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The London Cage: July 1945 

The murder trial was drawing to a close after a week of eyewitness evidence, expert testimony and legal wranglings. Even after being in the so-called court for five days out of the seven, Uli found it hard to believe that men were fighting for their lives in such an incongruous setting. It had once been the grand dining room of a Kensington mansion, and every day she tried to picture the huge formal meals that must have taken place here, the gleaming silverware, sparkling crystal decanters of wine, the inevitable brandy and cigars and politics.

Wartime, however, had taken its toll, and the tableau refused to come to life. Now, cracked linoleum covered the floor, protecting the prized parquet that shone through the larger gashes. The enormous fireplace had been crudely boxed in, the flowers and cherubs of the ceiling plasterwork were blurred by endless coats of distemper and the towering windows scarred by the gummy remains of anti-blast tape. The oak panelling on the walls was scuffed and scraped from one-sided combat with army  furniture. It was hard to imagine that the space would ever see its glory days again.

The empty long metal table where the six-man tribunal would take their places and pass judgement was at one end of the room. The defendants and their counsel, two army officers appointed by the military court, were to the left of it, along with a pair of translators. The three-man prosecution team, led by scrupulously correct Major Hansard, sat opposite to the right. Uli was at the rear of the room, perched on the first slat of her seat, as if ready to flee at any moment, an impulse that always grabbed her when the three young men accused of the murder were led in.

Now the trio sat just eight metres from her, all staring straight ahead, upright on their folding wooden chairs, lost, like everyone else in the hushed room, in their own thoughts. At first, a week previously, they had been slumped, indifferent to the opening proceedings, which, after they had been advised of the regulations they were being tried under, mainly consisted of challenging the legality of those very statutes. Their leader maintained that what had happened was no business of this court. Gradually, as their lawyers’ petitions were refused one by one, and they began to appreciate what was at stake, they became more animated, scribbling notes and appealing to the translators for clarification. Now they were slipping back into torpor once again, as they came to grips with the fact that British justice was going to be done, whether they recognised it as such or not.

Just a few more minutes and it would all be over, Uli hoped. She had forced herself to sit here day after day, almost as a penance, simultaneously trying to grasp and to shut out the grisly details of that night when the three men set upon one of their own, beating him with an iron bar until his eyes were  closed, and his lips were split and his voice was too weak to raise the alarm, then dragging him across the compound to the bathing block where—

The door at the far end of the room snapped open and the six members of the tribunal marched in. The Presiding Officer, a gaunt, expressionless Guards colonel, nodded as those already in the room rose to their feet, and there was a scrape of chairs and a brief expectant murmur as all sat once more. Uli examined the faces of the other five men at the front table, two lieutenant colonels and three majors. They no doubt thought that their expressions were unreadable to those present in the courtroom.

Uli, though, could see in those grim eyes what the sentence was to be, and she glanced over at the three defendants for the last time. She imagined first the black hoods and then the intricately knotted ropes passing over their heads and she was surprised that the thoughts gave her no pleasure at all. As a bitter taste soured her throat and her stomach heaved, she rose from her seat and hurried from the court, conscious of the clacking of her heels on the linoleum as the NCOs moved quickly aside to let her pass.




Part One

1938-40




One




Berlin: October 1938 

The alley where Ronald Draper of Imperial Chemical Industries had bled to death now smelled of carbolic and ammonia, thanks to the civic-minded Hausfrau who had scrubbed away the large stain of blood and excrement at the far end of the passage. It was, thought Inspector Cameron Ross, admirable that anyone who lived in these dank Weimar blocks could be so conscientious.

The Inspector knelt down and examined the cobbles of this short cut that linked the street to one of the inner courtyards of the complex. Berlin had baked throughout the summer and even now, when autumn should have staked its claim and the first  Winterhilfe - winter relief - collection-box-rattlers had appeared on the streets, the days were warm and humid. The smell from Draper’s leaked body fluids must have built over the forty-eight hours while the crime scene was sealed, hence the need for the carbolic.

Something from the human spillage had been absorbed by the rough stones, because Ross could just make out an inch-wide  ribbon that marked the route of Draper’s slow crawl towards the street. The stain on the cobbles represented the last few minutes of his life.

Ross looked at the notes that he had been allowed to copy from the mortuary report. The Englishman had been stabbed nine times. The four wounds in his back were large, diamond-shaped punctures, probably made by a sharpened file. They had not been fatal. The blade that had entered his chest had been the one that had killed him. This weapon had been flat and wide, and had slid easily into his tissue and between his ribs, thrust upwards again and again until one of the edges snicked the aorta, filling Draper’s chest cavity with blood.

