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ONE

F ritz pats his shirt pocket for his cigarettes. The pack is nearly empty, the cellophane crinkling beneath his fingers. The girl watches him, her wide, round American eyes taking in each movement. She perches on the edge of his metal kitchen chair. He has not risen from his seat. He doesn’t want her to see that the orange plastic has ripped, revealing a mottled brown stuffing and the coil of a spring.

The apartment is bad enough: two rooms with a makeshift kitchen and a bath down the hall. He can afford better but he still sees luxury as a sign of schiebers and politicians – men who get rich off the pain of others. His money has come from the careful investment of his twenty-year-old windfall into television and business machines. He never speaks of those investments, made outside of Germany into American companies. He sees it all as vaguely illegal, although young Germans of today would probably applaud his foresight.

He pulls the cigarette slowly from the top of the pack and resists the urge to sniff the tobacco as if he held a Cuban cigar. His cigarettes are thin, wrapped in brown paper, and unfiltered. He read in the American propaganda he receives that such cigarettes can kill a man – they have gone so far as to ban television advertising of all cigarettes in the United States – but they seem to have no effect on him. His fingertips are stained with nicotine, but his hands are unrecognisable to him anyway – thick, covered with tufts of white hair, with deep wrinkles. They look like his grandfather’s hands, the hands of a man who died before this century, now in its seventy-second year, was born.

‘You Americans all act as if the Demmelmayer case is the only thing that happened in Bavaria in 1929.’ He grabs the matches off his scarred end table. He flips open the match lid, pauses, and adds with only a touch of sarcasm, ‘There was a worldwide financial collapse in 1929.’

‘The Demmelmayer case was important to police work,’ the girl says. Her German is slightly accented. If he struggles, he can separate out the American inflections and discover how many of her teachers were Bavarian, Prussian, Pomeranian – or just plain ignorant.

With a single movement, he rips out a match. ‘I have already talked about Demmelmayer. To schoolboys in the Fifties, BBC commentators in the Sixties, and now to you. Someone wrote an entire book on the case. You can find all you need in there. You do not need to speak to me. I have no more to say.’

‘People have written about the case’s sensationalism,’ she says. ‘I am studying how it fits into the science of crime-solving. For my dissertation.’

He studies her a moment. Americans have flooded Munich all spring to prepare for the Olympics, and to see West Germany. She is no different. She has taken advantage of the cheap airplane tickets to do primary research on her doctoral dissertation, and she hounded him until he finally agreed to this interview. He still isn’t sure he should have let her into the apartment. When she came to the door, he stared at her in dumbfounded awe, unable to speak for nearly a moment.

The round doe eyes. The high cheekbones. The rich brownish blonde hair. She is a ghost from his past returned.

Until she speaks.

‘No one has examined the importance of your role,’ she says.

He blinks, still astounded at her uncanny resemblance to a woman fifty years dead. ‘What is your name again?’ he asks, more to clear his mind than to refresh his memory.

‘Annie. Annie Pohlmann.’

‘Well, Miss Annie Pohlmann, they have all looked at the importance of the investigator. I have been a celebrity twice for this case. Once when I solved it, and then again when your Mr Hitchcock considered Demmelmayer as a base for one of his films.’

‘I know about that.’ Her voice is soft. ‘He was never able to get a script he liked.’

‘The case was not dramatic enough for him.’ Fritz turns the match over in his hand. He remembers the man. Rotund, very British. A bit too interested in the graphic details. Fritz could not confide in Hitchcock, even though he had another story that might have interested the filmmaker. But despite their failure to work together, word of Hitchcock’s interest was enough for articles on Demmelmayer, then a book, and later a bad television film, all of which gave Fritz enough money to last the rest of his life.

The girl shakes her head. ‘Perhaps I am not communicating this clearly. I am writing about the way the inspector’s mind works, the way it puts the details together. I believe that only certain people can solve certain crimes.’

She doesn’t know how right she is. He puts the cigarette in his mouth. ‘And then what?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘After the crime is solved. It is like a movie, no? To your American senses. The crime is solved and all is well.’

She glances at the room, at its shabbiness, and her cheeks flush. She thinks he is talking about wealth.

He is not.

‘I expect it took a toll on you,’ she says politely.

‘What did?’

‘Demmelmayer.’

He snorts, the idea absurd, and with a flick of his thumb, lights the match. ‘And what led you to that conclusion?’

‘You retired soon after.’

‘No.’ The match burns down to his fingertips. He shakes it out. The unlit cigarette bobs against his lips as he speaks. ‘I worked another three years. No one remembers that. No one speaks of it.’

‘Under Hitler?’

‘I thought you were an historian,’ he snaps.

‘Of police procedures. I have no interest in Nazi Germany.’

