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Prologue

22 June 1944

Underneath Berlin

With the bombs came darkness.

Whenever they landed uncomfortably close by, the naked light bulb dangling from the ceiling swayed back and forth. Occasionally, it would go out entirely, and then they were cast adrift in that lack of light, which felt strangely like death. The plaster would crumble and drop in a noisy drizzle from overhead. Before settling in heaps on the floor, it kicked up puffs of dust in the air, getting into her nostrils and making them itch. Tears would stream down her cheeks, not just tears of fright, but tears of dusty irritation.

The bombs brought darkness, and Duda hadn’t seen sunlight in such a long time.

‘It hardly matters. You’re not missing much, girlie.’

The man who brought her food informed her that the sun no longer shone over Berlin any more; there were just long drawn-out twilights. The sky was constantly obscured by the thick smoke billowing up out of the city’s blazing neighbourhoods. Actually, it was a good thing that nothing could be seen. That way, those people just went flying back without dropping their loads of bombs. She was lucky, really, that she already lived underground, because up top, every time the air raid sirens blared, people were forced to scramble out of bed in the middle of the night, rush downstairs, run for their lives in the crush of the crowds, and cram their way into already packed shelters. And if there were firebombs, buildings burst into flame, windows shattered, and burning beams fell from above. The air heated up until it was scorching hot and sucked everything into its maelstrom. Then, when they returned to the surface, they all seemed like so many ghosts. Silent, hunched, grey with dust and ash.

So that’s why she wasn’t really missing a thing by staying down there, underground, day and night, for months on end, the food man explained, and Frau Frya nodded behind him. Or had it been a year already? Time changed underground, crumpling up and stretching out. Sometimes she seemed unable to remember anything from before – nothing, not even her own name. She knew only that she had dark eyes, just like her mother and her grandmother before her had had. Just like the walls of Berlin after the flames died down, said the food man, adding that you could scrape the charred black from the bombs off the stone with your finger and use it to write with.

‘The backs of the books stand in rows.’ Duda read aloud for everyone in the room, to help kill time, though underground time was damned hard to kill.

She followed along, keeping her place with the tip of her finger. The edges of the book’s pages were singed. Frau Frya said that it was a miracle the book had even survived. All the other books, carefully arranged on the bookshelves or stacked in tall piles, nearly teetering, had also escaped both Nazi bonfires and enemy bombs. They, too, lay hidden underground, but not like dead bodies. More like seeds. Seeds lie underground through the whole winter, as if they aren’t even there, but all the while, they’re nourishing themselves, growing stronger, protecting themselves against the freezing temperatures, and then, when spring finally comes, they break through the ground and reach up to the sun, like some miracle.

Who could say whether the same thing would happen for them.

‘I know them all still, I remember arranging them in order.’ The light from the lamp was dim at best, and she was forced to strain to make out the letters as she uttered each syllable. ‘I implore them with my eyes: “Speak to me – take me up – take me, Life of my Youth – you who are carefree, beautiful – receive me again.”’

She stopped reading.

‘What’s the matter?’ the food man asked. ‘Are you tired of reading? Here, let me take over.’

She shook her head. She wrapped herself tighter in the shawl embroidered with red roses.

‘No, it’s just that I can’t remember any more what life was like before.’

‘Before all this, you mean?’

She nodded. But it wasn’t entirely true. If she tried hard enough, if she squeezed her eyes shut tight and pressed her hands over her ears, and if she held her breath to ward off the stale, dusty funk of sweat and fear, then something would come back to her. The sky had always seemed free and bright, before. She used to run barefoot on the wet grass, in front of the gypsy wagons. She remembered the colourful skirts and Grandma Rose’s shawls. There were lions, there were elephants. And there was Dieter.




Chapter 1

23 June 1944

Berlin, Nikolaiviertel Quarter

Hugo stirred his ersatz coffee.

The sound of the coffee spoon against the porcelain offered the illusion of safety, though he’d never been closer to danger than he was now. In a city that sat beneath a rain of fire, and with more than one secret to hide, he constantly felt like he was walking along the edge of a cliff. It would be so easy just to let himself fall, put an end to these sleepless nights, like the one he’d just suffered through, but all it took was a glance towards the bedroom, where little Gioele still lay sleeping, to make him remember that he still had something that made keeping his balance seem worthwhile.

He glanced out of the window and sipped his ersatz coffee. Outside, the sky looked like molten lead. A mass of metal suspended over the city, ready to flow down and over the dawn twilight. A dull light crept into the kitchen, casting everything in a benumbed blue: the table, the oven, the dishes still stacked in the sink. The house was asleep. He could feel it breathe, hear the creaking of the beams, the groaning of the bricks still intact in the midst of an almost destroyed neighbourhood. He was one of the lucky few with a roof still over his head.

He savoured that unusual silence, which was usually drowned out by the ominous sounds of air raid sirens, the roaring of planes, and the anti-aircraft fire. On the horizon, beyond the buildings and towards the suburb of Brandenburg, he could still see the column of smoke rising high into the sky. The buildings had been consumed by flames, turning into so many furnaces that blazed for hours. Now, with the fires finally under control, all that remained was that grey mass of smoke curling up into the sky. It contracted and spread out over the city, settling on buildings and in people’s lungs.

Fire and ash.

He tried to draw a breath into his lungs, but once again he felt that sensation of some imitation of death that had sunk its claws into him for days now. The harder he tried to inhale, the shorter his breath. It was like trying to fill a torn bag.

‘You’re alive, Hugo … You’re alive,’ he told himself.

He clung to the windowsill. The fact that he could speak meant he was still getting oxygen. He didn’t know why he craved air so desperately. Was multiple sclerosis stealing away his lungs, too, along with his leg? Or should he blame the sleepless nights and the constant close contact with death that had been part and parcel of their daily life in all those months of bombings?

Or maybe it’s because I’m hiding a Jew.

The wind carried the stench of something burning into the living room. Hugo shut the window.

Less than a handful of months ago, during the investigation at Auschwitz, he remembered breathing in that same smell. He couldn’t seem to get it off his skin, out of his nostrils. There were nights when he awakened in a pool of sweat. He had dreamed that he himself was burning in the heaps of corpses, along with the dead Jews. His body blistered and swelled upon the scorching embers, his flesh tore open, his eyes melted, and the SS guard dogs barked and licked their ravenous chops. When the air raid siren startled him awake from those nightmares, he practically sighed with relief.

Hugo placed the coffee cup on the table, grabbed his cane, and dragged himself to the bathroom.

He dropped his undershirt on the floor. He scrubbed his face and neck with the last remaining piece of soap. The mirror before him reflected a face he scarcely recognized. Who was he now? He was no longer a member of the Nazi Party, but hardly a soul to be blithely absolved, either. He scraped the razor over his cheeks, shaving carefully. Again and again, the same act, as if each stroke of the razor could scrape away a layer of darkness. But he wasn’t trying to fool himself. The things he’d seen at Auschwitz would remain etched into his flesh forever, together with the sure knowledge that he had been a cog in the machine. A bar of soap and a razor would never suffice. No absolution.

Hugo patted his face dry. He donned his shirt. Knotted his tie. Combed his hair.

He opened the cabinet and hefted the box of Pervitin in one hand. It had been a long and trying night. The pain caused by the disease seemed to get worse when he was upset, and life with the Gestapo breathing down his neck combined with the fear of dying in a bomb blast strained his nerves well past breaking point. He was ready to snap at any moment. Though tempted to put the methamphetamine back in the medicine chest, at last, he simply placed the pill on his tongue and gulped it down.

He glanced into the mirror and swam into the icy reflection of his own eyes, lost. There were too many demons he had to hold at bay. He certainly couldn’t do it alone. He’d never been able to.




Chapter 2

Outside, Berlin was nothing but a paltry memory of the splendid city it had once been. The night-time lights and the boisterous, jumping nightspots had been banished by curfews. Lamps and streetlights were extinguished lest they lead enemy bombers to some choice target. In parts of the city, the air was still redolent with the scent of linden trees and cool lawns; elsewhere, the twin stench of flame and blood overpowered all. Where there had once been flowerbeds, now there were vegetable patches to make up for the chronic food shortages. Even Gendarmenmarkt had been stripped of its former loveliness and turned into nothing more than an open-air farm.

Hugo stepped around a fallen building cornice, shoving the debris aside with the tip of his cane. He glanced up at the window of his apartment, on the second floor of the still-intact building. The damp cardboard that stood in place of the shattered windowpane revealed nothing of the bedroom behind. Yet that did nothing to make Gioele any safer.

He checked his wristwatch. Half past six in the morning. It must be something very serious if Arthur Nebe had asked to see him urgently at such an early hour. The ringing phone had shattered the silence of his apartment. Actually, though, he hadn’t been sleeping. He’d been tossing and turning in the bedsheets, so he felt some gratitude to the officer on the other end of the line for forcing him out of bed. An instant later, a hint of suspicion crept into the mix. The Kripo chief would send a police car to pick him up: was that police or Gestapo? At the thought, a chill ran down the back of his neck, even though the heat of late June, made warmer by the fires, had hovered oppressively since dawn. He loosened his shirt collar, but it didn’t help. His skin burned.

‘Heil, Hitler!’ A young man waved his arms emphatically in his direction. The young man was clearly in a hurry.

Hugo felt relief at the sight of the green Ordnungspolizei uniform as well as the squad car parked a short distance away, occupying the only parking spot on the street free of debris. At least this wasn’t Gestapo, at least not officially.

Hugo quickened his step. ‘Honoured to make your acquaintance, Herr …?’

‘Lukas Eder, sir.’ The young man opened the car door for him with all the deference of a puppy. Only then did Hugo notice that he wore a black eye patch. ‘It’s my great honour to drive for you, Herr Fischer.’ With one hand, the young man cleared the seat of file folders and brushed away the ash that had blown in through the broken window. ‘You’re the talk of Orpo.’

‘And what do they say about me there?’ Hugo took his seat, feigning blithe indifference. He tossed his cane onto the back seat and pulled the door shut. ‘That I limp because of my multiple sclerosis?’

The youngster laughed, as he’d expected. No one could conceive of the idea that an Aryan like him could be suffering from a degenerative disease. If it hadn’t been for Dr Meyer’s complicit silence, he’d have long ago been subjected to forced euthanasia. In the best-case scenario, there would be sterilization, to ensure he had no opportunity to contaminate the precious German blood pool by siring children.

The young man shook his head with a grin and started the car.

‘Everyone knows you had polio, just like Roosevelt,’ he finally replied.

‘And do they say that I’m concealing a Jew at home?’

‘That would be rich!’ The young man laughed even louder. ‘A Jew … No, what they do say is that you’re one of the Third Reich’s finest criminologists … And they also comment on the brilliant manner in which you solved the Braun case at Auschwitz.’

Hugo let the subject drop, by no means flattered by all the flattery. The less said about the Braun case, the better. He’d even avoided telling Nebe more than he strictly had to. The case had been filed away, the camp Kommandant was satisfied, and that should have been it. How it had been done, and at what cost, was destined to remain a secret, burdening no one’s conscience but his own.

Outside the car window, Berlin went streaming past. It resembled nothing so much as one of those dismembered corpses he so often saw in the medical examiner’s office. A streetscape swathed in bruises, burns, broken bones, and people trying desperately to reassemble it all. After every bombing, people dragged bodies from under the rubble and laid them out on the street. Hundreds of men, women, and children, clothing ripped, faces filthy with blood and dust, all lined up like pieces of a shattered domino set. Perhaps this was some form of punishment for the things he’d seen at Auschwitz-Birkenau.

‘What’s that place like, anyway?’ The young policeman went back to asking questions.

‘Which place?’

‘Auschwitz, the camp … Do they really burn Jews there?’

‘Where is it we’re going?’ Hugo asked, trying to steer the conversation elsewhere.

‘Wannsee, sir …’

‘What is it that Nebe wants? And why Wannsee? Couldn’t he just summon me to his office?’

‘I have no idea. All I know is that he told me to come get you, nothing else.’

Lukas Eder shrugged indifferently. He was driving slowly through the rubble, glancing back and forth between the road and Hugo’s face. The young man’s face still looked utterly innocent. Even the black eye patch wasn’t enough to make him seem menacing.

Hugo sighed. He leaned back, letting his head sink into the seat. He wriggled a little, trying to find a more comfortable position, and inwardly uttered thanks to the Pervitin, which was starting to take effect now. The thing that made his life so complicated was his inability to complain aloud. He had to conceal his fear that some part of his body might suddenly fail, like his lungs, for instance. He could never hope for so much as a crumb of human concern. People only noticed the dark circles under his eyes, but who didn’t have bags under their eyes, after all, in a collapsing world? Still, all he was allowed to say was that he hadn’t slept well. If he had any weeping to do, he’d have to do it in the dark, in the privacy of his bedroom. Or perhaps in the living room, but early in the morning, long before sunrise. It became clear to him how deeply lonely he was.

‘In any case, the answer is yes.’

‘The answer to what?’

‘To your question. Yes, they burn Jews.’ Hugo could feel the ersatz coffee churning in his stomach. There was no sound other than that of the car lurching along Unter den Linden, steering around the rubble around the bridge. ‘They gas them to death in a special chamber, then they burn the corpses in crematoriums. Is that what you wanted to know?’

Lukas burst out laughing. Hugo wasn’t surprised. It was the laugh of a boy who still smacked of his days in the Hitler Youth. And yet, in Lukas’s rigid posture, from his clenched jaw to his skinny fingers clutching the steering wheel, Hugo recognized a familiar tension. No doubt the young man felt anything but comfortable with those conversations.

