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			Introduction

			Philip Kerr was born in Edinburgh in 1956.  Thankfully (for me) he chose to set his brilliant novels elsewhere, though he did once write a scabrous short story about the city.  That story was called ‘The Unnatural History Museum’.  We found ourselves discussing it – and Philip’s equivocal feelings towards his birthplace – one night in September 2015.  We were in Edinburgh, having just driven there from Stirling, where my onstage interview with the creator of the iconic Bernie Gunther had been the closing headline event of the Bloody Scotland crime fiction festival.

			Philip was great fun to have a drink with, mixing light gossip with deep insights into politics (contemporary and historical) and the craft of writing.  At the time, he was penning thrillers set in the world of football, and there was an almost boyish excitement when he talked about how this had garnered him new fans internationally while allowing him behind-the-scenes access to the biggest clubs in the game.

			When we got around to his Edinburgh-based short story, I think it struck us both that his Bernie Gunther books comprised another example of an unnatural history museum, charting as they do the rise of fascism in 1930s Germany and the long, often harrowing legacy of World War Two.  Philip had begun the sequence in 1989 with March Violets.  I was living in London at the time and had published my first crime novel two years before – to neither acclaim nor sales.  I’d moved on to the spy genre in the hope of better luck, and was toying with the idea of a high-concept techno-thriller.  Anything, basically, that might save me from my full-time job as a magazine journalist.  While I was struggling, Philip’s own career was soaring.  His first three Bernie Gunther books were a critical hit as well as being revelatory.  He wrote with such fluidity and confidence.  Bernie appears to us fully formed in stories that are richly detailed, thoroughly researched and brilliantly plotted.  He is a private detective in the Chandler and Hammett mode, but his creator breathes new life into the world-weary trope by dint of that pre-war and wartime German setting.

			A bunch of us (youngish, mostly London-based, all dipping a toe into crime and thriller) used to meet up in bars in and around Soho and Oxford Street for regular drinking sessions and to set the world to rights.  We called ourselves Fresh Blood, and printed up flyers and bookmarks in an attempt to get noticed.  We felt we were trying to bring something edgier, more visceral and more ‘real’ to the whodunnit.  Philip Kerr was one of our number as was Michael Dibdin.  Having read both, I knew I had to get drastically better or else give up.  I couldn’t hope to compete with the former’s historical setting or the latter’s sense of style.  But I got down to work, determined to try.

			I doubt I told either of them any of this at the time, but I remember mentioning it to Philip that night over dinner in a near-empty hotel restaurant in Edinburgh.  After releasing the first three Bernie Gunther novels in a single paperback volume, Philip had gone on to pen an extraordinary piece of future noir (A Philosophical Investigation) and high-concept thrillers.  Later would come standalones, his football whodunnits and a series of children’s adventure stories.  He excelled at everything he did, and yet he kept returning to his original creation, Bernie Gunther.  We readers watched Bernie survive wartime Germany, often by working on cases for those at the top of the Nazi hierarchy.  We were also offered glimpses of his life afterwards.  And now, in Metropolis, we are taken back further in time.  It is 1928 and Bernie is a fledgling murder squad detective.  A serial killer is at large, scalping Berlin’s prostitutes.  Meantime another killer seems to be targeting the city’s war cripples.  Bernie Gunther is on the booze but still just about managing.  He remains a genial narrator and a sharp detective.  Having served in the trenches during World War One, seeing horror piled upon horror, he is determined to stop the shooter while also playing his part in bringing the other killer to justice.

			All of this plays out in a gloriously-realised Berlin of debauched nightclubs and skewed morals, where the rich play indoors while the dispossessed beg on the streets.  Brecht and Weill’s The Threepenny Opera is about to have its premiere, and Bernie enjoys a few fruitful meetings with the show’s make-up artist.  He also has a long and revealing conversation with ‘degenerate’ artist George Grosz.  (In one of those details I love about Philip Kerr’s work, we learn that Grosz used to wear a cowboy outfit around the streets.)  In one scene, Bernie becomes an unwitting model for another famed artist, Otto Dix, while film director Fritz Lang is glimpsed (Bernie knows his wife, screenwriter Thea von Harbou).  Indeed, Lang’s film M resonates throughout the book, just as his earlier film Metropolis (scripted by von Harbou) gives the novel its title.

			Its is George Grosz, however, who tells Bernie that the Berlin of 1928 is ‘hell’s metropolis’, and it is hard to disagree.  National Socialism is on the rise and Hitler’s name is in the air (though Bernie won’t set eyes on him just yet).  Jews are not yet being systematically persecuted by the state, but are reviled openly by sections of the population and must always have their wits about them.  Populism is everywhere, it seems, and Philip Kerr ensures contemporary parallels can’t be missed.

			In the midst of it all stands policeman Bernie Gunther, one of life’s perennial survivors.  He is never quite apolitical or indeed completely amoral.  Despite the grotesque nature of the reality around him, he manages to be one of those ‘tarnished knights’ so beloved of Raymond Chandler, and like Chandler’s most famous creation Philip Marlowe, he has a steady supply of delicious one-liners, of which my favourite this time around may be the description of one character as being ‘hard enough to ice-skate on’.