He stares at her a moment, astounded that she believes she can study one part of a culture without studying another. The procedures he used, the procedures he changed, evolved because he was German, because he had been a soldier, because he had starved.

Because of Gisela.

He takes a deep breath, says, ‘Hitler did not come to power until 1933. What do they teach you in your American schools?’

‘Apparently not enough.’ She speaks with a touch of wry humour, as if she knows her education is lacking.

‘Then you should know that the Nazis introduced many new police techniques.’

‘None I want to study,’ she says.

‘Because you shock easily?’

She shakes her head. ‘I do not believe in studying the deeds of evil men.’

He strikes another match and, with a shaking hand, lights his cigarette. ‘You know a man’s heart, then?’

She frowns, swallows, and in an unconscious gesture, draws her bag closer to her body. ‘None of the histories say you were a Nazi.’

‘Many men go to great lengths to hide their past.’ He takes a drag. The nicotine is cool against his throat.

‘So you were.’

He shakes his head. ‘I was in England by then.’

‘But you believed –?’

‘It is not as simple as that.’ He stubs out the cigarette, disappointment filling him. Despite her looks, despite her curiosity, she is the wrong one. ‘You do not need to talk to me.’

She lets her bag fall. It thuds against the floor. His sudden refusal seems to have intrigued her. She glances at the tape recorder she has set on the table beside her. A strand of brown hair falls across her face. He is wrong calling her a girl. She is a woman of perhaps thirty years. Old enough to have children of her own. Old enough to write books about things she does not understand.

She brings her head back up, looks directly at him. ‘You worked for three more years,’ she says, her doe eyes full of compassion. ‘Yet no one speaks of it.’

He does not move. Her words catch him, her expression holds him. In it, there is something he has waited a long time to see.

‘Why does no one speak of it?’ she asks.

The air is full of a sudden tension. The question he has waited almost four decades to hear.

‘Because they do not think it important,’ he says. The words are a test. The final test. If she passes it, he will talk to her.

‘And you do.’

He takes another cigarette, presses its end against the half-smoked butt, using the old cigarette to light the new. Then he takes a puff, letting the acrid, unfiltered taste burn the back of his throat. He releases the smoke through his nostrils. The white wisps curl around his face, obscuring her and the tiny, shabby room. ‘I think,’ he says, pulling the cigarette from his mouth, ‘the things people fail to talk about are always the most important, don’t you?’

The smoke clears. He puts the cigarette on his ash tray. She tucks the loose strand of hair behind her ear. Americans all have a fresh-faced look, an innocence bred of good food and adequate medical care. She seems to have no response.

He sighs. For a moment, he thought she would be the one. But she has shown she is not. For a moment, though, he believed…

He stubs out the cigarette. The interview is over, and he wants a glass of beer. He tried to speak to her, but like the last, she is not willing to listen. Well, then. Perhaps the next. Or the next.

Please God, he hopes someone will listen before he dies.

‘Will you tell me why you quit?’ she asks, her voice soft.

His breath catches in his throat. He wishes he has not put out his cigarette. He tries not to sound too eager when he says, ‘If you listen to the whole story.’




TWO

The Föhn was still blowing when he arrived at Prinzregentenplaz. The wind carried dust from the gardens lining the buildings, off the cobbled streets, and into his eyes. He hated the Föhn – the wind some said brought hallucinations, and others claimed brought truth. Crime increased during the Föhn, a fact he always found odd, since the light Münich was so famous for was clearer when the strange wind blew down from the Alps. The Föhn had started the day before and had continued all night. And he had known, with a certainty that bordered on foresight, that change flew on this wind.

So he was not surprised to be called on a Saturday morning to one of the richest sections of the city, within walking distance of the Englischer Garten, the only peaceful place in the city. The few cars parked alongside the street were black and expensive, most of them Mercedes. The houses were Victorian, although some of the newer sported art nouveau facades. This block was full of apartment buildings, built for luxury, many two and three centuries old.

He stood in front of 16 Prinzregentenplaz, hands in the pockets of his overcoat. So far, only the men from his unit and the street police had arrived. Good. With a murder in a location like this, the political inspectors could not be far behind.
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‘At this time,’ he says, uncertain now about her level of knowledge, ‘the Bavarian police had three divisions. The Schutzpolizei or the –’ 

‘Schupo,’ she says, as if to prove herself. ‘They were what my country would call the beat police officers, the street patrol.’

‘They were more than that,’ he says, ‘but it will do.’ Then he waits. She smiles.

‘There was also the political police or the Abteilung IA –’

‘That was Berlin,’ he says. ‘Each German region had different laws, different organisations.’

‘Not that different,’ she says. ‘There were political police in Bavaria.’

He nods. ‘Indeed, but we had another name for them.’

She frowns. ‘What?’

