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To Simon,
who already at a tender age has developed a refined taste for good murder mysteries.


“If I speak of Vienna, it must be in the past, as a man speaks of a woman he has loved and who is dead.” – Erich von Stroheim

“Austria is a laboratory for the collapse of the world.” – Karl Kraus
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Introduction

That winter of 1913 had been vociferously harsh, the kind of weather that brought the natural melancholy of the Viennese seeping to the surface. Temperatures had slumped below zero (Celsius) shortly before the solstice and stayed locked there through most of January and February. Christmas was deep-white and frigid. Snow fluttered down with the confetti on New Year’s Eve, but stayed around much longer. Through the first half of March, rancorous winds whipped off the Danube and swirled through the wide boulevards of Vienna, its narrow lanes and twisting alleys. Anyone who spent more than 15 minutes outdoors was sure to slink back in with brain freeze.

When the snow departed, something much worse – freezing rain – swept in. Broken bones became commonplace as the smaller streets turned into makeshift skating rinks.

The surface of the Danube froze over in the first week of January and stayed frozen through late February. In fact, an unusual number of people drowned in that period. The authorities weren’t sure if these unfortunate souls had been seduced by the gleaming ice on the river and tried skating or even crossing the river without the convenience of a bridge … or if these were just normal suicides, their numbers raised because of the harsh weather and infectious melancholy.

But this was Vienna, in those final years of Habsburg Vienna, a city which was happily, deliriously bipolar. Sure, melancholy was rampant, but this did not impair the ardent embrace of life’s sweetest pleasures by those same people infected by melancholia. For a cultural split personality was a defining trait of Viennese society in that period.

This split was manifested in various ways. For instance, that melancholic posture of many Viennese was usually alloyed with a refined sense of Lebensfreude (the Austro-Hungarian version of joie de vivre). The Viennese could find reason for frolic and fun even in bad news. One prime example: in that brutal winter of 1913, the upper crust of Viennese society still held their celebrated pre-Lenten costume balls, where drink, dance and dalliance all flowed freely.

These balls were often themed events and one of the more popular bashes that year was a “Bankruptcy Ball”, where participants celebrated the recent plunge of the economy that sent many formerly successful people into the maelstrom of insolvency.

At the ball, this monetary misfortune was parodied with women whose costumes flaunted the credits up top, debits at the bottom; thin men were asked to dress as deposits, corpulent men as withdrawals; and the posh restaurant at the hall, renamed Debtor’s Prison for the occasion, was decorated with fake foreclosure notices and other signs of financial ruin.

And while Vienna was, on the surface, a sexually puritanical society, it also featured a string of elegant, high-end brothels and one of the highest rates of streetwalkers in Europe. More, premarital and post-marital affairs were evidently commonplace. A wealthy and well-situated Viennese gentleman who did not have at least one mistress was an exception who drew admiration or wonder … or perhaps suspicion.

In that year of 1913, Vienna was the capital of the second largest contiguous empire in the world. (The Russian Empire was the largest.) Its southwestern corner included a slice of present-day Italy, all of Slovenia and Croatia and Bosnia. The main body of the country was, of course, Austria and Hungary, a large scoop of Romania, all of the Czech Republic and Slovakia, extended in the east to parts of present-day Poland and even a sliver of Russia.

As the capital of such a diverse empire, Vienna also boasted one of the most diverse multicultural populations of any European city. Its streets, factories, shops, bars and cafés were filled with ethnic Germans, Hungarians, Serbs, Croats, Slovenes, Italians, Romanians, Poles, East European Jews, Czechs, and Slovaks. Strolling through any of Vienna’s working class neighborhoods, one could hear a rich symphony of languages, accents and street-tempered idioms.

In fact, with just over two million residents, Vienna’s population in 1913 was double its immediate post-World War I population, when the country had lost much of its empire and ended up as plain old Austria, a small, landlocked country in the heart of Central Europe. In fact, even today, the population of Vienna is significantly smaller than it was in the last years of the Habsburg regime.

Vienna in those days was also a city of stark contrasts. For instance, within the city, one could find opulent mansions and large, luxurious apartments a short tram ride away from some of the worst slum dwellings of any major European city. Not surprisingly, the city was no stranger to class conflict.

There were also, to be sure, numerous frictions, resentments and prejudices amongst the various ethnic and social groups in the city. The ethnic Germans, who formed the majority of Vienna’s residents, were most prone to these negative influences. There were a good many so-called pan-Germans, who wanted a more ethnically pure Austria and even dreamed of union with the German Reich and other lands with overwhelming German populations. These pan-Germans had their own newspapers and included some powerful politicians on their side.