‘And that makes you laugh?’

‘Forgive me, Herr Fischer. It’s just that I can’t help noticing how we Germans always seem to have an efficient solution for everything. You can’t deny it.’

‘No, it’s true. We’re efficient, if nothing else.’

Lukas ground the gears as he awkwardly shifted. Hugo decided to lean in a little harder, trying to understand just what kind of a German he was dealing with.

He waved his hand at the shattered cupola of the Berliner Dom, which stood reflected in the river Spree, no longer proudly bedecked with its gorgeous stained-glass windows. ‘The fact that Berlin looks like this, we can blame it on Jews, gypsies, and communists. They all dragged us into this war. I say, long live German efficiency. Am I right?’

The young man gave him the side-eye. He seemed far from stupid. If anything, he seemed shrewd, at least to judge from his one good eye, which gleamed bright blue. Lukas’s grip tightened on the steering wheel, and he compressed his lips, and then sucked in his lower lip. Hugo had the impression that something was grinding away inside him, perhaps the fear that his suddenly dilated pupil might give him away. After all, there were Gestapo informants everywhere.

‘Keep your eyes on the road,’ Hugo warned him.

They left the Berliner Dom behind them and drove past the Friedrich Wilhelm University. The campus had been ravaged, the library had burned to embers. Every single thing, in that city where he’d grown up, was slowly crumbling to ashes or melting in the flames. This is where the Führer’s psychosis had brought them. Hitler alone had been responsible for this disaster.

During the earliest bombings, the German people had poured out into the streets in support of the Third Reich, waving flags. A red river, running fast with sentiment and enthusiasm. Now, German morale was in the gutter. They’d been living under bombardment for months, in the coldest season of the year. They’d been made homeless just as snow piled up along the streets, as icy winds sliced through the rubble. Whole families had nothing left to their names, and what little remained to them could be stacked up on a handcart or carried in a valise. Flags fluttered, that was still true, but with the weary lethargy of a dying people.

Lukas slowed down to wend his way around the heaps of debris. Alongside the roadway, there were already women setting up open-air stoves. That was the sole consolation in a city that reeked of death. Soon, the smell of simmering soups would mingle with the odour of dust, and the crackling of firewood heating bricks would make them forget the raging flames of the bombing raids.

Just short of the Brandenburg Gate, which still rose, grey and imposing, against the brightening sky, a gendarme waved them to a halt.

Lukas pulled over at the checkpoint, turned off the engine, and handed over his permit and his badge. The German shepherd sniffed at the air, restrained by its leash. The gendarme lowered his rifle and peered inside the car. He scrutinized them, eyes peering out from beneath the brim of his green helmet.

‘You may proceed,’ he said at last.

Lukas started the car again, slipping his permit back into his breast pocket. Hugo glanced up at the rear-view mirror. The squad of military gendarmes and the shattered buildings of central Berlin grew smaller and smaller behind them, on the far side of the Brandenburg Gate’s monumental columns. The grey stone of the city proper started to give way to the lush greenery of Tiergarten. They also left behind them another symbol of the birth of their great empire: the Victory Column. An empire that now lay in shambles.

For dust we are, and to dust we shall return.

‘Once we’ve won the war, we’ll fix everything good as new.’ Lukas seemed to read his thoughts. ‘No matter whose fault this all may be.’

‘You can’t fix the dead good as new,’ Hugo retorted.

‘No, you can’t fix them, fair enough. Have you any children, Herr Fischer?’

‘Only one,’ he replied curtly.

‘What about your wife, is she very beautiful?’

‘I’m not married.’

‘But if you have a child …’

‘I had an affair with a Bavarian woman. She died in December, so I’m the child’s only living kin. Believe me, I’m not much of a father.’

‘I have no children.’ Lukas smiled, his eyes looking out at the road that was taking them towards the Zehlendorf district. ‘But I’ll have some, once I find a good woman, that you can be sure of. My mother lost all her other sons in battle, and I want to make sure I give her plenty of grandchildren. That’ll bring a smile back to her face, just like she was before the war. God, I don’t even remember what things were like before the war …’

Hugo turned to take a look at him. His blond hair, shaved at either side of his head, was tousled by the warm wind blowing in through the broken car windows. His lips, full and prominent, his skinny neck, with the Adam’s apple that almost seemed to stick out through his flesh, and his cheeks, covered with such a fine down that there was no need to shave: he was barely more than a boy, just starting out in life, but in a world that already lay sloppy dead.

Hugo wisely refrained from telling him any of that.

‘You’re so young. Just how old are you?’

‘Twenty-four, sir.’