			Reading Philip Kerr is always a very special treat, but this time it is also bittersweet.  When we met for dinner that night in September 2015, I had no idea he would only live another two and a half years.  He died in March 2018 at the age of sixty-two.  We never got the opportunity to share another meal, though there was an ongoing email correspondence.  He was full of energy and ideas for projects.  He thought we might plot a film together.  We definitely wanted the chance to appear onstage together at future literary festivals.  One of the onstage photos of us from Bloody Scotland shows us both laughing fit to burst – at what, I don’t recall.  But that twinkle in the eye was always there, not quite hiding the keen intelligence within, an intelligence which translated into so many wonderful novels, novels of depth and breadth, filled with humour and humanity as well as existential dread and the numbing sense that even the worst of history very often does repeat itself.  We are all of us still living in an unnatural history museum.  I’m just thankful that Philip Kerr was the knowledgeable guide for many of us through its maze of rooms and darkened corridors. 

			Ian Rankin, 2019

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Like anyone who’s read the Bible, I was familiar with the idea of Babylon as a city that was a byword for iniquity and the abominations of the earth, whatever they might be. And like anyone who lived in Berlin during the Weimar Republic, I was also familiar with the comparison frequently made between the two cities. At the Lutheran St Nicholas’ Church in Berlin where I used to go with my parents as a small boy, our brick-­faced, shouty pastor, Dr Rotpfad, seemed so familiar with Babylon and its topography that I believed he must once have lived there. Which only provoked my fascination with the name and prompted me to look it up in the Conversations-­Lexicon, which occupied a whole shelf in the family bookcase. But the encyclopedia wasn’t very enlightening on the abominations. And while it’s true there were plenty of whores and scarlet women and an ample supply of sin to be found in Berlin, I’m not sure it was worse than in any other great metropolis such as London, New York or Shanghai.

			Bernhard Weiss told me the comparison was and always had been nonsense, that it was like comparing apples with oranges. He didn’t believe in evil and reminded me that there were no laws against it anywhere, not even in England, where there were laws against almost everything. In May 1928, the famous Ishtar Gate, the northern entrance to Babylon, had yet to be reconstructed in Berlin’s Pergamon Museum, so the Prussian capital’s notoriety as the wickedest place in the world had yet to be underlined in red by the city’s moral guardians, meaning there was still some room for doubt. Perhaps we were just more honest about our own depravities and more tolerant of other people’s vices. And I should know; in 1928, vice in all its endless permutations was my departmental responsibility at the Police Praesidium on Berlin’s Alexanderplatz. Criminalistically speaking – ­which was a new word for us cops, thanks to Weiss – ­I knew almost as much about the subject of vice as Gilles de Rais. But in truth, with so many dead in the Great War and the flu that came immediately after, which, like some Old Testament plague, killed millions more, it hardly seemed important to worry about what people put up their noses or what they did when they got undressed in their dark Biedermeier bedrooms. And not just in their bedrooms. On summer nights, the Tiergarten sometimes looked like a stud farm, there were so many whores copulating on the grass with their clients. I suppose it’s hardly surprising that after a war in which so many Germans were obliged to kill for their country, they now preferred to fuck.

			Given everything that went before and everything that followed, it’s difficult to speak accurately or fairly about Berlin. In many ways it was never a pleasant place and sometimes a senseless, ugly one. Too cold in winter, too hot in summer, too dirty, too smoky, too smelly, too loud, and, of course, afflicted horribly with far too many people, like Babel, which is the other name for Babylon. All the city’s public buildings were constructed to the glory of a German empire that hardly ever existed and, like the city’s worst slums and tenements, made nearly everyone who encountered them feel inhuman and insignificant. Not that anyone ever cared much about Berlin’s people (certainly its rulers didn’t) since they were not very agreeable, or friendly, or well mannered; quite often they were stupid, heavy, dull and relentlessly vulgar; always they were cruel and brutal. Violent murders were commonplace; mostly these were committed by drunken men who came home from the beer house and strangled their wives because they were so befuddled by beer and schnapps they didn’t know what they were doing. But sometimes, it was something much worse: a Fritz Haarmann or a Karl Denke, one of those peculiar, godless Germans who seemed to enjoy killing for its own sake. Even this no longer seemed so surprising; in Weimar Germany there was perhaps an indifference to sudden death and human suffering that was also an inevitable legacy of the Great War. Our two million dead was as many as Britain and France combined. There are fields in Flanders that contain the bones of so many of our young men that they are more German than Unter den Linden. And even today, ten years after the war, the streets are always full of the maimed and the lame, many of them still in uniform, begging for a few coins outside railway stations and banks. It’s a rare day when Berlin’s public spaces don’t resemble a painting by Pieter Brueghel.

			And yet, for all that, Berlin was also a wonderful, inspiring place. Despite the many previously listed reasons to dislike the city, it was a large, bright mirror to the world and hence, for anyone interested in living in that world, a marvellous reflection of human life in all its fascinating glory. I wouldn’t have lived anywhere else but Berlin if you’d paid me, especially now that Germany was over the worst. After the Great War, the flu and the inflation, things were getting better, albeit slowly; things were still hard for a lot of people, in the east of the city most of all. But it was difficult to see Berlin ever going the same way as Babylon, which, according to the Conversations-­Lexicon, was destroyed by the Chaldeans, its walls, temples and palaces razed and the rubble thrown into the sea. Something like that was never going to happen to us. Whatever followed now, we were probably safe from a biblical destruction. It wasn’t in anyone’s interest – ­not the French, nor the British, and certainly not the Russians – ­to see Berlin and, by extension, Germany, become the subject of divine apocalyptic vengeance.

		

	
		
			Part One

			Women

			Everywhere the mystery of the corpse.

			 – ­Max Beckmann, Self-­Portrait in Words

		

	
		
			Five days after the federal general election, Bernhard Weiss, Berlin’s chief of the Criminal Police, summoned me to a meeting in his sixth-­floor office at the Alex. Wreathed in the smoke from one of his favourite Black Wisdom cigars and seated at the conference table alongside Ernst Gennat, one of his best homicide detectives, he invited me to sit down. Weiss was forty-­eight years old and a Berliner, small, slim and dapper, academic even, with round glasses and a neat, well-­trimmed moustache. He was also a lawyer and a Jew, which made him unpopular with many of our colleagues, and he’d overcome a great deal of prejudice to get where he was: in peacetime, Jews had been forbidden to become officers in the Prussian Army; but when war broke out, Weiss applied to join the Royal Bavarian Army, where he quickly rose to the rank of captain and won an Iron Cross. After the war, at the request of the Ministry of the Interior, he’d reformed the Berlin police and made it one of the most modern forces in Europe. Still, it had to be said, he made an unlikely-­looking policeman; he always reminded me a little of Toulouse-­Lautrec.

			There was a file open in front of him and from the look of it, the subject was me.

			‘You’ve been doing a good job in Vice,’ he said in his plummy, almost thespian voice. ‘Although I fear you’re fighting a losing battle against prostitution in this city. All these war widows and Russian refugees make a living as best they can. I keep telling our leaders that if we did more to support equal pay for women we could solve the problem of prostitution in Berlin overnight.

			‘But that’s not why you’re here. I expect you’ve heard: Heinrich Lindner has left the force to become an air traffic controller at Tempelhof, which leaves a spare seat in the murder wagon.’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘Do you know why he left?’

			I did know, but hardly wanting to say, I found myself pulling a face.

			‘You can say. I shan’t be in the least offended.’

			‘I’d heard it said he didn’t like taking orders from a Jew, sir.’

			‘That’s correct, Gunther. He didn’t like taking orders from a Jew.’ Weiss drew on his cigar. ‘What about you? Do you have any problems taking orders from a Jew?’

			‘No, sir.’

			‘Or in taking orders from anyone else, for that matter.’

			‘No, sir. I have no problem with authority.’

			‘I’m delighted to hear it. Because we’re thinking of offering you a permanent seat in the wagon. Lindner’s seat.’

			‘Me, sir?’

			‘You sound surprised.’

			‘Only that it’s the splash around the Alex that Inspector Reichenbach was going to get the seat.’

			‘Not unless you turn it down. And even then I have my doubts about that man. Of course, people will say I don’t dare offer the seat to another Jew. But that’s not it at all. In our opinion you’ve the makings of a fine detective, Gunther. You are diligent and you know when to keep your mouth shut; that’s good in a detective. Very good. Kurt Reichenbach is a good detective, too, but he’s rather free with his fists. When he was still in uniform, some of his brother police officers nicknamed him Siegfried, on account of the fact that he was much too fond of wielding his sword. Of hitting some of our customers with the handle or the flat of the blade. I don’t mind what an officer does in the name of self-­defence. But I won’t have a police officer cracking heads open for the pleasure of it. No matter whose head it is.’

			‘And he hasn’t stopped for the lack of a sword,’ said Gennat. ‘More recently there was a rumour he beat up an SA man he’d arrested in Lichtenrade, a Nazi who’d stabbed a communist. Nothing was proven. He might be popular around the Alex – ­even some of the anti-­Semites seem to like him – ­but he’s got a temper.’

			‘Precisely. I’m not saying he’s a bad policeman. Just that we think we prefer you to him.’ Weiss looked down at the page in my file. ‘I see you made your Abitur. But no university.’

			‘The war. I volunteered.’

			‘Of course.’

			‘So then. You want the seat? It’s yours if you do.’

			‘Yes, sir. Very much.’

			‘You’ve been attached to the Murder Commission before, of course. So you’ve already worked a murder, haven’t you? Last year. In Schöneberg, wasn’t it? As you know, I like all my detectives to have had the experience of working a homicide alongside a top man like Gennat here.’

			‘Which makes me wonder why you think I’m worth the permanent seat,’ I said. ‘That case – ­the Frieda Ahrendt case – ­has gone cold.’

			‘Most cases go cold for a while,’ said Gennat. ‘And it’s not just cases that go cold, it’s detectives, too. Especially in this city. Never forget that. It’s just the nature of the job. New thinking is the key to solving cold cases. As a matter of fact, I’ve got some other cases you can check out if you ever get such a thing as a quiet moment. Cold cases are what can make a detective’s reputation.’

			‘Frieda Ahrendt,’ said Weiss. ‘Remind me of that one.’

			‘A dog found some body parts wrapped in brown paper and buried in the Grünewald,’ I said. ‘And it was Hans Schnieckert and the boys in Division J who first identified her. On account of the fact that the killer was thoughtful enough to leave us her hands. The dead girl’s fingerprints revealed she had a record for petty theft. You would think that might have opened a lot of doors. But we’ve found no family, no job, not even a last known address. And because a newspaper was foolish enough to put up a substantial reward for information, we wasted a lot of time interviewing members of the public who were more interested in making a thousand reichsmarks than in helping the police. At least four women told us their husbands were the culprit. One of them even suggested her husband was originally going to cook the body parts. Thus the newspaper epithet: the Grünewald Pork Butcher.’

			‘That’s one way to get rid of your old man,’ said Gennat. ‘Put him up for a murder. Cheaper than getting a divorce.’

			After Bernhard Weiss, Ernst Gennat was the most senior detective in the Alex; he was also the largest, nicknamed the Big Buddha; it was a tight fit in the station wagon with Gennat on board. Weiss himself had designed the murder wagon. It was equipped with a radio, a small fold-­down desk with a typewriter, a medical kit, lots of photographic equipment, and almost everything needed to investigate a homicide except a prayer book and a crystal ball. Gennat had a mordant Berlin wit, the result, he said, of having been born and brought up in the staff quarters at Berlin’s Plötzensee Prison, where his father had been the assistant governor. It was even rumoured that on execution days Gennat had breakfasted with the headsman. Early in my days at the Alex, I’d decided to study the man and make him my model.

			The telephone rang and Weiss answered it.

			‘You’re SPD, right, Gunther?’ Gennat asked.

			‘That’s right.’

			‘Because we don’t need any politics in the wagon. Communists, Nazism, I get enough of that at home. And you’re single, right?’

			I nodded.

			‘Good. Because this job ruins a marriage. You might look at me and think, not unreasonably, that I’m very popular with the ladies. But only until I get a case that keeps me here at the Alex day and night. I’ll need to find a nice lady copper if ever I’m going to get married. So where do you live?’

			‘I rent a room in a boardinghouse on Nollendorfplatz.’

			‘This job means a bit more money and a promotion and maybe a better room. In that order. And you’ll be on probation for a month or two. Does this house you live in have a telephone?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Use drugs?’

			‘No.’

			‘Ever try them?’

			‘Bit of cocaine once. To see what all the fuss was about. Not for me. Besides, I couldn’t afford it.’

			‘No harm in that, I suppose,’ said Gennat. ‘There’s still a lot of pain relief this country needs after the war.’

			‘A lot of people aren’t taking it for pain relief,’ I said. ‘Which sometimes leaves them with a very different kind of crisis.’

			‘There are some people who think the Berlin police are in crisis,’ said Gennat. ‘Who think the whole city is in crisis. What do you think, lad?’

			‘The larger the city, the more crises there are likely to be. I think we’re always going to be facing a crisis of one kind or another. Might as well get used to that. It’s indecision that’s more likely to cause us crises. Governments that can’t get anything done. With no clear majority, I’m not sure this new one will be any different. Right now our biggest problem looks like democracy itself. What use is it when it can’t deliver a viable government? It’s the paradox of our times and sometimes I worry that we will get tired of it before it can sort itself out.’

			He nodded, seeming to agree with me, and moved on to another issue.

			‘Some politicians don’t think much of our clear-­up rate. What do you say to that, lad?’

			‘They should come and meet some of our clients. Maybe if the dead were a bit more talkative they’d have a fair point.’

			‘It’s our job to hear them all the same,’ said Gennat. He shifted his enormous bulk for a moment and then stood up. It was like watching a zeppelin get airborne. The floor creaked as he walked to the corner turret window. ‘If you listen closely enough you can still hear them whisper. Like these Winnetou murders. I figure his victims are talking to us, but we just haven’t understood what language they’re speaking.’ He pointed out the window at the metropolis. ‘But someone does. Someone down there, perhaps coming out of Hermann Tietz. Maybe Winnetou himself.’

			Weiss finished his telephone call and Gennat came back to the meeting table, where he lit his own pungent cigar. By now there was quite a cloudscape drifting across the table. It reminded me of gas drifting across no-­man’s-­land.

			I was too nervous to light a cigarette myself. Too nervous and too respectful of my seniors; I was still in awe of them and amazed that they wanted me to be part of their team.

			‘That was the ViPoPra,’ said Weiss.

			The ViPoPra was the police president of Berlin, Karl Zörgiebel.

			‘It seems that the Wolfmium light-­bulb factory in Stralau just blew up. First reports say there are many dead. Perhaps as many as thirty. He’ll keep us posted.

			‘I would remind you that we are agreed not to use the name Winnetou when we’re referring to our scalping murderer. I think it does those poor dead girls a grave disservice to use these sensationalized names. Let’s stick to the file name, shall we, Ernst? Silesian Station. Better for security that way.’

			‘Sorry, sir. Won’t happen again.’

			‘So welcome to the Murder Commission, Gunther. The rest of your life just changed forever. You’ll never look at people in the same way again. From now on, whenever you stand next to a man at a bus stop or on a train, you’ll be sizing him up as a potential killer. And you’d be right to do so. Statistics show that most murders in Berlin are committed by ordinary, law-­abiding citizens. In short, people like you and me. Isn’t that right, Ernst?’

			‘Yes, sir. It’s rare I ever meet a murderer who looks like one.’

			‘You’ll see things every bit as bad as the things you saw in the trenches,’ he added. ‘Except that some of the victims will be women and children. But we have to be hard. And you’ll find we tend to make jokes most people wouldn’t find funny.’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘What do you know about these Silesian Station killings, Gunther?’

			‘Four local prostitutes murdered in as many weeks. Always at night. The first one near Silesian Station. All of them hit over the head with a ball-peen hammer and then scalped with a very sharp knife. As if by the eponymous Red Indian from Karl May’s famous novels.’

			‘Which you’ve read, I trust.’

			‘Show me a German who hasn’t and I’ll show you a man who can’t read.’

			‘Enjoy it?’

			‘Well, it’s been a few years – ­but yes.’

			‘Good. I couldn’t like a man who didn’t like a good western by Karl May. What else do you know? About the murders, I mean.’

			‘Not much.’ I shook my head. ‘Chances are the killer didn’t know the victims, which makes him hard to catch. It may be the instinct of the moment that drives his actions.’

			‘Yes, yes,’ said Weiss, as if he’d heard all this before.

			‘The killings do seem to be having an effect on the number of girls on the streets,’ I said. ‘There are fewer prostitutes about than there used to be. The ones I’ve spoken to tell me they’re scared to work.’

			‘Anything else?’

			‘Well—’

			Weiss shot me a quizzical look. ‘Spit it out, man. Whatever it is. I expect all my detectives to speak frankly.’

			‘Just that the working girls have another name for these women. Because they were scalped. When the last woman was murdered I started hearing her described as another Pixavon Queen.’ I paused. ‘Like the shampoo, sir.’

			‘Yes, I have heard of Pixavon shampoo. As the ads would have it, a shampoo used by “good wives and mothers”. A bit of street corner irony. Anything else?’

			‘Nothing really. Only what’s in the newspapers. My landlady, Frau Weitendorf, has been following the case quite closely. As you might expect, given how lurid the facts are. She loves a good murder. We’re all obliged to listen to her while she brings us our breakfast. Hardly the most appetizing of subjects, but there it is.’

			‘I’m interested: What does she have to say about it?’

			I paused, picturing Frau Weitendorf in her usual vocal flow, full of an almost righteous indignation and hardly seeming to care if any of her lodgers were paying attention. Large, with ill-­fitting dentures, and two bulldogs that stayed close to her heels, she was one of those women who liked to talk, with or without an audience. The long-­sleeved quilted peignoir she wore at breakfast made her look like a grubby Chinese emperor, an effect that was enhanced by her double chins.

			Besides Weitendorf, there were four of us in the house: an Englishman called Robert Rankin who claimed to be a writer; a Bavarian Jew by the name of Fischer who said he was a travelling salesman, but was probably a crook of some kind; and a young woman named Rosa Braun who played the saxophone in a dance band but was almost certainly a half-­silk. Including Frau Weitendorf, we were an unlikely quintet, but perhaps a perfect cross section of modern Berlin.

			‘As for Frau Weitendorf, she would say something like this: For these girls who get their throats cut, it’s an occupational hazard. When you think about it, they were asking for it, really. And isn’t life cheap enough without risking it unnecessarily? It wasn’t always like that. This used to be a respectable city, before the war. Human life stopped having much value after 1914. That was bad enough, but then inflation came along in 1923 and made our money worthless. Life doesn’t matter so very much when you’ve lost everything. Besides, anyone can see this city has grown too big. Four million people living cheek by jowl. It isn’t natural. Living like animals, some of them. Especially east of Alexanderplatz. So why should we be surprised if they behave like animals? There are no standards of decency. And with so many Poles and Jews and Russians living here since the Bolshevik revolution, is it any wonder these young women go and get themselves killed? Mark my words, it will turn out to be one of them who killed these women. A Jew. Or a Russian. Or a Jewish Russian. You ask me, the tsar and the Bolsheviks chased these people out of Russia for a reason. But the real reason these girls get killed is this: The men who returned from the trenches came back with a real taste for killing people that needs to be satisfied. Like vampires who need blood to survive, these men need to kill someone, anyone. Show me a man who was a soldier in the trenches who says he hasn’t wanted to kill someone since he came home and I’ll show you a liar. It’s like the jazz music that those Negroes play in the nightclubs. Gets their blood up, if you ask me.’

			‘She sounds positively awful,’ said Weiss. ‘I’m surprised you stay in for breakfast.’

			‘It’s included in the room price, sir.’

			‘I see. Now tell me what this awful bitch says about why the killer scalps these women.’

			‘Because he hates women. She reckons that during the war it was the women who stabbed the men in the back by taking their jobs for half the money, so when the men came back, all they found were jobs paying joke wages or, more likely, no jobs at all because the women were still doing them. That’s why he kills them and why he scalps them, too. Pure hate.’

			‘And what do you think? About why this maniac scalps his victims.’

			‘I think I’d want to know more of the facts before I specu­late, sir.’

			‘Humour me. But I can tell you this much: None of the scalps have been recovered. Therefore we have to conclude he keeps them. He doesn’t seem to favour any particular hair colour. We might easily conclude he kills in order to claim the scalp. Which begs the question: Why? What’s in it for him? Why would a man scalp a prostitute?’

			‘Could be a weird sexual pervert who wants to be a woman,’ I said. ‘There are lots of transvestites in Berlin. Maybe we’ve got a man who wants the hair to make a wig.’ I shook my head. ‘I know, it sounds ridiculous.’

			‘No more ridiculous than Fritz Haarmann cooking and eating the internal organs of his victims,’ said Gennat. ‘Or Erich Kreuzberg masturbating onto the graves of the women he’d murdered. That’s how we caught him.’

			‘When you put it like that, no, I suppose it isn’t.’

			‘We have our own theories why this man scalps his victims,’ said Weiss. ‘Or at least Dr Hirschfeld does. He’s been advising us on this case. But I’d still welcome your ideas. Anything. No matter how outlandish.’

			‘Then it comes back to simple misogyny, sir. Or simple sadism. A wish to degrade and humiliate as well as to destroy. Humili­ation is easy enough to inflict on a murder victim in Berlin. I’ve always believed it’s unspeakable that this city continues the practice of allowing the general public to come and inspect the corpses of murder victims at the city morgue. For anyone who wishes to ensure his victims are humiliated and degraded, you need look no further than there. It’s time the practice was stopped.’

			‘I agree,’ said Weiss. ‘And I’ve told the Prussian minister of the interior as much on more than one occasion. But just as it seems something is going to be done about it, we find ourselves with a new PMI.’

			‘Who is it this time?’ asked Gennat.

			‘Albert Grzesinski,’ said Weiss. ‘Our own former police presi­dent.’

			‘Well, that’s a step in the right direction,’ said Gennat.

			‘Carl Severing was a good man,’ said Weiss, ‘but he had too much on his plate, what with having to deal with those bastards in the army – ­the ones already training in secret for another war. But let’s not get too carried away with Grzesinski. Since he’s also a Jew, it’s fair to say that his appointment isn’t likely to meet with universal enthusiasm. Grzesinski is his stepfather’s name. His real name is Lehmann.’

			‘How come I didn’t know that?’ asked Gennat.

			‘I don’t know, Ernst, since they tell me you’re a detective. No, I’d be very surprised if Grzesinski lasts long. Besides, he has a secret his enemies are bound to exploit before long. He doesn’t live with his wife, but with his mistress. An American actress. You shrug, Bernie, but it’s only the Berlin public who are allowed to be immoral. Our elected representatives are not permitted to be truly representative; indeed, they are forbidden to have any vices of their own. Especially when they’re Jews. Look at me. I’m virtually a saint. These cigars are my only vice.’

			‘If you say so, sir.’

			Weiss smiled. ‘That’s right, Bernie. Never accept anyone’s word for their own recognizance. Not unless they’ve already been found guilty.’ He wrote a note on a piece of paper and pressed it on the blotter. ‘Take this to the cashier’s office. They’ll give you a new paybook and a new warrant disc.’

			‘When do I start, sir?’

			Weiss pulled at his watch chain until a gold hunter lay on the palm of his hand.

			‘You already have. According to your file, you have a few days’ leave coming up, is that right?’

			‘Yes, sir. Starting next Tuesday.’

			‘Well, until then you’re the Commission’s weekend duty officer. Take the afternoon off and acquaint yourself with the Silesian Station files. That should help you stay awake. Because if anyone gets murdered in Berlin between now and Tuesday, you’ll be the first on the scene. So let’s hope for your sake it’s a quiet weekend.’

			I cashed a cheque at the Darmstädter and National Bank to tide me over the weekend and then walked on to the enormous statue of Hercules; muscular and grumpy, he carried a useful-­looking club over his right shoulder and except for the fact he was naked, he reminded me a lot of a beat copper who’d just restored order to some east-­end drinking den. Despite what Bernhard Weiss had said, a bull required more than just a warrant disc and a strong word to close a bar at midnight; when Germans have been boozing all day and half the night, you need a friendly persuader to help you bang a beer counter and command their attention.

			Not that the children leaning over the edge of the fountain paid Hercules much attention; they were more interested in the coins that had been tossed into the water over the years and in calculating the huge fortune that lay there. I hurried past the place and headed towards a tall house on the corner of Maassenstrasse with more scrollwork than a five-­tier wedding cake and a top-­heavy balcony facade that put you in mind of Frau Weitendorf herself.

			I had two rooms on the fourth floor: a very narrow bedroom and a study with a ceramic stove that resembled a pistachio-­coloured cathedral and a marble-­topped washstand that always made me feel like a priest when I stood in front of it to shave and wash myself. The study was also furnished with a small desk and chair, and a squarish leather armchair that creaked and farted more than a Baltic sea captain. Everything in my rooms was old and solid and probably indestructible – ­the sort of furniture the Wilhelmine manufacturers had intended to last at least as long as our empire, however long that might have been. My favourite piece was a large framed mezzotint of Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel; Hegel had thin hair, hammocks under his eyes, and what seemed to be a very bad case of wind. I liked it because whenever I had a hangover I looked at it and congratulated myself that however bad I felt I couldn’t feel as bad as Hegel must have felt when he’d sat for the man laughingly known as the artist. Frau Weitendorf had told me she was related to Hegel on her mother’s side and that might have been true except that she also informed me Hegel was a famous composer, after which it became clear she meant Georg Friedrich Händel, which made her story seem a little less likely. To maximize her rental income her own room was on the upper-­floor landing, where she slept behind a tall screen on a malodorous daybed she shared with her two French bulldogs. Practicalities and the need for money outweighed status. She might have been the mistress of her own house, but she certainly never saw any of her lodgers as slavishly subordinate to her will, which was quite Hegelian of her, I suppose.

			The other lodgers kept themselves to themselves except at mealtimes, which was when I got to know Robert Rankin, the good-­looking, cadaverous Englishman who had the rooms underneath mine. Like me he’d served on the Western Front, but with the Royal Welch Fusiliers, and after several conversations we realized we’d faced each other across a stretch of no-­man’s-­land during the Battle of Loos, in 1915. He spoke near-perfect German, probably on account of the fact that his real name was von Ranke, which he’d been obliged to change during the war for obvious reasons. He’d written a novel about his experiences, called Pack Up Your Troubles, but this had proved unpopular in England and he was hoping to sell it to a German publisher just as soon as he had translated it. Like most veterans, myself included, Rankin’s scars were mostly invisible: he had weakened lungs from a shell blast at the Somme, but more unusually he’d been electrocuted by a field telephone that had been hit by lightning and this had left him with a pathological fear of using any telephone. Frau Weitendorf liked him because his manners were impeccable and because he paid her extra for cleaning his room, but she still called him ‘the spy’ when he wasn’t around. Frau Weitendorf was a Nazi and thought all foreigners were not to be trusted.

			I arrived back at the house with the briefcase full of police files and crept quickly up the stairs to my room, hoping to avoid anyone who might be at home. I could hear Frau Weitendorf in the kitchen talking to Rosa. Most recently Rosa was playing her tenor sax at the upmarket Haller-­Revue on Friedrichstrasse, which was the classiest of all the titty shows in Berlin, with a casino and VIP sections, and a very good restaurant. But there were lots of reasons to dislike the place – ­not least the number of people crowded into it, many of them foreigners – ­and the last time I’d been there I’d promised myself and my wallet that I’d never go again. I was certain that when she finished playing her sax Rosa wasn’t above earning extra cash on the side. Once or twice I had returned very late from the Alex to find Rosa sneaking a client upstairs. It was none of my business and I certainly wouldn’t have told ‘the Golem’ – ­which was what all the lodgers called Frau Weitendorf, on account of the fact that she wore a large stiff yellow wig that resembled a large loaf of bread and was exactly like the monster’s in the horror film of the same name.

			The fact was, I had a soft spot for Rosa and hardly felt qualified to judge her for trying to earn a bit more. I could have been mistaken, but eavesdropping on the stairs one day I gained half an idea that Frau Weitendorf might have been trying to set Rosa up with one of her friends from the Nollendorfplatz Theater, where, as she never tired of telling us, she’d once been an actress – ­which meant that the Golem was probably doing a bit of pimping on the side.

			In fact, after the inflation of 1923, nearly everyone, including a lot of cops, needed a little back-­pocket business to help make ends meet, and my landlady and Rosa were no different from everyone else. Most people were trying to make enough to get by, but it was never enough to get ahead. I knew plenty of cops who sold drugs – ­cocaine wasn’t actually illegal – ­illicit alcohol, homemade sausage, foreign currency, rare books, dirty postcards, or watches lifted from the bodies of the dead and the dead drunk they found in the streets. For a while I supplemented my own wages by selling the odd story to Rudolf Olden, a friend at the Berliner Tageblatt. Olden was a lawyer as well as a journalist and, more important, a liberal who believed in free speech; but I stopped when Ernst Gennat saw me talking to him in a bar and threatened to put two and two together. Not that I’d ever have given Olden any sensitive information; mostly it was just tips about Nazis and communists in Department 1A, the political police, which was supposed to be staffed by cops who were free of any party allegiances. For example, I gave Olden some notes I took of a speech Commissioner Arthur Nebe gave at a meeting of the Prussian Police Officers’ Association, the Schrader-­Verband. And while Olden didn’t mention Nebe by name, everyone at the Alex knew who was being quoted in the paper.

			An unnamed and supposedly independent commissioner in the Berlin political police made a speech last night to a private meeting of the Schrader-­Verband at the Eden Hotel during which the following remarks were made by him: ‘This is no longer a healthy nation. We’ve stopped striving for something higher. We seem quite happy to wallow in the mire, to sink to new depths. Frankly, this is a republic that makes me think of South America, or Africa, not a country at the heart of Europe. And Berlin makes me almost ashamed to be German. It’s hard to believe that just fourteen years ago we were a force for moral good and one of the most powerful countries in the world. People feared us; now they hold us up to scorn and ridicule. Foreigners flock here with their dollars and pounds to take advantage not just of our weakened reichsmark, but also of our women and our liberal laws regarding sex. Berlin especially has become the new Sodom and Gomorrah. All right-­thinking Germans should feel the same way as I and yet this government of Jews and apologists for Bolshevism does nothing but sit on its gold-­ringed fingers and feed the people lies about how wonderful things really are. These are terrible people. They really are. They lie all the time. But there is, thank God, one man who promises to tell the truth and to clean up this city, to wash the filth off Berlin’s streets, the scum you see every night: the drug dealers, prostitutes, pimps, transvestites, queers, Jews and communists. That man is Adolf Hitler. There’s something sick about this city and only a strongman like Hitler, with his Nazi Party, has the cure. I’m not a Nazi myself, just a conservative nationalist who can see what’s happening to this country, who can see the sinister hand of the communists behind the erosion of our nation’s values. They aim to undermine the moral heart of our society in the hope that there will be another revolution like the one that’s destroyed Russia. They’re behind it all. You know I’m right. Every cop in Berlin knows I’m right. Every cop in Berlin knows that the current government intends to do nothing about any of this. If I weren’t right, then maybe I could point to some judicial sentences that might make you think the law is respected in Berlin. But I can’t because our judiciary is full of Jews. Answer me this. What kind of deterrent is it when only a fifth of all death sentences are ever carried out? You mark my words, gentlemen, a storm is coming – ­a real storm, and all these degenerates are going to get washed away. That’s what I said: degenerates. I don’t know what else to call it when you have abortion on demand, mothers selling their daughters, pregnant women selling the mouse, and young boys performing unspeakable acts on men in back alleys. I went to the morgue the other day and saw an artist drawing the corpse of a woman who’d been murdered by her husband. Yes, that’s what passes as art these days. If you ask me, this killer the press has dubbed Winnetou is just another citizen who’s had enough of all the prostitution that’s ruining this city. It’s high time the Prussian police recognized that crimes like Winnetou’s are perhaps the inevitable result of a supine, spineless government that threatens the very fabric of German society.

			Gennat must have guessed it was probably me who’d fingered Arthur Nebe for the Tageblatt and while he didn’t say anything at the time, later on he reminded me that it wasn’t just cops from Department 1A who were supposed to leave their politics at home, it was Praesidium detectives, too. Especially detectives who disliked Arthur Nebe as much as he and I did. A higher standard was expected of people like us, said Gennat; there was, he said, enough division in the Prussian police without adding to it ourselves. I figured he was right and after that I stopped calling Olden.

			Alone in my room I rolled and lit a cigarette, moistened the end with a little rum, and opened the window to clear the smoke. Then I unloaded my briefcase and settled down to read the Silesian Station files. Even for me they made uncomfortable reading, especially the black-­and-­white pictures taken by Hans Gross, the Alex police photographer.

			There was something about his work on crime scenes that really got under your skin. They say every picture tells a story, but Hans Gross was the kind of photographer whose work made him the Scheherazade of modern criminalistics. This was only partly down to the fact he favoured a big Folmer & Schwing Banquet camera on a rolling platform and a mobile version of the same carbon arc lamps they used at Tempelhof airport, both of which took up at least half the space in the murder wagon. More important than the camera equipment, it seemed to me, Hans had a feel for a crime scene that was nothing short of cinematic; Fritz Lang couldn’t have framed his pictures better, and, sometimes, Gross’s Murder Commission photographs were so sharp it seemed that the poor victim might not be dead at all, might in fact be faking it. It wasn’t just the framing and sharp focus that made the photographs effective, it was the way all the background details helped to bring them alive. Detectives often saw things in his photographs they’d failed to spot at the actual crime scene. Which was why detectives at the Alex had nicknamed him Cecil B. DeMorgue.

			The picture in the first case file, that of Mathilde Luz, found murdered in Andreasplatz, was so clear you could see every line of Red Front graffiti on the dilapidated brick wall her body lay next to. A pair of thick-­framed glasses lay to the right of her head as if she’d just taken them off for a second; you could even see the label in one of the Hellstern shoes she’d been wearing and which had come off during her murder. But for the fact that a strip of her scalp was missing, Mathilde Luz looked as if she’d just lain down for a moment to take a nap.

			I read the notes and various statements and then tried to imagine the conversation I might have had with her if she herself had been able to tell me what had happened. This was a new technique Weiss was encouraging us to try, as a result of a paper he’d read by a criminalist called Robert Heindl. ‘Let the victim talk to you,’ was what Heindl had said. ‘Try to imagine what she might tell you if you were able to spend some time with her.’ So I did.

			Mathilde Luz was a good-­looking girl all right and still wearing the clothes she’d been murdered in: the hat, the coat and the dress all from C&A, but no less becoming for that. There are some girls who manage to wear cheap fashion and make it look good and Mathilde Luz was one of those. The police report noted her perfume was 4711, worn in the kind of quantity that made you think it served to disguise rather than allure. The report also stated she was dark, with large brown eyes and lips the same red as her nail varnish. Her face was powdered dead white; at least I thought it was powder. It might have been that way just because she was dead.

			‘I made incandescent mantles at the German Incandescent Light Company for two years,’ I heard her saying. ‘Liked it, too. I had some good friends there. The wages weren’t much, but with my husband Franz’s wage – ­he works at the Julius Pintsch factory, making gas metres for a living – ­we had just about enough to keep a roof over our heads. It wasn’t much of a roof, it’s fair to say. We lived on Koppenstrasse in a one-­room apartment, if you can call it that – ­slum more like. It’s a poor area, as you probably know. There were two butter riots there in 1915. Can you imagine Berlin without any butter? Unthinkable. I remember them well. I guess at the time I must have been about fourteen.’

			‘Which made you twenty-­seven at the time of your unfortunate death.’

			‘That’s right. Anyway, the landlord, Lansky, was a Jew like us, but he was never the kind to put his own tribe ahead of profit; if we hadn’t paid the rent on time the bailiff would have had us out double-­quick. He always told us how lucky we were to have the place at all, but then he never had to live there himself. I know for a fact he lives in a nice apartment off Tauentzienstrasse. A real gonif, you know? Anyway, I got laid off just after Christmas last year. I looked for another, of course, but half the women in Berlin are looking for jobs now, so I knew that wasn’t ever going to happen. If I hadn’t been laid off, I wouldn’t ever have had to go on the sledge. With the rent due, it was Franz’s idea and I went along with it because it was better than taking a beating.’

			‘The shoes you were wearing. Style Salome, by Hellstern. Expensive.’

			‘Girl needs to look her best.’

			‘Where did you get them?’

			‘A friend stole them to order from Wertheim.’

			‘And the glasses?’

			‘Some men like the secretarial type. Especially around that pitch north of Silesian Station. Makes them feel like you’re the girl next door, which gives them confidence.’

			‘It’s a stone’s throw from the Julius Pintsch factory, isn’t it?’

			‘That’s right. Sometimes my darling husband worked a late shift and came and found me just to take what I’d earned so he could go and buy himself a beer or two. Franz was thoughtful that way. He told me he was looking out for me, like a proper Alphonse, but I knew different.

			‘Of course it was dangerous. I knew that, too. We all did. Everyone remembers Carl Grossmann. He killed God only knows how many women in the very same part of Berlin. When was that?’

			‘Between 1919 and 1921.’

			‘They say he ate his victims.’

			‘No, that was Haarmann. Grossmann merely chopped his victims up after he’d killed them. Usually in his apartment on Lange Strasse. But you’re right. It’s not far from where you were killed.’

			‘Bastards. If you ask me, all men are bastards.’

			‘You’re probably right.’

			‘You, too, probably. Bulls are just as bad as all the others. Worse. You’re all taking stocking money or shovelling snow, pretending you hold the law in respect. But sometimes you’re worse than anyone. Who was that
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