‘Assholes.’ 

Her grin is crooked. It makes her face her own. ‘You were in the criminal police, and I know it was called Kriminalpolizei or the Kripo.’ 

‘It was,’ he says.

‘So the Kripo and the Schupo were there, and you were expecting the assholes.’

‘But they had not yet arrived.’ He leans back in his chair and continues.
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The building was imposing: five storeys high, with oriel windows and balconies from the second storey up. Gargoyles hung over the windows on the second floor, their grinning faces malevolent, their stone eyes taking in all around them. The curtains were closed on all but the attic windows: he could see nothing inside.

Fritz took a deep breath before entering. He had had six homicide rotations since he solved the most famous case in Munich. Each time, everyone from the Government Councilor to the Chief Inspector had expected him to catch the murderer within hours of the crime’s commission. He had, much to his own surprise – never confessed to the toll the job was taking on his dreams, and his nightmares. In his waking moments, he feared the next case, worried that he would not solve it, worried that this time it would steal his sanity completely.

This one was making him even more uncomfortable. Each case they handed him had a different degree of difficulty. The location of this one alone brought it into a whole new level.

Four stairs led to the main door. A constable blocked it, as he would in a crowded crime scene. Only here he fended off no one. Fritz took the stairs two at a time, his new boots shiny despite the dust. ‘Where?’ he asked.

‘Second floor,’ the constable said.

Fritz nodded and entered. The building smelled of polish, boot black and leather. The first floor held offices and smaller apartments. Another constable blocked the formal staircase. From somewhere above Fritz, a woman’s voice rose and fell, not keening but nearly so. The voice held so much anguish, he could feel an echo in his own bones.

He passed the second constable, gripped the polished railing, and climbed wide staircase like the young man he no longer was. He remained trim, although he no longer had to qualify for police athletics. Still, he felt that someday his great physical condition would save his life – and it nearly had in August, when he lost his footing in a riot sparked by a Communist rally outside the Hofbrauhaus.

When he reached the second floor he let go of the railing and paused a final time. His heart was pounding. He would fail this investigation if he did not concentrate, but he did not want to concentrate. The woman’s cry had awakened ancient ghosts in him as well.

The apartment covered the entire second floor. The landing was a brief stop for the other tenants to take before climbing to their own gran luxe apartments on the upper floor. The door to the second floor apartment was open, though, and from inside came the wail. The woman was actually speaking to someone in the sing-song voice of grief. He could hear mumbled male replies, barely audible, in response.

Fritz slipped inside the open door and nearly gasped at the richness before him. The floor was so well polished that it shined. Deep blue Oriental carpets began inside the foyer. Heavy curtains covering the nearest windows were in a matching blue, as were the deep-cushioned sofas. Oil paintings hung on the wall, the work dark and realistic. A few amateurish watercolours were mixed in, looking childish and out of place. The tables were made of mahogany – as highly polished as the floor. A pair of black leather gloves had been tossed onto the occasional table beside the door. They provided the only clutter in the otherwise pristine room.

A stout woman in her late forties sat on the couch, her hands over her face. A sergeant Fritz did not recognise sat across from her, speaking softly. She was sobbing now, her wails having ceased.

Another woman stood behind the sofa, hands on its back. She watched Fritz, her eyes dark in her wrinkled face. Her hair was piled on her head, and her mouth was a flat line.

The sergeant looked up. His expression was much more open than the woman’s.

‘Detective Inspector Stecher,’ Fritz said.

‘I know who you are,’ the sergeant said. ‘Your problem is down the hall.’

Fritz frowned at the choice of words, but said nothing. Instead he followed the dark blue runner, looking for, and finding, traces of blood.

The unease he had felt on the street grew.

The rooms on the street side of the apartment were spacious and echoed the same design as the foyer. All of the curtains were closed, and some of the lights were on, making it feel like night indoors.

The drops of blood grew into blots as he approached the end of the corridor. Another constable stood near the door, arms crossed, straining the shoulders of his greatcoat. He stared straight ahead as if the watercolour above the mahogany table fascinated him. Fritz glanced at the painting: buildings and stairways in old Vienna, done in stone browns and greens. The precise lettering on the posters hanging from a gate suggested a young artist’s reluctance to use his imagination.

The trail on the runner ended near the constable’s scuffed black boots. The blood went inward, through the door itself, into what appeared to be a bedroom.

‘Detective Inspector –’

‘Yes,’ the constable said. He was young, the neck strap from his helmet pushing up his chin. He smiled as if the movement hurt him. ‘You won’t like this.’

Fritz didn’t like it. He hated that the Schupo knew him and he didn’t know them. It made him wonder how many people on the street recognised him from the stiff drawings of him the papers had printed when they covered his cases.

He stepped inside, braced for the smell. Blood, sickly sweet and pungent, but not nearly as strong as he had expected. Old. A dead body had an odour all its own, but blood, blood was the scent of a newly minted crime scene.

The blood trail led to a stain at the base of a dark blue fainting couch. He crouched. The stain was huge – almost three feet in width and two in length. The edges were dry, but when he pressed on the middle of the stain, blood welled, black and moist. Someone had died here. No one could lose this much blood and live.

He stood. Curtains covered a single window next to a bed made with military precision. Flowers stood on the nightstands. A door adjoined this room with the one next to it, and in the space between the extra door and the wall stood another end table, this one older and made of cheap wood. Above it hung a formal photograph of Adolf Hitler, head of the NSDAP, the National Socialist German Worker’s Party. The man’s face was thinner than it appeared in person, but the camera had managed to capture the intensity of the eyes. Fritz turned away, hating this reminder that the political police would want a piece of this investigation.

A dressing table stood beside the fainting couch. Perfume bottles crowded against a wavy mirror. A matching hairbrush and comb still had strands of dark brown hair clinging to them. In the centre of the dressing table, a fountain pen lay across a curling piece of paper. The chair was pushed back at an odd angle, making it appear as if whoever sat in it had been interrupted.

Fritz turned to the constable. ‘Where’s the body?’

The constable bit his lower lip. ‘Gone, sir.’

‘Gone?’

‘Yes, sir.’ Colour stained the constable’s cheeks. ‘It was gone when we arrived.’

‘And the gun?’

‘There was no gun, either, sir.’

Fritz sucked in a mouthful of the heavy air, wishing for a cigarette. ‘All right, Constable. Bring me your sergeant.’

‘Yes, sir.’ The constable walked along the edge of the runner, careful to avoid the blood stains.

Fritz rubbed a hand over his face. Now he knew why they had sent him, even though he was one case away from his rotation in Inspectorate A, the Homicide unit. No other detective on the force had the reputation he had for solving difficult crimes. The techniques he had used first in Demmelmayer had become standard in Munich, but they were his techniques – no one else on the force seemed to have the ability to see details and piece them together the way Fritz did.

All he had been told was that a woman had been shot to death at 16 Prinzregentenplaz. The Chief Inspector had stared at Fritz with an urgency, an intensity, as if he had expected Fritz to gather information just from the address. Fritz had shrugged and said that he was always cautious about crimes committed in wealthy neighborhoods.

He clasped his hands behind his back and walked around the sofa, noting that small traces of blood – too tiny to be called drops; more like a fine mist – had landed on the carpet behind. He avoided those and stopped beside the dressing table. Keeping his hands behind his back, he peered at the piece of paper beneath the fountain pen.

The pen had left a blot of ink on the bottom of the sheet. Above it someone had written in a flowing script: When I come to Vienna, hopefully very soon – we’ll drive together to Semmering an–

Not a suicide note. He wasn’t even sure it was written by the dead woman. He wasn’t sure who the dead woman was – or if she was.

‘Sir?’ The sergeant he had seen earlier blocked the doorway, making the room seem dark. Fritz realised then that the only light came from one of the nightstands.

‘Tell me why we were called here.’

The sergeant was a large man. His blond hair stood in tufts, as if removing his helmet had pulled up the strands. His eyes were small and buried in the flesh that threatened to overwhelm his face. ‘The housekeeper says a girl was shot. Such cases always go to the criminal police.’

‘You never saw the body?’

‘No, sir.’

‘You were first on site?’

‘No, sir. Constable Wolfermann, whom you saw at the door below, he arrived first. When the housekeeper said someone had been shot, he sent for me. I called the Kripo.’

‘Did Constable Wolfermann see the body?’

‘No, sir.’

Fritz let out a hiss of air. Behind his back, he clenched his fists. ‘So we have blood and a supposed body. With all the deaths and riots in Munich, you believed this to be important?’

The sergeant licked his lips, swallowed, and then said, ‘The dead girl, sir. The dead girl, she is Herr Hitler’s niece.’




THREE

‘I   don’t understand,’ the girl says. ‘When you started telling me this story, you said no one thought it was important. This is about Hitler’s niece!’

This will be more difficult than he thought. ‘In those days,’ Fritz says, ‘Hitler was one of many small political leaders. We did not know what he would become.’

‘But clearly the sergeant understood this case is important. So is it? Or isn’t it?’

Fritz clenches his left hand. He doesn’t like Americans. They are so blunt and so demanding. ‘You said you would let me tell the whole story.’

‘But what is this about?’ she says. ‘It can’t be about Hitler.’

‘You said you would listen.’

‘But if he’d done such a thing, he would never have been elected to office.’

