
[image: Cover: A Dangerous Game by Mandy Robotham.]



A DANGEROUS GAME

MANDY ROBOTHAM

[image: Avon.]




Copyright

Published by AVON

A Division of HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

First published in Great Britain by HarperCollinsPublishers 2025

Copyright © Mandy Robotham 2025

Cover design by Stephen Mulcahey © HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2024

Cover photographs: © Laurence Winram/Trevillion Images (man), 

© Stephen Mulcahey/Trevillion Images (woman) 

and Shutterstock.com (all other images)

Mandy Robotham asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

A catalogue copy of this book is available from the British Library.

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this ebook on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

Source ISBN: 9780008599256

Ebook Edition © January 2025 ISBN: 9780008599263

Version: [2024-12-12]




Note to Readers

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:

Change of font size and line height

Change of background and font colours

Change of font

Change justification Text to speech

[Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9780008599256]

Certain portions of text this ebook are set in a specific font type to make it easier to distinguish between the different types of content in the book. It may not be possible to change the font for these pieces of text.




To all those in the long twilight hours, who pound and toil through the night, who keep us safe, drive us home, bring babies into the world and comfort the sick. Heroes, the lot of you.
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Author’s Note

A good ol’ Victorian pea-souper is often seen as a cinematic backdrop to a Sherlock Holmes adaption, or one of those classic British black and white noir films – atmospheric and sinister, and sometimes a little romantic. But make no mistake, they were part and parcel of British city life in the 1950s, 60s and beyond – nights when you could barely see your hand in front of your face, forcing a busy metropolis to grind to a halt.

My fascination for those fog-bound scenes sprouts from my own childhood memories of growing up in London. As late as the early 1970s, a dense grey blindness descended once or twice every winter, and I distinctly remember Dad and I having to collect my mum from the bus stop after work, the fog so thick she would have had trouble locating her own home in a few hundred yards. It was that dense. Through a child’s eyes, it seemed almost fun, having to hunker down and sit it out, warm and cosy.

The infamous fog of 1952, though, was far from fun. In a city of eight and a half million people across Greater London, around ninety per cent of homes had coal fires, many of which burned cheaper, substandard coal (the good quality being exported to help the British economy). Over four days in December, that sulphurous white smoke from domestic chimneys was trapped under a freak weather ‘lid’, mixing with nature’s fog to produce the thick, yellowy toxic smog. Smelly, filthy – and deadly. Estimates at the time put the number of lives lost at 4,000 in almost a week of disruption and the seven days following. Latest figures, however, estimate that an incredible 12,000 deaths were directly attributable to the killer fog: bronchial cases, the elderly succumbing, road accidents and crime included. Thieves and robbers were in their element, swallowed by the blanket as the overworked Metropolitan Police tried to cope, alongside a National Health Service still in its infancy.

It’s amid this chaos that Harri and Dexie’s story develops, combined with a second component of post-war life that is equally and shockingly real. Novels such as Frederick Forsyth’s The Odessa File and The Boys from Brazil by Ira Levin were fictional, but based heavily on fact, detailing the escape routes – or ‘ratlines’ – for former Nazis through Europe and on to South America. The big names we’re familiar with: Josef Mengele, Klaus Barbie and Adolf Eichmann, but there were many more senior ranks ghosted away by those sympathetic to the old Reich. So, too, there is strong evidence of Allied nations willing to employ former Nazis as intelligence sources, as East and West squared up in the new battleground of the Cold War. It’s incredible but true – as revealed in Guy Walter’s book, Hunting Evil - and distilled here as the villainous Helmut Praxer.

For a taste of London life in the early 1950s, I delved deep into Peter Hennessy’s Having it So Good, and for a female perspective on the Met, Joan Lock’s memoir Lady Policeman was invaluable. Channel’s Five’s excellent The Great Killer Smog documented each day of the fog and its fatal consequences. I will also admit to spending many happy hours watching those old black and white classics such as The Blue Lamp and The Pool of London, plus Vera Drake, where Imelda Staunton’s brilliantly portrayed housewife helped shape my Mrs P. In all of them, the ubiquitous teapot and cosy played a starring role.

Where better to land Inspektor Harri Schroder for a taste of a post-war life, a fresh adventure and a new adversary? In writing the closing pages of my previous book, The Hidden Storyteller, I sensed I wasn’t finished with Harri – he needed space to show us more of his unorthodox policing methods, to shed some of his cynicism, and to heal. Who better than Dexie to help him? She’s fierce under that heavy cloak of uniformity, ready and willing to bring criminals to heel. And yet vulnerable in her own way. The remaining cast of characters simply bloomed – Mrs P and Scooter among them – despite the strangulating weather conditions.

I hope that, despite the monochrome vista of those four unprecedented and very real days, the story here emerges as just a bit colourful.




PROLOGUE


Beware

Winter 1952, London

I’m coming. Too far away for you to notice just yet, but I am waiting in the wings, gathering strength and intent on doing my worst. When I make myself known, you will recognise me for who I am, and yet be powerless to act over my dominion.

I come with desire, to infect every pore of what you know as normal, contented life, ever present in your sightline, shifting, morphing, unable to be captured or contained, as I wreak havoc in a city that’s already home to a population of predators.

Like an undesirable guest, I come on my own terms, unable to be herded or hounded out, bent on outstaying my welcome. Only when I’m done, once I’ve sucked in my share of life and claimed what is mine, will I slink away into the ether, leaving no trace except the aftermath of my destruction. A shadow that will be all too tangible, and tragic.

I possess no pity, compassion or empathy, and so I will demand my slice of humanity.

Make no mistake: I am coming.
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A Perfect O

22nd November 1952, Hamburg, northern Germany

Harri

He’s struck by how perfectly rounded the barrel of a gun appears when you see it face on. This shouldn’t be a surprise, given the amount of weaponry he’s seen over recent years, but when it’s just centimetres from his nose and pointed directly at him, the symmetry – that perfect O – strikes Harri Schroder as quite beautiful.

