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Friday 28th February 1930

The beam of light dances through the darkness, more reckless and wild than usual, it seems. Until the flickering subsides and takes form in the gentle outline of a face, sketched on the screen by light alone.

Her face.

Her eyes that open.

And gaze at him.

Sculpted in light for eternity, preserved from death for ever and all time. Whenever and as often as he desires, he can project her into this dark room, into this dark life. A life whose wretched darkness only one thing can illuminate: a dancing beam of light on the screen.

He sees her pupils dilate. Sees because he knows precisely what she is feeling. Something that is foreign to her and so familiar to him. He feels so close to her. Almost like in that moment captured there forever on celluloid.

She looks at him and understands, or believes she understands.

Her hands grip her throat, as if fearing she will choke.

She doesn’t feel any great pain, merely notes that something is different.

That something is missing.

Her voice.

That unbearable false voice which doesn’t belong to her. He has freed her from the voice which suddenly took possession of her like a strange, wicked power.

She tries to say something.

Her eyes display more surprise than horror, she doesn’t understand that he loves her, that he has only acted out of love for her, for her true angelic nature.

But it’s not about her understanding.

She opens her mouth and it’s just like before. At last he hears it again, her own voice has returned! Her true voice, which is eternal and cannot be taken away by anyone, which stands outside of time and has nothing of the present day’s dirt and vulgarity.

The voice that enchanted him when he heard it for the first time. The way it spoke to him, to him alone, despite the many others sitting alongside.

He can scarcely bear how she is looking at him. She has gazed out over the edge, has seen everything, not long now and she will lose her balance.

The moment she goes to ground.

Her gaze, which is suddenly so different.

The premonition of death in her eyes.

The knowledge that she will die.

That she will die now.

No going back.

Death.

Has come.

To her eyes.
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The man in the tuxedo smiled calmly at the woman in green silk, one hand in his pocket, the other holding a glass of cognac. His eyelids didn’t so much as flutter as she came to a halt just centimetres in front of him.

‘Did I hear you right?’ she hissed, shaking and breathing heavily.

He took a sip of cognac and smirked. ‘Looking at those delightful ears, I can hardly imagine them hearing wrong!’

‘You really think you can treat me like that?’

He seemed to enjoy her anger; the angrier she became, the more insolent his smirk. He paused as if giving the question serious thought. ‘Yes, actually. If I’m not mistaken, that’s exactly how you let Herr von Kessler treat you. Well, isn’t it?’

‘I don’t think that’s any of your concern, my dear Count Thorwald!’

He watched with amusement as she placed her hands on her hips. There was a flash of lightning from outside the window.

‘That’s not an answer,’ he said, gazing into his cognac.

‘Well then, how’s this?’

She’d raised her hand before even finishing the sentence. He closed his eyes in anticipation of a resounding slap that never arrived. A loud shout, which seemed to come from another world, was enough to freeze all their movements with instant effect.

‘Cu-u-ut!’

For a fraction of a second, they were both so rooted to the spot that it might have been a photograph. Then she lowered her hand, he opened his eyes, and together they turned their heads and gazed into the darkness, to where the parquet on which they were standing gave way to a dirty concrete floor. Squinting into the wall of light, she could just discern the outline of a folding chair and the man who had shut everything down with a single syllable. He now hung his headphones over the chair and stepped into the light, a wiry-looking fellow, tie loosely knotted and shirtsleeves rolled up. His speaking voice was velvety soft.

‘You were facing the wrong way, Betty, my angel,’ he said. ‘The microphones didn’t catch you.’

‘The microphones, the microphones! I can’t listen to it any longer, Jo! This has nothing to do with film.’ A quick sidelong glance at the sound engineer was enough to make the man pushing the buttons go red with embarrassment. ‘Film,’ she continued, ‘film is light and shadow, surely I don’t have to explain that to the great Josef Dressler! My face on celluloid, Jo! My appeal isn’t based on … microphones!’

She stressed the last word so that it sounded like a newly discovered and particularly revolting species of insect.

Dressler took a deep breath before answering. ‘I know you haven’t required your voice before, Betty,’ he said, ‘but that was the past. Your future begins with this film, and the future talks!’

‘Nonsense! There are lots of people who haven’t taken leave of their senses still shooting real films without microphones. Do you think the great Chaplin is wrong? Who’s to say sound films aren’t just a fashion everyone’s trying to keep up with, only to be forgotten when something else comes along?’

Dressler looked at her in astonishment, as if someone else had been speaking. ‘Me,’ he said. ‘All of us. You as well. Talkies are made for you, just as you are made for talkies. Sound films are going to make you huge. All you have to do is remember to speak in the right direction.’

‘Remember? It’s not about memory! When I play a role, I need to live it!’

‘Then live your role, but make sure you speak in Victor’s direction—and don’t raise your hand until you’ve finished your line.’

Betty nodded.

‘One more thing. You only need to tap him. You’re not supposed to hear the slap, just the thunder.’

Everyone on set laughed, Betty included. The trouble had blown over, and the atmosphere was relaxed again. Only Jo Dressler could do that, and Betty loved him for it.

‘Starting positions, let’s take it from the top!’

The director returned to his place and put his headphones back on. Betty resumed her position by the door, while Victor remained by the fireplace and reset his expression. As activity continued noisily behind the scenes, Betty concentrated on her part. She was a hotel employee, grappling with the consequences of pretending to be a millionaire’s daughter for the sake of her boss, and outraged at the insinuations this conman was making. This conman whom she would still kiss at the end of the scene—and who, far from being an arrogant trickster, would turn out to be modesty incarnate.

Sound and camera came back on, and the studio fell quiet as a church.

The clapperboard cut the silence.

‘Liebesgewitter, scene fifty-three, take two!’

‘And, action,’ she heard Dressler say.

Victor said his piece, and she worked herself into her film rage. She knew exactly where the camera was, as she always did, but acted as if there were no glass eye capturing her every movement.

She assumed her position by the fireplace and laid into Victor. A heavy microphone was hanging over his head, which she ignored, just as she ignored the cameras. She just had to speak to Victor. It was quite simple, Jo was right, and she knew she was good. As long as Victor didn’t fluff his lines, which was always a possibility, they’d soon have the scene in the can. She registered the lightning, which had come at the right time, and let herself be carried by her own rhythm. She counted slowly backwards and uttered the scene’s final words.

‘Well then, how’s this?’

Now … but she had hit him too hard! Well, Victor would live. It would make their quarrel seem all the more realistic.

Only now did she realise something wasn’t right.

There was no thunder.

Just a high-pitched, metallic noise, a soft pling. A small metal part must have fallen to the floor behind her.

She closed her eyes. No, please no! Not some stupid technical hitch! Not when she had been so good!

‘Shit,’ said Dressler. ‘Cu-ut!’

Although her eyes were closed she noticed the lighting change. Then it seemed a giant hammer struck her on the shoulder, the upper arm, the neck, with irresistible force, and when she opened her eyes again she found herself on the floor. What had happened? She heard a crack and sensed it had come from her body. She must have broken something. The pain gripped her so suddenly, so brutally, that for a moment everything went black. Above her she saw the cloths and steel trusses on the roof of the studio, and Victor’s horrified face staring at her before disappearing from her field of vision.

She tried to get up but couldn’t; something was burning her face, burning her hair, the whole of her left side. It was unbearable, but she couldn’t even turn her head. Something was pressing her to the floor, scalding her. She tried to escape the pain, but her legs wouldn’t obey, they wouldn’t move any more, no part of her body would. Like an army of mutineers, it refused every command. She smelt singed hair and scorched skin, heard someone screaming. It must be her own voice, and yet it seemed as if it was someone else, as if it couldn’t be her. Whoever was screaming and writhing and refusing to move was no longer a part of her, but a separate entity that could do nothing now but scream, scream, scream.

Victor’s face returned, not smirking anymore, but grimacing, eyes wide open and staring at her. His mouth was strangely distorted, not the face of his screen heroes, but resolute nonetheless. Only when she saw the water heading towards her, a shapeless jellyfish that seemed to hang forever in the air before reaching her, only then, in that endless moment, did she realise what he was doing and that this would be the last thing she ever saw.

Then there was only a glistening light that enveloped her completely. No, more than that: she herself was light, for a fraction of a second she was part of a luminosity never before experienced. Never before had she seen so clearly, and yet in the same moment she knew it was precisely this luminosity that would plunge her into darkness, irretrievably and for ever.
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Sch. defended herself stoutly. Nevertheless, ‘Baumgart’ forced her onto her back and tried to pull down her breeches. In response to her threat that she would scream if he didn’t let her alone, ‘Baumgart’ sneered that she could scream all she liked, no one would hear. In the ensuing struggle, Sch. said she would rather die than bend to his will, to which ‘Baumgart’ replied: ‘Then you shall die…’

‘Would the gentleman like anything else?’

‘Then you shall die,’ he mumbled.

‘Pardon me?’

Rath looked up from his journal at a waiter standing at his table, a tray of dirty crockery in one hand. ‘Forget it,’ Rath said. ‘It’s not important.’

‘Can I bring you anything else, Sir?’

‘Not at the moment, thank you. I’m waiting for someone.’

‘Very good.’ The waiter cleared Rath’s empty coffee cup from the table and moved off, a penguin in a huff, balancing his tray through the rows of chairs.

The café was slowly filling up. Soon he would have to defend the free chair on his table. She was unusually late. Hadn’t she understood what this was about? Or had she understood and decided to stay away as a result?