‘You are such an American,’ Fritz snaps. Then he makes himself take a deep breath, makes himself calm down. ‘This story is not about elections. It is about a crime. The most difficult crime I was ever assigned.’

‘More difficult than Demmelmayer.’

‘Infinitely.’ He runs a hand through his thinning hair. ‘I would like a beer. Would you like a beer?’

She glances at the tape recorder, frowning in the failing light. ‘I only brought one cassette. How long is this story?’

How long does it take a man to describe the end of his meaningful existence? One hour? Two? A day? A week? ‘Long,’ he says.

‘Then why don’t we finish up the investigation part today, and you can tell me the conclusions tomorrow.’

‘It is not that simple,’ he says. He needs something to do with his hands. He picks up the match box and turns it over and over between his fingers. Perhaps he has picked the wrong person to tell the story to. And it isn’t just her lack of history, her naive American beliefs in simple, clear justice. ‘You have never investigated crimes.’

He makes the question a statement, always, even now, pretending to know the answers in order to draw them out of his companion.

‘That’s right. I’ve never investigated anything except history.’ She grins. ‘I don’t know how the history of the police in the West even became my specialty. Too many episodes of Alfred Hitchcock Presents, I guess.’

‘So you only study technique. You do not practice it.’

She reaches to her left and pushes a button on the tape recorder. The faint whirring hum that has accompanied their conversation – a hum he hadn’t been aware of until now – stops. ‘I don’t even study technique, really. I’m more interested in cases. I first read about Demmelmayer when I was a little girl. I have always wanted to meet you, to write my book on Demmelmayer. The definitive book. But I wanted it to read like a murder mystery. But the dissertation has to come first.’

‘So you see me as a real life Sherlock Holmes?’

‘I’m afraid so.’ Colour touches her cheeks, adding to her healthy appearance. ‘Silly, huh?’

‘And if I turn out to be less than brilliant, you will still write this book?’

The surprise runs from her eyes to her hands. Her eyes widen, then her mouth opens and her hands nervously clutch her denim-clad knees. ‘You would like me to write about you? I thought I could only write about Demmelmayer, but you’re right. A biography would be even better.’

‘No,’ he says, the idea of recounting his life every afternoon until his death making his throat dry. ‘Stick to your cases. But feature this one as a counterpoint to Demmelmayer.’

‘They don’t even sound similar.’ The girl’s frown is back, a feature of her concentration. She would make a terrible criminal. He can read her even in the growing darkness. ‘At least in Demmelmayer, you had a body.’

‘At heart, Demmelmayer was a simple case. Too many suspects, but no nuances. I had to eliminate possible killers, track motives, use any evidence I could find. In reality, though, Demmelmayer was no more than a domestic homicide. The case became famous because Gustav Demmelmayer was famous.’

‘Adolf Hitler is famous,’ she says.

‘Now he is infamous, ’Fritz says. ‘Then, no one had heard of him outside of Germany. Certainly not Americans.’

He tries to say the word without contempt. But she doesn’t seem to notice. She has pushed a button on the tape recorder again. She tried to be circumspect but he saw the movement.

So she is intrigued again. Good. That makes his job easier. Although he must still explain the obvious to her, why he thinks this case a counterpoint to Demmelmayer.

He says, ‘The Raubal case is full of nuance, and everything about it is hidden. Everything. But it fits into your hypothesis. No one else would have finished this case. You will want it for your dissertation. Then you can decide later if you still want to write your book.’

He stands, knowing she won’t be able to see the hole in his chair in the darkness. ‘I would like a beer. Would you?’

‘Yes, one,’ she says. ‘And when I am done, I will have to go.’

‘We won’t finish tonight,’ he says.

‘I don’t mind.’ With the rush of words, he can almost feel her growing heart rate, the prickle under the skin, the excitement of the challenge. He remembers the feeling. He had felt it, underneath his anger, that morning in Prinzregentenplaz.




FOUR

Fritz’s fists clenched so hard, his short-cropped nails dug into his palms. But he kept his face impassive. He didn’t want the sergeant to see his frustration.

Adolf Hitler was a national figure with terrifying connections. His party, the National Socialist German Workers Party, had grown in popularity during the last few years. Its representation in the Reichstag had grown from 12 to 107 seats just the year before, and there was talk on the streets of Munich that Hitler himself would run for Chancellor in 1932. No wonder the Chief Inspector had looked at Fritz so oddly when he mentioned Prinzregentenplaz; just the week before they had been discussing how a man could go from being an impoverished enemy of the state to an influential politician who lived in one of Munich’s most coveted neighborhoods.

‘They say he is backed by the Kaiser’s son, August Wilhelm.’

Fritz blinked, as much with surprise as a refocus on his concentration. The sergeant was making small talk.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ Fritz said. ‘We are a democracy now.’