‘And you weren’t sent to the front?’

‘Of course I was.’ Lukas pointed up at his eye patch. ‘Since all my brothers were dead already, once I got this injury, they sent me home. Once the war is over, I hope to join the Criminal Police. I’d like to become a criminologist.’

‘It’s not a very nice job.’

‘Then why do you do it?’

Hugo said nothing. What could he say? That he understood the dead better than he did the living? That it was only among the dead that he could find the strength to cling to life and accept the disease that was devouring his brain? Or that this was his way of banishing the ghosts of the past and cleansing his conscience?

‘The pay is pretty good,’ he replied at last.

‘All right, fair enough …’

The car continued on its way towards the bend in the Havel river. Lukas, now silent, turned off onto the road that ran around Lake Wannsee and pulled to a stop in front of a small villa nestled amidst the greenery, one of many overlooking the little haven that was the Alsen villa colony. No blackened, bomb-cratered walls here, or at least, not yet. No sound but the lapping of the lake water and the chirping of birds in the branches of the trees. The air was thick with the scent of blossoms. No weeds, no rubble, no shattered glass piled up at street corners. A paradise, so close to hell itself.

‘We’re here.’ The young policeman switched off the engine. ‘I’ll wait here in the car. I can take you back afterwards.’

‘So you’re hoping to become a criminologist, are you?’ Hugo grabbed his cane and got out of the car. ‘Come along and maybe you’ll learn something.’

‘Do you mean it?’

‘I’m prone to changing my mind easily, so come on, get moving.’

Lukas didn’t have to be told twice. He jumped out of the Mercedes and hurried after him.

They found Arthur Nebe awaiting them at the villa’s entrance. The SS insignia on his uniform gleamed in the morning light. He greeted the two of them with a nod, his eyes shadowed beneath his hat brim, his eyes glum with the burden of being here instead of somewhere else handling weightier matters.

As they approached him, Hugo glanced around at the other policemen, who were standing off to one side smoking. They were speaking in low tones and shaking their heads.

‘I’m sorry I had to have you dragged out of bed at this early hour.’ Nebe rested one hand on his shoulder, a familiarity he reserved only to a favoured few. ‘But I had no choice.’

‘I wasn’t sleeping anyway. So what’s going on?’

‘We have a nasty situation. Herr and Frau Weidt are dead. This is a matter that demands the utmost discretion in how it’s handled, if you follow me …’

Just then, the two coroners exited the villa. Following behind them, a group of labourers carried two heavy black body bags. Hugo unfastened his shirt collar and inwardly hoped that the Pervitin wouldn’t make him any more jittery than necessary. Was this a matter requiring such discretion that he wouldn’t even be allowed to view the bodies at the crime scene?

‘What’s the meaning of this?’ he asked, exhaling. ‘You summon me for an investigation and then cut me out of it?’

‘What are you thinking, Fischer? Of course, I’ve had every detail of the scene photographed; there’s nothing you won’t be able to review later, at your leisure. Keller will make sure you can watch the autopsy. I just need to get this place straightened up before the press arrives. I’m sure you can understand …’

‘That’s not the way I work …’

Nebe forced a smile to his face, so that his nose resembled the beak of an eagle about to strike. ‘You worked at a far worse crime scene at Auschwitz, didn’t you?’

‘Something I’d just as soon not experience a second time.’ Hugo felt his teeth clamping. He forced himself to breathe more steadily. ‘Was it absolutely necessary to move the bodies before I got here?’

‘I had my reasons. Believe me.’

‘Are there any witnesses, at least? Who raised the alarm?’

‘The children. They’re with the neighbours right now … They’re still a bit … shaken up.’

‘How old are they?’

‘The boy is ten, the girl fourteen. By the way, how’s your son these days?’




Chapter 3

Gioele looked up.

The bomb was dropping from on high. It resembled a grey egg, descending slowly like a snowflake. At first, it was nothing but a dot, hard to distinguish from the winter sunshine that sat over Berlin like a kind of dampness, but in time it grew, dropping ever closer until, in the end, it was there, ready to open up.

When it hit the building, it sounded like a storm exploding. There was a roar of crumbling bricks, twisting iron, and windows shattering into a thousand gleaming shards. Then came flame, bursting outward, flickering tongues twisting and sweeping everything away in their path. Then the building became a dragon exhaling fire from its every orifice.

Gioele felt the heat hit him. The scorching wind sucked him in. His clothes stuck to his skin, and the shockwave slammed him against a shop window marked with a Star of David. The glass rained down on him in sharp fragments, and the dust from the explosion suffocated him. Ash fell slowly, darkening everything. As the fire consumed the city, snow began to fall. The heat of the flames gave way to a chill.

Gioele rubbed his eyes.

He looked around.

He was in Block 10 of the Stammlager at Auschwitz, in the dark hallway that led to Mengele’s office. He walked slowly down the hallway, leaving Berlin behind him. The floor was freezing cold beneath his feet. The office door stood open. He pushed it aside easily and peered into the room. Outside the window, he could hear the soft sound of falling snow. A faint glow seeped in, imparting a glow to the eyes of Mengele’s test subjects. They were arranged neatly, fastened to a bulletin board with large pins. Gioele recognized the eyes of his brother, his mother, and his father.

‘You abandoned us.’

The sound of a voice made him turn and look. In the pitch-black tangle that occupied one corner of the room, something stirred, but he could make out nothing in the darkness.

‘You abandoned us just so you could save yourself.’ It was his brother. He recognized him by the way he mispronounced his R’s.

‘That isn’t true!’ he shouted, clenching both fists.

‘You left here with a Nazi!’

‘That isn’t true!’

‘Yes, you did!’

A foot emerged from the tar-black shadows. Then another, and another. Gabriele, his mother, and his father all stared out at him, their eyes so many dark, hollow, cavernous sockets. They no longer had eyes, yet they still seemed to see him.

It was true. He had abandoned them.

Gioele felt a scream pressing against his ribs.

He grabbed the blankets, trying to hold on to anything that could keep him from falling. He gasped for air, but he couldn’t fill his lungs. He tried to get out of bed, but he was nailed to the mattress. All he could see was his bedroom ceiling and part of the wall on his right, with the cardboard-covered window and the drawings hanging on the wall. Again, he tried to inhale. He was dying.

‘Keep calm, calm down!’

A pair of hands grabbed him firmly, forcing him to sit up.

‘I can’t breathe,’ he gasped.

‘Of course you can breathe; you’re talking, aren’t you?’

‘I can’t breathe!’

The hands shook him over and over. Only then did his body seem to remember what it was supposed to do. His lungs expanded. The air rushed in all at once, forcing a sound out of him that rang in his ears like something inhuman. A swarm of ants surged through his legs and arms. He squirmed to shake them off, but they were everywhere, under his skin, inside his muscles.

‘Breathe,’ the voice continued. ‘Good boy. Slowly now.’

Gioele looked at the man who had come to his aid, and only then did he recognize Edmund. He stared at him through thick round glasses, his eyes like a pair of steel marbles. He smiled, and suddenly, Gioele felt safe.

‘It’s all right,’ Edmund whispered in his smoke-coarsened voice. ‘Oh, what have we here?’ He ran his hand through Gioele’s hair, right behind his ear, and extracted a shiny coin. ‘Well, if every nightmare you have earns you a coin from behind your ear, we’ll soon be rich!’

Gioele was tempted to laugh, but instead, he felt his eyes and nose fill with salt. He buried himself in Edmund’s arms, unable to hold back his sobs. His chest ached from trying to push back the tears.

‘Go ahead and cry, it’ll cleanse your soul a bit,’ Edmund murmured. ‘Do you want to tell me what you dreamed about?’

‘No.’

‘That’s all right.’

‘I …’

Gioele stopped. He looked at the drawings on the wall. He had drawn the faces of his brother and parents before they faded entirely from his memory. The tingling in his hands returned, stronger than before.

‘I hate Hugo!’ he shouted. ‘He took me away from Auschwitz!’

‘And isn’t that a good thing?’ Edmund sighed. His glasses slid down to the tip of his thin nose, so that he had to push them back up with a deft motion. ‘Hugo told me exactly what happens in that place …’

Gioele hunched his shoulders. The image of Jews crammed into the shower room made him shiver. He remembered the naked bodies pressing against him, the hands pounding on the steel door, as they begged for it to open, the screams of terror echoing off the porcelain tiles. The SS soldier who finally opened the door and let him out – Hugo Fischer as he grabbed him, wrapping him in his coat and hurrying him to safety, telling everyone he met that he was the boy’s father.

Gioele felt like crying again.

‘Hugo saved your life.’ Edmund wiped away a tear.

‘But he took only me! He’d promised to help my parents, not just me!’

‘There was nothing else he could do, and you know it.’

Gioele hid beneath the blankets. He felt ungrateful. His mother had taught him to be kind and grateful, yet all he felt was anger and resentment. He was glad he hadn’t died, and that made him feel even more wretched. How could he be happy when he was the only one who’d been saved? All those emotions overwhelmed him, blending into one horrible feeling. He had drawn it once: it was a dark, sooty monster, and there in the monster’s belly was him, a tiny red dot being devoured.

‘I know there was nothing he could do,’ he whispered. ‘Still, he only took me from one prison to another. He never lets me leave this place. He keeps me locked up like a mouse, but he’s always in the outside world …’

‘Hugo is doing his best. He just wants to keep you safe.’ Edmund gently took the boy’s arm. He uncovered the flesh where the number had been tattooed on him at the camp, when he first became one of Dr Mengele’s children. ‘You have a fake identity document, but it’s not enough. This can’t be erased … And if the Nazis ever see it … we’re in trouble, for you, but for us, too. Do you realize what a risk we’re running just to keep you safe?’

Gioele yanked his hand away. He hated that number, but then again, it was the only thing still linking him to his brother and parents, the only thing that reminded him they were still at the camp.

‘Look how sweaty you are.’ Edmund ran a finger around the inside of his pyjama collar. ‘Let me draw you a warm bath. It’ll help you relax a bit.’

He moved to take off Gioele’s shirt, but Gioele recoiled, without meaning to. Being naked in someone else’s presence made him tremble. His teeth started chattering, and now he couldn’t stop.

‘I’m sorry.’ Edmund placed both hands on his thighs and heaved a sigh. ‘I didn’t mean to.’

‘I don’t know why it bothers me so much …’

Edmund smiled. ‘I do. And one day, you’ll be able to understand it.’

He took him by the hand and led him into the bathroom. He ran a tub of warm water, and when his bath was ready, he left the bathroom so he could bathe alone.

Gioele undressed. The air on his bare skin made him shiver. The feel of the tiles beneath his feet was almost intolerable. He climbed into the tub and curled up in the warm water, knees pulled to his chest. So many people had seen him naked in the showers at Auschwitz. That night, he remembered undressing with the other prisoners and entering the room lined with white tiles. Pressed up against each other, skin against skin, he’d felt no shame. But now, the mere thought of Edmund or Hugo seeing him without clothes on simply terrified him.

‘Are you done?’ After a while, Edmund’s voice came from behind the door.

Gioele got out of the tub, dried off, and got dressed. He approached the fogged-up mirror, wiped it clean with one hand, and saw his eyes in the reflection. The eyes that had won him Uncle Mengele’s attention: green, with that tiny spot of brown, only in the left iris. Heterochromia, the doctor had said.

Gioele combed his hair just like Hugo’s. He even dabbed on two drops of Hugo’s cologne, from the bottle that sat there on the shelf. He wondered why he even bothered to wash and groom himself, if he was only going to stay indoors, hidden away.

Edmund stood outside the door, waiting for him, arms crossed.

‘Why the long face?’ he sighed.

‘It’s nothing …’

‘All right. Now I have an idea of something we can do.’ He glanced in the mirror and smoothed back his white hair. He polished his glasses, adjusted his braces and tie, and went over to put on his jacket. ‘Let’s go for a nice walk.’

‘Outside?’

‘Of course.’

‘What about Hugo?’

‘There’s no need to tell him anything. It’ll be our little secret.’

‘But what if he finds out?’

‘Well, I am his father, aren’t I?’




Chapter 4

‘My son is just fine, thank you.’ Hugo tightened his grip on the handle of the cane, leaning on it with his full weight as if that could also give him greater leverage over Nebe, who stood firm in his SS uniform. ‘Herr Gruppenführer … I need to see the bodies. Believe me, the dead speak better than the living. You called me here to solve a case, so let me do my job.’

Nebe’s small blue eyes, hidden beneath thick, dark eyebrows, scrutinized him. He clucked his tongue against the roof of his mouth and managed to put a smile on his leathery face. Hugo understood that Nebe was finally relenting.

‘Listen carefully, Fischer.’ He pointed his finger at him. ‘A quick look, nothing more. The journalists are coming, and the last thing I want are any compromising photos.’

‘It seems to me that the press hasn’t been much of a problem since the Reichstag fire …’

‘Your tongue has been getting dangerously loose lately, you know that?’

Nebe motioned to the coroners, who pulled the gurneys towards them. Dr Keller opened each body bag with a sharp tug and then stepped aside. Hugo moved closer, motioning for Lukas to come and look as well.

‘Do you have a problem looking at dead bodies?’ he asked.

‘No, Herr Fischer. I saw plenty of dead bodies at the front.’

Hugo pointed to Herr Weidt’s corpse. A gunshot wound had blown away the right side of his skull. There wasn’t much left of the cranium. He could hardly even make out the man’s facial features, buried as they were under bone fragments and brain matter. Blood had poured out of his mouth, soaking his shirt and filling the air with an unpleasant, metallic odour.