She shouldn’t have telephoned him at the office. She didn’t get it. She had been trying to do him a favour, just as she was always trying to do him favours he’d never asked for. That was the only reason she’d wanted to go to the Resi with him. Surely he must approve, she had said, flourishing the tickets for the costume ball. He was a Rhinelander after all.

Fasching! The word alone was enough, but that was what they called Carnival in Berlin, Fasching. Rath could guess what awaited him there: the obligatory costume, the obligatory wine, the obligatory good mood, the obligatory I-love-you, the obligatory we-belong-together-for-evermore.

The abortive telephone call had been a cruel reminder of what his relationship with Kathi really was: a New Year’s Eve acquaintance that had survived too long into the New Year.

He had met her just before midnight and they had toasted the coming year, both of them already somewhat worse for wear, before spontaneously locking lips. Next they had made a move for the punchbowl, where some clever clogs was holding forth, destroying everyone’s hopes for the new decade by claiming it wouldn’t really begin until 1931 since, mathematically speaking, 1930 was, in fact, the final year of the Twenties.

Rath had shaken his head and refilled their punch glasses while Kathi listened, spellbound by the mathematician’s missionary zeal. He actually had to drag her away, back onto the roof garden and into a dark corner where he had kissed her again while, all around them, people laughed and cried out as the fireworks whistled and banged in the night sky above Charlottenburg. He kissed her passionately until she let out a short, sharp cry of pain. Her lip was bleeding, and she gazed at him with such surprise that he began to apologise. Then she laughed and pulled him towards her once more.

She took it for passion, but really it was rage, an unspeakable aggression that was blazing its own trail, venting itself on an innocent party, later too, when she took him back to her little attic room and he spent himself, as if he hadn’t known a woman for a hundred years.

She called it lovemaking, and his rage she called passion.

She had been wrong about everything that came after too. Their love, as she called it, whatever existed between them, something he could find no name for, which had begun with fireworks and hopes for the future, had never had a future, not even at the start. He had sensed it even during those first kisses, as alcohol and hormones swept aside all reservations. He had known it at the latest by the next morning, when she had brought him fresh coffee in bed, and gazed at him adoringly.

At first he had been delighted at the smell of coffee, but then he had seen her lovestruck face.

He had drunk the coffee and smiled at her wearily.

That first lie was the first of many to come, sometimes without his meaning to lie, sometimes, indeed, without his even knowing that he was lying in the first place. With each day the lie grew bigger, and with each day more unbearable. He should have said something a long time ago.

Her voice on the line just now, her forced merry chatter about the Fasching ball, about arrangements, fun and fancy dress, and other trivial matters, had opened his eyes. It was time to put an end to it, but not over the telephone, and certainly not his work telephone. Rath had peered over at Gräf, as the detective leafed intently through some file or other, and without further ado asked Kathi to join him in Uhlandeck. So that they could talk.

‘What business do you have on the Ku’damm? We need to get to Schöneberg,’ Gräf had said, without looking up.

‘You’re going to Schöneberg.’

Rath had handed his car keys to the detective and hitched a ride to Uhlandeck. Kathi’s workplace was nearby. Even so, there was no sign of her.

Rath reopened the Kriminalistische Monatshefte, the journal he had been reading before the waiter came. Superintendent Gennat, his boss at Alexanderplatz, was reporting on the spectacular investigation in Düsseldorf, a series of gruesome unsolved murders, in which he and a few hand-picked Berlin colleagues were assisting the local CID. Rath had declined the opportunity to go with them, despite knowing that his refusal disappointed Buddha and would most likely stall his own career.

Being chosen by Gennat was an honour, something you couldn’t turn down so easily. Rath’s father, however, had advised against a return to the Rhine Province, even if it was Düsseldorf and not Cologne. Too dangerous, Police Director Engelbert Rath had said, LeClerk and his newspapers could get wind of the fact that Gereon Rath was still working as a police officer, and everything they had put in place a year before would be for nothing.

But how frustrating! The Düsseldorf case was the most spectacular in Prussia for years: nine murders allied to a number of attempted murders within the space of a few months. The Düsseldorf police had assumed it was a lone perpetrator and in so doing triggered uncontrollable hysteria throughout the city. Gennat didn’t believe in drawing such hasty conclusions and had set out the specific features of each individual Düsseldorf murder.

It was the perfect case for the Monatshefte. In each edition Gennat reported on the state of the investigation, which, despite the high-profile assistance of his Berlin team, was still going nowhere. Lacking concrete results, he had painstakingly listed the victims: the nine deceased, but also four with serious and five with minor injuries, all recorded in the Düsseldorf area during the past few months. The 26-year-old domestic servant, Sch., whose fate he had so vividly described, had only survived with serious injuries because the perpetrator had been interrupted.

Rath had read each instalment while holding the fort at Alex, making do with the scraps that Detective Chief Inspector Böhm fed him under the table. Of all people, it was the bulldog Böhm whom Gennat had entrusted with leading the Homicide Division at Alex during his absence. For Gereon Rath that meant running tedious errands or, at best, accepting cases no one else wanted. Like that of Isolde Heer, who had turned on her gas stove in Schöneberg two days before without lighting it. There were any number of cases like that at the moment. Suicides were enjoying a boom this winter. They were hard work, and investigating officers had little opportunity to cover themselves in glory. Most cases were handled by local CID in their individual precincts, but every now and then a few found their way to headquarters. Once there, they landed unerringly on the desk of Gereon Rath.

He leafed through the journal to where his reading had been interrupted.

Thereupon, Sch. felt the sudden thrust of a knife to her throat, and cried loudly for help. She thought her cries were immediately reciprocated. ‘Baumgart’ again stabbed at her, wounding her seriously in the back. As mentioned elsewhere, at this point the tip of the dagger broke and became lodged in her spine …

‘Telephone for Inspector Rath!’ A boy moved through the rows of tables, carrying a cardboard sign containing the word Fernsprecher in big block letters. ‘Telephone, please, Inspector Rath!’

It took Rath a few seconds to realise who the boy meant, then he raised his hand as if he were in school. A few customers turned to face him as the boy approached his table.

‘If you would be so kind as to follow me…’

Rath left the journal face down on the table to save his place. As he followed the cardboard sign to the booth, he speculated on whether it was Kathi cancelling by telephone. Well, if that was how she wanted to play it …

‘Cabin Two,’ said the boy.

He was immediately confronted by two public telephones behind glazed doors made of dark wood. A lamp was shining over the one on the right. The boy pointed towards the gleaming brass ‘Two’ located next to the lamp.

‘You just need to lift the receiver,’ he said. ‘Your call has already been put through.’

Rath closed the door behind him. The murmur of voices from the café could now scarcely be heard. He lifted the receiver, took a deep breath and identified himself.

‘Rath? Is that you? At last!’

‘Chief Inspector?’ He knew only one person who barked like that into the telephone. DCI Wilhelm Böhm.

The bulldog had an uncanny knack of catching him on the hop. ‘What are you up to, man? You should brief your colleagues a little more thoroughly! Fräulein Voss couldn’t even say what you were doing out west!’

‘Isolde Heer,’ Rath muttered, ‘her suicide has been confirmed. The report is as good as done. It’ll be on your desk tomorrow.’

‘Have you joined the literati? Or perhaps you can explain why you’re writing your reports in a café?’

‘A witness works close by and suggested that we mee…’

‘Doesn’t matter anyway. Forget all that and grab that assistant detective of yours…’

‘You mean detective…’

‘And head out to Marienfelde. Terra Studios. Fatal accident just came in. Our colleagues in 202 have asked for assistance. Seems more complicated than they first thought.’

Or they’re worried about knocking off on time, Rath mused. ‘An accident,’ he said. ‘Sounds exciting. What was the name of the studio again?’

‘Terra. The film lot. Someone’s fallen from the scaffolding or something. I’ve sent you a car, your colleagues know the way.’

‘How can I ever repay you?’

Böhm pretended not to notice Rath’s sarcasm. ‘Oh, Inspector,’ he said. ‘One more thing.’

Shit! Never get on the wrong side of your superiors.

‘Yes?’

‘That Wessel is being buried tomorrow at five. I’d like you to keep an eye on things. Discreetly of course.’

Well, of course, the bulldog had found another way to ruin his weekend! The ideal combination: a thankless task, perfectly timed for his Saturday afternoon off, and of guaranteed insignificance to further investigations.

‘And what exactly am I supposed to be keeping an eye on, Sir?’ Rath didn’t see the slightest use in hanging around the cemetery in such a politically charged case, whose sequence of events had long been established. It might be something for the political police, but not for a homicide detective in A Division.

‘I don’t have to explain how CID operates,’ Böhm snapped. ‘It’s routine! Just keep your eyes peeled!’

‘Yes, Sir.’

The bulldog hung up.

Visiting the funerals of murder victims was indeed part of A Division’s routine—only it was clear that tomorrow wouldn’t resemble a funeral so much as a political rally. Nor would it shed any new light on a case that was already crystal-clear. A few weeks ago, a pimp had fired a bullet into the mouth of a young SA Führer who had liberated one of his ‘girls’. On Sunday the Stormtrooper had died, and Goebbels’s newspaper Der Angriff had made a saint of the youth who had fallen in love with a whore and paid for it with his life, a martyr for the movement, or Blutzeuge as the Nazis called it.