The sergeant sputtered. ‘And who would believe it? Last week –’

‘You spoke to the housekeeper?’ Fritz would not discuss politics. Not now. Not ever. Especially not with a member of the Schupo, whose politics could run with anything from the NSDAP to the Communists.

The sergeant straightened. ‘Briefly.’

‘When I came in?’

‘No. I was speaking to another servant.’

Fritz tilted his head back slightly. He was behind in this investigation. He had been behind from the moment he entered the building.

‘Where is the body?’ Fritz’s tone was getting sharper. He hoped it would mask the fear he felt like a thrum beneath his skin. This was the case. This one would defeat him. This one would prove that Munich’s wünderkind was a man after all.

Unless he grabbed control now.

‘I don’t know where the body is,’ the sergeant said. His eyes were shining. He wiped his hands on his uniform. ‘I’m just a street officer, sir. I have never had criminal training –’

‘Surely you’re smart enough to know that one cannot have a murder without a body.’ Fritz took a deep breath to calm himself. Yelling at the sergeant would do him no good. ‘Did you ask what happened to the body?’

‘The housekeeper called one of Hitler’s men to open this door. Apparently it was locked. When he saw the body, he took it.’

‘And do we know who this man is?’

The sergeant looked down. ‘You’ll need to talk with the housekeeper, sir.’

‘I will do that. You’re dismissed, sergeant.’

The sergeant nodded, then backed out of the room. Fritz did not watch him go. Instead he unclenched his fists and let his hands drop at his side. He was viewing a staged scene. The body was missing. Yet the household had been in such turmoil they summoned a constable, the lowest rank in Schupo, off the street, instead of calling for help from the Kripo. Deliberate? He didn’t know. But he didn’t like the situation.

Still, he would get his people to work the room, the entire apartment. He would interview the witnesses. He would need someone to guard them so that they couldn’t change any story they had. Because his first priority was finding that body before it disappeared for good.

[image: Book title]

A click snaps him back to the present. The room is dark except for the light filtering in from the street lights outside the window. The girl’s face is a ghostly reflection of itself. She smiles apologetically. ‘My tape has ended.’

He nods, then waves her away.

She stands hesitantly. ‘Would you like some light?’

He shakes his head. These memories belong in the darkness.

‘Maybe we could go for some dinner?’ Her voice trails off. She doesn’t want to. She clearly feels sorry for him.

‘I will see you tomorrow, precisely at eight. Bring coffee and pastries. I like plenty of frosting.’ He makes his tone light.

‘Will… will you be all right?’

He sighs. She will not leave him until he proves that he is fine. She seems to think the memories have disturbed him. Or that he is an old and frail man.

He is old.

He is not frail.

He snaps on the light beside his chair, blinking at the sudden brightness. ‘I have been alone most of my life. Another night will not hurt me.’

She glances around the room as if she has not seen it before. And it does look different in the artificial light. The framed photographs on the walls do not cover the water stains and peeling wallpaper. The light catches the specks of dirt on the picture glass, specks that obscure each photograph. He has seen them all a hundred times. He no longer needs to look, but she seems to.

‘At eight,’ he says. ‘Frosting.’

‘Yes, right.’ She runs a hand through her long brown hair, then grabs her bag and slings it over her shoulder. It lands with a thump against her back as she leans over to get her recorder. She makes a slight, almost inaudible grunt as she lifts it.

‘Tomorrow,’ she says, backing toward the door. Has he misread her? Does he look frightening in the dark? An athletic old man with a fierce face? Is that why she continues to watch him instead of turning her back on him? She puts her hand behind her and turns the knob. As she lets herself out, she calls, ‘Good night.’

He does not reply. The door closes with a click. He drinks the last sip out of his beer glass – an ancient stein he stole from the Cafe Heck on a dare – then sets it down. The apartment is too quiet. The American has left him with his ghosts.

Before he even thinks, he is across the room, picking up the receiver on the phone bolted to the kitchen wall. His index finger barely fits in the dial’s holes. He listens as the rotor turns, reflecting the size of each number he dials, but as he reaches the last one, he stops.

The last time he called, it cost him half a month’s rent for a scrawny blonde who did not know how to apply false eyelashes, and who wore pantyhose instead of silk stockings. When he complained, he was told that the girls met his fantasy out of courtesy because he was a long-time customer, but silk stockings were expensive, and no one really remembered what the 1920s were like, now, did they?

He hangs up the receiver and leans against the plastic countertop. If he is honest with himself, he knows it is not the pantyhose that distracted him. It is the ancient look in the girl’s eyes, a look he does not remember in Gisela’s. When he was younger, he could ignore the look or pretend it was not there. But he sees everything now, in his old age, as clearly as if it were blown in on the Föhn. And if he is really honest with himself, he will remember that by the time she left in January of 1923, Gisela’s eyes had no look at all. They were dead to everything but her own fear.