‘What can you tell me about him?’ Hugo turned to Nebe.

‘Benedict was an eye specialist at the Charité, a renowned physician.’ The Gruppenführer gestured towards the other body. ‘But the true star of the Party was his wife, Marlene.’

Hugo opened the other body bag. Frau Weidt looked as if she were asleep, except for all the blood that had soaked her slender neck and breasts, visible through her nightgown. He saw a gunshot wound to her chest.

‘Any other signs of violence?’

‘A laceration to the back of the head.’ Keller dabbed at his double chin with a linen handkerchief. ‘Someone must have struck her hard from behind. There doesn’t seem to have been any struggle, but that’s something I’ll only be able to confirm after the autopsy, as I’m sure you’ll understand.’

‘What do you mean that she was a star of the Party?’ Hugo turned back to Nebe.

‘Marlene was an anthropologist; she was a collaborator of Robert Ritter’s at the Racial Hygiene Research Centre. The Party held her in particularly high regard for her studies on Gypsies. They were both very important figures, as you’ve probably gathered by now, and I don’t want the Gestapo interfering in this case. I want a swift, clean, discreet investigation.’

‘Understood.’ Hugo rubbed his face. If Nebe feared interference from the Gestapo, there was something fishy going on here. ‘Have you come up with any idea of what might have happened?’

‘It looks like a combination crime of passion and suicide. Benedict Weidt clubbed his wife on the back of the head with a marble statuette we found in the house. He finished her off with his handgun, which was legally registered, and then shot himself in the head. You can see the result.’

Hugo listened carefully. He could hardly help but smile, disrespectful though it might have seemed. He blamed the Pervitin. It felt like Nebe was feeding him only the select information he chose to provide. And who was Hugo to contradict him or search for some other version of the truth, especially if the Gestapo might stick its nose in? He thought of Gioele, and the urgent need to steer clear of any sticky or dangerous situation suddenly outweighed his instincts as a detective.

‘So, you’ve already solved the case,’ Hugo commented. ‘Why bother to bring me in at all?’

‘Because I want proof of the motive. I want you to find Marlene’s lover.’

‘You believe there was a lover?’

‘There always is. And, let’s just say … certain rumours are going around.’

‘I understand. Please show me where you found the ­bodies.’

Nebe led the way with a military stride. Lukas followed them in silence.

Inside the villa, the large windows let morning light flood in, cascading like cool water over the pastel-coloured walls and highly polished wood floors. A series of marble statues and busts were interspersed with paintings and hanging plants. The living room looked more like an artist’s studio than the home of a luminary in the field of ophthalmology. Only one painting revealed Herr Weidt’s true passion: out of that large oil painting, a large black eye stared at them intently.

Hugo walked past a gold-framed mirror leaning against the wall. It reflected natural light from the windows, scattering it everywhere. It seemed impossible to think of this place as a crime scene. He imagined Benedict and Marlene having breakfast at the round table by the windows that overlooked the garden, while one of their children played the grand piano. How had they come to such an end? What resentments and demons had taken hold of them?

Nebe stopped beneath the crystal chandelier at the centre of the room and pointed at the rug between the sofa and the marble fireplace. Next to the sofa, by a pedestal with a square base, lay a statuette of the goddess Diana, broken in half – the weapon someone had used to strike Marlene in the head.

‘He collapsed to the ground here,’ Nebe said, pointing out the bloodstain spreading across the rug. ‘He killed himself right in front of the woman he loved.’

‘He had a strange way of showing it.’

‘He must have lost his mind.’

Hugo felt his leg tingling more than usual. There was something about this crime scene that didn’t add up. The absence of the bodies was the single most jarring feature, of course: why had Nebe excluded him from the crime scene, why had he ordered the bodies removed in such haste? Since when had the head of the Criminal Police feared the arrival of journalists who were mere puppets of the Party? He studied the rug. There were still scattered remnants of brain matter. The fabric had absorbed the blood, keeping it from puddling across the floor. There were no shoe prints, therefore. But something else was missing, he could feel that. He let this sense of incompleteness settle and take form. If his hunch was correct, his mind would surface it when the time came.

He turned to Nebe. ‘Have you checked the gun for fingerprints?’

‘The forensic technicians will do their best … but apparently the youngest son picked up the gun when he found the bodies.’

Hugo looked again at the empty space where the bodies had lain. ‘This is the last time I collaborate with the Kripo if I’m forced to work under these conditions,’ he stated.

Nebe didn’t budge. He stared at him with a smug smile, fully aware of his power.

‘Eder,’ he called out to Lukas, who had been standing by the large mirror. ‘What do they say
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