Ross carefully examined the brickwork of the wall. The Neuköln tenements only dated from the 1920s but were crumbling already. He used his pencil to work at the individual bricks on the lower striations, hoping to find one loose, to discover the kind of hiding place that a desperate, dying man might choose. There was nothing, just a molehill of poor-quality mortar at his feet.

The policeman became aware of someone silhouetted at the street entrance of the alley and looked up. Ross was expecting one of the hard, snot-faced Berlin street kids who had pestered him when he had first arrived, but it was a uniform that greeted him. He squinted and checked the colours of the sleeve insignia - orange and green - and the jacket piping: orange. He relaxed. It was a young Anwärter of the Ordnungspolizei, the Orpo, the regular uniformed police. The Anwärter was the Berlin equivalent of a British bobby on the beat. Except the latter displayed no equivalent to the twin lightning flashes, the Sigrune, that adorned this tunic’s breast pocket.

‘And what do you think you are doing?’ the young man barked.

‘You are blocking my light,’ said Ross, softly. ‘Could you move aside, please?’

His calm, practised authority meant that the Orpo did as he was told and moderated his harsh Berlin accent by switching to  Hochdeutsch. ‘What are you doing here?’

Ross stood, grunting as his knees clicked. He walked forward into the main street, blinking in the light. The road was busy, the streetcars packed, the air filled with the rattle and spark of the S-bahn trains as they clattered over their wooden trestles. Friday afternoon, and the weekend had started in earnest. Across the street, a gaggle of startlingly white dresses, girls from the Bund deutscher Mädel, the League of German Maidens, many of them clutching pictures of Hitler to their nascent bosoms, skipped along the sidewalk, on their way to or from a Faith-and-Beauty dance rally.

Close up, the Orpo was a good-looking kid, a decade younger than Ross, barely into his twenties, and most of his bulk came from the pockets and belts and epaulettes that puffed out his uniform. Finally Ross said: ‘I’m doing my job. What are you doing?’

Ross could see the confusion in the chiselled face. Ross’s German was good, but a slight sibilance from his vestigial Scots accent suggested an Auslandsdeutscher of some description, possibly a Colonial German. ‘I need to see the notebook. And your identity card.’

Ross took a step forward. ‘Are you arresting me?’

‘I don’t need to arrest you to see the papers or your notebook, ’ said the young man, his hand sliding across the belt towards his whistle. Ross held up a placating palm and reached into his jacket pocket. He produced the Ausländer Dienstausweis, which had taken him a whole day of form-filling - and string-pulling - at the Polizeipräsidium on Alexanderstrasse to obtain. It  allowed foreign policemen limited powers, mostly enabling them to enter official buildings, even if it didn’t usually get them much further than the reception desk.

The Orpo took it, examined the four-page document and handed it back before saluting smartly. ‘My apologies, Inspector. ’

‘None needed. I should have identified myself immediately.’

‘Anwärter Schuller at your service, sir. This is a former murder scene, Inspector. Is that why you are here?’

Ross nodded, biting his tongue. No, I just like poking around in piss- and bloodstained alleys, he wanted to say. ‘This is your beat?’

Schuller waved an arm. ‘From the canal to the park.’

That covered a hefty swathe of working-class districts, taking in the fringes of Hallesches Tor, once famous for its seedy boy-bars, now long suppressed, and all of Treptow. ‘Big patch,’ he said sympathetically. ‘You know much about the case?’

The young man shook his head. ‘The Kripo won’t let us near anything interesting. I get to stop the traffic. Block people going into the bars while they take statements from the owners. Fetch them coffee and cake from Kranzler’s.’

‘They get anything from them?’ Ross indicated the scruffy café up the street and, opposite, the bar-cabaret. The latter was the sort of place that would be closely monitored by the Sipo or one of the other police agencies charged with suppressing internal unrest. There were still a few establishments brave enough to take the Führer’s pronouncements and recycle them as subtle satire and sarcasm. It was one of the many reasons why Hitler hated Berlin so much.

‘You think the Kripo’d tell me if they’d got anything, sir?’ said Schuller ruefully. ‘But I gather not. Nobody saw anything. Probably just another drunken brawl that got out of hand.’

‘I’m sure you’re right.’

At the edge of his vision, Ross saw the dark Horch saloon detach itself from the orderly flow of traffic and draw to a halt level with him. Two thick-necked bulls in plain clothes stepped out from the front. Schuller sprang back and straightened up, distancing himself from the foreigner.

‘Inspector Ross?’

Ross nodded.

Both produced their glazed-linen identity cards. ‘Oberregierungs und Kriminalrat Pohl would like a word.’ The back door of the saloon was opened wide to show him the figure within.

Ross had a rule about getting into cars with strange policemen, but you didn’t take a summons from a Kripo ORuKR - a rank equivalent to lieutenant colonel - lightly. He slid into the rear seat and the door slammed shut.