The intent less so. Beyond the sleek snout of the pistol is the sweating face of its bearer, a skinny young man, little more than a teenage thief in Harry’s eyes. A tremor ripples down his outstretched arm and towards grubby fingers grasping the gun, causing the O to waver. And that’s far more worrying.

‘Come on, lad,’ Harri begins, adopting a placatory voice. ‘You don’t really want to use that thing, do you?’

The metal barrel trembles, the young man’s face contorted with fear, his sooty, dilated pupils flicking left and right in desperation. As far as Harri is concerned, he’s the worst kind of criminal – one backed into a corner with few choices. And he is in a corner, quite literally hemmed in by the rough brickwork of a derelict factory. Above, the grey November day pushes through holes gouged in the bombed-out roof.

Hot from the preceding chase through several busy streets, Harri’s breath puffs out in tiny clouds as one hand dares to move slowly up, his palm outwards in a gesture of appeasement. ‘Listen, if you shoot me, it’s just one over-the-hill policeman off the streets,’ he reasons, ‘but for you, well, you know where it will end.’

‘And if I don’t,’ the gunman spits, ‘what are you going to do – let me go? I’ll still end up behind bars.’

‘But you’ll have a life,’ Harri reasons. ‘With a future.’

‘Yeah, and what kind of a future is that?’

One where you might not die in jail.

‘You’re young,’ Harri presses. ‘Don’t throw it all away for one stupid mistake. Already, there are too many bodies buried beneath this city. You don’t want to be one of them.’

The man’s hand shakes violently in response, blurring the edges of the metal snout. ‘And what’s it to you, old man, eh? Why do you even care?’ Despite the freezing air around them, lines of sweat trail down his temples, a sheen coating his forehead.

Oh, thousands of lives lost to hatred. Too much death and destruction, too many widows, weeping mothers, husbands left behind. Only that. ‘Because I think it would be a bloody waste, that’s why,’ Harri argues aloud. ‘But, hey, if that’s how you want it to end, go ahead. I’m right here.’ He raises both arms, signalling surrender in a mad, blasé fashion. ‘Go on.’

‘I will, you know,’ the gunman twitches, nostrils flaring. ‘I’m not afraid.’

His wide, glassy eyes say otherwise, a tear on the reddened rim of his eyelid. In that second, fear is what Harri Schroder is banking on, coupled with the faint noises from behind and to either side, a creeping stealth of the back-up he’s been stalling for. Perhaps a small prayer has crossed his mind, too.

In one fell swoop, he takes his chance, bringing both hands down on the barrel in a lightning sweep, forcing it towards the gravelled floor as the gunman panics and his fingers let fly on the trigger. A single shot ricochets around the empty building and for a few seconds there’s utter confusion, as two officers launch at the culprit and Harri scrabbles to wrestle the gun away, his eyes scanning for blood on the filthy floor – his own principally.

But he’s intact, his body at least, as are the officers. So too is the gunman, who sits handcuffed in a stony silence on the floor with such a vacant expression that it’s hard to tell if he’s relieved or sorry to come out of it alive.

‘Thanks, boys – perfect timing,’ Harri says to the uniformed men, brushing himself down. ‘I was running out of things to say.’

‘Close call, Inspektor,’ the youngest of them nods, looking intensely relieved not to be dealing with a downed officer and a fatal bullet wound.

Harri watches as the captured man is led away, his head dipped with defeat and shame. He’s standing, but it’s still a waste, since he’ll be sentenced to a decent prison term for threatening a police officer, and all for robbing a paltry amount from the till of a grocery store. Harri has to remind himself it is a life saved, not least his own.

He collects himself and steps out of factory, sweat pricking at his skin now, thrusting both hands in his pockets to hide an unmistakable tremor in all ten digits and the memory of that perfect O pointed straight between his eyes.

‘Face it, Schroder,’ he mumbles to himself, ‘you really are too old for this.’
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The Armour

22nd November 1952, London, England

Dexie

She adjusts the knot in her tie and smooths the thick serge of her sleeve with one hand, then checks the hair pinned into her neck for any stray wisps. As her fingers work, she wonders if any of the girls in the adjoining rooms go through the same ceremony in preparation, applying the armour, piece by piece, under the dim bulb of section house lighting – thick tights, skirt, shirt and tie, and finally, the jacket displaying her distinct number and rank: Constable 722. She leaves those damned awful shoes – the ones that pinch and rub however long you wear them in – until the very last minute, giving her toes as much respite as possible. Only when the ritual is complete does she feel ready to face what’s beyond her own door, and the streets that are still dark at the ungodly hour of six thirty a.m. Each morning, she rolls out of bed (a true hardship on these freezing winter mornings) and steps onto the streets of London as WPC Dexter – ‘Dexie’ to her friends – her array of defences in situ.

‘Morning,’ she says, entering the small dining room on the ground floor and trying to feign enthusiasm. There’s a unified groan from the table in the corner, led by Jenny, who is probably on her third cup of tea and second cigarette by now. Safe to say, Jenny isn’t terribly animated before midday, more suited to twilight duty given the hours she keeps.

‘And what time did you roll in, night owl?’ Dexie lays down her plate of toast and a wilted, greasy piece of bacon, noting that wartime rationing is still in force on the quality as well as quantity.

‘It was gone midnight, that’s all I know,’ Jenny grouses into her tea.

‘Or remember?’

‘Yes, that too.’ She looks up with bloodshot eyes. ‘Have you been talking to my mother, Constable Dexter?’

‘No, I’m just a good friend who’s trying to save you from a rollicking by the shift sergeant. If he’s got even half a nose, he’ll smell the alcohol on you.’

‘Really?’ Jenny breathes hastily into her hand and sniffs at her skin. ‘Damn it, I didn’t have time for a proper wash.’

‘The water was freezing, anyway,’ Grace cuts in from across the table, reaching for the salt. ‘Mind you, that might have woken you up a bit.’

‘Sergeant Thomas will have my guts for garters,’ Jenny moans. ‘He’s already given me a warning this week.’

‘Then you’d better get out your perfume bottle, and put him off the scent.’ Grace smiles at her own joke, and then scowls at the congealed fat on her plate.

* * *

They leave as a trio, the light fighting to muscle in on the dawn hour and the dreary daytime weather, a light drizzle falling amid the freezing temperature.

‘Lord, I wish I’d put my overcoat on now,’ Jenny moans. ‘I hope we get toilet duty checking on the runaways.’

‘Ugh! Why would you?’ Grace’s face twists, as she peels off towards her own station nearby. ‘Those toilets around Piccadilly Circus stink.’

‘Smelly but warm, and the attendant makes us a cuppa sometimes,’ Jenny calls after her, then quietly, ‘plus I might get a few minutes shut-eye in one of the cubicles.’

Walking alongside, WPC Dexter just wishes her toes would decide if they are going to be frozen or squashed into submission today, and which of the two is less painful.
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A Holiday

22nd November 1952, Hamburg

Harri

Harri’s surly temperament is reflected back at him the moment he sets foot inside the solid brick edifice of Davidwache police station, still the most imposing of post-war buildings along Hamburg’s lengthy Reeperbahn.

‘You look terrible, Schroder,’ Chief Inspektor Neumann says gruffly as he crosses towards the front desk.

‘That’s because I feel it,’ Harri snaps back. ‘Sir.’ A simple hello from his boss would have sufficed.

Neumann frowns, perhaps trying to decide if Harri’s attitude is amusing, rude or downright seditious. The chief’s innate lack of humour has been further stripped back over recent months by a chronic stomach ulcer, serving to burn away his empathy. Crossing him is like stirring a hot poker into the hornet’s nest of his belly. This time, though, Neumann appears to let it go.

‘My office,’ he barks at Harri.

Then again, maybe not.

Harri limps through, tucking in his shirt as he goes and brushing off the worst of the grime.

‘Sit down, Schroder.’ Neumann gestures to one of two empty chairs in front of his vast, untidy desk, piled high with files and papers, levering himself wearily into his own chair. ‘I’ve heard you’re fond of London,’ he begins. ‘And that you’ve visited several times since the war’s end?’

‘Er, yes, sir, I have. I’ve got friends living there, and I like to keep my English up to scratch.’

‘Hmm,’ Neumann grunts. ‘Better you than me. It’s a dirty, filthy bomb site as far I can tell.’

No more than the dirty, filthy, bomb-blasted streets of Hamburg. Sir.

‘Well, it’s lucky for you there’s an opportunity coming up,’ he goes on, shuffling several papers in front of him. ‘The Metropolitan Police wants an officer for a secondment, some Anglo-German liaison thing, and your name has been put forward. I don’t doubt it’s because you speak English well. After all, it’s one thing to have a Kraut in their midst, but one that sounds like the enemy – sorry, “former adversary” – might not go down so well in the Met canteen. We both know the legacy of the war that hangs over us all.’

‘I am grateful to be put forward, sir, but’ – Harri scratches at his head – ‘I have a backlog of unsolved cases, and several going to court soon. I don’t think I can—’

Neumann puts up a large, fleshy hand to halt Harri’s speech. ‘If I intimated that this is a choice, Schroder, then I apologise. It’s not. Yours is the only name on my request sheet.’

‘Ah. I see.’

‘Good, we’re of the same mind. It’ll be a month at most. I can ill afford to lose you, but neither can I risk having the regional commanders on my back, who – I’m told – are being harangued by nauseating politicians.’ Neumann sits back in his chair and rubs at his substantial stomach, wincing. ‘You’ve no family, wife or child to keep you in Hamburg?’

‘No, sir.’ Inside, Harri’s own gut spasms. Almost ten years on, the needle-sharp barbs of grief arise less and less, but they still catch him unawares. Often on a bad day, like today.

‘Then it’s agreed,’ Neumann decides. ‘They want you over there within the week and you leave the day after tomorrow. You’ll have a few days to settle in.’ Neumann doesn’t get up but leans forward to signal the meeting is at an end. ‘Think of it as a break, Schroder. It’s bound to be a publicity exercise, mostly, and highly unlikely you’ll have to do any real policing. By the look of it, you need a holiday.’

‘Yes, sir, thank you.’ I think.

With this latest edict, it’s almost midnight by the time Harri types up his last report and prepares written handovers on his current cases. He hates leaving unfinished business, but some of the inquiries have been unsolved for so long that they’re still likely to be open on his return. Wearily, he climbs the stairs to his apartment and casts fresh eyes over the tiny space; with four intact walls and no holes in the ceiling, it’s a vast improvement on the previous hovel he lodged in. Only his houseplants will need tending, and Frau Holsen from downstairs is happy enough to do that.

Packing a small suitcase with his smartest clothes will take all of ten minutes, but even the best look as old and tired as he feels. He reaches down under a loose floorboard and pulls out a wad of notes, his savings from a life that, these days, involves little more than beer and the odd meal out with colleagues. Perhaps a break is what he needs, and a chance to spend some of his hard-earned money on a decent wardrobe, in shops that have choice and quality. He can visit his old friends Georgie and Max, maybe even take a day trip to Oxford, admire the sights and reminisce about those schoolboy holidays back in the twenties, learning English and cricket. And the British winter is never as harsh as the encroaching German freeze. So, yes, it’s timely, and when he thinks about it, quite a welcome prospect too.

Looking at his reflection in the cracked mirror on the wardrobe – the sag of his posture and unkempt hair – he is forced to admit that Neumann might be right, and one of those British idioms he so loves pops into his head: ‘A change is as good as a rest’.

The change, two days later, is immediate. Arrival by air is both new and slightly disconcerting to Harri, since his previous visits to England have been by train, allowing a steady assimilation across continental Europe and onwards to the island that possesses a distinct quirkiness, one he finds engaging and confusing in equal measure. Travelling overland has always allowed him time to read and ponder, watching the landscape change and the culture shift. But no such luxury on this trip.

Living among Englishmen is nothing new for Inspektor Schroder, given the years of Allied occupation, Hamburg being the pivot of the British occupying forces when Germany was divided up after the war’s end. The occupiers tended mostly to be military squaddies and personnel from the government trying to haul Germany back on its feet, along with diplomatic staff. Some pleasant, and others not, with plenty harbouring a disdainful irritation that the war was over, so why did the losing side need babysitting? Whatever their demeanour, they had one feature in common: all were present in Germany as conquerors. And at the Kriminalpolizei – or Kripo – they had been Harri’s overseers in those early post-war years. Controllers.

On his earlier excursions across the North Sea, he’s been a guest and a tourist. A ‘Kraut’, when his accent slips. This, however, will be a first visit as a policeman, on equal footing with London’s detective forces, if he’ll be allowed to do anything at all. And now, Harri feels forced to make that cultural shift rapidly, though the very expense of an aeroplane ticket means this public relations exercise is clearly important to one side or the other. ‘Best behaviour, Schroder’, as Chief Neumann had been keen to drive home.

Under the aeroplane’s wing, the ‘green and pleasant land’ of William Blake’s celebrated poem is laid out with its distinctive chequerboard effect. Even the muted winter colours make him smile, reminding him there’s a chance that he’ll be able to escape ‘the smoke’ of London and breathe the clean air, sip strong country ale (which as a German, he very much admires) and sink his teeth into a well-baked scone, with cream and jam, if the rationing allows.

‘Inspector … um … Schroder, is it?’ A man in a dark blue police uniform approaches at the terminal building of Croydon aerodrome.

‘Yes, that’s me.’ Harri wonders if the shabbiness of his own clothes marks him out among the other passengers. Perhaps he’d been expected to turn up in full lederhosen regalia.

The constable seems taken aback by Harri’s rounded, softer vowels. ‘Welcome, sir. I’m to drive you into London.’

‘Thank you, Constable. I’m heading for Islington, if that’s all right with you.’

Being a veteran of many German winters – thirty-nine if he’s counting – it’s not like Harri to feel the cold, but he shivers in the passenger seat of the Met’s regulation black Wolseley. The drab November day becomes increasingly monochrome as the car cuts through the mist and into central London and, oddly, it actually feels colder than the Hamburg he’s left behind. During last summer’s visit to these shores and the vibrant Festival of Britain, he remembers banks of the Thames steeped in colour, full of bright sunshine and the laughter of families pulled out of the post-war mire. Now, the river artery runs like a dirty brown seam, slapping and pushing against its brick boundaries. It’s both silly and unwarranted, but Harri can’t shake off a heavy sense of foreboding as he peers through the car window. Not quite the perfect start to a holiday, he muses silently.
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A Sharp Wit

24th November 1952, London

Dexie

‘Fancy going dancing at the Lyceum this Saturday?’ Jenny asks as they clip their way towards Soho on another dull morning in the capital, a sheet of fine rain obscuring the equally grey buildings ahead.

‘Jen, it’s only Monday,’ Dexie laughs. ‘I haven’t a clue what I’ll be doing at the weekend.’

‘Far be it from me to second-guess your oh-so-glamourous lifestyle, Constable Dexter,’ Jenny pouts theatrically, ‘but I imagine you’ll either be back at the section house washing your underwear, or on a date with Tony Curtis. I wonder which of those it will it be?’

‘Fair point,’ Dexie concedes, ‘but I still don’t know. I might go to the pictures.’

‘Alone?’ Jenny’s eyes narrow in accusation.

‘Maybe. And there’s nothing wrong with that.’ While she attempts to brush it off, Dexie knows that if her words sound defensive, it’s because they are. She does like dancing, loves nothing more than jiving to some of the new rock’n’roll coming from America. What she doesn’t love is the slower tempo that inevitably follows, and the coupling of men and women as they move in close, dancing cheek to cheek. Sometimes, it’s casual and pleasant, but often the hands go wandering, and beyond.

She’s been variously labelled as ‘cold’, other men much less complimentary in labelling her ‘frigid’ or ‘a tease’, and even spat at on one occasion, just for resisting her dance partner’s nomadic fingers and beery breath on her neck. Even now, the thought sends shivers down her spine underneath her heavy uniform. Privately, Dexie questions when, if ever, it might feel right, and whether it’s wrong to want something different. For Jenny and some of the other beat girls, the dance hall seems to be a place of joy and hope, where they might meet Mr Right, someone perhaps to take them away from it all, get married and buy a house in one of the upcoming suburbs of London beyond the sooty centre, sprout a baby or two. Strange how the very thought sends more quivers running through her. Sinking into a seat in the darkness of the picture house seems much less complicated, indulging in another life entirely for an hour or so, travelling to the Snows of Kilimanjaro with Gregory Peck, perhaps?

‘Dex?’ Jenny’s voice cuts in. Her tone is all business this time, not the flighty Jen of the Lyceum.

‘What?’

‘Up ahead.’ Jenny gestures. ‘Is that just a tiff or something more?’

Within sight, the woman ejected onto the slick wet pavement would seem normal in the darkness of Soho clubland at midnight, but not at ten a.m in full view of the delivery vans and traders going to and fro. On her knees, she lingers for a second or so, as if she’s been coughed up like a ball of dirty phlegm, then staggers upright. She’s wearing only a skimpy sleeveless dress and no shoes, her hair dishevelled and make-up running with angry tears.

Dexie and Jenny are already striding towards her. ‘What’s up, love?’ Jenny says.

The woman blinks, takes in their uniforms and seems to retract her obvious outrage at being ousted. ‘Nothing,’ she grunts. ‘I was just going out for a pint of milk.’

‘With no shoes on?’ Dexie queries. ‘Bit cold for that, isn’t it?’

Looking down at her own feet, the woman – really no older than late teens – seems unperturbed at her state of undress. ‘The shop’s only on the corner. What’s it to you, anyway? There’s no law against it.’

But there might be some law preventing the fracas playing out beyond the scruffy door, the noise of which is now spilling onto the street: shouts, and screams and the audible crashing of furniture. ‘Shall we?’ Jenny appeals to Dexie, her hand on the doorknob.

‘I wouldn’t if I were you,’ the girl says before she hops away. ‘He’s in a foul mood, and he ’ates coppers poking their nose in.’

But if there are more beyond the door like the skinny woman, then it is their job to poke their Metropolitan noses in. Jenny is at least three inches shorter than Dexie, but she’s never been one to pull her punches when it comes to finding another of her own sex in jeopardy, hangover or not.

Following the noise down a gloomy, filthy stairwell, Dexie squints into a hallway that opens out into a club basement. The bright overhead bulbs cast the dismal surroundings in stark relief, peeling paint and a carpet crusty from last night’s liquor-soaked entertainment. As the two constables appear, a man swings around, one splintered chair leg held aloft. Against the opposite wall, three young women – girls, really – have flattened themselves, shrinking with obvious fear.

‘What the fuck?’ the man shouts. His eyes are ablaze, reddened with drink and, from where Dexie stands, she detects a sickly mix of sweat and fury oozing from him.

‘I was just about to ask the same question,’ she says. Calmly. It’s what Sergeant Thomas drums into them: people find it hard to rail against continued politeness. Most of the time. ‘Why don’t you put the chair leg down, and we’ll talk about this?’

‘And why don’t you just piss off?’ he growls, flecks of spittle spraying from his mouth. ‘This is my club and I can do what I like.’

‘Of course you can, sir,’ Dexie says in a carefully measured voice, ‘but not when it involves scaring other people and threatening to hurt them. So, I suggest you let everyone leave now, and we can sort this out.’

‘These cows are fleecing me,’ he slurs. ‘Keeping the tips, and sharing them out.’

And they’d be well within their rights, Dexie thinks, given the paltry wages the hostesses earn for being pawed at while serving drinks to lonely, needy and inebriated men. Besides, the tips legally belong to his employees, though this greedy club-owner won’t see it like that. ‘That’s as may be,’ she placates him, ‘but it is an offence to beat it out of them. So please put your weapon down.’

‘This? It’s not dangerous,’ he argues, then slides his free hand into a trouser pocket and pulls out something that glints under the stark overhead light, flicking out the blade. ‘But this one is.’

Amid the screams flooding the basement, Dexie’s eyes go to Jenny, who has been slowly and deftly moving to the owner’s side as he brandishes the small but perilous pocket knife. Dexie takes a tentative step towards him, well aware they’ve entered a battle of weapon against wit. Which one will prove the sharpest? ‘Let’s just calm down, sir, eh?’

He wavers with the hangover of last night’s indulgence, but his eyes remain fiery and all too aware. He lurches to the wall and grabs at one of the women, pulling her waifish body into his and pushing the blade against her neck. ‘Move any closer and I’ll cut her,’ he seethes. ‘And you.’

Breathe, Dex, breathe. ‘I won’t move any closer,’ she pledges, one mollifying hand held out. She doesn’t, however, promise the same of Jenny.

‘Dex?’ her colleague whispers, too low for her quarry to hear over his own raggedy panting and the terrified whinnying of his hostage.

‘Yes, now.’ In the same instance that Jenny hurls herself to the floor and aims for his ankles, Dexie flies at his torso, eyes fixed on that blade, targeting his arm with her own. Jenny’s angle means he topples backwards, and away from the woman, Dexie catching his knife arm and twisting it with full force. Before he’s had time to holler, he’s flat on the floor, face down and with Jenny’s knee pinning both arms into his back.

‘Bitches!’ he screams.

Back at street level, the club owner is pushed into the police van, while Jenny surveys an unsavoury stain on her Met-issue mackintosh. ‘I should send him the cleaning bill,’ she groans. ‘That’ll need a good scrubbing.’

‘I’ll stand you a cup of tea first,’ Dexie says. ‘Not bad for first thing on a Monday morning, was it?’

Stepping towards the tea stall, she can’t help but wonder why dealing with a knife-wielding drunkard seems so much easier to cope with than a slow waltz on the dancefloor.
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A Balancing Act

2nd December 1952, London

Harri

Spending almost a week at the Islington home of Georgie and Max Spender and their two small children, Margot and Elias, is just what Harri needs to settle back into London life. He’s soon adjusting to the relatively frantic streets, etiquette on the Underground and the substitution of Hamburg’s bars for pub life, which Max is very keen to introduce him to, as always. There’s a welcome trigger to his memories, too, the sharp smell of vinegar outside the fish and chip shop and a lingering aroma of Woodbines, reminding Harri that he’s reached what is now considered a second home. And yet, as he walks the chill streets, that sensation of his journey into the capital prevails; the general lack of sun notwithstanding, Londoners do seem more withdrawn than on his previous visits. There’s a palpable ripple of anxiety as people rush about, mouths set firm, heading home to the warmth of their fireside. It’s as if the city is constrained within a tight corset, holding its breath. But for what?