The dishes in the sink have the faint odour of soured milk. He needs to eat something, but he does not want to eat alone. Nor does he want more conversation. The past tightens his throat, churns his stomach. He will go to the beer hall down the block, eat sausage and sauerkraut, and drink until he cannot feel anymore.




FIVE

By the time he left the apartment, five members of his team had arrived. He only took the best of them – Henrich Felke, a detective sergeant who had worked well on previous cases. Fritz left four members on site: one to survey the crime scene, one to remove possible evidence, one to shepherd the witnesses to the precinct, and one to remain on the scene in case other people showed. Fritz spoke to the housekeeper enough to determine that Hitler had left after lunch the day before, and was not expected back all weekend. She did not know if anyone had informed him of the death.

The police coroner had offices near the police präsidium in the centre of town. When Fritz had become a member of Kripo in the mid-1920s, the coroner had also been a practicing doctor. But since the agitations of the last few years had risen, more and more of the coroner’s work had been for the police. He now handled only murders and accidental deaths, sometimes five to ten a day.

The doctor’s offices were in an ancient five-storey building. The grey stone was soot-stained, and the steps were worn in the centre. The building smelled of dust, old leather, and rubbing alcohol. Fritz always sneezed the moment he entered.

Henrich said nothing as he flanked Fritz down the long, arched hallway. When they reached the end they stopped in front of a wooden door with a frosted glass window. On the glass, in old German script, was the doctor’s name: Gerhart Zehrt. Henrich gripped the cut-glass door knob and turned it. The door squeaked as it opened, the ever-present smell of formaldehyde mixing with the scents in the hall. The reception desk was empty, as it had been since Zehrt switched his practice to police work, but the door behind it, leading into the office, was open.

Zehrt was wiping off a wooden examining table. His sleeves were rolled up to show his massive arms. He was wearing a white shirt which loosely covered his round stomach. A blood-stained smock had been tossed onto the room’s only chair. The walls were covered with glass-doored cabinets, revealing jars of medicines and canning jars filled with items that Fritz didn’t want to speculate about.

‘I have nothing here,’ Zehrt said without looking at them.

Fritz stopped at the open door. His relationship with Zehrt had always been cordial, sometimes even friendly. They had the same attitude toward detail, the same desire to catch even the most common criminal. Zehrt had never stopped him at the door before.

‘Henrich,’ Fritz said, without looking at his assistant, ‘I believe I left my cigarettes in the auto. Will you get them for me?’

Henrich nodded and clicked his boots together, a habit he had picked up from the soldiers in the department, even though he had been too young to serve in the war. He closed the outer door loudly as he left.

‘I am looking for the body of a young woman. Her name is –’ Fritz had to check his notes. The conversation with the housekeeper was more interesting for the information it lacked than the information he received ‘– Angela Maria Raubal. Also known as Geli. She would have been brought from Prinzregentenplaz.’

‘I have no such body here,’ Zehrt said. ‘It’s Saturday and the wife is making potato pancakes for lunch. I hope, this weekend, to get a chance to enjoy her cooking. No Communist marches, eh? No speeches. All quiet.’

The hair on the back of Fritz’s neck prickled. ‘I won’t keep you. I just want to see the body. Then I’ll be on my way.’

‘There is no body here,’ Zehrt said again. He continued wiping the faded and stained wood. His cloth was bloody.

‘But you had a body here earlier, didn’t you? That’s why you’re here this morning.’

Zehrt shrugged. He tossed the cloth on top of the smock, then went to the sink and washed his hands. ‘Too many people die on Friday night. The wife would think I had a lover if she did not know better. I am never home on Friday nights.’

‘I know you, Gerhart. You would have finished Friday night’s work on Friday night.’ Fritz crossed his arms. ‘I was told that three men brought a body here this morning.’

Zehrt studied him a moment. They both knew Fritz would not leave until he had what he wanted.

‘Two men,’ Zehrt said. His voice came out softly, like a sigh. ‘One dressed in the brown shirt of the National Socialist’s private army, and the other, well, you know Franz Xaver Schwarz.’

Fritz did. Schwarz was the treasurer for the NSDAP. The Kripo had accompanied the political police more than once in an effort to determine where NSDAP was getting money to finance its new offices. Fritz had gone along on more than one of those visits.

‘They called me. At home. I did not think it wise to say no.’ Zehrt dried his hands on a thin towel hanging from a ring beside the sink. He gripped the edge of the counter and bowed his head. ‘The body was already on the table when I arrived.’

Huge patches of sweat had dried under the arms of Zehrt’s white shirt, leaving yellowish stains. Fritz had never seen the doctor look so dishevelled.