The pimp had been in custody for six weeks and already confessed, citing self-defence, although he and his Communist pals had forced their way into the victim’s flat. The public mood had been stirred and the police, expecting violence between Nazis and Communists, had stood a few hundred uniformed officers at the ready. This was where Böhm was sending him! Into this seething cauldron. Perhaps the DCI was hoping that some Nazi or Commie would fell him by mistake.

Rath stayed on the line and put a call through to Schöneberg, reaching Gräf in Isolde Heer’s flat. Five minutes later, he was standing on the pavement by Uhlandeck waiting. Kathi still hadn’t materialised but, by now, it was too late for a heart-to-heart.

Böhm hadn’t let him use the murder wagon. A green Opel from the motor pool was double-parked on the Ku’damm. Detective Czerwinski peeled his overweight body from the passenger seat and opened the door to the back. Assistant Detective Henning was at the wheel.

Rath sighed. Plisch and Plum, as the inseparable duo were known at the Castle, were hardly the most ambitious investigators at Alex, which was probably why Böhm kept foisting them on him. Henning briefly tipped his hat as Rath squeezed into the back seat. Long, sturdy wooden poles and a cumbersome-looking crate meant he barely had any room.

‘What the hell is that?’

‘The camera,’ Henning said. ‘Shitty Opel can’t fit it in the boot!’

‘It would have fit in the murder wagon!’

Henning shrugged his shoulders apologetically. ‘Böhm needs it.’

‘To drive to Aschinger, or what?’

Henning gave a deliberate laugh, as was expected of an assistant detective when an inspector cracked a joke. No sooner had Czerwinski reclaimed his place in the passenger seat than his partner stepped on the gas. The Opel performed a screeching U-turn and switched to the oncoming lane, banging Rath’s head on the roof hinge. As the car turned into Joachimsthaler Strasse, he thought he could just make out Kathi’s red winter coat in the rear-view mirror.
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The studio was situated near the racetrack. Henning parked next to a sand-coloured Buick in the courtyard. Gräf had hurried over, spurred on by the prospect of working on something other than Isolde Heer’s suicide. A death in a film studio. Perhaps they would run into Henny Porten.

The studio rose a short distance from the road and looked like an oversized greenhouse, a glass mountain that seemed out of place in the midst of the bland industrial Prussian architecture surrounding it. A long brick wall lined the site, with a police officer from the 202nd precinct standing guard so discreetly it was barely possible to make out his blue uniform from the road.

‘This way, gentlemen,’ he said when Rath showed his badge, gesturing towards the large steel door. ‘Your colleague is already inside.’

‘What happened?’ Rath asked. ‘We only know there was an accident.’

‘An actress copped it in the middle of filming. That’s all I know.’

Behind Rath a panting Henning struggled under the weight of the camera. The officer opened the steel door and the slight assistant detective manoeuvred the camera and its bulky tripod through. Rath and Czerwinski followed.

Inside, they couldn’t make out the enormous windows that moments ago had made the building seem like a palm house. Heavy cloths hung from the ceiling, and the walls were covered in lengths of material so that Henning had to take care not to come a cropper. There were cables snaking every which way over the floor.

Rath moved carefully through the cable jungle and looked around. The place was crammed with technical devices: spotlights on tripods, in between them a glazed cabinet reminiscent of a plain confessional. Behind the thick yet spotlessly clean pane of glass Rath discerned the silhouette of a film camera. A second camera stood on a trolley with a tripod, this time enclosed in a heavy metal casing with only its object lens peeking out. Next to it was a futuristic-looking console with switches, pipes and small, flashing lights, on which there lay a pair of headphones. A thick cable led from the console to the back, where a set of thinner cables connected it to a kind of gallows from which hung two silvery-black microphones. Expensive parquet, dark cherrywood furniture, even a fireplace—it looked as if an elegant hotel room had got lost and wandered into the wrong neighbourhood. There were no cables on the floor of the set.

The cluster of people seemed just as out of place amidst the elegance: scruffily dressed shirtsleeves alongside grey and white workers’ overalls. The only person wearing respectable clothing was dressed in a tuxedo and sitting apart on one of the folding chairs between the tripod spotlights and cable harnesses, a blond man sobbing loudly into his hands. A young woman in a mouse-grey suit leaned over him, pressing his head against her midriff. The crowd on the parquet floor talked quietly amongst themselves, as if the stubborn claims of the flashing warning sign above the door still held. Silence, it said, filming in progress.

Rath squeezed behind Henning, past a bulky tripod spotlight and onto the set. The assistant detective dropped the heavy camera stand onto the floor with such a crash that everyone looked round. The crowd parted and when Rath spotted Gräf next to two officers he understood the quiet, why the most anyone dared to do was whisper. Dark green silk glistened by Gräf’s feet, the folds almost elegantly arranged, as if for a portrait, but in reality shrouding the unnaturally hunched body of a woman. Half of her face had suffered scorched skin, raw flesh, seeping blisters. The other half was more or less obscured, but hinted at how beautiful the face must once have been. Rath couldn’t help but think of Janus, of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. The blonde hair, perfectly coiffed on the right-hand side, had been almost completely burned away on the left. Head and upper body glistened moistly, the silk clinging wet and dark to her breast and stomach. A heavy spotlight pressed her upper left arm to the floor.

Gräf made a detour of the corpse to get to him.

‘Hello, Gereon,’ he said and cleared his throat. ‘Nasty business. That’s Betty Winter lying there.’

‘Who?’

Gräf gazed at him in disbelief. ‘Betty Winter. Don’t say you don’t know who she is.’

Rath shrugged his shoulders. ‘I’d need to see her face.’

‘Best not,’ Gräf swallowed. ‘The spotlight caught her square on. It fell from up there.’ The detective gestured towards the ceiling. ‘Comfortably ten metres, and the thing’s heavy. Apart from that, it was also in use. It would have been scorching.’

Rath craned his neck upwards. Under the ceiling hung a steel truss, a network of catwalk grating to which entire rows of different-sized spotlights had been attached. In between were dark lengths of cloth like monotonous, sombre flag decorations. In some places, the heavy fabric hung even lower than the lighting bridges it partially obscured. Directly above the corpse was a gap in the row of spotlights. Only the taut, black cable that must have still been connected to the mains somewhere above indicated that anything had ever hung there.

‘Why do they need so many spotlights?’ Rath asked. ‘Why don’t they just let the light in from outside? That’s why film studios are made of glass.’

‘Sound,’ Gräf said, as if that explained everything. ‘Glass has bad acoustics. That’s why they cover everything. It’s the quickest way to turn a silent film studio into a sound film studio.’

‘You’re well informed!’

‘I’ve just spoken to the cameraman.’

The spotlight that had struck the actress was much bigger than those CID used to illuminate crime scenes at night. The steel cylinder’s circumference was at least the size of a bass drum. The power cable had barely checked its fall, let alone prevented it. Only the lagging had slowed it, with the result that in some places naked wire was exposed.

‘And this hulking brute has the poor lady on its conscience?’ Rath asked.

Gräf shook his head. ‘Yes and no.’

‘Pardon me?’

‘She didn’t die immediately. The spotlight practically roasted her, especially as the connection hadn’t been cut and the light was still on. And her partner was standing right beside her…’

‘The heap of misery in the smoking jacket?’

‘Yes, Victor Meisner.’

‘I think I’ve heard of him.’

Gräf raised his eyebrows. ‘So you do go to the cinema?’

‘I saw him in a crime film once. He spent the whole time brandishing a gun, rescuing various women.’

‘He was probably in rescue mode just now too. Only instead of a gun he used a pail of water. They’re everywhere here, because of the fire risk. Anyway, it seems he gave old Winter a massive electric shock. At any rate she stopped screaming right away, and all the fuses tripped out.’

‘She might have survived the accident?’

Gräf shrugged his shoulders. ‘Let’s see what the doctor says. At any rate her career as an actress was over the instant the spotlight struck her. Even if she had survived, she’d hardly have been making romantic comedies.’

‘Looks as if that poor wretch realises what he’s done.’ Rath pointed towards the sobbing Meisner.

‘Seems that way.’

‘Spoken to him already?’

‘Our colleagues have tried. Pointless…’

‘Unresponsive?’

‘Nothing we can use anyway…’

A loud crash stopped Gräf in his tracks. He glanced at Czerwinski and Henning, who had begun to unfold the camera stand somewhat awkwardly. ‘Perhaps I should take the photos,’ he said. ‘Before those two dismantle the camera completely.’

Rath nodded. ‘Do it. Let them question the rank and file. Most likely they all saw something.’

Gräf shrugged. ‘The cameraman saw everything. The director too. That’s part of their job.’ The detective gestured towards a wiry-looking chap who was talking quietly but no less forcefully to a balding, well-dressed man in his mid-fifties.

Rath nodded. ‘I’ll have a word with him in a moment. Where’s the man responsible for the spotlights?’

‘No idea. I can’t take care of everything.’

‘Tell Henning to find him and send him to me.’

Gräf turned away and Rath moved towards the blubbing Meisner. When Rath was standing directly in front of him, he stopped sobbing and looked up. The woman in grey stroked his shoulders reassuringly as Rath produced his badge. The man gazed at him beseechingly until, suddenly, despair erupted from him.

‘I killed her,’ he cried, ‘I killed Betty! My God, what have I done?’ His hands dug into Rath’s trouser legs. The woman in grey came to his aid.

‘It’s all right, Victor,’ she said softly.

She took the actor’s slender hands and dragged him away from Rath onto the director’s chair, where he buried his face in her grey skirt.

‘Surely you can see he can’t talk now,’ she said, ‘he’s in shock! I hope the doctor gets here soon.’

Rath knew that Dr Schwartz was on his way, but he doubted whether the acerbic pathologist was the right man to comfort a tender soul like Victor Meisner. He gave the woman his card.

‘There’s no need for Herr Meisner to make a statement just now. He can come to the station when he’s feeling better. Monday at the latest.’

Rath had the feeling she was gazing right through him. He wrote the date on the card, as well as a time. Eleven o’clock. He couldn’t afford to give the poor devil any more grace than that.

‘You look after him for now,’ he said. ‘The best thing would be to take him to hospital.’

‘Do what the man says, Cora,’ a deep voice said, ‘it’s better if Victor doesn’t stay here any longer than necessary.’

Rath turned to the balding man who had been speaking to the director. Cora led Victor Meisner to the exit.

‘Bellmann,’ the man said, introducing himself. ‘La Belle Film Production. I’m the producer of Liebesgewitter.’

‘La Belle?’ Rath shook his hand. ‘I thought this was Terra Film.’

‘The rooms, but not the production. Very few film companies can afford their own studio. We’re not Ufa, you know,’ Bellmann said, and it sounded almost apologetic. He pointed towards the director. ‘Jo Dressler, my director.’

‘Jo?’

‘Josef sounds too old-fashioned,’ the director said and stretched out a hand. ‘Good day, Inspector.’

‘We still can’t believe it.’ Bellmann said. ‘In the middle of the shoot!’ He looked genuinely shaken. ‘Liebesgewitter was supposed to be screening in cinemas in two weeks.’

‘So soon?’

‘Time is money,’ Bellmann said.

‘We still had two days of filming scheduled,’ Dressler explained. ‘Today and tomorrow.’

‘The film’s nearly finished?’

Dressler nodded.

‘A tragedy,’ Bellmann said. Then he gave a nervous laugh and corrected himself. ‘The accident, I mean. The accident is a tragedy. The film, of course, is a comedy. A divine romantic comedy, something completely new. Divine in the true sense of the word.’

Rath nodded, though he didn’t understand a thing. ‘Did you see how it happened?’

Bellmann shook his head. ‘By the time I arrived she was already lying motionless on the floor. But Jo, you can tell the inspector…’

The director cleared his throat. ‘Well, as I said to your colleagues … it was just before the end of the scene. We were already shooting it for the second time, and it was going well. We just needed the slap and the thunder, then it’d have been a wrap…’

‘Thunder?’

‘Liebesgewitter is the story of Thor, the Norwegian God of Thunder, who falls in love with a girl from Berlin and courts her as Count Thorwald. Whenever the two of them come together, it thunders.’

Rath thought it sounded completely insane. This was the film that was supposed to launch Betty Winter’s sound career?

‘Well,’ Dressler continued, ‘suddenly the flood crashed down from the ceiling.’

‘The flood?’

‘The spotlight that struck Betty. It knocked her to the floor and buried her underneath it. My God, the way she was lying there screaming, and no one could help her—it was just dreadful…’

‘Why didn’t anyone help her?’

‘Do you know how hot a spotlight gets? It isn’t just something you can manhandle.’

‘But there was one person who tried…’

‘You mean Victor?’ Dressler shrugged his shoulders. ‘I don’t know what came over him. It was their scene and he was standing right next to her. Well, who knows what goes through a person’s mind? There’s someone right next to you, and you smell their burnt skin, hear them scream—you want to help, don’t you? And the way she was screaming!’ He shook his head. ‘We all stood as if paralysed. Before we understood what he was doing he’d tipped the fire bucket over her.’ He cleared his throat before continuing. ‘She stopped screaming immediately, and started … her whole body started twitching … in protest, almost … and then there was a bang. All the fuses had tripped and the lights went out.’

‘Then?’

‘It took a few seconds before we could see anything again. I was first there, after Victor, I mean. Betty was dead.’

‘How could you tell?’

‘I … I felt her carotid artery. There was no pulse.’

‘Incomprehensible, isn’t it?’ Bellmann said. ‘A devastating loss for the German film industry.’

Rath looked at the producer. ‘Do things like this often happen?’

‘Like what?’

‘Like spotlights falling from the roof? The structure up there looks a bit wobbly to me.’

Bellmann flew off the handle. ‘Listen to me, Inspector, it might look a little temporary, but believe me, it’s all checked and approved. Ask your colleagues from the Department of Building Regulations!’ He grew louder. ‘This is a glasshouse, perfect for shooting films, but not for recording sound. That’s the reason for the renovations—we’re still in the middle of them. Soundproofing, you see. With talkies it’s more important than daylight, which is something we must unfortunately make do without. As far as lighting is concerned, we’ve always had the best equipment. Our spotlights are among the most state-of-the-art in the industry today, Nitraphot lamps…’

It was an inappropriate remark given that an actress had died under just such a modern spotlight. Bellmann fell silent and Rath did nothing to ease his embarrassment.

Some people allowed their reserve to be broken by this sort of thing, but Bellmann kept himself in check, probably a useful skill in his profession. The director seemed less assured, transferring his weight from one leg to the other as if he needed to go to the bathroom. Before he could say anything unguarded, however, Henning appeared with a slightly built man in tow whom he introduced as Hans Lüdenbach. In his grey work overalls he had the look of an underpaid caretaker.

‘Are you the lighting technician?’ Rath asked.

‘Senior lighting technician.’

‘Then you’re responsible for the spotlight that grew a mind of its own up there?’

The little man opened his mouth to say something, but Bellmann got in first. ‘It goes without saying that the responsibility is mine alone.’ He sounded like a has-been politician attempting to forestall the opposition’s demand for his resignation.

‘Well, someone’s messed up, and if it wasn’t the manufacturer of the lighting system, then it must have been one of your people.’

‘Impossible,’ Lüdenbach said.

‘Don’t you make regular checks to ensure everything up there is screwed in tight? You are the senior lighting technician.’

‘Of course we do! We can’t do any filming until the light’s right.’

‘And everything with the flood was OK?’

‘Optimum settings. The light was perfect. I don’t know why the fixtures gave way. I’d need to have a closer look.’

‘You mean you haven’t done that yet?’

Lüdenbach shook his head. ‘Your people prevented us. We shouldn’t touch anything was the first thing they said.’

‘Then show me where the flood was hanging.’

Lüdenbach made for a narrow steel ladder, which seemed to lead straight into the sky, and Rath wondered whether you needed to be as thin as Hans Lüdenbach for the trestles to hold. Heights of ten metres were enough to make him break out in a cold sweat, so he didn’t look down as he climbed, focusing on the grey overalls moving above. Nor did he gaze downwards as he followed the technician across the rickety grating, the structure rattling and squeaking with every step.

He groped his way forward, hands gripping the rail, but couldn’t help looking at the tips of his shoes whenever he took a step. The studio floor seemed impossibly distant through the iron grille beneath his feet.

A curious floor plan was beginning to emerge as viewed from above. Next to the fireplace room that housed the dead woman was a hotel reception and a simple servants’ quarters, and next to it a pavement café. The door of the fireplace room, meanwhile, led straight into a police office with holding cell. Most likely all part of the Liebesgewitter set. From below came the glare of a flash. Gräf had started his work. Rath forced himself to look up. The senior lighting technician had disappeared.

‘Hey!’ Rath cried. ‘Where have you got to?’

The maze of steel grates was more confusing than it looked from below, mainly because of the heavy lengths of fabric hanging everywhere from the ceiling and obscuring his view.

‘Here it is.’ The voice of the senior lighting technician sounded muffled, but seemed nevertheless to be close at hand. ‘Where have you got to?’

Having worked his way forward by a few metres, Rath saw Lüdenbach again, crouched by the floor of the grating, three metres away at most. ‘Be right with you,’ he said. ‘Don’t touch anything!’

His hands were knotted in pain and there was sweat on his forehead, but he didn’t let it show as he inched his way forwards. Lüdenbach indicated a mounting. ‘Here,’ he said as Rath crouched beside him, ‘take a look at this. I don’t believe it! There should be a threaded bolt here. It must have come loose. Impossible really, they’re all secured with a cotter pin.’

Rath looked at the mounting close-up. ‘Maybe the bolt’s broken!’

Lüdenbach shrugged his shoulders helplessly. ‘There’s still the one on the other side.’

The picture was the same there, however: no threaded bolt.

Lüdenbach shook his head. ‘I can’t believe it,’ he muttered. ‘I just can’t believe it!’

They stood up. Rath held onto the swaying platform and his sweaty hands immediately cramped up again. He felt decidedly queasy, while Hans Lüdenbach stood by the railing, as secure as a helmsman in stormy seas.

‘This sort of thing shouldn’t happen.’ Lüdenbach said. ‘That’s why the spotlights are doubly secured.’

‘Perhaps someone wanted to adjust the spotlight and forgot to screw the bolt back in place.’

‘But not in the middle of a shoot!’

‘Still, the spotlight must have come loose somehow. Double metal fatigue seems far less likely than the possibility that someone’s been a little careless.’

‘My people are not careless!’ Lüdenbach was outraged. ‘Glaser above all! He knows what he’s doing!’

‘Who?’

‘Peter Glaser. My assistant. He’s responsible for the flood.’

‘Why, in that case,’ Rath asked, with growing impatience, ‘haven’t I seen him already?’

‘Because you wanted to come up here with me! Don’t you think I’d have spoken to him long ago if I knew where he was?’

‘Pardon me?’

‘He was up here this morning setting everything up.’

‘And now?’

Lüdenbach shrugged. ‘Now he’s not here.’

‘Since when?’

‘No idea. I haven’t seen him for a while. Since lunchtime today, perhaps longer. Maybe he’s sick.’

‘He hasn’t reported absent?’

‘Not to my knowledge.’

Rath lost his patience. ‘If you want to be of any use at all today, then I suggest you show me how to get down from here right now!’

*   *   *

Peter Glaser was not in the studio. Bellmann had provided his address, though not before emphasising what a reliable worker the man was, and Rath sent Henning and Czerwinski on their way. In the meantime, the men from ED, the police identification service, arrived with the pathologist, and began searching the floor for two threaded bolts. Dr Schwartz crouched next to the corpse and examined the burns to the head and shoulders. Kronberg’s people searched as systematically as only ED officers could but it was Gräf who made the find, an unremarkable oily-black piece of metal that had rolled underneath a spotlight tripod.

Lüdenbach confirmed that it was from the mounting. It had no cracks and was unscathed. They consigned it to an ED crate for further examination.

The second bolt remained elusive, however, and they found no trace of the cotter pin.

‘Have we just cleaned their floor for nothing?’ asked an ED officer.

‘At least we have one of the bolts,’ Gräf said.

‘Perhaps Glaser has the other,’ Rath said. ‘Tried to dispose of the evidence, only he couldn’t find the second bolt before he had to scram.’

‘Do you really believe he meant for the spotlight to fall?’ Gräf asked. ‘Maybe he was just too much of a coward to admit responsibility for the accident.’

Rath shrugged. ‘What I believe won’t get us anywhere. Someone here really messed up, that much is clear…’

‘Inspector?’

A young man approached them, waving a film canister.

‘The cameraman,’ Gräf whispered. ‘Harald Winkler.’

‘Inspector,’ Winkler said. Despite his youth, his hair was already starting to thin. ‘I think this might be of interest to you.’

‘What’s this?’

‘The accident. You can see how it happened for yourself.’ Winkler raised the film canister. ‘Everything’s on here.’

‘You filmed the accident?’

‘I filmed the scene. The camera kept on running. I … well, it was instinct, I suppose. I just continued filming until the lights went out. Maybe it’ll be of use. There’s no better eyewitness than my camera at any rate.’

‘When can we see what’s on it?’

‘Not before Monday. It needs to be processed. If you like, I can book us a projection room.’ Winkler handed Rath a card. ‘Give me a call…’

Suddenly the cameraman was no longer looking in Rath’s eyes, but over his shoulder. Gräf, too, was looking to one side. Rath turned and gazed straight into half a dozen press lenses. A swarm of reporters had somehow managed to get past the policeman on the door. Before any of the officers could intervene there was a flurry of flashing lights.

At least the corpse was covered.

‘Who let this rabble in?’ Rath asked.

Gräf sprang into action. ‘This is a crime scene not a press club, gentlemen.’ He gave one of the officers a decisive nod of the head, but the boys in blue were already pushing reporters towards the door. There was a round of protests.

‘Stop! You can’t do this to us!’

Rath positioned himself. ‘Please be so kind as to leave the room without disrupting our investigations, and no more photos please!’

The press bunch didn’t stand a chance against the uniformed officers, but a few of them fired questions into the air as they retreated.

‘Was it an accident or murder?’

‘Who has Betty Winter on their conscience?’

‘Gentlemen,’ Rath said, ‘thank you for your understanding. We will inform you of any developments in good time.’

‘Do you mean during the press conference?’ asked one as he was pushed through the door. There was a final flash of light, blinding Rath for a moment, before the steel door closed and the commotion passed.

‘How did they get in?’ Rath asked. ‘I thought the door was being watched.’

‘It is,’ Gräf said. ‘They must have come through a back entrance.’

‘Well, why is there no one there?’

Bellmann poked his nose in. ‘Pardon me, Inspector. Your colleagues were unaware of the back entrance. I forgot to point it out.’

‘Then how did the journalists know? Come to think of it, how did they know anything at all?’

‘You can’t keep stories like this under wraps,’ Bellmann said. ‘That’s why I called a press conference next door. I would be delighted if you and your colleagues would particip…’

Rath couldn’t believe it. ‘A woman has died here, and all you can think of is getting into the papers?’

‘Do you mind, Inspector? Do you have any idea what has just happened? The great Betty Winter is dead! Her public has a right to know.’

Rath looked the producer in the eye. ‘If you ever pull anything like this again, I will make a world of trouble for you, my friend!’

‘How and whether I choose to inform the press on my premises is up to me.’

‘Oh yes,’ Rath smiled, ‘and whether I choose to make trouble for you or not is up to me!’
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He calls the waiter and orders another Eiswein. He needs more wine. Really, he should have started eating long ago. His body is crying out for sugar.

‘Would the gentleman like to see the menu now?’

‘Give me another minute,’ he says, even if he suspects he’ll be on his own today. She’s more than an hour late.

He doesn’t know why she’s stood him up, but he’s sure it must be something important. She wouldn’t just leave him in the lurch. He knows by now she’s swallowed the bait. No reason to change his plans, she’ll be there for filming tomorrow.

Where has the waiter got to? He must have more wine!

Will he ever get used to the fact that sugar can save his life?

*   *   *

You’ll get used to it.

Mother’s smile.

You’ll have to.

He gazes at the wine glass in disbelief. May I?

You must.

I must.

He takes a careful sip and tastes the sweetness, feels it running down his throat.

Eiswein. Sweet Eiswein.

A dream he has dreamed for years becomes reality. He and his mother are sitting in the restaurant in honour of the occasion. The first jab. The first time he has administered it himself after days at the clinic. After all those attempts with insulin.

Alive again. After all those years waiting for death.

His second birth.

The waiters arrive and place the crystal glasses on the white tablecloth.

Mother’s smile. Eat, my child.

He cannot eat, the tears are flowing. He sobs uncontrollably, sees her dismay through the veil of tears.

She strokes his hand but he pulls away. He cannot bear her touch. He is wary of her love. He doesn’t understand it. Doesn’t believe it is real.

It’s over now. I’ll make it up to you. Everything. You’re still my boy.

He dries his tears, takes the fork and bites carefully. His tongue tastes fresh crab, dill, the sweetness of tomatoes. The sweetness overwhelms him, flows through his body.

Mother smiles, and picks at her food without eating. She just smiles and picks and stares at him, as he lifts the second forkful to his mouth and then the third. She shouldn’t stare at him. He isn’t a funfair sensation, an elephant man, a monster, a natural wonder.

You’ll be able to live like everyone else. Live with other people.

Finally, she, too, takes a bite.

They eat in silence and a waiter refills their glasses. She dabs her mouth with the serviette and raises her glass. To life!

To life.

They drink Eiswein, sweet Eiswein.

What will you do now?

I’ll study.

That’s good.

Study medicine.

Again she tries to grasp his hand, but breaks off before contact, withdraws once more. Sadness in her eyes. My boy, my darling boy!

The waiters arrive with the next course, removing the silver covers from the plates at the same time.

He still can’t believe it. His first proper meal. His first proper meal after years of starvation.

It’s over. Everything will be all right.

He really believed that.

Back then.

He was wrong. So wrong.

*   *   *

He glances at the time. No, she won’t be coming. He shouldn’t hold it against her, can’t hold it against her. It’s the price he pays for their secret meetings. If something crops up, she has no way of letting him know. It doesn’t really matter.

What matters is that no one learns of their plans.

What matters is that she is there for filming tomorrow.

What matters is that her destiny be fulfilled.

At last, the waiter brings the wine.
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With little traffic on Berliner Strasse at this hour Rath put his foot down and flogged the Buick over the wet asphalt through Tempelhof and towards the north. Gräf was sitting in the passenger’s seat, discreetly holding onto the door handle, probably regretting not having gone with Plisch and Plum.

Under different circumstances Rath might have shown more consideration, but not now. The speed soothed him and, besides, what the hell were sports cars for anyway?

‘Gereon, I’m in no rush.’

‘A car like this needs to be driven properly once in a while.’

‘I’m just as mad about that arsehole as you are, but that’s no reason to take your anger out on the gas pedal.’

Rath did in fact use the brake—the lights on Flughafenstrasse were showing red. ‘He loses his lead actress and straightaway smells a business opportunity, and then all that affected grief! I’d like nothing better than to lock him up.’

They had taken part in Bellmann’s press conference to keep things under control, answering questions about the actress’s death as evasively as possible, and keeping an eye on the producer. The reporters had made no secret of the fact that they were still angry at police for turfing them out of the studio, which made them doubly attentive to Bellmann. The film producer, who had served them coffee and biscuits, gave an unbearably unctuous speech about the great Betty Winter’s incomparable dramatic art, and how her desperately premature death had deprived German cinema of one of its biggest and brightest talents.

‘We will do our utmost to ensure that Liebesgewitter reaches cinemas, even if only as a fragment,’ he concluded, with a moist glint to his eyes. ‘We owe it to the great Betty Winter, and please feel free to write that. This film is her legacy. It shows what kind of future German sound films might have had, if…’

When he broke off mid-sentence and turned away from journalists, a handkerchief to his eyes, Rath would have liked nothing better than to shout Bullshit. What a farce! Rath wouldn’t allow these film types to take him for another ride, that much he had sworn to himself.

The lights changed to green and the Buick’s wheels spun for a moment before the car shot forward.

‘What an arsehole!’

‘Bellmann is an arsehole, no doubt about it,’ Gräf said, reaching for security again, ‘but that isn’t a crime. Nor is being business-savvy. We can’t lock people up for attempting to make capital out of someone’s death.’

‘Unless they’ve helped cause it.’

‘Deliberately helped cause it. The way I see it, there are two poor wretches who have that woman on their conscience: Glaser and Meisner. A regrettable chain of unhappy circumstances. One of them has broken down and the other has fled out of guilt. Even if it was the electric shock that killed her, the person really responsible for Betty Winter’s death is the lighting technician, and he must realise that too. You can’t help feeling sorry for the guy.’

‘He fled the scene. That makes him a suspect.’

‘He’s suddenly confronted with the fact that he’s got someone’s death on his conscience,’ Gräf said. ‘Not everyone can take that. Could you?’

Rath stared at the road ahead. A taxi pulled out in front of him, and he took his foot off the gas. The further north they went, the heavier the traffic. Time to slow down.

‘Fancy a beer in the Nasse Dreieck?’ Gräf asked as they turned onto Skalitzer Strasse at Hallesches Tor.

‘Not today. But I can drop you off if you like.’

‘I’m not about to start drinking on my own just yet,’ Gräf said. ‘Take me home.’

The detective lived in a furnished room at Schlesisches Tor. No great detour for Rath, who gave Gräf a brief tip of the hat before heading back to Luisenufer. As he crossed the rear courtyard, he realised there was a light on in his first-floor flat.

He had barely thought about Kathi in the last few hours, but now saw her red coat in the rear-view mirror again and recalled the wait in the café. He paused outside the door before opening it, and took a deep breath as if preparing for a lengthy dive.

There was a second coat on the stand next to Kathi’s, a dark gentleman’s coat. Music blared from the living room, muffled by the closed door. It was one of Kathi’s awful pop records. Normally he could prevent her from putting that sort of thing on. Except when she was alone, of course.

Only she wasn’t alone. Loud laughter came from the living room, Kathi’s silly giggling accompanied by a deep bass. Who the hell had she dragged back to the flat?

Rath kept his hat and coat on, mentally raised his fists and opened the door. She had achieved at least one thing: he was in the right mood to turf her out—but the sight of her guest took his anger in a completely different direction.

Kathi had her back to him, still laughing. Opposite her sat an older gentleman with a neat white moustache, raising a glass of cognac, a man whom he hadn’t seen for the best part of a year, and who now looked up in surprise and beamed at him expectantly.

‘Gereon,’ the white-haired man said, ‘there you are at last!’

Rath didn’t respond, but turned off the record player.

‘Gereon,’ Kathi said, nothing more. She would have a guilty conscience. Usually, he didn’t let her near the record player.

He still said nothing, first putting on a new record, Big Boy, with Beiderbecke on the cornet, a present from his brother, Severin. After the first few beats, he turned it up.

Right away Kathi sensed there was trouble brewing. ‘I’ll take care of the washing-up,’ she said, and disappeared into the kitchen like the perfect housewife.

Rath waited until the living room door had clicked shut before sitting in her still-warm chair. He gazed at the white-haired man.

‘Evening, Papa,’ he said. ‘Make yourself at home, why don’t you?’

Engelbert Rath cleared his throat before speaking. ‘Can we turn the music down a little?’ he said. ‘It’s impossible to hold a conversation with that racket!’

‘It’s how I relax after work.’

Engelbert Rath stood up. It took a moment for him to find the right button and turn the volume so low that the sound of running water could be heard from the kitchen. His gaze alighted on the record collection on the lower shelf and he shook his head. ‘Still listening to that Negro music?’ he asked.

‘Have you come all this way to ask me that?’

‘Records from America?’

‘Do you really want to talk about America?’

Engelbert Rath didn’t take the bait. ‘You have a new case, Fräulein Preußner said?’

The waiter in Uhlandeck must have told her. ‘A dead actress,’ Rath said, ‘in a film studio.’

‘Shame you can’t be there in Düsseldorf.’ Engelbert Rath rummaged in his brown briefcase. ‘Your mother sends her love. She gave me something for you. Here…’ He produced an item decorated with colourful ribbons and bound in wrapping paper. ‘Your birthday present.’

‘Thank you,’ Rath said, placing the package to one side. ‘It’s still a few days away.’

‘Your mother thought I might as well bring it. It’s safer than by post.’

‘So you’re not coming to visit me?’

Engelbert Rath shrugged. ‘Your mother would have liked to come, but you know how she is. She won’t take the train on her own.’ He cleared his throat. ‘And I … well, on Ash Wednesday of all days it’s impossible to get away from Cologne. There’s the reception in the town hall after early morning mass, and the fish meal in the casino that evening is something I really can’t…’

‘You don’t have to give me your entire schedule.’

Engelbert Rath gestured towards the package and reclaimed his place on the sofa. ‘At least you have our present.’

The men stared at each other in silence. From the kitchen came the gurgle of water and the clinking of china.

‘She’s nice, your fiancée,’ Engelbert Rath said.

‘She’s not my fiancée.’

Engelbert Rath only looked surprised for a moment. ‘I can never get used to these modern ways. She’s a proper lady at any rate. You might have said something! I thought I’d come to the wrong flat. But Fräulein Preußner knew who I was right away!’

‘Must be the photo I keep on my bedside table.’

Engelbert Rath pulled a sour face. ‘Here I am visiting my son, and this is how he treats me!’

‘What did you expect? I’ve been living in this city almost a year and neither of you has visited me even once … Now you turn up, completely unannounced, and expect me to roll out the red carpet?’

‘People who live in glass houses shouldn’t throw stones,’ Engelbert Rath said. He didn’t need to speak any louder to lend his words weight. ‘Have you bothered to put in a single appearance at ours since you’ve been living in Berlin? You didn’t even spend Christmas in Cologne, and you know how pleased that would have made your mother. Instead you put your name down for holiday duty—even though Karl would have given you the time off.’

‘Have you been spying on me?’

‘I don’t need to spy on anyone. I’m a policeman.’

‘How is it I always seem to forget?’

Engelbert Rath looked tired as he gazed at his son. ‘We see each other so rarely, Gereon, we shouldn’t spend the time squabbling. You’re the only son I have left.’

Because you refuse to give Severin a chance, Gereon thought. ‘Why are you here?’

‘We have an appointment. A friend needs your help.’

‘I don’t recall any appointment.’

‘I’ve already spoken to Fräulein Preußner.’ Engelbert gestured with his head towards the kitchen. ‘She’s happy for me to borrow you for a while. It won’t take long. You’ll be back by nine, maybe half past. Keep your hat and coat on, we need to head to Kaiserhof.’

That was precisely what he hated about his father. Engelbert Rath had to be in control of everything, had to pull the strings wherever he went, take care of things you’d never asked him to, but Gereon hated himself even more for allowing his father to monopolise him like this. Something deep inside prevented him from putting up any kind of resistance.

‘I knew you wouldn’t let me down, Gereon.’ Engelbert Rath rose to his feet. ‘If we hurry we can still get there on time.’

His father’s right hand pushed him towards the door and he obeyed, just like he always did.

As they stepped into the hallway, Kathi was standing in the kitchen door, tea towel in hand and smiling back at them, a monument to the German housewife. Gereon looked her briefly in the eye as he took his leave.

Her gaze told him everything he needed to know.

She knew something was up, and was refusing to accept it.

*   *   *

There was a build-up of traffic at Moritzplatz, with a battered truck blocking almost the entire lane and a policeman waving vehicles through one by one. It was a tight-lipped journey.

‘An American car?’ was all Engelbert Rath said as he slipped into the Buick’s passenger seat. There was disapproval etched on his face, and Gereon had said nothing more out of sheer annoyance.

It wasn’t until they were stuck at Moritzplatz that his father broke the silence. ‘We’d have been better off taking a taxi,’ he said.

‘It’d be sitting here just like us,’ Rath replied angrily.

The policeman waved the Buick through, past the accident and into Oranienstrasse. Before crossing Leipziger Strasse they had to pause briefly at a red light; otherwise they made good progress. Gereon was doing his best, but obviously his best wasn’t good enough.

‘Late,’ Engelbert Rath said, as he climbed out of the car at Wilhelmplatz. ‘We’re almost ten minutes late.’

Go to hell, Gereon thought, taking his time to lock up. His father was already striding towards the hotel entrance.

The Hotel Kaiserhof and its cuisine were popular with politicians and high-ranking civil servants from nearby Wilhelmstrasse. Engelbert Rath led his son purposefully towards the restaurant on the ground floor. In its oak-panelled surrounds, the babble of voices seemed more refined than it would elsewhere, the clinking of glasses more subdued. People seemed to be talking, eating and drinking with the handbrake on.

Engelbert Rath was a man who knew what he was about. They made their way determinedly towards a table, where a group of formally dressed men sat, looking as if they had been driven straight from a session at the Reichstag. It was immediately clear who was in charge. The man with his back to the wall had a face like an Indian chief with high cheekbones and an implacable gaze that took in both Raths straightaway. His expression remained unchanged as he mumbled something to his table companions and stood up.

‘Please excuse our being late, Konrad,’ Engelbert Rath began, ‘but the police service … even in Berlin … my son…!’

‘It’s fine, Engelbert, it’s fine!’ The Indian pronounced it ‘Engelbäät’. He had a Cologne accent. ‘My train isn’t leaving for two hours anyway,’ he said, those unknowable Indian eyes seeming almost friendly. ‘So? How is the young Rath? Settled into the imperial capital?’

