finding missing persons. I believe they also have some expertise in achieving the opposite result. Their offices are in Munich, are they not?’


I nodded. ‘Wagmullerstrasse,’ I said.


‘There you will have to seek out a priest called Father Gotovina and show him a one-way ticket for any local destination with the letter S printed twice in a row. Peissenberg, perhaps. Kassel if you were near there. Or Essen, perhaps. You must cross out all of the other letters on the rail ticket so that SS are the only letters remaining. When you speak to this priest or anyone else in the Comradeship for the first time, you must hand this ticket over. At the same time, you need to ask if he can recommend anywhere to stay in the place you bought a ticket for. That’s really all I know. Except for one thing: you will be asked some apparently innocent questions. If he asks what your favourite hymn is, you are to say “How Great Thou Art”. I don’t know the hymn myself, but I do know the tune. It’s more or less the same tune as the Horst Wessel Song.’


I started to thank him but he shrugged it off. ‘I might need your help some day, Herr Gunther.’


I hoped he was wrong. But then again it’s just a job, so maybe I would help him if he ever asked for my help. He’d been unlucky, that was all. For one thing, there was another officer, an SS Lieutenant Colonel Peiper, who had been in charge of that Waffen-SS unit at Malmedy. Executing the prisoners had been Peiper’s call, not Gebauer’s. For another – at least from what I’d read in the newspapers – the unit had already taken a lot of casualties and were under a lot of pressure. Under those circumstances, giving Fritz Gebauer a life sentence seemed a little harsh, to say the least. Gebauer was right. What choice did they have? Surrendering in a theatre of war like the Ardennes was like asking a burglar to look after your house while you were on holiday. On the Russian front there was no one who expected to be take prisoner. Most of the time we shot theirs and they shot ours. I had been one of the lucky ones. Gebauer hadn’t, and that was all there was to it. War was like that.


I skipped out of Landsberg feeling like Edmond Dantès after a thirteen-year stretch in the Château d’If, and drove quickly back to Munich as if a fortune in gold and jewels awaited me at my office. Prisons affect me like that. Just a couple of hours in the cement and I’m looking for a hacksaw. I hadn’t been back very long when the phone rang. It was Korsch.


‘Where have you been?’ he asked. ‘I’ve been ringing you all morning.’


‘It’s a nice day,’ I said. ‘I thought I’d go to the English Garden. Have an ice cream. Pick some flowers.’ That was what I felt like doing. Something ordinary and innocent and outdoors where you didn’t breathe the smell of men all day. I kept thinking about Gebauer, younger than me and facing life in prison, unless the bishop and the cardinal came through for him and the others. What wouldn’t Fritz Gebauer have given for a fistful of ice cream and a walk to the Chinese pagoda? ‘How did you make out with the Amis?’ I asked Korsch, stabbing a cigarette into my mouth, and scraping a match along the underside of my desk drawer. ‘Anything on Janowska and Warzok?’


‘Apparently the Soviets set up a special commission of inquiry into the camp,’ he said.


‘Isn’t that a little unusual? Why’d they do something like that?’


‘Because while there were German officers and NCOs running the camp,’ said Korsch, ‘it was largely Russian POWs who had volunteered for service with the SS who did most of the killing. I say most and I mean most. With them it was all about numbers. Killing as many as they could as quickly as possible because that’s what they were told to do, on pain of death. But with our old comrades, the officers, it was something else. For them killing was a pleasure. There’s very little in the file about Warzok. Most of the witness statements are about the camp’s factory commandant, Fritz Gebauer. He sounds like a right bastard, Bernie.’


‘Tell me more about him,’ I said, feeling my stomach turn into a pit.


‘This sweetheart liked to strangle women and children with his bare hands,’ said Korsch. ‘And he liked to tie people up and put them in barrels of water overnight, in winter. The only reason he’s doing life for what happened at Malmedy is that the Ivans won’t let the witnesses come to the American Zone for a trial. But for that, he’d probably have been hanged like Weiss and Eichelsdorfer, and some of those others.’


Martin Weiss had been the last commandant at Dachau, and Johann Eichelsdorfer had been in charge at Kaufering IV – the largest of the camps near Landsberg. Knowing that the man I had spent the morning with, a man I had considered to be a decent sort of fellow, was, in reality, as bad as these two others left me feeling disappointed not just with him, but also with myself. I don’t know why I was so surprised. If there was one thing I had learned in the war it was that decent, law-abiding family men were capable of the most bestial acts of murder and brutality.


‘Are you still there, Bernie?’


‘I’m still here.’


‘After Gebauer left Janowska in 1943, the camp was run by Wilhaus and Warzok, and any pretence that it was a labour camp was abandoned. Mass exterminations, medical experiments, you name it, they did it at Janowska. Wilhaus and some of the others were hanged by the Russians. As a matter of fact they filmed it. Sat them on a truck with halters around their necks and then drove the truck away. Warzok and some of the others are still at large. Wilhaus’s wife, Hilde – she’s wanted by the Russians. So is an SS captain called Gruen. A Gestapo Kommissar called Wepke. And a couple of NCOs, Rauch and Kepich.’


‘What did Wilhaus’s wife do?’


‘She murdered prisoners to amuse her daughter. When the Russians got close, Warzok and the rest moved to Plaszow, and then Gross-Rosen – a quarry camp near Breslau. Others went to Majdanek and Mauthausen. After that, who knows? If you ask me, Bernie, looking for Warzok will be like looking for a pin in a hayloft. If I were you, I’d be inclined to forget about it and get myself another client.’


‘Then it’s lucky she asked me and not you.’


‘She must smell really nice.’


‘Better than you and me.’


‘It goes without saying, Bernie,’ said Korsch. ‘The federal government prefers us to keep downwind of the Amis. So as not to scare off the new investment that’s coming here. That’s why they want all these war crimes investigations to finish. So we can all get on and make some money. You know, I bet I could get you fixed up with something here at the paper, Bernie. They could use a good private investigator.’


‘For those undercover stories that won’t spoil anyone’s breakfast? Is that it?’


‘Communists,’ said Korsch. ‘That’s what people want to read about. Spy stories. Stories about life in the Russian Zone and how terrible it is. Plots to destabilize the new federal government.’


‘Thanks, Friedrich, but no,’ I said. ‘If that’s really what they want to read about, I’d probably end up investigating myself.’


I put the phone down and lit a cigarette with the butt of the one I was finishing, to help me think things over in detail. It’s what I do when I work a case that starts to interest not just me but other people as well. People like Friedrich Korsch, for example. Some people smoke to relax. Others to stimulate their imaginations, or to concentrate. With me it was a combination of all three at once. And the more I thought about it the more my imagination was telling me not only that I’d just been warned off a case, but also that this had been swiftly followed up by an attempt to buy me off, with a job offer. I took another drag on the cigarette and then stubbed it out in the ashtray. Nicotine was a drug, wasn’t it? I was smoking way too much. It was a crazy idea. Korsch trying to warn me and then buy me off? That was the drug talking, surely?
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