‘You examined her?’ Fritz asked. ‘And she was dead?’

‘Suicide,’ Zehrt said. His voice had an odd strangled quality. ‘That is my determination. Suicide.’

‘How?’

Zehrt turned. His skin was grey, the lines deep around his mouth. ‘A single gunshot wound through the heart.’

Fritz started. ‘Through the heart?’

‘Through the heart.’

‘She lost a lot of blood for a single shot into the heart.’

For a moment, Fritz thought Zehrt wasn’t going to answer. Then he said, ‘The body was not discovered for some time.’

‘Enough time to leave a stain three feet wide and two feet long?’

‘I did not see where she was found,’ Zehrt said.

‘I did.’ Fritz crossed his arms over his chest. ‘You would have noted the blood loss.’

‘The body had lividity in the rear extremeties,’ Zehrt said. ‘The remaining blood had settled.’

‘She was on her back then,’ Fritz said.

‘So it would appear.’

‘Shot through the heart, she landed on her back. She had an exit wound.’

‘Yes.’ Zehrt swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing.

‘She fell onto the carpet. Such an odd thing for a woman to do. One would think she would sit on the bed, put the gun to her temple, and shoot.’

‘There is no understanding people,’ Zehrt said.

‘No,’ Fritz said. Zehrt’s nervousness was infecting him. ‘There is no understanding people.’

‘If that is all,’ Zehrt said, ‘I am expected at home –’

‘Was the rest of the body untouched?’ Fritz asked.

Zehrt turned around.

‘The poor girl was very beautiful. Did you ever meet her? I did. Once. At the opera. She was laughing. You should see her.’ Then he smiled. ‘I mean you should have seen her. At the opera. So lovely.’

He picked up a piece of paper off the counter and crumpled it. ‘Her mother is quite upset. The girl is to be buried in Vienna. They had a train to catch. Such a hurry to get the right papers. It is difficult to send a body across the border these days.’

He tossed the crumpled piece of paper into the empty metal wastebasket near the door. The basket pinged as the paper hit. ‘I am going to finish cleaning up. The wife has lunch waiting. Would you mind helping with the trash?’

Fritz frowned. Zehrt never played games with him. Fritz went to the waste basket, plucked the crumpled paper, and shoved it in his pocket. ‘You know, Gerhart,’ he said, ‘we do not drink beer as much as we used to.’

Zehrt rolled down his sleeves, but did not button the cuffs. ‘I do not socialise much any more. The wife believes it is not good for my health.’

His gaze finally met Fritz’s. Zehrt’s eyes were dark, the pupils wide. He was not nervous. He was scared. Fritz had never seen Zehrt scared before.

‘I thank you for the help with the clean-up,’ Zehrt said. ‘Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must get home.’

Fritz nodded, and backed out of the office. He glanced at the windows, but saw nothing, no one watching. He hadn’t had this feeling since 1919, just after the war, when a man had to watch his back at all times.

He let himself out of the office, and as he did, he heard the lock click behind him. He knew how the NSDAP stormtroopers could frighten. He had interrogated them for many of the violent crimes that Munich had seen in the last five years. But he had served alongside men just like them. They listened to authority. They thrived on fear.

Henrich was waiting at the car. He leaned against the driver’s door, arms crossed. He was not wearing his uniform, and the sleeves of his shirt were too tight, leaving lines in his wrist. When he saw Fritz, he said, ‘I couldn’t find your cigarettes. I was wondering if you wanted me to buy you a pack.’

Fritz shook his head. ‘I found them in my shirt pocket.’

He waved Henrich into the driver’s seat, and Fritz let himself into the passenger side. He waited until the car pulled out before taking the crumpled paper from his pocket.

‘So,’ Henrich said, ‘did he work on the girl?’

‘He saw her. But he’s afraid to talk about it.’ Fritz smoothed the paper on his lap. ‘Did you see anyone suspicious?’

‘In Munich?’

They both laughed. Everyone looked suspicious these days. The city had taken a slight turn, and what had seemed like bohemian strangeness before the war now appeared to be a manic desire for control. No one listened any more, although everyone expressed an opinion. The opinions merely grew louder and more violent.

Henrich turned the car back toward Bogenhausen. ‘Precinct?’

‘Yes.’ Fritz stared at the sheet of paper. It was dated 19 September 1931. That day’s date. ‘So, did you see anything?’

‘No,’ Henrich said. ‘Not even people passing by.’

Which was strange in and of itself. Fritz frowned at the piece of paper. It was a letter. It read: I have seen the body of Geli Raubal. She is, lamentably, a suicide. Please hasten the paperwork so that the body may be transported to Austria. The family would like to put her to rest outside of the public eye.

It was signed by Franz Gürtner, the Bavarian Minister of Justice.
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