Gereon shook his hand. ‘Thank you for asking, Mayor Adenauer.’

‘Let’s forget about the titles, shall we? Here I’m not the Mayor, or the President of the Prussian State Council. We’re meeting on a purely private basis. Three Cologners in Berlin.’

Gereon gave a deliberate smile.

‘Let’s go to the bar,’ Adenauer said. ‘I’ve a table booked.’

A bottle of Zeltinger Kirchenpfad awaited them next to the reserved sign. Their host had left nothing to chance, which was perhaps why Police Director Engelbert Rath got on so well with him, their status as fellow party members notwithstanding. The truth was that Rath’s father had always kept in with those whose acquaintance could benefit his career. Successfully too: he had been the youngest chief inspector in Cologne in his day, and was now police director.

‘We can speak freely here,’ Adenauer said, showing them to their places. The waiter filled the two wine glasses and he began.

‘Good that your son has found the time, Engelbäät,’ he said. ‘Have you told him what it’s about?’

‘It’s too delicate. I thought it would be best if you…’

‘Let’s have a toast first!’ Adenauer had a glass of water in front of him, and drank their health.

The Raths raised their glasses and drank. The wine was far too sweet for Gereon’s liking, but his father’s lips curved appreciatively. ‘A really nice drop, this, Konrad.’

‘I know what you like, Engelbäät!’ Their host placed his water in front of him and cleared his throat. ‘So, let’s get to the point … It’s an unpleasant business … most unpleasant…’

‘The police deal almost exclusively with unpleasant business,’ said Rath.

‘Please, young Rath! Let’s forget about the police. As I said, this is a private meeting.’

‘Let the mayor explain, Gereon!’

It hadn’t taken five minutes for his father to catapult him back to the bad old days. Gereon, the cheeky young fool who’d be better off keeping his mouth shut when the adults had important matters to discuss.

‘Your father, Herr Rath, is helping me in a particularly delicate matter, and I must say it’s rather handy that the Rath family is also represented here in Berlin…’ That’s how easy it was for the Cologne crowd to catch up with you, even in the middle of the imperial capital. ‘To cut a long story short, I am being blackmailed.’

‘Our lord mayor is receiving anonymous letters,’ Engelbert Rath whispered.

The Indian nodded. ‘Someone is threatening—how shall I put it?—to make certain information public that the public has no business knowing. And which could drag the good name of Adenauer through the mud.’

‘What kind of information?’

‘Information that could spell the end of my political existence if the Nazis get their hands on it, or the Communists.’

‘I’d need to know a little more than that. If you want me to help you, you’ll have to tell me what it’s about.’

‘Glanzstoff shares,’ Adenauer said.

‘Shares in American Glanzstoff, the rayon plant,’ Engelbert Rath explained.

‘I’ve got loads of them,’ Adenauer said. ‘Absolutely loads. Worth millions … At least, they were worth millions when I bought them two years ago. My entire fortune’s invested in them, and more besides. A loan from Deutsche Bank…’

‘I see,’ said Rath, ‘and the share price has been falling through the floor since October.’

‘It went through the floor some time ago. I’d never have thought it could slip so far, had always hoped things would pick up again. But these last few months … In short, my debts with the bank are now greater than the market value of my shares. Significantly greater…’

‘In other words, you’re ruined,’ Rath said, pleased to register the look of displeasure on his father’s face. ‘How do they mean to blackmail you when you’ve already hit rock bottom?’

‘I’ve got friends at the bank who are willing to help me. I just don’t want it to be shouted from the rooftops.’

‘And that’s precisely what these anonymous letters are threatening to do…’

‘My opponents have been waiting for an opportunity just like this, both the left and the right, and it’s been handed to them on a plate. What a time for it to happen!’

‘Why haven’t you passed the case on to the police?’

‘You know yourself that not all officers can be trusted. Something like this needs to be dealt with discreetly. By experienced police officers, but not by the police.’

Rath nodded. ‘What makes you think I can help you? My father is far more experienced when it comes to police work.’

‘The letters are from Berlin, I’m certain of it. And not just because up till now they’ve only been sent to my Berlin office. The blackmailer is in the city somewhere. Take a look yourself…’ He fetched a small bundle of papers from the inside pocket of his jacket and passed one of the pages to Rath.

Red-coloured pencil. Big block capitals. Crooked letters but legible nonetheless. It looked almost like a little home-made placard.

FORD STAYS IN BERLIN, it said, OR ADENAUER GOES TO JAIL!

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ he asked.

‘That’s the fee,’ the mayor said. ‘The blackmailer doesn’t want money, it’s something else he’s after. He wants to save the Ford plant at Westhafen.’

‘The car factory?’

‘Only I’m afraid its days are already numbered. There’s nothing more to be done.’

‘I don’t know much about that, you’re going to have to explain.’

‘Ford is relocating to Cologne,’ Adenauer said. ‘Everything’s signed, and we’ll be laying the groundwork in Riehl later this year. Europe’s most state-of-the-art car factory will make Berlin’s seem old in comparison. Then it’ll be goodnight, Westhafen.’

‘And that’s what the blackmailer’s hoping to avoid?’

Adenauer nodded. ‘It would appear so. Only he’s picked the wrong man. No Adenauer allows himself to be blackmailed! Besides, even if I wanted to, there’s nothing I can do. The same goes for the Mayor of Berlin.’

‘Herr Böß has his own problems at the moment,’ Gereon said.

‘Tell me about it! The only person who can do anything is Henry Ford, who won’t let a single car roll off the production line in Berlin once things are up and running in Riehl. I can say that much for certain.’

‘There’ll be even more unemployed people in Berlin.’

Adenauer shrugged his shoulders. ‘What do you want me to do? Hundreds of jobs will be created in Cologne instead. That’s how it goes sometimes, it’s the way of the world, and blackmailing people isn’t about to change that!’

‘Even so, that doesn’t mean whoever’s blackmailing you can’t still do some damage, and that’s what you’d like me to prevent.’

‘Quick on the uptake, your son,’ Adenauer said to Engelbert Rath.

Rath felt as he had when his mother praised her son’s school grades to assorted friends over coffee. ‘How do you know the blackmailer really has the information he’s threatening you with?’ he asked.

‘See for yourself.’ Adenauer passed him another sheet of paper. ‘This is the second page from the first letter.’

This letter didn’t look like a placard; there was a lot more text too. Typewritten, again in red. Wouldn’t it be unfortunate if the world were to hear what was discussed in passing at the Deutsche Bank’s supervisory board meeting by board members Adenauer and Blüthgen, as well as Bank Director Brüning?

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘It means somebody knows exactly what’s going on,’ Adenauer said. ‘I want you to find out who it is, and make it clear that it’s him rather than me who will be facing jail time, if so much as a single word of these confidential discussions is leaked!’

‘How do you suppose I do that? I’m a police officer…’

‘Precisely, you know the best way to handle a thing like this. You won’t regret it, young man. I still have a good relationship with your commissioner. My word counts for something with Zörgiebel, believe me. Your father had already made chief inspector by your age. It’s time you followed in his footsteps.’

‘The interior ministry has issued a moratorium on promotions…’

‘Because Prussia must save, but there are always exceptions. Even in times like these, outstanding candidates can be rewarded.’

Engelbert Rath nodded in agreement. ‘Chief Inspector Gereon Rath—it has a nice ring to it,’ he said, and raised his wine glass. ‘To the next chief inspector in the Rath family!’

Gereon raised his glass and smiled, but only sipped at the sweet liquid. Chief Inspector didn’t sound too bad at all, and he wouldn’t have that twit Böhm telling him what to do.

‘Inspector Rath?’

The waiter’s voice only served to remind him of his current rank. The man’s gaze surveyed the group briefly before ruling out its two older members and alighting on Gereon. ‘Telephone for you, Herr Rath.’

It was Czerwinski. They had finally caught Glaser. The lighting technician had come home that evening. All they’d had to do was pick him up.

‘He’s all nicely wrapped up and waiting for you at Alex,’ the detective said. ‘Thought you might like to have a little chat with him tonight. Your girlfriend was kind enough to tell us where you were. I hope we’re not interrupting anything.’

Rath was about to have a go at the fat lump for his lack of respect, but chose to hold back. Czerwinski had done a good job, and it wasn’t often you could say that. ‘I’ll be with you shortly,’ he said.

‘I’m afraid duty calls,’ he said as he returned to the table with his hat and coat.

He offered Adenauer his hand. ‘Many thanks for inviting me here, Herr Mayor,’ he said.

‘Take the letters with you.’ Adenauer passed him the bundle across the table.

‘Well, my boy,’ said Engelbert Rath, standing to say goodbye to his son. The police director attempted something approaching a hug but was forced to admit defeat. Otherwise so commanding, Engelbert Rath could only offer his son an awkward handshake. ‘Take care. Can you find your own way out? I still have matters to discuss with the mayor.’

‘It’s OK, Father.’ Rath cleared his throat. ‘Will we see each other tomorrow?’

The police director’s face froze. ‘Mother … we…’ he stammered. ‘Well … I promised your mother I wouldn’t leave her too long. I’m taking the night train.’

‘Not staying in Berlin a moment longer than necessary—is that right, gents?’

The remark was supposed to disguise his disappointment, but somehow he didn’t get it quite right. As much as his father’s unannounced visit had angered him, he was equally hurt that Engelbert Rath—in the middle of Carnival—had only come to Berlin to do his old friend Konrad a favour. But then, he knew his father, what else should he expect?

‘Well, safe trip home then,’ he said and made for the exit without looking round, descending the steps into the rain. Outside, he took a deep breath before returning to the car. He spent the next few minutes sitting behind the wheel observing Wilhelmplatz at night. Apart from a few pedestrians emerging from the underground, and the two uniformed officers in front of the hotel, the square was completely empty. The city’s nightlife was happening elsewhere.

Rath couldn’t remember having made any promises to Adenauer, but he felt the weight of the letters in his inside pocket, and knew he had an assignment that could help him make Chief Inspector.

His mind turned to Kathi, waiting for him at Luisenufer, and he was glad he could still head out to Alex. Hopefully she’d be asleep when he got home. He started the engine and drove off. It would do him good to spend a little time focusing on someone else’s life. What kind of man was this Glaser? he wondered.

In the meantime he must have realised that running wasn’t a solution, especially now, awaiting interrogation in the Castle. You couldn’t escape guilt like that, someone’s death. No matter how far you ran, no matter how quickly; nobody knew that better than Gereon Rath. It was a burden you carried with you for the rest of your life.

Behind the construction fences at Alexanderplatz, the police headquarters rose dark into the night sky. Red Castle was the name Berliners gave to the mighty brick building, which had turned out bigger than the City Palace. Unlike the palace, however, it still had a function. His colleagues simply called their workplace Castle, a name that was reassuring somehow, and fitting too, even if Rath’s former stamping ground in Cologne appeared far more medieval than its Berlin counterpart. The façade actually invoked the Florentine Renaissance, but somehow the Prussians even managed to turn the building’s delicate motifs into a forbidding stronghold.

Rath parked the Buick in the atrium, where a riot squad was just getting into a car. Once in the stairwell, however, he was on his own again. The endless corridors on the first floor were deserted, but brought to life now and again by the faint echoes of steps, voices or slamming doors. In Homicide, only the late shift was still present, an inspector and an assistant detective: Brenner, one of Böhm’s bootlickers, and Lange, the new man from Hannover, who had been transferred to the Castle a few weeks back.

‘Evening,’ Rath greeted his colleagues. ‘Where are Czerwinski and Henning?’

‘I sent them home,’ Brenner said.

‘What makes you think you can give orders to my people?’ Rath snapped.

‘What do you mean, your people? I’m in charge of the late shift, and as far as I know neither of them are on it. We’re to avoid unnecessary overtime. Orders from above.’

‘They’re both part of my team, and they’ve just brought in a suspect. I hope you haven’t sent him home too.’

‘Don’t panic, Inspector,’ Brenner grinned. ‘Your package is sitting all nicely wrapped in custody.’

‘Then what are you waiting for, Detective?’

‘Waiting for?’

‘Get your arse in gear and make sure my man is ready for questioning in five minutes at the most!’

Brenner reached for the receiver.

At the door Rath turned round once more. ‘And another thing, Detective,’ he said, friendly once more, ‘if you ever give orders to my people again I will kick up such a fuss that not even Chief Inspector Böhm will be able to help you. Clear?’

‘I wouldn’t talk so big if I were you,’ Brenner grumbled, before putting the call through.

Rath had to walk a few paces along the corridor to get to his office. Somewhat removed from the other rooms in A Division, it had been the only one available when he first joined Homicide. It was pretty cold. The heating was on low, so he kept his coat on for the time being. Taking a seat in the outer office, at his secretary’s desk, he leafed through the personal file on Glaser, which Czerwinski had left alongside the man’s papers. The dates tallied with those from his passport.

Barely ten minutes later, there was a knock at the door and a guard pushed a pale, intimidated-looking man into the room. ‘Here he is, Inspector.’

Rath posted the guard outside and examined the suspect. Glaser had halted by the door and was looking about him uncertainly. Perhaps it was no bad thing that he’d been left to stew in custody. He smelled ripe.

‘Take a seat,’ Rath said, leafing through the papers. Glaser shuffled forward and sat down. Rath said suddenly and without looking up, ‘Your name is Peter Glaser…’

‘Yes.’

‘Born 25th September 1902.’

‘Yes.’

‘Resident at Röntgenstrasse 10 in Charlottenburg.’

‘Yes.’

‘Since November 1st 1929 you’ve been working as a lighting technician at La Belle Film Production in Marien…’

‘Pardon me?’ All of a sudden the man, who up until now had been hunched in his chair like a limp dishrag, sat up straight.

‘Nothing about you being hard of hearing in the file.’

‘That’s because I’m not.’

‘I asked where you work.’

‘No, you didn’t.’ His voice sounded as if he had just woken up. ‘You read the file and told me where I’m supposed to work. Something to do with film, but it isn’t true.’

‘Then why is your name in this file?’

Glaser shrugged his shoulders and gave Rath a belligerent look. ‘You’ll have to ask whoever drew it up. My personal file is with Siemens & Halske. I’m an electrician at the Elmowerk.’

‘The what?’

‘Can’t you keep up?’ Glaser was beginning to get the upper hand. He had even stopped shivering, despite the cold. ‘I work for Siemens! At the Elektromotorenwerk, the electric motor plant. I’d just got back from my shift when your colleagues grabbed me right outside the door to my flat, handcuffs, pistol, the lot. I just hope my neighbours didn’t see. That Knauf next door is a nosy bat.’

Rath looked at Glaser’s passport. The man in the photo and the man in front of him were the same, no doubt about it.

‘Got the wrong man?’ Glaser asked.

Rath snapped the document shut. ‘We’ll soon have this sorted.’

That soon turned out to be optimistic. Rath offered the increasingly unruly Glaser hot tea until, finally, after three-quarters of an hour that dragged interminably, the guard pushed a thoroughly dishevelled-looking Heinrich Bellmann through the door. On the telephone, Bellmann hadn’t given an entirely sober impression, and now brought the smell of alcohol with him.

‘Good evening, Inspector,’ he said. ‘I didn’t realise you work in the middle of the night too.’

‘Please, have a seat.’ Rath offered him a chair by the desk.

‘Please excuse my condition, I had a little too much … it’s not normally my way … but Betty’s death … I’m only human after all!’

‘Don’t you want to say hello to my guest?’

‘A pleasure.’ Bellmann stretched his right hand across the desk towards Glaser. ‘Bellmann.’

‘Glaser,’ said the other as he shook the producer’s hand.

‘You don’t know this man?’ Rath asked.

‘Should I?’ Bellmann asked.

‘This is Peter Glaser.’

‘Pardon me?’

‘Your lighting technician.’

‘Nonsense!’

‘Did you bring the photo I asked for?’

Bellmann reached inside his jacket. ‘It’s from the Christmas party,’ he said, hunching his heavy shoulders apologetically.

The photo showed a good-looking man holding a punch glass, smiling cheerfully into the camera with his arm around a woman. Rath had never seen the man before, but the woman was Betty Winter. Alarm bells started to ring quietly, but insistently.

‘Here,’ Bellmann said, tapping the photo, ‘that’s Glaser. He got on well with Betty, especially that night.’ He shook his head. ‘I still can’t believe it. That she’s no longer with us, I mean.’

The whole time Peter Glaser had been eyeing the photo curiously. By now he was craning his neck, eyes almost popping out of his head. ‘I don’t believe it,’ he said. ‘That’s bloody Felix! What’s he doing next to Betty Winter?’

*   *   *

The matter was soon resolved. Bellmann’s missing lighting technician was called Felix Krempin, and he had obviously used the identity of his unsuspecting friend, Peter Glaser, to sign up with La Belle Film Production. In reality, Krempin worked as a production manager at Montana Film.

No sooner had Glaser mentioned the name Montana than Bellmann hit the roof, going on about espionage, sabotage and worse. ‘Those criminals! I should have known! They’ll stop at nothing! Not even murder!’

Rath called for the guard to accompany Bellmann outside. They could still hear him through the closed door as Rath began a quick-fire interview of Peter Glaser about his friend, Felix Krempin.

‘Thanks for your help,’ Rath said, by way of goodbye. ‘It seems your friend has played a nasty trick on you—and on us too.’

A trick wasn’t how Bellmann saw it. He had calmed down by the time he re-entered the office, but wasn’t about to retract his accusations. At least his suspicions could now be substantiated. He claimed that La Belle had frequently had trouble with Montana, with some disputes even going to court. Plagiarism was the least of it; it was a question of poaching artists, sabotaging premieres and all kinds of other dirty tricks. Similar accusations, ‘all of them rather far-fetched’, as the producer would have it, had also been made against Bellmann by Montana, resulting in the La Belle owner being ‘hauled in front of a judge’ on several occasions. A long list, therefore, to which could now be added sabotage of filming and the murder of the incensed Heinrich Bellmann’s most important actress.

Murder as the ultimate means of sabotage seemed unlikely to Rath, but he could understand the film producer’s rage. There had to be a reason why Krempin had signed on at La Belle under a false name.

Rath was deathly tired but his hunter’s instinct had been wakened. He would sound Montana out first thing tomorrow before Böhm could call him off.

The search for Krempin had already begun by the time Rath returned to Homicide, though Brenner and Lange had since departed. Instead there was a fat man sitting at the desk, engrossed in the files.

‘Superintendent Gennat!’

The fat man looked up. ‘Rath! What are you still doing here? Don’t get your hopes up! You’re not getting my bed. I need it myself!’

Buddha kept a bed in the box room next to his office, which in truth was more like a living room.
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