Anti-Semitism was also rampant in Vienna at this time. The city boasted some of Europe’s most successful and influential Jewish citizens – in fields as diverse as science, finance, heavy industry, newspaper and book publishing, and politics – and yet also suffered from much overt anti-Semitism. In fact, one of Vienna’s most beloved politicians, the long-serving mayor Dr Karl Lueger, was an outspoken anti-Semite. And here, too, we see another example of the city’s peculiar bipolarity: Lueger often inveighed against the Jews and their nefarious influence in Vienna, but he also had a number of Jewish friends and even appointed Jews to important positions in his city government.

(One of the famous historical figures who appears in this novel shared this trait: he was in those days a pedestrian anti-Semite, but some of his closest friends in Vienna were Jews and he respected and trusted his Jewish clients more than any of the others he dealt with in his business.)

This rich stew of a society was held together by the Habsburg monarchy, which had ruled Vienna and its environs for centuries, eventually extending the reach of their domains to become the leaders of a massive empire. It fact, it was the figure in the Hofburg Palace – the official residence of the Austro-Hungarian emperor – who kept the whole thing together in relatively peaceful circumstances.

That figure was Emperor Franz-Josef, who, at the time of the events in this story, was 82 years old, halfway to his 83rd birthday, and in the 65th year of his reign as emperor. Partly because of the longevity of his reign and partly because he then seemed like a cranky but affectionate grandfather figure, Franz-Josef was admired, respected, sometimes even loved by many of his subjects throughout the empire. His influence was strongest in Vienna, however, where his presence was dominant and his likeness in photos and paintings almost ubiquitous.

An inveterate reactionary in his social and political views, “old Franzl” had outlived most of his former political enemies by 1913 and had been steadily withdrawing from national and city politics for a number of years. He now served more as a unifying figure, holding together all the groups and forces in the country.

Many on the political left still despised the emperor for his past transgressions and his occasional forays into contemporary politics, while the anti-monarchy press often suggested he was a doddering old man, perhaps even senile. But his public appearances showed a remarkably robust octogenarian and solidified the affection for him amongst many of Vienna’s ethnically diverse residents.

As the Karl Kautsky quote at the beginning of this book reminds us, Austria in the first decades of the 20th century was a laboratory for the end of the world. But Vienna in those years was also the incubator for the modern world that we now inhabit.

Much of how we today see the world, of how we react with each other, of what our dreams are – as well as our fears – are the product of the intellectual and artistic ferment prevailing in Vienna in the first few decades of the 20th century.

In those first decades of the last century, Vienna was known worldwide for its amazingly rich intellectual and cultural life. Much of modern psychology and other branches of medical science; economics; architecture; social and political theory; linguistics; philosophy … modern decadence were started, developed or brought to their fullest fruition in Vienna. The city was not only a world capital of painting, theatre, music (in both classical mode and startling modern innovations); it was also a crucible for revolutionary politics which would soon reshape Europe and the world beyond.

Amongst those who lived in Vienna either short-term or permanently before and after the First World War were many of the personalities who forged the modern sensibilities of the world we’ve inherited. Two of those who influenced the modern world in very important ways turn up in this novel as major secondary characters – even if the significant roles they play in the novel are not quite as important as the roles their real-life models played in the political and intellectual life of the last 100 years.

Another major feature of Viennese life in the first decades of the last century was the vibrant newspaper culture. Printed newspapers had been around in Vienna for over two hundred years, but as the 20th century began, there was an explosion in the number of daily and weekly newspapers along with the readers and reporters for those newspapers.

The mushrooming of newspapers set off a fierce competition between the various journals as they tried to outdo each other to push up circulation numbers and poach readers from the other publications. Truth was often the first casualty in the newspaper’s heated war for readers: sensationalism ruled and facts were trimmed, disguised or simply discarded in the rush to fashion attention-grabbing stories.

As the sensationalist press could also claim the most readers in Vienna, their influence was enormous: many Vienna residents viewed their city, their world through the distorting lenses of the popular press that was churning out trash in able to keep their readership numbers up.

Much of this change was fermenting or already well underway in that last full year before the world plunged into the slaughter pit of the Great War.

Indeed, the empire and Vienna’s place as one of Europe’s most powerful cities were both endangered as the year 1913 rolled in.

Just over a year after the events in this book, the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne, Archduke Franz-Ferdinand, and his widely admired wife Sophie were assassinated in Sarajevo, Bosnia. Ironically, the royal couple had made this trip to show the enduring power of Habsburg rule in one of the empire’s outlying urban redoubts, but a group of Serbian ultra-nationalists decided to use the trip to make their own political point.