Pohl reminded Ross of a bloodhound, all eye-bags, jowls and wet mouth. His hair was greased back from a sharp widow’s peak with a perfumed pomade. He offered his hand and introduced himself as Herr Doktor Pohl.

‘My apologies for not seeing you at the Alex,’ he said, using the slang for the Kripo headquarters. ‘The reorganisation of the force takes all my time now. But I thought I would bring the good news personally. We know who killed your man.’

‘Really?’ asked Ross warily. ‘You have the culprits?’

‘Culprit. A man called Eickhoff. Not a Berliner. Already known to us.’

‘You have him, in custody?’

Pohl nodded.

‘Tegel or Plötzensee?’ The two main Berlin prisons, although these days the latter held more politicals than criminals.

‘Prinz Albrecht Strasse.’

That might make things trickier, thought Ross. The old  university building was the heart of the Reich Security Service’s ever-expanding fiefdom. ‘Any accomplices, Herr Doktor?’

Pohl shook his head, setting his cheeks flapping. ‘We believe he acted alone.’

Ross hesitated, wondering how to react to this nonsense. ‘Can I see Eickhoff ?’

‘Not now. Monday perhaps.’

‘Why not now?’ He tried to keep the irritation from his voice.

‘Inspector. We have to complete our own inquiries using our own methods according to German law before we can allow a . . . guest to intervene. It is also the weekend and Reichsführer  Himmler’s birthday, which means a big parade on Unter den Linden to police. We will be short-staffed. Monday, perhaps.’

‘Morning?’

‘Afternoon.’

Ross opened the door to get out. ‘Very well.’

‘You have friends in Berlin to entertain you over the weekend? ’ asked Pohl, as if he genuinely cared.

‘Some, yes.’ All Ross really had planned was a round at the Wannsee golf course, which his father had recommended. Or rather, he’d said, ‘If you manage to miss the trees, even you should get round on par.’

‘Excellent. You know I am so glad that everything was sorted out at Munich between our countries. Aren’t you?’ he said, referring to the humiliation of Chamberlain by Hitler. Ross thought of his father’s profanity-fuelled indignation at the news, but said nothing. ‘Fighting over people like the Czechs . . . I have nothing against them personally. I drive a Tatra, a fine car. But . . .’ Pohl shook his head dolefully. ‘We can’t let them dictate our two countries’ destiny.’

‘Indeed,’ said Ross. ‘Thank you, Herr Doktor.’ They shook hands. ‘Monday, then.’ As he stepped out of the Horch, Ross  turned and poked his head back inside, unable to stop himself adding: ‘I’ll be curious to know how this lone man managed to stab a big chap like Draper in the back with one weapon, then switched to another to stab him in the front.’

Pohl didn’t skip a beat. ‘Oh, so will I, Inspector. So will I.’

 

Ross caught a cab north, then walked the last kilometre back to his hotel, down poor butchered Unter den Linden, its trees a victim of subway construction and, subsequently, the width of the latest generation of tanks. He thought about Draper.

All he knew was that Draper had claimed to be on his way home to England with information of the utmost importance. That message had been left at the British embassy the day before he was murdered. Draper’s hotel room had been searched thoroughly by embassy security before the Germans could get there. They had found nothing, which had infuriated Colonel Ross. So the old man had decided to call in what he called ‘a few outstanding favours’ from Scotland Yard, and to have a detective from the Met sent over.

Which was where Ross came in. Despite his protests, the Colonel wanted to keep it in the family, and requested that his son should be the one chosen for the mission. As usual, he had assumed that the Inspector had nothing better to do than wait for him to snap his fingers. Still, as Ross knew, his father was not an easy man to dislodge from an idea, and he simply went higher and higher up the chain of command until his request was granted.

Fat lot of good it had done the Colonel sending him, for he, too, had turned up nothing. Perhaps the information had only been in Draper’s head. In which case, it was lost to Colonel Ross for ever. He didn’t relish breaking the news to the irascible old goat. Bringing his father bad tidings still reminded him of being  summoned to the library with Nanny for a behind-the-ears inspection before bedtime.

He looked to his left down Wilhelmstrasse, at the lights blazing in the British embassy and beyond, imagining he could see number 8 Prinz Albrecht Strasse, although it was actually masked by other buildings, and tried to imagine the fear and pain that the arrested man must be going through in the basement cells. No matter that he was probably innocent of Draper’s murder, the Gestapo would have found another reason to put him through hell.

At the Hotel Adlon, Ross walked across the lobby, past the lounging SS officers who seemed to be a permanent fixture, collected his key and was told there were no messages. He was therefore surprised to see an envelope on the floor as he opened the door to his room. The Adlon rarely got such things wrong. Unless whoever had delivered it had sneaked by the front desk.

Inside the envelope was a thick printed card, with the date filled in using a heavy Gothic script. An address in the western, more affluent, section of the city, an invitation to afternoon tea on Sunday, and a little checklist underneath. No uniforms. No ranks. No politics.

There was also no RSVP number, but by the time he had called the concierge and booked himself a table at Uckhurt’s on Ku’damm for dinner that night and slid into a hot, soapy bath, Ross had already decided to accept. He had a hunch that there was a connection to the brutal death of a salesman in a Neuköln alley.




Two

The address on the card was on the southern side of Tiergarten, the so-called Alte Westen, a short walk through the chaos of Potsdamer Platz and west to the Matthäikirche, the Nazi church of choice. The house that Ross was seeking was not one of those villas done ‘in the English manner’ as Berliners said, with huge gardens and porticoes, the kind of places that housed either high-ranking officials or embassies, but in a more modest street - at least, by Alte Westen standards - of tall, flat-fronted edifices with refreshingly clean lines.

Ross found himself hesitating at the bottom of the steps to the house’s rather sombre entrance, wondering whether he had made the right decision to come. His anxiety made him look across the street, to where a portly man in an ill-fitting uniform was watching. The man turned away and hastily scribbled something on the notepad he yanked from behind his Sam Browne-style belt.

‘Don’t worry about him,’ said a voice. ‘Just the local Blockwärter .’ He turned to find a lady almost as substantial as the house in front of him. ‘Sundays he gets to wear his uniform. Rest of the time, he’s the local handyman. Which is a useful  profession for a Party stooge. Here for tea?’

‘Yes.’ He showed his invitation.

She held out her hand and he took it and introduced himself. ‘Gertrud Ritter,’ she said. ‘Vossische Zeitung.’ Ross smiled, thinking that she looked like no journalist he had ever seen, with her copious jewellery, flouncy dress and flamboyant hat. Nor did she seem much like a Party member, although most scribblers were these days. There was something too tart about her tongue: Party members didn’t make disparaging remarks about Blockwärter . ‘Come along, then. Not been here before? A word of warning . . .’ She paused, her hand on the bell pull, and grinned. ‘It’s rather informal.’

The hall was more impressive than the exterior suggested. The floor was highly polished teak, the walls covered with murky portraits of various grandees and landscapes, the furniture heavy and ornate, and everywhere the giant potted plants so beloved of middle-class Germany. From behind white doors decorated with gilded inlays came the sound of animated voices. The young maid took their coats. Ross’s new companion indicated the room beyond the closed doors and whispered in his ear, ‘Would you like some help with who’s who in there?’

‘I’d be very grateful, gnädige Frau.’

They were ushered into the salon, a sensitive fusing of what had once been two separate rooms to form a space large enough to throw a decent ball. A row of floor-to-ceiling windows covered in surprisingly delicate gauze curtains let in shafts of the soft afternoon light, although flanking them were tightly curled swathes of dark velvet that could be swished across for a complete blackout. At one end of the room was a highly polished piece of ebony that even Ross’s untrained eye could tell was a serious piano.

There were perhaps thirty people in the room, each holding a  plate of pastries or cake in one hand, and coffee or wine in the other.

‘Dutch ambassador over there,’ Gertrud whispered in his ear. ‘Klaus Blemberg, Deputy Chairman of Deutsche Bank, nice man, Jurgen Telling, of the Staatsoper . . . well, formerly of the  Staatsoper, that monster Tietjen got rid of him.’ She took a breath, as if suppressing her anger. ‘Goering’s doing, of course . . .’ The list went on, mainly, it seemed to Ross, people associated with the arts, and especially music, although most of Gertrud’s asides and explanations went over his head. ‘And this gentleman,’ she said loudly as a figure detached itself from the feeding frenzy around the table, ‘is our host.’

He was a tall, thin man, slightly stooped, his entire sharp-boned face seeming to peer over the half-moon glasses hovering at the end of his nose. He gave Gertrud a kiss on her heavily powdered cheeks before turning to address Ross, extending a hand as he did so. No stiff-armed Hitlergruss here, even though its omission was risky at any gathering, even in one’s own home.

‘Hello, Inspector Ross. Cameron. My God, how you’ve grown. But then, it would be strange if you hadn’t, wouldn’t it?’

Ross scanned the face for clues. The use of his Christian name took him aback completely. Informal indeed.

‘Oh, I’m not surprised you don’t remember. Windhoek? And the veldt? Your father was liaising with the German Farmers Union. You must have been . . . fourteen or fifteen?’

The image of a younger, happier man flashed for a second in Ross’s mind and was gone. But a name stayed. ‘Fritz?’

‘Fritz Walter! Yes. