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1


The place smelled of wood and glue and fresh paint. She was alone with the darkness and the silence, with only her breathing and the faint tick of the watch in her jacket pocket for company. The man seemed to have disappeared again, yet she decided to wait a little longer, stretching to get the blood flowing through her arms and legs. At least there were no coat hangers on the rail; she could see a chink of light through the crack in the door. She took the watch from her jacket pocket. It was just gone nine. The night watchman would soon be completing his rounds on the sixth floor.

Confirmation came with the grinding of the lift, echoing so loudly through the darkness that she gave a start. It was time. He was on his way back down, and in the next few hours would only be concerned with the roller grilles in front of the doors and display windows, with making sure that everything was locked and no one could break in.

Alex carefully opened the wardrobe and peered out. Better safe than sorry, Benny always said. The neon signs on Tauentzienstrasse shone so much colour through the windows there was no need for a torch. She could see everything: the luxurious show bedroom, with a bed wide enough for a whole family and a carpet so soft her feet sank into it. When she thought back to the scratchy coconut matting in front of the bed she had shared with her little brother, Karl, when she was still living with her parents, in digs that were as murky as they were cramped … What had become of Karl? She didn’t even know if the cops had gone looking for him after Beckmann’s death. She didn’t miss her family, but she’d have liked to see him again.

Alex spun around at a movement on the edge of her vision. The big mirror on the dressing table reflected an eighteen-year-old girl staring defiantly back, legs in baggy trousers and hair held in place by a coarsely woven linen cap. She gave herself a wry grin.

Pausing at the end of the elegantly decorated plywood panel that served as a makeshift bedroom wall, she peered around the corner. It was hardly necessary. The night watchman wouldn’t make another round of the shop floor before morning, towards the end of his shift. She knew that from Kalli. There wasn’t a soul around and it was a nice feeling, knowing that all this belonged to her for the next few hours. Her and Benny.

Alex found her way without difficulty. The restless, dappled light from outside, flickering constantly between one colour and the next, was more than enough. She had committed the most important things to memory a few hours before when the place was full of people. Behind her were the doors leading to the southern stairwell and, to the left, past the wall of curtain fabrics, was the access to the escalators.

Everything was calm. Traffic noise was muffled, almost unreal, a dull murmur from a different world that had nothing to do with its magical counterpart inside. She entered the deserted curtain section that seemed like a fairy-tale castle, long drapes hanging from ceiling to floor in silk, satin and net. As a little girl, she had often stood here in astonishment, clasping her mother’s hand. Young Alexandra soon understood that her mother never came to buy, only to dream. Take it all in, she had said, we proles may not be able to afford anything here, but they can’t stop us from looking.

They had never had enough money to buy things in the west, not even when Father was still in work and Mother had her cleaning job. In fact it had been rare for them to venture outside of Boxhagener Kiez. The Ku’damm, KaDeWe and Tauentzienstrasse—for her father these places were a symbol of wasteful capitalism, the west of the city a hotbed of vice to be avoided like the devil avoided holy water. If not for Mother the stubborn old man would never have allowed himself to be talked into those occasional summer visits to the zoo, but even Emil Reinhold understood that you shouldn’t deprive working-class children of the wonders of nature. Alex had never cared to see creatures suffering behind bars, however, and by the polar bears she would already be thinking of the return journey. The Reinhold family was accustomed to strolling the length of Tauentzienstrasse before boarding the U-Bahn at Wittenbergplatz and heading back to the east. At the first shop windows Emil Reinhold would begin his recurring sermon about the excesses of capitalism, even if Alex and her mother had their eyes fixed on the displays. The KaDeWe displays held a kind of magic for Alex. In Mother’s eyes, too, was the sparkle of long-forgotten dreams of a better life, a life which the dictatorship of the proletariat could never hope to provide. Father never noticed, or never wanted to notice. He continued his sermon to the captive audience of his sons, above all to Karl, who took everything so seriously. Karl, the prince of the proletariat, the staunch Communist, who was now in hiding from the cops just like his thieving sister.

Alex had almost reached the escalators when a noise brought her back to the present, a hard clack, more immediate than the padded roar of traffic. She crouched behind two giant rolls of cloth and listened: something was banging against the glass, clattering and scratching against one of the windows. She tried to place the sounds. A fluttering, then a cooing. Venturing from her hiding place, behind the neon-lit pane of glass she saw the silhouettes of two pigeons resting on the window ledge.

She took a deep breath to still her beating heart. First the mirror and now this! Benny would kill himself laughing if he could see her. When had she become so easily startled? When she realised her messed-up life was more important than she cared to admit?

With a loud flap of wings, the pigeons swooped back into the night and Alex continued on her way, the nervous tension accumulated during those long hours in the wardrobe all but evaporated. She enjoyed her night-time stroll through the silent department store more with each passing step. It was as if everything had fallen into a hundred-year sleep, and she was the only person awake in this enchanted kingdom. KaDeWe outstripped all the other department stores they had shut themselves in until now; Tietz for sure, but even the enormity of Karstadt on Hermannplatz paled against the magnificence of Tauentzienstrasse.

She left the curtain section and reached the escalators. The metal steps stood deserted and motionless as if an evil fairy had turned everything to ice. It was five storeys down to their agreed meeting point on the ground floor: the tobacco section, as always. It had become a kind of ritual, to stock up on brands they could never otherwise afford. Benny had a nose for the stuff.

She had met him on a freezing cold day in February, quarrelling over a cigarette butt that some snotty-nosed, rich little upstart had thrown half-smoked onto the pavement in front of Bahnhof Zoo, a few weeks after all that crap with Beckmann. Alex had already spent the money she had stolen from that fatso at the Christmas market. She was hungry and hadn’t had a cigarette in two days.

They pounced on the butt in the same instant, she and this slender, almost dainty blond boy, who, despite his awkward appearance, wasn’t afraid of getting his hands dirty. He moved quickly, but not as quickly as Alex. He glared at her, a look she had returned with interest, so much did her body crave the nicotine. It was a miracle they had managed to make peace and share the cigarette butt. No doubt it was his eyes that did it.

Right from the start Alex felt she had to look after this skinny boy with the melancholy gaze, and soon developed almost maternal feelings towards Benny, who was still not yet sixteen. At the very least, she felt like an older sister to him, yet it was Benny who, in the weeks that followed, showed her how to survive on the streets; Benny who taught her how to steal wallets, open doors without a key and drive cars belonging to other people. Useful knowledge for a girl who, when night fell, was never sure where her next meal was coming from.

For the whole of spring they made ends meet with pickpocketing, small-scale burglaries and a few assignments they took care of for Kalli while they survived from hand to mouth. Until they discovered department stores.

The first time at Tietz, on Dönhoffplatz, was pure chance. Alex and Benny were in the store just before closing to shelter from the rain. The idea came to them of its own accord as customers were politely ushered towards the exits. They only needed to exchange glances before spending the next few hours huddled tightly together in an enormous wardrobe trunk. When everything around them fell silent they ventured out, every bone in their bodies aching, to empty the jewellery cabinets, and whatever else they could lay their hands on. They filled two small cases from the leather goods section, just enough to carry comfortably without drawing attention to themselves. No one stopped them when they were back outside on Krausenstrasse or had any idea what they were carrying in their cases. They boarded the next train at Spittelmarkt, calm as you like, and passed unnoticed there too, a couple of youths with suitcases, who looked like exhausted street traders returning home after a long and fruitless day.

The next morning Kalli was astonished, and only too happy to cough up. They had never scored so much before, at most a pocket watch taken from a drunk, or a few odds and ends stolen from a car. After Tietz they stopped dealing in bits and pieces. Pinching wallets on the U-Bahn or fleecing drunks was scarcely worth it, being risky and always a matter of chance. The department store ruse was more lucrative, easier too. All they had to do was shut themselves in, raid the display cabinets and get the hell out. By the time the night watchmen noticed the empty displays, Alex and Benny were long gone.

They had worked over four department stores by now, and last time, at Karstadt, had made away with some really nifty pieces. It was Kalli who had suggested Berlin’s finest establishment. Alex and Benny would never have thought of it themselves, out of sheer respect. In KaDeWe, they could really make hay, Kalli said, why not try their luck there? The place would be no better guarded than Tietz or Karstadt, guaranteed. He knew someone who worked there.

Now she was teetering over escalators making her way down floor by floor. The feeling of having KaDeWe all to herself suddenly overwhelmed her. She couldn’t help thinking back to Tietz, where together with Benny she had moved from section to section, savouring the fact that they were alone with such treasures. They had tested any number of things, even paying the toy section a visit, a little coyly at first since, in spite of their friendship, they mostly concealed their childish sides from each other. In the second department store, however—Tietz again, this time at Alexanderplatz—they had got straight down to work.

The great hall on the ground floor opened out in front of her. To get to the tobacco products she had to go through gentlemen’s fashion, where a line of mannequins with wax faces looked down on her rigidly, arrogantly, just like the snotty little upstarts who wore these clothes on the outside and could scarcely move for their conceit. Alex hated their kind and took pleasure that it was exactly these types who stood here now, condemned to spend the rest of their days as KaDeWe fossils. At the end of the army of mannequins she could already sense the wood panelling and shelves of the tobacco section.

Benny didn’t seem to be here, but there was something in the weak light flickering outside. She froze, rooted to the spot. Had one of the mannequins at the end of the row moved? She took a closer look, but everything was as before. A red neon sign flashing outside was making the shadows in here dance. There was no night watchman among the mannequins, not a single peaked cap in the line, just casual fedoras, bourgeois bowlers and elegant top hats. She continued with her heart still pounding; it seemed as if every beat must be audible in the silence.

The mannequin that had so startled her stood right at the end of the line, just before the entrance to the tobacco section. She stuck her tongue out and it tilted its upper body slightly forwards. Terror coursed through her like an electric shock.

‘Come right in, my lady,’ said the dummy in an operatic Hungarian accent, ‘don’t be shy!’

‘Are you trying to give me a heart attack?’ Alex punched the snow-white dickey.

Benny took a bow, removing his top hat and waving her through the door like a fairground barker. ‘Come in, my lady! And don’t be cowed by the prices. There’s something here for everyone!’

‘You’re a right one, you are,’ Alex grinned. ‘You look like a trainee ringmaster!’ She immediately regretted her choice of words when she saw his face. He had expected amazement, wonder, applause—anything but a joke at his expense.

‘I thought since we were here, why not get all dressed up,’ he said, trying not to let his disappointment show.

‘Looks damn elegant,’ she said. ‘I’ve never seen you in anything like it.’

‘Why would you have? This isn’t made for the likes of us. Yet here I am!’ He opened a canvas bag. ‘I got you something from ladies’ fashion,’ he said, lifting out a red silk dress. ‘What do you think?’

‘We should stick with jewellery. Kalli can’t get rid of clothes.’

‘Just try it on.’ He waved the red silk.

‘Now?’

‘It’s an evening dress, isn’t it?’ He held out the shimmering, dark-red dress.

‘Isn’t it a bit too … classy?’

‘The question is whether you like it.’

She held the dress against herself and looked in one of the mirrors. The size was right, and she really liked it. She wouldn’t have thought Benny had such an eye for fashion. He’d never bought himself anything to wear, nothing, not even with the money that Kalli gave them last time, enough for half a dozen new suits. He had only noticed that she had bought herself a new coat some days later.

Benny fetched a silver tin from his inside pocket and took out a Manoli Privat, a six-pfennig brand. He didn’t look so ridiculous in that get-up at all, she thought, it was just a little unfamiliar; she had only ever seen him in coarse linen trousers and his faded leather jacket.

‘Do you want one?’ he asked.

‘Just a drag.’

Benny lit the cigarette and passed it on. Alex took two deep drags and returned it.

‘It looks good,’ he said, pulling gloves and a little hat out of the bag. ‘You should put it on.’

Alex stepped behind a pilaster and changed into the dress, donning the gloves and placing the hat on her head, heart pounding. She’d never worn anything so elegant before, and felt good yet insecure at the same time. It was a strange sensation, but Benny must be feeling the same way. She could have spared him that stupid remark.

‘Da-da-da-daa,’ she trumpeted as she emerged. The boy who usually couldn’t keep his mouth shut didn’t say a word, and she knew immediately he was impressed. He looked so elegant, especially now, bowed ever so slightly before her.

‘Will you dance with me?’ he asked.

Alex laughed. ‘Do you hear music?’

‘Yes.’ He took her right hand and clasped her left shoulder. ‘Don’t you?’ He hummed a little melody and swayed her slowly back and forth in three-quarter time.

‘I don’t know how to dance.’

‘Leave that to me.’ He began to waltz, sweeping her along with him. His grip was firm and she abandoned herself to his movement and the rhythm of his song. They reeled past the mannequins with their arrogant faces, past the shelves and clothes stands, past the dappled light gleaming in from Tauentzienstrasse. Only when they came to a halt did she realise that they had danced halfway across the floor. She felt a little dizzy and out of breath, but happy nevertheless.

‘Where did you learn that?’ He never ceased to amaze her, this skinny boy with the child’s face that sometimes appeared so terrifyingly serious and grown-up.

‘In the home. The kitchen girls used to dance when the nuns weren’t looking. They showed me—do you like it?’

She nodded, and he grabbed her again, spinning in the opposite direction this time. Alex was overjoyed. If her father knew that she took pleasure in such bourgeois frippery as the Viennese Waltz, he’d no doubt have condemned his wayward daughter even more than usual.

When they arrived back at the tobacco section she was unable to stand on her own. ‘That was great,’ she said, out of breath. ‘We should have done it sooner. I could use the practice.’

‘Maybe we should go dancing properly sometime. Somewhere real swish, I mean, like a dance hall on the Ku’damm…’

Alex laughed. ‘They’d kick us out!’

‘We’d just need to be dressed like we are now.’ Benny paused, as if finding it hard to utter his next sentence, as if the words had to overcome a few hurdles first. ‘You’re beautiful, Alex,’ he said, and it sounded as if he’d been meaning to say it for a long time. He stroked her cheek with his fingertips, startling her with his unexpected tenderness. She gave a little start, but he didn’t notice, simply closed his eyes and drew nearer. Only when his lips brushed against her mouth did she react, pushing him away gently but firmly.

‘Benny! You can’t…’

He didn’t seem to understand, or want to understand.

‘I don’t know. You’re only fifteen.’ Shit, Alex, be nice to him! ‘Don’t get me wrong, I like you. You’re my friend.’

‘Why can’t I kiss you?’

He looked so sad and awkward she couldn’t help taking him in her arms and stroking his head. ‘I like you, Benny. But … we can’t. Especially not now. We’ve got work to do.’

‘True,’ he said. ‘Enough of this nonsense.’

He let go and unpacked the second canvas bag, into which he had stuffed his old clothes, but she could see she had hurt him for the second time that evening, only this time it had gone deeper. He was trying not to let it show, and she pretended she hadn’t realised, but the atmosphere between them was soured. Moments before they had soared across the KaDeWe floor; now, in evening dress, they looked like two children who had been rummaging secretly through their parents’ wardrobe. At least that was how Alex felt, and Benny too by the look of him. He rushed to get back into his old clothes, and Alex returned behind the pilaster to change.

‘Let’s get to work,’ he said, passing her the second bag. Silently they went on their way.

The jewellery section was also on the ground floor, the glass of the display cabinets shimmering in the half-dark. Alex felt her nerves jangle again. The most expensive items would be stored in the vault, and, since the display cabinets contained only replicas, Alex and Benny could ignore the swanky rocks and concentrate on simple items that were bound to be genuine: plain rings, bangles and earrings, but mostly watches, any number of them, golden pocket watches and elegant wrist watches. Kalli always paid good money for watches.

Benny took off his leather jacket and wrapped it around his arm. ‘Alex,’ he said, ‘I promise you, in two, maybe three years, I won’t need to do this anymore. I’ll spend the day wearing expensive suits, drive a car, and live in a nice house with servants. And then I’ll ask you again if you want to go dancing with me.’

Before she could reply, he drew back his elbow and shattered the glass with a clatter that was loud enough to wake the whole city.

They moved quickly, not exchanging a word, Alex collecting wristwatches from the shattered display cabinet and stuffing them into her bag, while Benny shook shards of glass from the leather of his jacket and prepared for the next assault. The second time, the clatter didn’t seem quite so loud. She took care not to stuff too many glass fragments into the bag with the watches, which proved trickier with the next display cabinet, where a number of low carat diamond rings rested on the velvet between the splinters. Alex was concentrating so hard on these little splinters that she overlooked the sharp edge of glass in the brass frame and cut the back of her hand.

The wound bled profusely. Without saying a word Benny tore a strip of fabric from his shirt to bind it before emptying the third display cabinet. With her bandaged hand, Alex wasn’t much use.

‘I’m sorry.’

‘It doesn’t matter. We—’ Benny broke off, turning to stone mid-sentence. ‘Did you hear that?’

Alex shrugged, but then heard the noise too. Somewhere in the building a door had slammed shut.

‘He’s on the move again,’ she whispered. ‘That can’t be right. He must still be doing his rounds outside; he won’t be going over the shop floor a second time.’

‘I wouldn’t bet on it.’ Benny grabbed another handful of rings. ‘Maybe we were too noisy. Let’s get out of here.’

He closed the two canvas bags, taking the heavier of the pair, and they started to run, with Alex, who was more familiar with the layout, leading the way. In the meantime, there were scores of night owls out and about on Tauentzienstrasse, its windows and doors barred to keep late-night window shoppers from temptation.

They had to find a rear storeroom or office window so that they could reach the access yard and get onto Ansbacher Strasse, before joining the crowds and taking the next U-Bahn train east. Same as always, except something happened that threw their plans into disarray.

The door to the southern stairwell opened, and a wedge of light fell on the shop floor. Alex jumped for cover, dragging Benny behind a wall draped with silk neckties. She thought she had seen a uniform in the door. Not the red-brown of the KaDeWe watchmen, but the dark blue of the Prussian Police.

Judging by the noise, it must be a whole squad of uniformed officers. Benny silently mouthed a word she’d have preferred to scream from the rooftops. Shit!

They would have to go via Tauentzienstrasse after all. They had no other choice. What the hell were the cops doing here anyway? Alex gave Benny a nod and led the way. Hunching slightly, using the shelves and clothes stands for cover, they worked their way through the half-dark, stretching the distance between them and the cops.

‘Police!’ someone cried. ‘We know you’re in here. Give yourselves up. You’re surrounded on all sides!’

For a few moments a light flashed, then it was bright as day. Alex ducked behind the shelf they were passing and peered around the corner. It didn’t look good. The officers had divided themselves into several groups and were systematically combing the entire floor.

She looked at Benny, who gave a helpless shrug. Not much time left. They had to do something. The lifts! The middle one was on the ground floor. Alex gestured towards the lift doors a few metres to their left and Benny nodded. It was their one chance to gain a head start; a little more time to hatch a new plan. They bent low, crawling past a long rack of trousers. The lifts were now almost within touching distance. All they had to do was break cover.

Alex heard a male voice close by. ‘Look at that mess. Let’s hope they haven’t escaped.’

‘They’re still in the building somewhere,’ said another. ‘I can feel it.’

The cops had discovered the display cabinets, distracting them for a moment. She took a deep breath before stretching an arm towards the button.

The door slid open with a soft pling. Not soft enough.

‘Stop, police!’ someone shouted. ‘Put your hands in the air and show yourselves!’

Alex pulled Benny into the open lift and pressed one of the top buttons. At least she knew how these things worked, thanks to Wertheim. The cops were already coming around the corner, shouting something like ‘stay where you are’, when the door finally closed and the lift began its ascent.

Thank God!

First things first, get onto a higher floor, distance themselves from their pursuers. It would take time for the police to get another lift down to the ground floor. She looked at Benny. At last they could talk again.

‘Shit,’ he said. ‘What are the pigs doing here?’

‘Maybe we set off an alarm.’

‘More likely they were expecting us. Waiting to catch us red-handed.’

‘They’ll have to find us first.’

‘True,’ Benny grinned. ‘I always knew you were a whiz at escaping, Alex, but where did you learn how to use a lift?’

‘There was a lift boy at Wertheim who had the hots for me.’

He nudged her in the side and laughed, even though it hadn’t been a joke. She had almost paid for that episode with the job she had lost half a year later anyway.

The lift came to a halt and the doors opened. ‘Ladies and Gentlemen, we have reached the fifth floor,’ she said.

‘Shouldn’t we go up one?’

‘Yes, but via the stairs. Then the pigs will start looking on the wrong floor.’

Benny nodded. ‘It’s best we split up. You go up one, I’ll go down one.’

‘Split up?’

‘We don’t know how many there are. To have any chance, we need to separate.’

He sounded like a general before battle. If the situation hadn’t been so serious, she would have laughed.

‘Fine,’ she said. ‘And then what?’

‘No idea. Get out of here somehow. There must be a few options in a place like this.’

‘OK. When shall we meet?’

‘Not till we’re outside. The Märchenbrunnen. At the top of every hour.’

‘Good luck, then,’ she said. ‘See you on the outside.’ She looked at him for a final time before running upstairs to the sixth floor. Their footsteps sounded further and further apart.

At the top of the stairs she paused in front of the lift door. It was only a matter of time before the night watchman switched on the sixth floor lights but, for now, it was still dark. For the first time that evening she made use of her torch, shining a light on the numbered displays above the doors. The lift on the far right was already on the way up, now passing the second floor. They were on the move. No time to lose.

Alex burst onto the shop floor in search of another escape route or, at the very least, a place to hide. Her torch beam passed over red-white floor tiles and empty glass counters: the KaDeWe snack bar, heart of the new grocery section. She crossed the floor, moving past shelves full of jam jars until, suddenly, there was nowhere else to go. She looked for an opening in the whitewashed plywood wall whose flimsiness was disguised by rows of shelves. Finally, behind a sales counter, she found an inconspicuous little door with a simple ward lock that was easy to open. She slipped inside and found a stack of planks. The place looked like a building site. She crossed the room and found a door behind which was a staircase leading upwards.

She didn’t know which way to turn, only that she couldn’t fall into the hands of her pursuers. That had been her number one rule since living on the streets: never let the cops get you! For half a year she had been scared stiff they might pick her up and hold her responsible for Beckmann’s death. Or, worse still, give her a good grilling and, in the process, discover it was her brother Karl who had shot that fucking Nazi dead; that she had just stood by and watched. Sometimes she thought it was all her fault: that she had turned her brother into a murderer, only to feel every fibre in her being protest. Because if it wasn’t for all that Red Front bullshit, Karl would never have owned a gun in the first place.

But he did own a gun, and he had fired it.

Alex switched off the torch and listened. Voices, no doubt about it, and they were growing louder. They were combing the sixth floor. Of course: they weren’t so stupid as to be deceived by the lift below. There was a flicker and then the light came on here too. Instinctively Alex eschewed the cover of the building materials and retreated inside the dark stairwell. What must the pedestrians on the street below be thinking, seeing all the floors in KaDeWe lit up just before midnight?

She put her bag over her shoulders and climbed the narrow, dark staircase, desperate to get away before the cops discovered the plywood wall and decided to look behind it.

Climbing through two attic floors she came upon a locked door that posed no problem for her skeleton key. A cold wind blew in her face. She was outside again, on a roof garden above the city. The Gedächtniskirche rose dark out of a sea of houses, and lights flashed in all colours from the urban canyons below. Traffic noise was no longer muffled by the walls of the store. The beep of a horn reminded her that life was waiting below, freedom too. How to get there? The wind was still blowing in her face, letting her know that she had ventured onto foreign terrain, and the cut on her hand was throbbing. She leaned over the parapet and looked down. The KaDeWe logo lit up the darkness, casting neon light on a steep roof with dormer windows. No chance of getting down that way. She prayed that the cops wouldn’t get it into their heads to look up here. Who would be stupid enough to escape onto the roof? Well, Alexandra Reinhold, for one, but the cops couldn’t know that.

Somehow she had to get past them, go down, right down to the bottom and out. She returned to the stairwell, closed the door behind her and stayed still for a moment, listening. Nothing. Everything was still dark. Only when she was certain that the coast was clear did she slowly descend the stairs, step by step and, having arrived below, opened the door leading back into the light. The voices could no longer be heard. Had they left? There was no one by the stack of planks, but it was strange that they weren’t looking here. They had left the light on. Alex crept towards the plywood wall and peered through a narrow crack.

There was someone by the lifts. The cops didn’t even have to search the whole building, it was enough to monitor the exits.

She retreated towards the rear of the construction area. Carefully she opened one of the windows on the western side and was startled by how loud the noise suddenly was. Hopefully it wouldn’t reach the lifts. She stretched her head out into the night air, which smelled of petrol and rainclouds, and looked around. Four metres below she could see the balcony that extended around nearly the entire fifth floor of the building, and beyond it the gaping chasm of Passauer Strasse. She could hang on to the window ledge, lower herself down as far as possible and then jump. She could make it. As she was assessing the risks, she saw a figure huddled in a window recess on the balcony. Benny.

The cops had driven the poor boy outside too. He didn’t see her, simply crouched in his hiding place, keeping the door in view. Alex closed the window. How were they going to get out of here in one piece?

The cut on her hand was still throbbing. She opened a door on the south side. Again, it was dark. Only when she was certain that she couldn’t hear footsteps or voices did she switch her torch back on and enter a long corridor. An office wing, everything new, the walls smelling of fresh plaster. Slowly she made her way along the corridor, ignoring doors on both sides, before reaching a turn to the left, perhaps leading to another stairwell. She switched off her torch after noticing a faint gleam of light from a window at the end of the corridor. Outside she caught sight of a firewall, which must have looked out onto the access yard.

Excellent work Fräulein Reinhold, just like you planned. Only a few floors too high!

It had started to rain, but Alex longed for nothing more than to stand outside in the middle of it. She stared through the window and said a quick prayer.

Dear Lord, if you should be out there somewhere listening, please get me out of here, I don’t care how, just get me out, and I’ll pay any price, even if it means going to church.

She closed her eyes and listened to the drumming of the rain. Something about the sound made her hesitate and open the window. It was making an unspeakable noise, as if someone were striking a hammer against an anvil again and again. Alex poked her head outside and thought she must be dreaming. At that moment, she believed she had her prayer to thank for it. A fire escape! Iron steps led down floor by floor to the yard.

She packed her torch, shouldered her bag, stepped onto the grating and looked down. A fleet of lorries and delivery trucks was parked in perfect formation, otherwise the courtyard was empty—not a blue uniform in sight. The cops had overlooked the fire escape.

Alex gripped the damp, cold handrail and descended the wobbly steel staircase step by step, keeping the windows and yard in view. The wind blew rain in her face and the steel structure swayed and squealed under her feet, but she inched ever closer to the ground. She was dripping wet, with her bandage soaked through and her bag growing heavier by the minute until, at last, she reached the bottom.

If only she could tell Benny about the fire exit, but hopefully his luck would be in too. Using the delivery trucks as cover, she made her way to the entrance onto Passauer Strasse. The great iron gate was locked, but she’d been expecting that. She took out her picklock and, though she was shivering slightly and needed a little longer than usual, soon had it cracked.

The gate squeaked as she opened it just enough to slip through. And then she was outside. Free at last!

Never had she enjoyed listening to traffic quite so much. She sucked in the air greedily, as if only now could she breathe again after surfacing from a long dive. The rain had stopped. There wasn’t much happening on Passauer Strasse, just a few hurried pedestrians snapping shut their umbrellas, and two or three cars splashing through puddles. No one paid her any attention. She tilted her head back and looked at the department store front, the crowning feature of which was the giant neon sign here on Passauer Strasse. Lit up at night like this, the store had a festive, almost Christmassy feel. She thought of Benny and, in the same moment, saw him clambering on the balcony’s steel railings. What on earth was he doing there? He didn’t seem to have moved very far from his previous hiding place, where she had caught sight of him moments before.

He stood on the balcony ledge, outside the railings. Alex caught her breath. The ledge could only be a foot wide. Surely he wasn’t thinking of climbing down, not with the heavy bag on his shoulders. But that’s what it looked like. Quick as a flash Benny crouched, facing inwards as he gripped the ledge with both hands, gradually lowering his body until he hung, legs dangling, a dark shadow against the narrow, illuminated windows. His feet were too far from the next ledge; he’d never make it down. A gasp of horror made her turn. Behind her stood a thin man with metal-rimmed spectacles and bowler hat, craning his neck.

A police officer appeared in silhouette above the railings, the star on his shako flashing briefly in the light. Benny was hanging from the balcony to hide, not to escape. The building’s front was his final resort, but the cop must have seen him. He was leaning over the railings as if he knew someone was there.

Alex ought to have fled, but couldn’t, and stood on Passauer Strasse as if rooted to the spot.

‘The cops are there already,’ Alex heard the man in metal-rimmed spectacles say. ‘Why on earth would you jump from KaDeWe?’

Alex couldn’t see exactly what was happening, only that the officer was now next to Benny, having also climbed over the railing. Did he mean to help him up? It seemed not. He tilted his head forwards as if speaking. Benny seemed to be saying something too, though Alex couldn’t make out what.

Benny gave a cry, making her start. Was his strength deserting him? Surely not! Give yourself up, she thought. Climb back up and turn yourself in.

The cop’s head was still tilted forwards and, for a brief moment, Alex made out his face in the glow of the sign. He was grimacing furiously. What on earth was going on? Had Benny shot his mouth off again? For a second time she heard him cry, more drawn out now, and desperate. He sounded like the boy he was, rather than the man he wanted to be.

She was holding her head at such an angle that her neck hurt, but, still, she couldn’t look away. Why had he let go with his right hand? How was he supposed to hold on, with just one hand plus the heavy bag on his shoulders? She stared and stared and couldn’t believe what she saw. Until at last she understood.

No scream, no cry. He fell silently through the night.

There was a thud like a sack of potatoes falling from a truck and, at the same time, a mighty crack. Then everything was quiet.

She snapped out of her trance to see Benny not ten metres away, painfully contorted and motionless on the ground. She rushed to his side. Hardly any blood, strangely. Benny’s eyes were closed. There was someone wheezing behind her. The man with the metal-rimmed spectacles was staring goggle-eyed.

‘Call an ambulance!’ she hissed, but the man shrugged his shoulders helplessly and made himself scarce.

Alex leaned towards Benny and heard him rasping. He was still alive!

She kneeled on the pavement, laid his head on her knees and stroked his hair. He opened his eyes; his breathing became quicker and quicker.

‘Alex,’ he said.

‘Try not to talk. There’s an ambulance on its way.’

‘I’m sorry, Alex, I messed up.’

‘No!’

‘I couldn’t … I couldn’t hold on any longer. He was standing on my fingers.’ There was a wheezing sound as Benny tried to catch his breath. He was finding it hard to speak.

‘Don’t talk so much, Benny, don’t talk so much.’

‘Get out of here … or they’ll catch you. These are bad people…’

She looked skywards to where the cop was staring down. He said something to his colleague and gestured towards her, towards Alex and Benny on Passauer Strasse below. The other cop began speaking animatedly, seeming to curse his partner. That wouldn’t do any good now.

Benny took another breath and, again, there was a wheezing in his lungs. Dark blood suddenly streamed from his mouth.

‘Benny!’ she cried. ‘Hold on. Hold on!’

He tried to smile. ‘Promise you’ll go dancing with me sometime.’

‘I promise.’

The interval between his breaths became shorter and shorter. Alex wiped at the blood with her sleeve. Benny gazed at her wistfully the whole time, as if preparing to say goodbye. He closed his eyes.

‘Don’t give up, do you hear me, don’t give up! The ambulance will be here soon.’ Benny’s wheezing became more and more frenetic until suddenly it stopped, as if someone had switched off a machine. ‘No,’ Alex screamed. ‘No! You can’t just die! I won’t let you!’

She let his head sink slowly onto the pavement and looked around. A few rubberneckers had made their way over from Tauentzienstrasse. The man with the metal-rimmed spectacles hadn’t reappeared, nor was there any sign of an ambulance, but a group of uniformed officers emerged from a discreet side door of KaDeWe.

She swallowed her tears and ran.

‘Stop that boy! He’s one of them!’

Alex didn’t turn around. She knew she was being chased. She had to steer clear of pedestrians, screaming at an elegant lady to move aside and forcing her into the window grilles, before running towards the throng of people surging down Tauentzienstrasse. Find cover there and disappear. A whistle sounded behind her, and someone shouted.

‘Stop! Police!’

She kept running, straight across the pavement onto Tauentzienstrasse past tooting cars. A taxi screeched to a halt, but Alex paid no heed. After what had happened to Benny, she feared for her life. She threw herself sideways in front of a tram, whose driver sounded the warning bell, crossed the central reservation, and followed the electric train as it juddered eastwards. Her gaze fell on the warning sign, which strictly forbade passengers from jumping aboard while the train was in motion. She leapt onto the moving platform and squeezed herself into the car. The windows on the other side were more or less obscured by her fellow passengers, but not quite completely. There they were, her two pursuers, waiting for the tram to go past as it took the bend on the Wittenbergplatz approach.

Alex jostled her way inside and looked at the sign: the number six, going towards Schöneberg. Not ideal, but if she got out again at Wittenbergplatz there was a good chance they’d spot her. The tram stopped, with more people getting off than on, and her cover grew thinner. She kept glancing out of the window, but could no longer see any blue uniforms. The last passenger to board was a fat man, whom she moved towards straightaway, taking cover behind him, keeping the doors in view.

A bell sounded and the train moved off. As it picked up speed, metre by metre, Alex felt her tension dissolve. She had shaken them off!

Suddenly she felt the cut on her hand throbbing again. The blood had already seeped through the temporary bandage Benny had tied an hour or so ago, and grief came over her like a wild animal. Tears streamed down her face and soon she was crying uncontrollably for the first time in years.

Only when she wiped the tears on her sleeve did she realise that everyone in the car was staring at her. ‘What are you looking at?’ she shouted, and the people, who had been gazing at her in sympathy, returned to whatever it was they were doing before.
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That’s what you got for being punctual: a wait. Rath’s gaze flitted between his fingernails and the pictures on the wall. He spotted a grease stain on his jacket. He had been wearing the grey suit for too long. If he had known he was being summoned he’d have chosen the brown one, since it had been freshly laundered. At least his fingernails were clean.

Renate Greulich hammered at her typewriter as if she were the only person in the room.

‘Dr Weiss is still in a meeting. Please take a seat,’ was all she had said. So Rath had taken a seat, feeling as if he were in a doctor’s waiting room about to receive bad news. He didn’t know what exactly, only that it was sure to be bad.

When the bosses sent for him, it was usually trouble, although Rath couldn’t remember a single occasion in the last few weeks when he had flouted the rules. He had only been back on duty for a week, after a fortnight’s summer holiday. A few days in Cologne, then a week on the Baltic Sea with Charly. He—they—could have saved themselves the bother.

The telephone rang and Renate Greulich picked up. ‘Yes, Herr Doktor,’ she said, reaching for the file on her desk. She disappeared with it behind the padded door.

Rath gazed after the secretary and picked up a newspaper from the makeshift table. He leafed indifferently through the day’s political issues, reparations disputes, austerity measures, until alighting on a headline in the regional section.

Late-night police chase in KaDeWe. Young intruder plunges to his death.

This was the case Gennat had mentioned at briefing: two jewel thieves caught red-handed in KaDeWe at the weekend, one of whom had launched an unsuccessful bid for freedom via the façade. The young lad, no more than sixteen or seventeen, was still to be identified. His accomplice had escaped with a portion of the spoils.

The way the article read, you’d think the police had hounded the boy to his death. That the pair had shut themselves in a department store to empty the jewellery displays didn’t seem to concern the paper.

The door opened once more, only it wasn’t Greulich who emerged, but a police officer, picture perfect in his freshly ironed and spotlessly clean blue uniform, shako wedged under his arm. The man knew how to appear before a deputy commissioner. Rath laid the newspaper over the grease stain on his suit as the officer nodded his head in greeting.

‘What’s the atmosphere like in there?’ Rath asked.

‘OK.’ The officer gestured towards the paper. ‘Have you seen the news?’

‘Just looking now.’

‘Then you can picture Dr Weiss’s mood.’ The officer appeared at a loss. ‘I was in charge of the KaDeWe operation the night before last.’

‘Nasty,’ Rath said.

‘A nightmare.’

‘Don’t take it to heart. Things like that happen every day.’

‘Thanks, but I still need to go to Homicide.’ The officer put on his shako. ‘Why have you been summoned?’

‘If only I knew.’

The officer tipped the peak of his shako by way of goodbye and disappeared into the corridor. Moments later, Renate Greulich reappeared and bade Rath enter. The deputy commissioner sat behind his desk, noting something down. His expression gave nothing away.

‘Please take a seat,’ he said, without looking up.

Rath sat and looked out of the window while Weiss calmly finished his notes. The crane in front of Alexanderhaus gleamed in the sunlight, leaving a cluster of reinforcing bars hanging weightless in the sky. Weiss snapped his notebook shut and gazed at Rath through thick lenses, like a senior teacher surveying an exam candidate.

‘Inspector, am I right in thinking you have a brother in the United States?’

Rath had reckoned with all sorts of possibilities, but not this. ‘Pardon me, Sir?’

‘If my information is correct, your brother, Severin Rath, lives in America…’

‘That’s true, but…’

‘… and you visited him there once…’

How had Weiss come by this information? No one knew about that trip, not even Rath’s father, Engelbert, the police director, and he wasn’t a man you kept secrets from. In the spring of 1923 Gereon had spent three months in the USA looking for his brother; his parents had thought he was on an exchange semester in Prague, thanks to the letters his friend Paul had posted from there. ‘You’re well informed,’ Rath said.

‘It’s what I’m paid to be,’ Weiss replied, without a trace of irony. ‘You’ve heard of the Bureau of Investigation?’

‘The American Federal Police…’

Weiss nodded almost imperceptibly and opened a thin file. ‘I have a job for you, Inspector. A special assignment in which knowledge of American customs could be a distinct advantage. How’s your English?’

Rath shrugged. ‘OK, I think. The Yanks understood me anyway, and I understood them.’ What the hell was Weiss driving at?

The deputy commissioner pushed the file across the table. ‘This came through the ticker a few days ago,’ he said.

Rath skimmed the first page. ABRAHAM GOLDSTEIN, PLACE OF BIRTH: BROOKLYN, NY. A profile. Weiss continued: ‘Our American colleagues have warned us about this man. The Bureau believes he is a member of a New York gangster syndicate.’

‘OK, but how does this concern us?’

Weiss raised his eyebrows before responding. ‘Abraham Goldstein, nickname Handsome Abe, is on his way to Berlin. He went through customs at Bremerhaven yesterday evening.’

‘If he’s so dangerous, why did the Yanks let him leave in the first place?’

‘Because they don’t have a case against him. Goldstein was put on file a few times in his youth: larceny, criminal damage, grievous bodily harm, but since then nothing, not even a parking ticket. He’s thought to be responsible for a number of underworld killings. Our American colleagues believe that he kills on behalf of Italian and Jewish gangster syndicates. The one thing no one disputes is that he has links to underworld heavyweights. Only, that isn’t a crime.’

‘Goldstein’s Jewish?’

‘Yes.’ Weiss didn’t bat an eyelid. As if it were unimportant—though of course it was anything but. A Jewish gangster in Berlin, that fact alone would be grist to the mill of the anti-Semites. Newspaper reports about the Sklarek Brothers’ fraud had been full of anti-Semitic undertones. Suddenly Rath understood why Weiss himself had intervened.

‘What’s Goldstein doing in Berlin?’ he asked. ‘Any ideas?’

‘None. The one thing we know for sure is that he is coming, on a tourist visa. Perhaps it’s only to visit the Wintergarten or the Sportpalast, or he means to throw himself into the local nightlife, like the other tourists who come here because it’s so cheap. Anything’s possible.’

‘Could he be taking care of a contract in Berlin? Eliminating someone who’s making problems for the New Yorkers?’

Weiss adopted a sceptical expression. ‘Links between local criminal circles and American gangster syndicates are not particularly well developed. Mostly drug-smuggling or alcohol. I can’t believe that an American underworld feud would reach Europe.’

‘Things aren’t exactly peaceful here at the moment,’ Rath said. ‘If you think back to the last few weeks. Maybe one of our lot sent for him, to carry out a job…’

‘There is tension in the city,’ Weiss agreed. ‘The Ringvereine know about Goldstein. Even before the Bureau got in contact, our underworld informants heard rumours that an American was expected in Berlin.’

‘What are we supposed to do if the Yanks don’t have anything on him?’

‘Round the clock surveillance, and we want him to know it too. Make it clear he is being watched, that he can’t so much as move without our knowledge. If he really has come to Berlin to kill someone, we have to show him that the best thing he can do is return straight home. Empty-handed.’

‘With all due respect, Sir, isn’t this a job for Warrants?’

‘I’m certainly not about to discuss whose jurisdiction it falls under with you.’ Weiss’s voice took on a shrill, piercing tone like something from the parade ground. The man had served as an officer in the war and would brook no arguments.

‘As you yourself have just observed,’ he continued, ‘we are talking about preventing a potential homicide. That alone ought to underline the importance of this assignment.’ Rath nodded like a schoolboy. ‘You’re in charge of this operation. Round up a few men and get on your way. Goldstein has reserved a suite in the Excelsior. I understand you’re familiar with it.’

Rath had stayed in the Excelsior for a time after arriving in Berlin two years before, but in the cheapest available single room. Weiss appeared to have done his research there too.

‘Do you want me to greet him off the train with a bunch of flowers?’

‘I don’t care whether it’s on the platform or at the hotel, so long as you make it clear that he is to behave himself in our city. He should…’

The telephone rang. Weiss picked up. ‘What is it,’ he said, annoyed.

Rath wasn’t sure whether his audience with the deputy was over. He remained seated.

Weiss adopted a serious expression. ‘I’ll come out myself,’ he said. ‘Send for a car and let Heimannsberg know.’ He hung up. ‘I think we’re finished here, Inspector. Now, get to work, and report to me tomorrow morning in person. I have to go to the university.’ Clearly Weiss had been intending to leave it at that, but he must have registered Rath’s quizzical expression. ‘Student riot,’ he said. ‘The rector has requested police assistance.’
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The Germans were strange, he decided. Everywhere he went, they wanted to see his passport: on the boat, in the harbour, on the train, and now in the hotel too. The head porter carefully entered his name, address and passport number into the big, black-leather guest register.

‘We didn’t expect you so early, Mister Goldstein,’ the man said in English. His parting was so straight it might have been made with a ruler. ‘But suite three-o-one is now ready for you.’ He pronounced the name Gollt-schtein, like everyone in this country.

Goldstein pocketed his passport. ‘Very kind, thank you.’

‘You speak German!’ The head porter raised his eyebrows as he waved a page boy over.

‘Sure.’

The head porter handed the page the keys to the room. ‘Three-o-one,’ he said, and the boy stowed the suitcases onto a trolley.

‘If you would care to follow me, Sir,’ said the page, setting off for the lift. In his ill-fitting gold-braided livery, he looked like a monkey escaped from his organ grinder. Goldstein wondered why they hadn’t given the boy, who wore a golden number thirty-seven on his cap, anything in his size.

It reminded him of his mother, Rahel Goldstein, who had made her only son wear his trousers for so long even the tramps would realise they were too small. The same Rahel Goldstein who left her dingy flat only to go to the synagogue or the market, and refused to learn the language of her adoptive country. Abe never understood why his parents had gone to America in the first place. Their existence had played out over such a tiny area that he wondered why they had chosen so big a country, so big a city, in which to live. He could never stand the confinement and, even as a little boy, had left the flat as often as possible until his mother’s illness drove him onto the streets for good.

While Mother battled typhus and Father prayed for her salvation, Abe started hanging around with Moe and his gang by Williamsburg Bridge. They respected him, even if he was a few years younger. After Mother died, his father tried to pass him into the care of friends, then into a home, but Abe had resisted. Moe’s gang was his family, and he didn’t need anyone else. At fourteen Abe Goldstein earned his first paycheck, more in a single day than his father could scrape together in weeks. People in the neighbourhood had already started talking about him after Mother’s funeral, which was the last time he had been to synagogue, and all the more when, on the occasion of Father’s funeral, he had appeared drunk at the cemetery. They were still talking about him, too, though these days with respect, which was the only thing that mattered.

The lift sped upwards, barely making a sound. They made two stops, but only when the liftboy announced the third floor did number 37 turn his attention to the luggage trolley. Suite 301 wasn’t too far from the lifts, just around the corner. The page opened the door and Goldstein stepped inside. Everything seemed to be in order. Exactly the level of comfort one would expect from the price category. A spacious, bright living room, big windows pointing towards the enormous station roof, immediately in front of them a large desk, and a comfortable, upholstered corner sofa against the wall. On the table was a fruit bowl, and, to the right, a double leaf door that led into the bedroom. The page had set the luggage down and was now waiting expectantly in the door, the flat of his hand facing discreetly upwards. Goldstein pressed a dollar note into the boy’s hand—he still hadn’t got around to trading his dollars for German money—and waited until the page had wished him a pleasant stay and departed.

At the window he lit a Camel cigarette. Clouds were building over the station roof, but the sun had fought its way through and was shining on the crowds in front of the round brick arches. People were streaming outside, with and without suitcases, waving taxis over or heading for the bus stop and tram. So, this was Berlin. He blew smoke against the glass and gazed across the city. Not knowing exactly what awaited him filled him with unease. Had he really made the long journey just to see a man about whom the only thing he knew was his name?

Hearing a noise from the bedroom he pressed the cigarette into the ashtray and reached for his waistband, still not accustomed to being unarmed. He took the paperweight from the desk and tiptoed towards the connecting door, bronze bird ready to strike. It seemed unlikely that it was one of Fat Moe’s boys. The man’s influence didn’t stretch this far, but Abe Goldstein had never lost anything by exercising caution when the situation demanded. He looked through the half-open door. Against the end wall was an enormous bed, covered with a champagne-coloured satin duvet and flanked by two night-tables. To the right, next to the dressing table, a door led to the bathroom. It was open, and in the frame he could make out a nicely rounded ass belonging to a stooped figure in a black dress and white apron. A chambermaid, running behind schedule, was draping white hand-towels over a stand. He savoured the view for a few seconds before audibly clearing his throat. The maid wheeled around, but Goldstein could see from her eyes that she had wanted to be caught. She was out for a tip.

‘My apologies, Sir.’ She curtseyed and gazed at the floor, but there was a cheeky glint in her eyes when she looked up again. ‘Excuse me, Sir. I’m Marion, your chambermaid,’ she said in English. ‘Ihr Zimmermädchen.’

She clearly knew that this latest guest was American, and her English wasn’t bad.

‘I appreciate chambermaids who go about their duties conscientiously,’ he said in German. ‘Don’t let me keep you from your work.’

‘Actually, I’m finished here.’ She gave him another of her perfectly innocent glances. ‘If my services are no longer required.’

He fetched his wad of dollar bills and handed her three notes. ‘I’m sure I’ll call on you again.’

‘Ask for Marion. I have to go now.’

She pocketed the notes as if a tip of that size were the most natural thing in the world, and wedged a stack of hand-towels under her arm. Her profile wasn’t bad either. She brushed casually against him as she squeezed past, and Goldstein felt the blood pulsing between his legs. He followed her into the drawing room, but she had already opened the door to the corridor.

‘Marion!’ he said. She came to a halt in the doorframe and waited. An elderly gentleman passed behind her along the corridor and squinted over curiously. To be on the safe side, Goldstein switched to English. ‘May I see you again, Marion?’ he said. ‘You know, I could use some company in this town…’

She stood in the door and gazed up at him with her big blue eyes, in such a way that he was suddenly very aware of his erection. No doubt she could see it too. Not that he minded.

‘I have to go, but I finish at four.’

‘I’ll be here. Just give me a knock.’
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Rigaer Strasse was not a pretty street, but this was its ugliest point, right here. It was as if Kalli had deliberately chosen the lousiest spot in a district not famed for its charm. Alex had taken the 9 to Baltenplatz and walked the rest of the way; now she put down the heavy bag and stood in front of the display window. EBERHARD KALLWEIT BOUGHT AND SOLD was painted in white across the glass. All manner of junk was gathering dust behind the windowpane: a gramophone, a typewriter, an electric vacuum cleaner, a telephone, four chairs that weren’t part of a set, and a rubber plant. None of it had been sold in the months Alex had been coming here. Kalli made his money from items that weren’t on display, and didn’t show up in the accounts.

There were no customers inside. She picked up her bag and climbed the stairs.

A rasping, high-pitched ring announced her as she pressed down on the door handle and entered. Kalli was lurking behind the counter in his grey overalls. His best shopkeeper’s grin froze when he recognised her. For a fraction of a second, he seemed paralysed by the shock, but then he said quietly, as if afraid somebody might hear. ‘Are you mad, coming here like this? What if I have customers?’

‘You weren’t at Krehmann’s yesterday.’

‘You’ve got some nerve! You went to Krehmann’s after everything that’s happened? After that monumental cock-up of yours! The police are after you. You realise that, don’t you?’

‘Cock-up?’ Alex couldn’t believe it. Kalli was an arsehole. ‘A cock-up, that’s what you’re calling it? Benny’s dead for fuck’s sake.’

‘What’s he doing scrambling about on department store fronts?’

‘Trying not to get caught. If that pig hadn’t kicked him off, he’d still be alive.’

‘What the hell are you talking about?’

‘There was a cop after him. He stepped on Benny’s fingers until he couldn’t hold on anymore. That’s why he fell. That pig killed him, and I had to stand by and watch.’

Kalli shook his head. ‘I should never have let myself get involved with you kids.’ He seemed to be speaking to the cash register. ‘I ought to have known it would go belly-up.’

‘You’re the one who sent us to KaDeWe,’ she shouted. ‘We’ve never had any trouble otherwise. There were no cops in Tietz or Karstadt. It was you who insisted we turn over KaDeWe.’

‘What are you trying to say?’

‘That you sent us in because you wanted the goods.’ She placed the bag on the counter. ‘And we got them for you.’

Kalli snatched the bag from the counter. ‘Are you crazy, walking around here with that? Coming into my shop?’

‘Since you weren’t at Krehmann’s, I thought I’d bring it round. Jewellery and watches, as agreed.’

‘The agreement was you wouldn’t get caught.’

‘They caught Benny. They didn’t catch me.’

Kalli gave a rueful shrug. ‘What am I supposed to do with all this? It’s worthless after all the commotion. No one can shift it, not even me.’

‘Commotion?’ Alex shouted louder. ‘Benny died for this and you’re telling me you don’t want it? Am I hearing you right?’

‘Don’t get so worked up, Alex. Let’s take a look, but not here, out back.’

The little room behind the shop smelled of onions and beer. Kalli cleared away a plate and two bottles and laid the bag on the table. From the breast pocket of his jacket he fetched a battered leather case, opened it and fumbled out a pair of glasses. In his overalls and crooked wire-rimmed spectacles he looked like a mad chemistry professor. He sat at the table and held each watch in front of his lenses.

‘Only watches,’ he said after a while, sounding disappointed. ‘No jewellery?’

‘The cops have it. It was in Benny’s bag.’

Kalli shook his head. ‘That stuff about the cops killing Benny. Is it really true?’

‘I saw it myself. And … he told me before he died. Benny told me the man trampled on his fingers until he couldn’t hold on.’

Kalli considered a moment. ‘Better keep it to yourself. You shouldn’t spread that sort of story around; the cops won’t stand for it.’ He stood up so unexpectedly that Alex gave a start. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘I don’t want things to be awkward between us.’

She followed him back into the shop where he pulled a lever on the cash register. The drawer sprang open with a loud pling. He fumbled a brown note out and passed it across the counter. ‘Here! Because it’s you, and because of the business with Benny.’

‘A twenty?’ she said. Werner von Siemens was staring back at her. ‘You can’t be serious. You gave us more for the junk from Tietz!’

‘I’m doing you a favour. No one else will take it off you. Not after everything that’s happened. Do you know how hot it is? It’ll probably get me into trouble, but since it’s you…’ He waved the twenty. ‘Come on, take the money and that’ll be that.’

Twenty marks. Kalli would probably get that much for a single watch when he sold it on, and there were at least fifty in the bag. On the other hand, he was right. If he didn’t take the watches she’d have to sit on them. She swallowed her rage, took the twenty and sneaked a peek inside Kalli’s cash register. It was full. Maybe she could get the money due to her by other means. She stuffed the note into her jacket, and saw Kalli looking on in satisfaction. She wasn’t finished with him yet.

‘One more thing,’ Kalli said, grinning like a hyena as Alex reached the door. ‘I really don’t need any more trouble with the police. So … do me favour and don’t show your face around here for a while.’

We’ll see about that you arsehole, Alex thought and nodded, we’ll see about that.
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Rath stood before a half-naked man, which so confused him he was no longer certain he was in the right place, although reception had given him exactly this room number. The man had an extremely muscular upper body which he seemed to enjoy showing off. Naked save for a hotel towel wrapped around his waist, he looked at least as surprised as Rath himself. He had clearly been expecting someone else, someone whom it was OK to meet clad only in a towel and with hair still wet from the shower. Had he already been accosted by one of the whores at Friedrichstrasse station, or did he have a girlfriend in Berlin?

Hand in front of his mouth, Rath gave a slight cough, an irritating habit in embarrassing or unpleasant situations that had been drummed into him as a child. Somehow he couldn’t rid himself of it, even if it made him feel like a butler who has surprised his master in the throes of lovemaking.

‘Abraham Goldstein?’

‘Gold-sstiehn.’

The man in the towel didn’t look dangerous exactly. He appeared athletic, and there was an ironic glint in his eyes, as if he didn’t take life entirely seriously.

Rath flashed his badge. ‘German police. May I come in, Sir?’

Goldstein stepped to one side and opened the door fully. Rath entered and looked around. The suite was elegantly arranged: damask wallpaper, mahogany furniture, soft carpets, and roughly four or five times bigger than the four-mark-fifty room Rath had taken some two years before. Probably five times as expensive too. At least.

Rath cleared his throat, continuing in English: ‘Well, Mister Goldstein, I have to inform you that the German police are legitimated to…’

Goldstein, lifting a packet of cigarettes from the table, interrupted. ‘I was hoping you were room service.’

Rath was surprised. The man spoke almost accent-free German, sounding nothing like the American tourists who seemed to chew, rather than speak, the language. ‘I’m afraid I must disappoint you there,’ he said. ‘I come bearing neither food nor drink.’

Goldstein placed a cigarette between his lips and offered the carton to Rath. Was this bribery or could he accept? Camel read the inscription, and Rath was too curious about American cigarettes to turn him down. Goldstein gave him a light.

‘So, Officer,’ the American said, ‘what brings you to me?’

‘Inspector,’ Rath corrected. ‘Inspector Rath.’ He almost added Homicide, as was his custom, but realised, just in time, that he was here in a different capacity. ‘You speak German?’

‘Thanks to my mother.’ Goldstein shrugged. ‘So, please explain what the Berlin Police wants from me.’

‘Fundamentally it wants the same from you as it does from anyone else: that you behave yourself accordingly in our city.’

Goldstein exhaled smoke through his nostrils, the smile at the corner of his mouth having suddenly disappeared. ‘Do you make this request of everyone, or is it just Americans?’

‘You are one of the chosen few. I hope you appreciate the honour.’

‘Speaking of behavioural codes, I’m just out of the shower. You’ll permit me to get dressed? Take a seat.’ Goldstein disappeared into the adjoining room.

Rath remained standing, keeping an eye on the bedroom window through the half-open door. He wasn’t expecting a bolt for freedom, and he certainly wasn’t expecting Goldstein to shoot his way out of trouble, but he decided, nevertheless, to unfasten his shoulder holster and take out his service weapon, a Walther PP, issued as a replacement for his Mauser the year before. He released the safety catch and placed it, together with his right hand, in his coat pocket. Just in case. Smoking with his left hand felt a little unusual, but it was fine.

He had just stubbed out the Camel when Goldstein reappeared in a thin, light-grey summer suit. Rath kept his hand tight on the pistol, finger poised over the trigger, but the American seemed determined to keep things peaceful.

‘So, here I am. Won’t you have a seat? You haven’t even taken off your hat.’

‘I prefer to stand.’

‘I don’t know what you’ve heard about me or my country, but rest assured you can take your hand out of your pocket. I’m unarmed.’ Rath felt like a schoolboy who hadn’t concealed his crib sheet properly. ‘You still haven’t told me the purpose of your visit,’ Goldstein said, lighting a cigarette. This time Rath declined.

‘I’d like to ask a few questions, that’s all.’

‘You do like keeping people in suspense. Ask away.’

‘You are Abraham Goldstein from New York?’

‘Williamsburg. It’s part of Brooklyn.’

‘Why are you in Berlin, Mister Goldstein?’

‘Why don’t you look in the guest register at reception?’

‘I want to hear it from you.’

‘I’m a tourist, exploring Germany’s beautiful capital city.’

‘There are no other reasons for your visit?’

‘Such as?’

‘Perhaps you’ve been hired to kill someone.’

Goldstein, who had just taken a drag on his cigarette, looked as if he had misheard. ‘I beg your pardon? You have too much imagination, Officer.’

‘You’ve been implicated in five separate murder investigations in your home country.’

‘Yet I’m standing here before you now. What does that tell you?’

‘That you have a good lawyer.’ Rath opened the brown briefcase and removed an ink pad and fingerprinting sheet.

Goldstein stared at the form with the ten consecutively numbered boxes. ‘What the hell is that?’ he asked, switching to English.

Well, my arrogant friend, Rath thought, it seems as if we’ve thrown you after all. ‘Herr Abraham Goldstein,’ he said, formal as a bailiff, ‘the Berlin police commissioner has invested in me the power to take your fingerprints. Perhaps we should sit down…’

‘Do you behave like this with every foreigner?’

Rath opened the ink pad’s metal lid. ‘No.’

‘To what do I owe the honour then?’

‘Mister Goldstein, if I may speak openly, Berlin is not exactly thrilled at the prospect of your visit…’

‘You shouldn’t believe everything Hoover’s men tell you. Do you think I’m a gangster?’

‘It doesn’t matter what I think. Your convictions justify police measures of this kind. I came here to spare you any unpleasantness. If you like I can pack everything up and order you to appear at the station tomorrow. The waiting times in ED are notorious. You’ll want to take a few puzzle books with you.’

Goldstein grinned. ‘I see you know all the tricks.’ He took off his jacket, rolled up his shirtsleeves and sat at the table. ‘OK, let’s get it over with. But if you’re planning to do this sort of thing in future, come a little earlier. Then I won’t have to shower twice.’

‘Cleanliness is a virtue,’ Rath said, taking the American’s right hand and pressing the thumb first on the ink pad and then inside the appropriate box on the form. A good, clean print. ED, the police identification service, would be pleased, even if Rath hoped they’d never have to use it. The fingerprint business was meant to show Goldstein who was in charge, not that he seemed greatly impressed.

‘What happens to that sheet when we’re finished?’ he asked, sounding like a patient who wants to know his blood pressure.

‘It’s added to our collection,’ Rath said, taking the next print. ‘And if your prints turn up on anything even halfway suspicious, you’ll be behind bars. Simple as that.’

‘As I said, I’m a tourist, here to explore your city.’

‘Then you’ll have no objection to police observing you as you go about it.’

‘Pardon me?’ Goldstein pulled his hand away before Rath could press his already blackened pinkie onto the page.

‘No need to get worked up. We’re keeping an eye on you for your own safety. It shouldn’t put you out in the slightest, so long as you’ve nothing to hide.’

‘What if it does put me out?! Fucking unbelievable! Is this some sort of police state? I thought you’d driven your Kaiser out and founded a democracy!’

‘The safety of our … tourists matters a great deal to us.’

Goldstein gazed at Rath as if sizing him up. ‘So, I have my own babysitter, is that right? One with a piece, to boot.’

‘If you like.’

Goldstein shook his head. ‘What happens if I give you the slip? Will you shoot me?’

‘You won’t.’

A smile reappeared on Goldstein’s face. ‘Finally, an offer I can work with,’ he said, stretching out a blackened right hand.
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The number of people passing through these revolving doors! Just looking made you dizzy. For a while Rath had counted bald men, then moustachioed men. When that became boring he counted bowlegged women. You had to do something to pass the time—and he had already read all the papers. He still had to keep an eye on the hallway, of course, in case the Yank took a stroll, but it seemed as if Abe Goldstein was happy as Larry in his suite.

Every few minutes some helpful soul would change the ashtrays, so Rath lost track of how many cigarettes he had smoked. His supplies, at any rate, were dwindling. Only two were left in the packet, but the Excelsior housed a good range of tobacco products.

His attempt to intimidate the show-off Yank had failed spectacularly, and he was annoyed. Goldstein had made fun of him instead, by proposing a wager. As if they were playing chase, hide-and-seek or—more appropriately—cops and robbers.

Things weren’t looking good. Rath lit his second to last Overstolz. The coffee in the gold-rimmed cup had long since grown cold. He took a sip and leafed through the Vossische Zeitung without reading it, until he grew tired even of that and placed the paper next to the cup. A boy immediately sprang forth, smoothing and folding the crumpled newspaper so that it looked as good as new, and replacing it beside the others. Rath stubbed out his cigarette and stood up. The porter gazed at him expectantly.

‘Ah, Inspector.’ His voice dripped with kindness turned sour. ‘What can I do for you? Would you like to take another glance at the guest register? Or might I reserve you a room, since you are clearly intent on staying a little longer?’

‘Don’t put yourself out. Your hallway is perfectly agreeable. Very comfy chairs.’

‘Where the comfort of our guests is concerned we spare neither trouble nor expense.’

‘I should hope not.’

The porter leaned in a little and lowered his voice. ‘Inspector, won’t you please tell me what Mister Goldstein has done to attract the attention of the police?’

Rath leaned in too. ‘I’m afraid that isn’t any of your concern.’

‘If one of our guests is suspected of a crime, we ought to know about it. I shall have to inform our in-house detective. We’re talking about the safety of our hotel here!’

Rath nodded. ‘Quite right. Fetch your detective here, but first, I’ll make a telephone call.’

‘Should I put it on your account?’

‘If you would be so kind,’ Rath smiled pleasantly. Four coffees, a sandwich and a telephone call. Driving up his expenses bill was about the only pleasure left to him, and there was still a big carton of Overstolz to be added.

A short time later, he stood in one of the telephone booths, staring through the glass door, listening for the connection. He still had the lifts in his sights, as well as the great revolving door leading onto Stresemannstrasse. No one was home at Spenerstrasse, so he asked to be put through to Lichtenberg District Court and Fräulein Ritter.

‘Good thing you called,’ Charly said. ‘There’s trouble.’

‘What sort of trouble?’

‘Weber’s just back from holiday…’

Special Counsel Albrecht Weber was Charly’s superior at the District Court.

‘So?’

‘Weber isn’t quite so taken with your dog’s charms as the rest of them here … Gereon, I can’t take Kirie into work anymore. From tomorrow you’ll have to start taking her to Alex again.’ That was all he needed. ‘Let’s talk about it at dinner. There’s something I need to speak to you about anyway. Will you be home on time?’

‘That’s why I’m calling,’ he said. ‘I’ll be about an hour late. Weiss has lumped this surveillance on me.’

‘The deputy himself? Go on, I’m all ears.’

Charly couldn’t hide her curiosity. Once upon a time she had worked in Homicide too. As a stenographer, nominally, but Gennat and Böhm had been only too happy to rely on her investigative acumen, and had deployed the prospective lawyer accordingly.

Rath told her about Goldstein and his assignment.

‘Sounds like a punishment,’ she said.

‘I didn’t do anything, honest.’

‘Perhaps Weiss wants to make you atone for your youthful misdeeds.’

‘I thought I’d already paid my dues.’

About a year before, Rath had been subjected to disciplinary proceedings. He had got off lightly, mainly because Gennat had put in a good word, but his scheduled promotion to chief inspector had been temporarily put on hold. Not even political support from the Prussian Interior Ministry, prompted by Konrad Adenauer, a personal friend of his father, had been able to change that.

‘I have to hang up now, Charly. I’m wanted here. See you tonight.’

There was a man at reception, whose appearance didn’t quite match the elegance of his light-brown summer suit. Although the suit looked tailor-made, it flapped at the edges whenever its bearer moved. He didn’t look anything like the veteran cop Rath had been expecting, more like a starving, unemployed bookkeeper. The porter pointed with his chin towards the telephone booth. Rath left the booth and went over. The man’s handshake was firmer than expected.

‘I’m the hotel detective,’ said the hotel detective. ‘Grunert. And you’re from the … CID?’ He spoke the last word quietly, as if it were something to be ashamed of. ‘Could I see your identification?’

‘Certainly.’ Rath fumbled the document out of his bag.

The hotel detective unfolded it with nimble fingers and compared the photograph with the man, declaring himself satisfied and returning it to Rath. ‘You understand that we have a legitimate interest in knowing why the police are here. Herr Teubner tells me that your attention is reserved for a particular guest. The American in 301?’

‘That’s right. Abraham Goldstein. But don’t worry, the man knows that the police…’

‘Herr Rath?’ Teubner, the porter, interrupted them. He stood behind his counter, holding the receiver in his hand. ‘My apologies. Telephone for you, Herr Rath. It seems to be rather urgent. A Herr Gräf…’

Rath took the receiver. ‘Reinhold?’ he said into the mouthpiece.

‘Gereon, you were right!’ The detective sounded a little harried. ‘Goldstein has taken the lift downstairs and is heading for the tunnel.’
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It took Kalli a moment to realise what had happened. The pain in his skull was resounding, like the noise of the S-Bahn if you stood directly under the bridge. Then he noticed that someone was singing. He recognised the voice, but couldn’t see who it was and, when he opened his eyes, saw nothing but a blurry, undefined, dirty grey. He had to force himself to focus, at last making out the familiar grey overalls he wore in the shop, covered in blood. He was staring at his own lap. A record was playing, and now he recognised the song thundering from the loudspeakers, much louder than he was accustomed to.

A blue figure was sitting on the sofa next to the record player, where he usually took his nap. With the face, the memory came flooding back.

A cop had appeared in his shop, someone he had never seen before, neither here nor in the neighbourhood—and Kalli knew all the cops who walked the beat. A newbie, he thought at first, who would learn in time that it was best not to sniff around in here if you didn’t want to make trouble with Berolina. He had taken a wristwatch from the shelf, a cheap piece of rubbish, nothing like as elegant as the pieces Alex had lifted from KaDeWe. The cop hadn’t responded to his friendly greeting, merely held the watch in his hand, gripping the strap so that the dial now faced him, and gaping at the inert clock-hand as if this piece of crap, whose provenance Kalli knew absolutely nothing about, was the most valuable item under the sun, before drawing closer to the counter.

‘Bet this is stolen,’ were his precise words as he arrived, nothing more, and Kalli felt his hunch confirmed: a greenhorn who needed to be taught some manners. One phone call to Lenz, and the matter would be resolved. Berolina would cut this big mouth down to size, no need to feel intimidated, but then something unexpected happened.

The cop, now standing right in front of the counter with an indefinable grin on his face, struck him without warning with his right hand, using the watch as brass knuckles. The first blow landed in the middle of Kalli’s face, and the shopkeeper heard his nose break and felt blood streaming out of him. He tumbled against the shelves, still not sure what had happened. The cop pulled him up brutally by his overalls and struck him again on the point of the chin. After a brief flash of pain, everything went black.

He couldn’t say how long he had been unconscious. Light spilled in from the shop through the crack in the door, so it must still be daytime. He lifted his head slowly, carefully, to avoid exacerbating the pain. The cop had made himself comfortable on the sofa, having removed the shako from his head and placed it beside him. This man sitting on his sofa, in his back room, listening to his music, did he have any idea what Berolina would do to him when they found out?

Kalli couldn’t believe he had let himself be caught unawares like this. He thought he knew all the tricks, thought himself better than all the ne’er-do-wells here in the Samariterviertel. No one would dare rob his little shop. It was no secret that he kept a loaded war pistol underneath the counter. This cop either didn’t know or didn’t care.

Kalli tried to speak, but his tongue stuck to his gums. He could only utter a squelching sort of groan.

‘Well, you bent Jews’ sow,’ the cop said. ‘Awake at last?’

Kalli had to gather enough spit to get his tongue moving again. ‘I’m not a Jew,’ he protested, as if that was the most pressing issue to clarify. He was still thinking about the stupidity of his response when the cop planted himself in front of him.

‘Then what are you doing in a goddamned Jew shop?’ Kalli could smell the sweat in the fabric of his uniform.

Again, the blow came without warning, this time to the solar plexus. Kalli felt like he was going to choke, and instinctively tried to protect his stomach with his hands, but couldn’t move. The man must have bound him.

‘What’s the big idea?’ he gasped. ‘What the hell is going on?’

The next blow struck him in exactly the same location. The gag reflex turned Kalli’s stomach upside down and a part of its contents landed in his mouth. He swallowed the sour-tasting gruel and suppressed a fresh urge to choke. What kind of arsehole was he dealing with here?

‘First rule: only speak when spoken to,’ the cop said.

Kalli waited to be spoken to, but the man moved silently to the record player, removing the needle so that a violent scratch echoed through the loudspeaker.

Then a question did come, but not from the cop who had retaken his seat next to the shako. It came from a man who must have been standing at the door leading out back.

‘Why do you think we’re here, Kalli?’ said a familiar voice.

Kalli turned as far as he could, but it wasn’t enough to see his interrogator. The thing that startled him most was that they knew his name, even his nickname. All at once, Eberhard Kallweit knew he was in serious trouble. He had misread the situation. The cop was just muscle. Kalli’s real problem was the other man, the owner of the voice. The nameless man, whom Kalli had always called Stephan, after the telephone exchange through which he contacted him. How the hell had he found his shop?

Lenz or Berolina must have ratted him out, otherwise he’d never have been listening to that voice within his own four walls, unless through a telephone cable. He didn’t know anything about Stephan, didn’t know what he looked like or what he was called, but he had to be a cop, a cop that Berolina trusted and probably even paid.

Lenz had given him the number to get rid of Alex and Benny, and Kalli had called it. Stephan hadn’t identified himself on the line, and Kalli hadn’t divulged anything, not even just now, when, after Alex’s surprise visit, he had gone straight over to the S-Bahn station, and asked to be put through again: STEPHAN 1701. It was the only link to Stephan he had. He almost gave a start when the man picked up after the first ring. Then, drawing courage from the fact that he couldn’t be seen, he proceeded to kick up a fuss. He had been shocked by the news of Benny’s death, putting two and two together that morning as he leafed through the paper. Alex had merely confirmed his suspicions with her version of events later that day. He hadn’t wanted the boy to die; nor, surely, had Berolina. No, it was the fault of the cops alone. It was they who would have to pay!

Stephan had been angry from the start, but seeing as he was invisible, Kalli didn’t care. ‘Why the hell are you calling me?’ he had said. ‘It’s over. You don’t know this number anymore.’

‘That wasn’t what we agreed! They were supposed to end up behind bars. No one said anything about killing them.’

‘What was supposed to happen is none of your concern. The boy died. It was an accident.’

‘It was no accident, it was murder. I’ve got witnesses. I know reporters who’d pay a pretty penny for a story like that. Police officer murders minor!’

The momentary silence at the end of the line confirmed what Kalli knew already. Alex must have been telling the truth.

‘You’ve had your money, now you’re out.’

‘Maybe it wasn’t enough.’

The voice was silent for a moment. ‘Let’s talk about that,’ it said meekly, as if assailed by a guilty conscience. ‘Where shall we meet?’

‘Meet? You must be joking. I’ll call you.’ With that, Kalli hung up. There was still time to decide how much to ask for, and how it should be delivered.

If he had known the consequences of that brief telephone conversation, he’d have closed his shop for a few weeks and driven to his brother’s place in the country. Instead, he was tightly bound in the backroom of his own shop, cursing the day he had ratted on Alex and Benny for a few measly pennies. All because they had become a nuisance to Berolina: two street urchins who had grown too big for their boots, cleaning out the city’s department stores, making the fuzz jumpy and forcing prices down. Berolina was a more important business partner than Alex and Benny. A few years in the can wouldn’t do them any harm, Kalli had thought.

‘I’ve never known you so quiet, Kalli. Normally you’d talk the hind leg off a donkey. Or do you need a telephone to speak? You should have bought yourself one, then you wouldn’t have to traipse all the way to the S-Bahn station.’

The voice was now directly behind him, just as calm as it had been on the telephone but a thousand times more threatening.

‘Your friend here smashes my face in if I say anything. Is this a new police tactic?’

‘The police are experimenting with new tactics, but I’m not about to discuss them with you. I assume you know why I’m here.’

‘My telephone call just now?’ Kalli shook his head indignantly, as if in denial of this whole scene, this whole situation.
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