Once again, the Spenders welcome him into their slightly chaotic but comfortable house, where no one stands on ceremony. As husband and wife, they continue to work tirelessly as Fleet Street journalists, she as a reporter and feature writer, and he as a photographer. The pair appear to be constantly juggling the demands of deadlines and small children, the rooms full of shrill laughter and the tapping of Georgie’s typewriter late into the evening. Physically, both look weary with the pace of life, though they’re never short on enthusiasm.

Harri senses, too, that both are wary of thrusting the children towards him, ever conscious of his grief. It’s nearly ten years since the loss of his wife and only child – Hella and Lily. Nowadays, the pain no longer stabs at him, having softened over time, so that he can allow himself to enjoy the time with the Spender offspring, playing rudimentary football in the park or feeding the ducks. The loss may have been smoothed, but the vacuum stings like the fine hairs of a nettle; watching them play, he often ponders on how different life might have been. Lily would be a teenager by now, and he doesn’t like to imagine what she would be getting up to, with friends and boys, let alone how much of a soft touch he would be as a father. Would she have had siblings? Sadly, as the years have passed, he’s struggled to imagine how he and Hella would have aged together as parents, unable to picture her face maturing with motherhood, while his own sags in craggy decline.

All too soon, Harri moves into digs near Tottenham Court Road provided by the Met, apparently not far from his designated station. It’s a top-floor bedsit with a sink and his own toilet, plus one gas ring, small and slightly drab, with that mustiness common to all boarding houses. It’s cold, too, the tiny grate giving off a glow at best, and never quite drawing a decent flame. The place is clean, however, and not too dissimilar from his small one-bedroomed flat back in Hamburg. Besides which, he understands the choices were limited, him being ‘from the other side’. A petite, extremely talkative widow called Mrs Painter runs the house; her demobbed brother married a Berliner after the war and, once she’d got over the shock and shame of such a match, has come to view Germans as ‘not all bad really’.

‘His wife can damn well cook, I’ll give her that,’ Mrs Painter tells him more than once. Would that the German sister-in-law could have extended her culinary knowledge to Mrs P, as the other boarders call her. Each morning, Harri is served up a flaccid fried egg on soft toast, and wonders how prudent it would be to ask for some plain bread and butter without offending the lady of the house. His saving grace is a small, fluffy white terrier called Scooter, who sits like a sentinel under the table at mealtimes and is fed a good deal by all the residents, it seems. It’s only his energetic clipping up and down the stairs in Mrs P’s wake that saves him from being a very rounded pet.

‘Pleased to meet you. How are you?’ ‘Yes, please, I would love a cup of tea, milk no sugar, thanks.’ Harri practises his stock phrases into the small mirror propped over the sink as he shaves. He repeats the same with his eyes closed, listening intently to his own accent. Too stilted? Too English? It’s been remarked on before that he could easily pass as a native Brit with his accomplished language and a convincing accent. The question is: does he want to? And should he? It might not go down too well in a London police station, where a good many of the officers are sure to be veterans of the war. Discovering a German hiding in their midst is bound to ruffle some feathers. Despite what the politicians say, an undercurrent of mistrust remains seven years on from the peace, almost as if some would find it easier if he were to go goose-stepping into the station and barking his hardened vowels, the lines clearly drawn. The blurring of international relations is somehow more difficult.

Harri is determined never to deny his origins, but he’s learnt there are ways of making the journey through life easier, starting with chipping the hard, guttural edges off his accent. Neither should he try too hard to be ‘one of the boys’. Mastering English as a teenager – as the guest of a very well-to-do family near Oxford – it was very much the King’s pronunciation. Now there’s a new Queen, who sounds just as highbrow with her plum vowels, but he thinks it would be better to employ the middle ground and rough it up a little, aim to give the constables and the desk sergeants something of what they expect, but without offence.

Why, he wonders, is it still such a delicate balancing act? More to the point, why have they chosen Harri Schroder, of all people, to smooth over the wrinkles?

The instruction is to report to West End Central station by ten a.m, leaving time for one last errand. In the first week, Georgie had dragged him the length and breadth of Oxford Street in search of a new wardrobe. Decked out head to foot in decent tailoring, he no longer resembles the poor German come to visit. He strides out from Mrs P’s and into a crisp chill – the weather having turned from grey gloom in the past few days to a cloudless and cheery sky blue – glad of his new, heavy tweed overcoat and the shoes that are just about worn in. There’s just one more item left to purchase, Harri’s personal icing on the cake.

* * *

He looks at his reflection and smiles, a decidedly rare reaction in recent years. On this occasion, though, he is pleased at what he sees, his wide lips tipping upwards to one side to indicate an unaccustomed pleasure, his hair newly cut into the nape of his neck. The flesh and features looking back at him are largely unchanged, perhaps a few more lines since he last looked so intently, but they’ve not turned to fleshy folds, and he doesn’t have that permanent crease of old age. Not yet anyway. Lived in, he judges, rather than outlived. Eyes front, Harri Schroder turns his head this way and that, considering.

‘Does sir like it?’ A man in a smart three-piece comes into sight behind him, the epitome of a well-groomed sales assistant reflected in the shop’s mirror.

‘Very much,’ Harri says. ‘In fact, I’ll take it.’

‘A wise choice, sir, especially in winter, with the weather yet to close in.’

Harri goes to remove the pristine, black felted trilby from his head, takes one last glance and thinks better of it. ‘I’ll wear it now,’ he tells the assistant.

‘Very good, sir. Shall I package your existing hat?’

‘Yes, please do.’

Watching the man’s long, nimble fingers at work, Harri wonders if the packing away of his trusty Homburg is in any way symbolic, more so when the lid of the box is firmly shut and fastened. The old hat screams of his Germanic roots, a constant presence on the streets of his native Hamburg, in the same way British men sport a trilby as part of their post-war uniform.