The assassination and Austrian demands on Serbia for recompense and justice are often cited as “the causes” of the First World War. That’s too reductionist really, but certainly the murders of the royal couple and Vienna’s decision to take strong retaliatory measures threw the fatal match into the political tinderbox that was Europe in those years. The result was a devastating conflict that would culminate with the destruction of not just the Austro-Hungarian Empire, but also the Russian, Ottoman and German empires. In this case, Habsburg pride led to a total Habsburg fall … from power.

Intriguingly, many Viennese in those last years leading up to the war lived with a premonition of a major catastrophe about to hit their city and their country. They seem to have sensed deep within that the world they’d known their whole lives was about to come to an abrupt end.

The celebrated Viennese compulsion to enjoy life probably flowed from this premonition. So, until the catastrophe of the war arrived, the party raged on. And at no time was the party running at such a fever pitch as in the middle months of that last prewar year.

Yes, that winter of 1913 was unusually harsh, but it served as the overture to a spring and summer that were breathtaking in how they once again transformed the city of Vienna. The Strangler’s Waltz may be a fictional work, but it employs a raft of the historical facts behind the rise and sudden decline of one of Europe’s – indeed the world’s – most fascinating cities. It’s a tale of how a great city which carefully cultivated its split personality was suddenly jolted into confronting its darkest side as terror began stalking its normally charming streets and scarring the self-assurance of a unduly smug nation.


Chapter 1

Finally, after four months of battering Vienna, winter broke. An enervating thaw set in. Spring-like weather filled the city: warm days paired with pleasantly cool evenings. The outward changes immediately brightened the mood of many Vienna residents; they felt they were finally being rewarded for having made it through a particularly harsh test of wills. As they saw it, winter had tried with all its force to break them, but they had won.

The gaunt young man with a disconcerting gaze had come to despise winter. For him, it signified the cruelty of death. Beyond the death imposed on nature, this animus had a personal side for him: his father had died on a brutally cold day in early January and his beloved mother had died four days before Christmas. So this mid-March thaw was, for him, all too welcome.

Returning to the center of town after what had been the equivalent of a long and busy day, he felt exhaustion weighing on his shoulders, making his limbs achingly heavy. Tucked under his arm was a ragged leather case stuffed with a sheath of his paintings, watercolors. He had spent much of that afternoon with a long-time customer. He had gone there hoping to sell him forty of his watercolors, which would have set a new sales record for him. To his disappointment, the owner of the shop had been in a sour mood so he ended up buying fewer than half. A lot fewer.

This was just one of the things on the young artists’ mind as he ambled down Mariangasse. He was also mulling over an offer from a friend to make a trip to Prague, where he was assured he could sell more of his paintings in a week than he would in a whole month in Vienna. He was also worried about the discussion to relax restrictions on eastern migration into the capital.

Tugging at his scarf as he moved along, the young man was so absorbed with his swirl of thoughts that he didn’t hear anything until he was almost at the corner of the small alleyway halfway to Schafsgasse.

Then, then, he heard some strange sounds. They seemed to be coming out of the alley. Ugly sounds, like someone gargling. He stopped to listen more intently. There it was, but now it sounded like someone taking a harsh gulp. The artist took three cautious strides to the edge of the alley. Now he heard some kind of scraping sound, like a heavy barrel being dragged along a gravelly road.

As he was right at the top of the lane, the sound changed. It was now the sound of heavy footsteps, moving rapidly. He turned to look down the alley and … he was knocked down by a burly man rushing out of the alley, throwing a quick look back as he emerged.

The burly man seemed just as shocked by the collision as the lean artist. The two stared at each other for several seconds; the younger man’s stare was mixed with blunt confusion, the older man’s with raw disdain. The artist was still locked in that stare when the other man pushed him to the side, then turned and headed quickly down the street.

The push was forceful. The artist just managed to maintain his balance and keep himself from crashing to the ground again. He had to grab onto the side of the corner building to regain full balance. He then turned to look down the alley. About twenty meters from where he stood, he saw a figure lying on the ground. Apparently, a female.

Now his attention was fully seized and he loped quickly to where the figure was sprawled behind a trash can. Though he wasn’t expecting anything too pleasant, what he did see came as a gut-wrenching jolt. It was a female, and she was lying there motionless. At first, he thought she might just be drunk, passed out; maybe what he’d heard from the street was some kind of argument between her and the burly man. But a closer look showed something much more serious.

Her eyes were open, staring blankly into a further distance that could be shared with no one. As the artist crouched down for an even closer look, he noticed the purple spread of bruises across the throat. He reached out, about to touch her, but then pulled back, suddenly repulsed. No touch was necessary: it was clear to him that the woman was dead.

Standing up slowly, he continued staring at the face for a full two, maybe three minutes. She was quite attractive, even in this position, this state. Heavily made-up with bright lipstick and alluring eye shadow accentuating the size and shape of her eyes. He then scrutinized her dress, which was rather seductive, slutty almost. He swallowed hard, though his mouth was suddenly dry.

Shards of impressions started fitting together into a deduction. A dead woman, neck severely bruised; the burly man hurrying from the alleyway, staring at the young man with fear, then pushing him away roughly; the man’s hurried departure. It was pretty obvious: the man had strangled the woman, then fled the scene. Young Adolf Hitler had just witnessed the immediate aftermath of a brutal murder.

He jerked his head upwards and started looking around. He wasn’t sure what to do. Should he try to find a policeman, or tell whoever he ran into on the street about the grisly discovery he’d just made? But just a few seconds of reflection convinced him that neither option would be wise. He himself could well become a suspect here. And his position as a poor, struggling artist with a reputation for rapid flashes of temper and even a few minor scuffles would possibly make him a prime suspect.

No, the safest course of action for Hitler would be to follow the lead of that burly bastard and high-tail it out of there as quickly as he could. Hearing footsteps down on Seidengasse, he decided to exit via the other end of the alley. But first he used his foot to push the woman’s body closer to the wall. He wanted to be sure that anyone else who found the body that night would have to be looking for it, or at least walking the full length of the alley.

He then loped to the Burggasse exit, slowing up only as he neared the corner; no need to draw attention to himself. As he peered down Burggasse, he saw three people, young like him, about fifty meters away. But coming in his direction. He crossed the street, shifted the leather case to his right side, and started walking in the opposite direction from the trio.

He bent his head downwards and off to the side. That way, even if one of them glanced over, they’d never be able to identify his face later. But they were all too drunk and too absorbed with each other, singing and laughing as they passed him by across the road. He pulled his head back up and, looking down a dark street lit by pale lemon lighting, he tried to imagine what lay ahead. But what had just happened was so disturbing that all he could imagine was that by the time this ended, everything in his life might be thrown totally upside down.

He picked up his pace.


Chapter 2

The body wasn’t officially discovered for another three hours. The unlucky person who found it was a one-armed beggar who had gone to the trash can to scavenge for anything useful he might find there. Seeing the dead woman, he at first just stared, transfixed as much by her beauty as her coldness. Then, as he came out of his trance, he started screaming. And screaming. And he kept on screaming for several minutes until people in the apartment building across the way came down to pummel him for waking them up. Then they joined in on the gruesome discovery.

When the police arrived, they began their interrogations immediately. It was clearly a case of strangulation, and that’s how they proceeded. As the one who found the body was a one-armed man, they were able to rule him out quickly. The rough estimate made for the time of death would also have diminished any suspicions about the man who had found her. Actually, the second one to have found her, though police were fully ignorant of that key fact.

* * *

Back at the hostel for homeless men that had been his temporary home for three years now, Hitler was too shaken to attempt any sleep. The exhaustion that had possessed him earlier, before he ventured down that alley, had pretty much faded. His limbs and neck were still heavy with exhaustion, but his mind was racing. The problem: it was racing in every which-way, with thoughts and emotions scraping into each other as he tried to find a focus on the events back there off Mariangasse.

He had gone to the commons room just off the entrance when he arrived at the hostel. After just sitting there for a few minutes, trying to pull his thoughts into some kind of cohesive thrust, he closed his eyes and breathed deeply for a few minutes. When he opened his eyes again, he had some sense of emotional balance. Or at least he had an idea that made some sense.

Pulling out his sketchpad from his leather case, he opened to the first empty page, about three-quarters back in the book.

And then, slowly, fastidiously, he drew a sketch of the dead woman’s face as it was etched there in his memory. But in his sketch, she wasn’t dead. She was asleep, a seductive smile on her face, as if swept up in a dream of a romantic encounter.

When he finished the sketch, Hitler sat back and stared at it for a short time. Finally, he smiled. It was if he had redeemed her from being the victim of a murder, had somehow revived her with the skills of his hand. More, this was a real breakthrough for him: he was seen as an artist who could only copy the work of other artists. He had never been successful drawing or painting from real life, not even inanimate objects like bridges or buildings. But here he had produced a wonderful sketch from the image in his own head.

He stood and paced about the room a bit, taking deep breaths every few steps. Then he sat down again to sketch the face of the man who had stormed out of the alley. He thought he would have much more trouble with this sketch, but he was surprised to discover that it, too, came without much difficulty. When he was finished, Hitler stared at the face with contempt. He hated this face, even though he knew so little about the man behind it.

When he’d finished both drawings, Hitler was still not ready for sleep, so he slipped the sketchbook back into his case, got up and stumbled out of the homeless center. As often when he was in a jumble of emotions, he would walk around for a while, just in the immediate area, and try to pull the curtain down on the night’s events.

His thoughts kept swirling – but always coming back to the dead woman, of course. He thought of other dead people he had seen: mainly his mother and his father. But those cases were very different. His mother had died of cancer after almost a year of excruciating suffering. “A merciful release” some of the neighbors, even his own relatives, had called it. But for Hitler, whose mother had been the fixed center of his life for so long, this sentiment was taken as a near personal attack on him.

His father had died suddenly. Out for a morning walk, he had dropped into a favorite inn for a glass of wine and died of a lung hemorrhage before the wine he ordered could be brought to the table. Hitler had not seen his father dead until the wake, and although he had despised the man for most of his youth, right up until the day of his death, as he stared down at the corpse in the open coffin, a veil draped over the lid, what he saw was a pitiful man who had killed himself with daily overdoses of bile. Adolf, still a teenager then, had cried bitterly at seeing his once feared father reduced to a cold corpse.

But this woman in the alley was so much different. For one thing, she was so much younger, perhaps not much older than Hitler himself. And though he had always found a kind of hidden beauty in his mother, the woman in the alley was beautiful in an overt, even ostentatious way. He closed his eyes as he thought of that face again, trying through brash will to blank it out. But it remained, so he opened his eyes and continued walking down the lane, hoping to wear himself out fully and then collapse into sleep.


Chapter 3

The police detail first called to the scene to investigate were junior officers assigned to night operations: the “red-eyed pulleys”, as they were called. They had carried out all the sweep-up work, but were replaced by full investigators early the next morning.

The Viennese police force in those twilight years of the Habsburg monarchy had its own pet names for the various levels of police work. Every member of the force knew these terms and used them on a daily basis.

The scuffed-boots police who made street arrests and pulled in obvious or ostentatious criminals were called “hooks”. “Pulleys” were those cops who did the preliminary work on more complicated cases, such as murder scenes, while “loupes” was the name for full-rank inspectors. That term came from the jeweler’s loupe, the thumb-sized magnification device jewelers used to detect fine details. Not surprisingly, the “loupes” commanded the most respect among fellow officers.

(Those were not the only nicknames in the department; although they were unaware of it, senior officers who carried out most of their work from behind desks were called “the seat farts” by members of the other three groups below them.)

Because of several peculiarities surrounding this case, two of the more respected loupes in the Vienna force were assigned to the case: Karl-Heinz Dörfner and Julian Stebbel. Though both were seasoned veterans of the police force, they’d only been together as a team for half a year. And neither one was altogether happy about being paired with the other as an investigative team.

But the district commander had decided that it was a good pairing. The strengths of Dörfner complemented the strengths of Stebbel and vice-versa. Which also meant that the strengths of one made up for shortcomings in the other. Commander Willhof himself thought it was one of his more inspired pairings. Of course, Willhof was eased into retirement a short time after pairing up the two.

It would be another half-century before the phrase “good cop-bad cop” came into use, but that was the principle operating behind this pairing. Karl-Heinz Dörfner was bigger and more physical in many ways than his more experienced partner; he could be intimidating without even trying.

Julian Stebbel was shrewder and better able to trick people into revealing what they didn’t necessarily want to reveal. Accordingly, Dörfner took the lead in questioning suspects or recalcitrant witnesses who were easily cowed; Stebbel stepped in when a witness needed to be wooed, a suspect needed the surgeon’s-scalpel form of interrogation rather than the iron-fist method.

Dörfner was actually from a small town in Steiermark known for its resentment of most of what the modern world offered. But young Karl-Heinz quickly outgrew his affection for small-town life and those small-town minds that fit snugly on the dismal side of life’s horizons. Stationed in Vienna as a young soldier, he remained in the metropolis after his compulsory military service had ended.

Because of a respiratory problem, Julian Stebbel had missed military service. A native of Innsbruck, Stebbel had completed his secondary education at a respected classical education Gymnasium in his home town before moving to the imperial capital, where he had slogged through two years at the University of Vienna before deciding to sample a career in law enforcement.

Their differing backgrounds were reflected in their personalities: as a rule, Stebbel spoke quietly and at a measured pace, as if testing each word before he let it out. Dörfner, in contrast, usually spoke at a rapid tempo; some might even say his speech too often ran a few steps ahead of his thinking. Julian Stebbel was clearly one of those who might say that.


Chapter 4

Adolf Hitler rose early the next morning, something not at all typical of him. Other long-term residents of the Meldemannstrasse men’s hostel knew there was definitely something wrong with their Adi. For one thing, he was lock-lipped quiet. You wouldn’t want to say that Hitler was unusually quiet that morning. Hitler being quiet went far beyond the borders of unusual; it was more like mind-boggling. This was the fellow who had a strong opinion on just about any topic and was more than willing to share it with just about anyone. That trait had earned him the nickname of “the Linzer Lip” from his fellow residents.

On a typical morning at the Meldemann, a casual comment about the weather could launch the “Linzer Lip” into an impassioned screed. If it was miserably cold that morning, or if the day had started with dark sheets of rain, Hitler would give his take on that occurrence. More than often, he would find some way of dumping the blame for the miserable weather on the glut of Slavs in Vienna, or on some plot stewed by the Freemasons or secret cabals. If none of his Jewish friends at the hostel was around to be offended, he’d also lay an attack on the “Hebrew tribe”.

But on that morning of April 12, Hitler had little to say about anything. When others greeted him or asked him something, his reply would be two, maybe three words. A few times, he merely shrugged, not having really heard what was said.

Those who knew him casually were afraid that he had the flu or some other contagious disease. They weren’t really concerned about Hitler; they were more worried about how such a disease could spread quickly in a residence with over 500 men of shaky constitutions.

Those who knew Hitler better knew that he suffered from a chronic queasy digestive system; this, they suggested, was the cause of his strange demeanor that morning. He’d probably eaten something unhealthy the night before, they said; maybe he’d gone to that filthy Imbiss a few streets over and sampled some of their dubious meats. He’d be better after a few good shits, these guys decided.

Of course, they were all wrong. But the brittle artist was not about to share a hint of what was really troubling him that morning. He went down to the large dining hall and ordered a cup of tea, which he downed quickly. He then headed back upstairs, threw a few things into his bag, pulled on his overcoat and headed out into the yawning streets of Vienna.

He had decided to treat himself to breakfast at one of his favorite cafés that morning. Though he hadn’t made the big sales he’d hoped for the day before, he still had enough extra cash from a good two weeks previously that he could afford the mild extravagance.

He took a table in a far corner of the Café Branntweiners, flagged down a waiter and placed his order. While waiting for his coffee and light breakfast to arrive, he bustled over to the newspaper racks and pulled down four of his regular reads. He first turned to the Neues Wiener Tagblatt and started quickly scanning the headlines. Though he was a ravenous reader of the papers, that morning, he was interested in one story only. Starting at the top, he moved down the page quickly looking for that story. Yes, there it was, in the lower right-hand corner: a neat cube of sentences about the murder. An unidentified woman, the report said, had been found in the alley off Mariangasse, the apparent victim of a fatal assault. No other details were provided.

The same was true of the other three papers spread across the table. In fact, one of them could only devote a four-line smudge to the incident. Obviously, the story had come in too late to the editorial room. He was sure the afternoon editions would offer more extensive coverage. There he could learn more about the crime that had shaken him more than anything since the death of his mother.

* * *

“Hmm. Seems this fellow wasn’t too concerned with good manners or the rules about how to treat ladies. No, indeed. It will be fun to get our hands on this swine and teach him some manners.”

Dörfner and Stebbel were heading to the police morgue after first making the obligatory stop-off at their section of the Criminal Police Department. As they strode down the sickly green corridor leading to the morgue, Dörfner read from the preliminary report that he’d snatched from the team’s in-tray. Now he read out what he took to be the salient items in the report to Stebbel.

“Victim was found in a tight-fitting dress with a deep neckline. Victim sported brash scarlet lipstick that had been thickly applied. Victim had heavily rouged cheeks. Eyes were shadowed in violet, with lines drawn from the corners to accentuate their size. She was heavily perfumed.”

To the police, to most Viennese actually, each of these descriptions was part of a code which, put together, clearly spelled out W-H-O-R-E.

As Stebbel pushed open the morgue doors for his colleague, Dörfner suggested that their investigation was already two-thirds wrapped up. All they needed now was to find out why someone had murdered this unlucky streetwalker and who that killer was.

Doktor Gressler greeted the two inspectors; he knew just whom they had come to see. He led them to box 308 and, with the assistance of a medical student, pulled out the slab with the murdered woman’s body on it.

The two inspectors stepped as close as they could to the cadaver and looked down, inspecting it closely. All the lavish make-up had been removed. But even without any make-up and with the bluish tint to her skin, they could see that the woman had been quite attractive, practically beautiful. They now wondered what perilous path had brought this lady to this final destination.

“We estimate the age as perhaps in her late twenties, maybe thirty, no more than that,” Doktor Gressler said in the measured tone of the austere scientist. The two policemen simply nodded.

“Cause of death?” asked Dörfner.

“Oh, strangulation, definitely,” answered Gressler. “Autopsy confirmed what the untrained eye would already have guessed. Killer did a thorough job of it too: he broke three bones in the neck.” He leaned forward and pointed. “Here, here and here.”

Dörfner nodded. “So our killer was powerful?” Dr. Gressler nodded. “Of course; the bastard.”

Gressler then waved both of the inspectors closer. “Look at the neck bruises. Unusually broad. So that means our killer would have had wide hands. Wide across the palms.”

Both policemen nodded. Stebbel was fully focused on the victim’s face. “Anything else that’s germane?”

Gressler nodded. “No significant signs of struggle. That’s strange, considering the nature of the crime.”

Dörfner untwisted his lips. “Probably means that she knew the bastard.” The doctor started to nod.

“Or that he surprised her. Had his mitts around her neck and started the choking before she could fight back,” Stebbel interjected.

“Yes, that’s the other possibility,” the good doctor responded.

“Anything else we should know?”

“Top of the dress was torn. Ripped apart actually. We suspect that was mainly necessitated by the act of strangling.” Gressler then shrugged. “Oh, and semen in the vaginal tract.”

“Any signs of rape?”

“None. None whatsoever.”

Dörfner nodded brusquely this time. “So she was one of Vienna’s horizontal ballet artists, hmm?”

The term puzzled Gressler. Even though he’d been working almost exclusively with police over the last four years, he’d never heard that one. “Excuse me?”

“A streetwalker. A lady of the night. A whore.”

Gressler shrugged. He knew as a doctor he wasn’t supposed to make such judgments, though he made them all the time in that corner of his mind where science was carefully excluded.

“I wouldn’t expect to see a lady like this at one of our exclusive winter balls.”

“No, I wouldn’t either,” Dörfner added.

Stebbel picked it up from there. “So, Herr Doktor, any idea of a … possible motive?”

“That’s your sphere, isn’t it, gentlemen?”

“Indeed it is. But I was just asking if you’d … care to speculate as to a motive.” Gressler thought for a moment, then gave his head a slight shake, as if to say he hadn’t thought about it enough.

“Robbery?”

Gressler took a deep breath. “If it was robbery, the criminal wasn’t very good at it. He left those rings on her hand. I’m no jeweler or anything, but they looked like they were very valuable.”

“Rings? She was wearing rings?”

“Three. And let me tell you, two of those stones would choke a medium-sized pooch. The one was this red beauty; you know, that one that shines a lot.”

Dörfner jumped in here. “Is that a ruby you’re talking about?”

“Maybe. Like I said, I’m no expert in that field. Thanks be to God, my wife has never developed a taste for anything too expensive in the realm of jewelry.” He thought for a moment. “Maybe that’s why I married her.”

“So where are these rings? You have them here?”

“Up in your own department, gentlemen. Where they were taken early this morning.”

“Of course. That’s where they would be.”

The doctor smiled. “And where they should be.”

Leaving the morgue, they headed for the paternoster lift.

(Not a few people in the police headquarters building thought it appropriate that the paternoster went down to the morgue. The paternoster was an open carriage elevator system that travelled continuously up and down. It stopped for no man – and no woman – but defied those using it to hop on as it drew even with their floor and then to hop off again as they reached their destination floor.

For older people moving within a tall building – or someone like Dörfner, with his one bad leg – the paternoster was a challenge that involved serious risk every time they boarded or left the lift.)

Stebbel helped his larger partner as they climbed into the paternoster to take them back up to the fourth floor. Stebbel was picking at the scraps of evidence while Dörfner was already halfway to solving the case.

“OK, so we know that she’s a whore.”

Stebbel emerged from the cocoon of his thought. “That’s just one of the things we don’t know yet.”

“Were you listening when I read out the foot soldiers’ report?”

“Ja, but there were some things that … don’t quite fit together.”

“Like what?”

At that point, they were just being pulled into the fourth floor, so they braced themselves and hopped off. Stebbel again helped Dörfner because of his bad leg.

“Well, for one thing, there was the semen in the vaginal tract. Prostitutes usually don’t take a load from the last customer back onto the street. They … douche thoroughly between clients so that there’s no … residue left.”

Dörfner gave his signature guffaw. “What, you hang around to watch them cleaning up afterwards? I always settle up for whatever extras we’ve had, slap the money down and get out quick as I can.”

Stebbel responded with an uncomfortable smile, showing Dörfner once again that he did not share his humor. “Just joking, you know; just joking.”

Stebbel nodded. “Yes, of course. But I think the presence of semen makes it less likely that she was a prostitute.”

“Well, we’ll see. My bet is that she was doing the streets and offered her wares to the wrong guy.”

By this time, they had reached the evidence depot. They knocked once, then stepped in just before the voice within invited them to do so. They told the head of the depot what they had come for, and minutes later they were opening the brown packet with three rings squeezed inside it. As they looked at the first ring, they were surprised, and the second one was even more surprising.

“That, Herr Colleague, is a ruby,” Dörfner said in a near gasp.

“It certainly is.”

“A generous chunk of rock it is, too.” Stebbel nodded. “What’s this other one?”

“An emerald, I believe. Handsome, isn’t it? Not as prized as the ruby, but few girls would turn one down.”

“No.”

“And this third one’s no piece of junk either.” Dörfner held up a nicely ornamented, unstoned gold ring.

“So where do you think a prostitute would get jewelry like this?”

“Where? From a wealthy client, of course. Or three wealthy clients, I don’t know. A woman who looked like that, she probably had no shortage of enthusiastic customers.”

“Yes, that’s the other thing that doesn’t fit for me. A woman that attractive wouldn’t be prowling the streets, she’d be working at a high-class brothel. She’d have the clients lining up to see her.”

“Okay, so she maybe just arrived recently from the provinces. Was just getting the … lay of the land, as it were.”

Stebbel nodded but was only half-listening. Most of his attention was fixed on one of the rings, the one with no stone but rich ornamentation. Suddenly, a sharp smile filled his face. “Yes! Alright, we just got our first real break.”

“What’s that?”

“Galinsky.

“What??”

He turned back to Dörfner and showed him something in the ring’s ornamentation. “See that, the way the lines curl: there’s an L, then an A, and there’s your G.”

“Yes??”

“That stands for Leopold Albert Galinsky. The man who made these rings. Head man at Galinsky Gmbh, one of the city’s top jewelers. The real craftsmen jewelers always try to initial their work in an unobtrusive way. Comme ça.”

“Anyway, we have got ourselves a lead. Now we need to speak to Herr Galinsky and see if he has any recollection of who these rings once belonged to. Or maybe who bought them.”

“Right. Yes. So, should we bring him in?”

“Bring him in?”

“Yeah, have him brought in here. For the interrogation. Always knocks them off balance when they have to come in here. He might spill something he wouldn’t otherwise.”

“We’re not interrogating him, Karl-Heinz. He’s not a suspect. He’s just an honest businessman who might be able to help us out significantly here. There’s no need to put the gentleman on the defensive.”

“You sure about that?”

“Quite. Look, we’ll go over there to the Galinsky shop and speak with him on his home ground. If he can tell us anything, he will, I’m sure. He’s a respected businessman and he wouldn’t want to tarnish his reputation by refusing to cooperate with police investigators. Especially on a case like this.”

“Alright, I see your point. Let’s just hope that he doesn’t choose to protect one of his clients who also just happens to be Madame X’s client.”

Stebbel chided him with his gaze. “If he tries to throw up a smokescreen, we’ll know, won’t we?”

“Yes, of course we will.”

The two investigators then made the arrangements to take the rings out, signed the removal-of-evidence papers and made an appointment via telephone to see Herr Leopold Galinsky.


Chapter 5

Upon their arrival at the jewelry shop, the two inspectors were greeted at the door by a well-dressed shop assistant. When they explained the purpose of their visit, the assistant nodded and went to fetch his boss.

Leopold Galinsky emerged from the back room less than a minute later. He was still in shirtsleeves as he stepped through the curtain, but he had a dress jacket clutched in his right hand. He stopped for a moment to pull on the jacket before proceeding to where the two inspectors stood. As he walked, he smoothed out his jacket and his tie to produce the proper appearance.

Galinsky had obviously been expecting the two visitors. He wore a friendly but cautious look as he offered his hand and greeted them with a melodious ‘Servus’.

“So, how can I help you, gentleman?”

“Actually, we were hoping that you could give us some assistance identifying some items that were purchased here at your shop.” Dörfner then opened the police department packet and carefully poured out the three rings.

“Would you happen to recognize any of these rings?”

Galinsky peered down at the three pieces on the counter for no more than five seconds before picking up the ruby ring. He then inspected it for another three seconds.

“This one certainly. It belongs to Frau von Klettenburg.”

“Excuse me?”

Galinsky looked back up. “Frau Anneliese von Klettenburg.” He then turned to another assistant standing at attention a short distance away. “Franzl, could you please fetch the book with the von Klettenburg accounts. It’s the dark green book on the far right shelf.”

“Jawohl, Herr Galinsky,” the assistant replied before disappearing into the back room.
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