So, is this another deliberate act to hide his national identity? Merging with the crowd will be an advantage with any work that lies ahead, of that there’s no doubt. Much like his accent, wearing a German heart on your sleeve (or your head, in this case) will win him few friends, Hitler’s legacy having chipped into the lives and loss of so many British families. Besides, he’s long been an admirer of the stylish trilby, and with each trip to London he’s promised himself a visit to Simpsons of Piccadilly to procure the very best they have. Somehow, there was never enough time. Now, he’s created that space, motivated by a simple, human desire to blend in.

Delighted with his new look, Harri Schroder steps out onto the bustling thoroughfare of Piccadilly, and is instantly surprised at the sensation it affords, of making him actually feel taller than his five foot eleven inches. A woman passes by and smiles at him, her eyes combing his buttoned overcoat and polished shoes, her glance admiring. The magic of millinery.

Only life left to negotiate now, and diplomacy with the London Metropolitan Police. ‘If the hat fits …’ Isn’t that another of those quirky Britishisms?

Outside, under a sapphire sky, he tips his trilby at an elderly woman with an exquisitely groomed toy dog, and strides out towards bright winter sunshine hanging over the Strand.
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A Necessary Purpose

2nd December 1952, London

Harri

As the square, sharp lines of the Met’s West End Central station come into view, Harri’s slight trepidation is calmed. It has the pale brick colouring of the BBC’s flagship headquarters at Portland House – one of his favourite buildings in London – mixed with the comforting cubism of architecture from back home. To his eye, it’s every inch the stark face of the law. Approaching, he notes the pale bricks are darkened by a thin layer of soot, giving the exterior the tired, worn look of post-war. Like Davidwache, it’s not bomb-damaged, and that makes Harri feel oddly at home, as if the very shell reflects what will greet him inside.

Inside, the officer sitting squarely behind a dark wooden reception desk makes it instantly clear that sergeants the world over are cut from the same cloth – robust, with police-issue jackets straining just a little on their girth, cheery but with an undercurrent of gruffness. Mess with me, my lad, and you’ll soon regret it. Davidwache has at least two or three in its own stable.

‘Yes, sir, what can I do for you?’ The sergeant’s smile is uniform.

Harri removes his trilby in due deference. ‘I’ve come to see a Chief Inspector …’ – he pulls out a folded scrap hastily scribbled on by his own Chief Neumann – ‘… Banks.’

‘And what will be that for, sir?’

‘I’m on secondment here, for the next month or so. Inspektor Schroder.’

The very name, and Harri’s purposeful emphasis on ‘Sch’, causes the sergeant to pause, even if he covers it well.

‘Oh well, Inspector, you’d better come on through. Travers!’ He calls behind him to a young constable who just stops short of saluting his senior. ‘Take Inspector Shrider up to third floor, will you?’

‘It’s er, Schroder,’ Harri repeats, but to no avail, since the sergeant’s attention is already elsewhere. He steels himself for having to spell it out in the days and weeks to come.

Like a whippet, Travers leads Harri through a warren of corridors and up two flights of stairs, where it soon becomes plain that the re-building of London has so far taken priority elsewhere: yellowing paint on the walls is peeling, with a weary creak of floorboards beneath their feet, while a muted trill of telephones mingles with the clatter of typewriters from behind frosted, half-glazed doors. It’s a noise Harri relishes, reminding him of a time before the war when Hamburg’s detective division, the Kripo, possessed more than a handful of telephones. Days when they didn’t need to book time on the few working machines to type up their reports, and spent more time fighting serious crime than the petty thieving after a conflict had stripped the country bare. Year on year since the war’s end it’s improved a little, but this noisy hum of police industry always affords him instant comfort.

The seemingly mute constable ushers Harri through a door labelled CID and he’s bathed in both sight and sound, by the hubs of activity at various desks. A few people are in uniform, but most are wearing civilian suits, all behind a sedentary haze of cigarette smoke.

‘Ah! Stroder, there you are.’ A stocky man steps forward and holds out a hand, pumping Harri’s with a firm shake. ‘We’ve been expecting you, welcome to CID.’ He turns towards the room like a ringmaster presenting his troupe.

‘It’s Schroder, sir. Harri Schroder.’ Again, Harri stresses the ‘Sch’. ‘Pleased to be here, sir.’ Though I’m still not sure what for.

The chief inspector treads towards a small office within the larger room, separated only by flimsy half-paned walls. ‘Sit, sit.’ He gestures, and plants himself firmly in a sturdy wooden office chair. ‘Welcome to West End Central, for all it sins. Tell me, what would you like to see while you’re with us?’

‘Well, er … I thought it might have already been discussed with you …’ It dawns on Harri that this truly is some public relations exercise, dreamed up by a junior politician in the British Home Office as a way of ‘cementing’ former enemies as new allies. There’ll be some well-posed photographs, a dinner maybe, after which the dignitaries will retreat back to their government offices, while Harri is left to stagnate, his cases back in Hamburg stacking up. Irritation rises suddenly, and he sees that his opposite number sitting across the desk is equally in the dark, and none too pleased about it either.

‘Politicians, eh?’ Banks sighs. ‘Let me see what I can sort out, though that might take more than five minutes in getting through to someone who knows. In the meantime, why don’t I get one of my lot to show you around? See what kind of policing we do here.’

‘Thank you, sir.’ If nothing else, he’s grateful for Banks’ honesty, and doing something useful is always better than twiddling his thumbs.

Banks heaves himself out of his chair with surprisingly agility and beckons Harri to follow through the door. ‘DEXTER!’ he bellows into the fug. The office noise ceases for a mere second, before it cranks up again, above which there’s the single scrape of a chair. A tall uniformed woman strides towards them, her solid black lace-up shoes resonant on the wooden floor. Instantly, he notes that her expression – unlike the near-mute Travers – shows no fear in the face of her blunt summons.

‘Yes, sir.’ A levelling of her lips, faint with lipstick, rather than a smile.

‘This is Inspector Stroder, a colleague from across the North Sea in Hamburg, come to spend some time with you unholy rabble.’

‘Yes, sir,’ she nods.

‘So, would you take him out on patrol and show him our patch. Only please bring him back here in one piece by, say, three o’clock?’

‘Of course, sir.’ There’s neither an obsequious deference in her manner, or supreme confidence, and Harri is struck by the iridescent green eyes aimed directly at her superior, yet giving little clue as to what she’s thinking. Her gaze has yet to land on him, and he’s already surprised. Pleasantly. The mere mention of his German origin often prompts a crawling assessment, top to toe. Of the clothes that, until recently, have been relatively threadbare, but also a careful combing of his features. He often wonders what the onlookers are searching for. Evil? Humanity? A passing resemblance to Hitler? The most he can often muster is a weary glaze.

Banks turns to him. ‘I’ll leave you in Constable Dexter’s capable hands, and I’ll try my best to find someone who knows what the devil is going on.’

So says a man who clearly served his time in the military, Harri thinks. He’s well used to chaos before clarity.

Still the WPC hasn’t looked him in the eye, only brushing over his face. ‘This way, Inspector,’ she says. ‘I’ll need to get my coat.’

Approaching the door, they are met by a man in civilian clothes, sweeping inwards as he peels off a beige mackintosh. He’s both pre-occupied and in a rush. ‘Ah, Dexie,’ he barks as he charges past. ‘Get me a cuppa, will you? There’s a love. I’m gasping.’

Harri is blindsided not only by such rudeness, but the gruff demands – for tea of all things. Curious, his eyes go to the female officer, who doesn’t break her stride.

‘Yes, sir,’ is all she says.
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The German

2nd December 1952

Dexie

‘Sorry, but we’ll have to go via the canteen,’ she says as they shuffle side by side into the dim corridor, sensing his presence beside her. In truth, she’s more resigned than irritated to be taken away from her desk in order to pilot this visiting dignitary around. As a beat WPC, her time in CID depends on the streets being quiet enough for her to be ‘allowed in’ to do some filing or cross checking, despite her efforts last week in thwarting that nasty incident in a Soho club, which was inevitably logged as ‘a domestic’ once they arrived at the station. But the detective division is her pathway, she hopes, to climbing out of the daily routine and doing something different. A track that also means being compliant.

‘It’s fine,’ the German says, with no hint of irritation. ‘I don’t mind.’

Dexie does glance up at him then, taken aback by his accent with only a hint of European. His suit looks British-made, so too his trilby; at first glance, she would struggle to identify him as anything but English.

‘Are they all like that?’ he says, matching her rapid pace along the corridor. ‘Demanding tea?’

No man has ever asked that question before. ‘What, like Harmer?’ she scoffs without breaking her stride. ‘No. At least he doesn’t try and get a grope in at the same time as treating me like the maid.’

He stops abruptly at her admission, causing her to halt too, his eyes directly on her. The well-worn cloak of self-control slips and, for a mere second, Dexie’s expression betrays a deep-seated irritation escaping her starched collar and tie. In a little over sixty seconds, this man may well have penetrated her thoughts. His brow, already slightly furrowed, creases some more. Perhaps he’s perplexed, or else shocked at her lack of respect for rank. ‘Sorry, sir,’ she says in response. ‘I don’t mean to speak out of turn.’

As a way of ending this awkward exchange, Dexie forges down a flight of stairs and into a large room with tables and chairs arranged around a lengthy counter. Along with the blue gauze of cigarette smoke, the air is heavy with the intensely British smell of frying sausages and chip fat.

‘How do you take yours?’ she asks automatically, stopping at a table with an urn and a ridiculously large metal teapot. ‘Milk and sugar?’

‘No, thank you,’ the German inspector says. ‘You don’t need to fetch me tea.’

‘Coffee then? Though I don’t recommend it here, it’s vile.’

‘Nothing. Thank you.’

Her turn, then, to look at him curiously. Is he slighting the tea, or her? Making a point?

‘I’m fine,’ he says. ‘I’m really not thirsty.’

* * *

After dutifully taking the cup back up to the CID room, Schroder trailing in her wake, Dexie collects her navy-blue mackintosh from the women’s cloakroom, pulls on her flat Met cap and turns to her shadow, who seems busy taking in the comings and goings of the reception area.

‘You might want to leave your trilby behind,’ she advises.

He fingers the rim protectively. ‘Oh, why? I thought it made me look more like a detective. A bit of a Dick Barton character.’ For the first time, he smiles. The German made a joke.

‘It does. And that’s the problem,’ she says bluntly. ‘Walking beside me, you are a sitting duck for any member of the public to report a whole swathe of criminal incidents, however trivial or ancient. I can guarantee we won’t get more than a few yards without Mrs Bloggs giving us chapter and verse on her neighbour’s dodgy activities. And expecting you to take down a full report. Your choice.’

With obvious reluctance, Harri relinquishes his hat to the care of the desk sergeant and they step onto the clean thoroughfare of Savile Row.

‘Not bad around here, is it?’ he says, casting his eye over Mayfair and the renowned centre of London’s highbrow tailoring world. ‘It’s a far cry from the hotch-potch of bomb damage around my station.’

‘Oh, this is the nice end,’ she says, ‘but you should see the rest of the patch.’

‘So, show me,’ he bats back.

She doesn’t stop, but her pace slackens a little. ‘You really want to?’

‘Well, I’m not a tourist,’ he says. ‘I’d rather get my teeth into
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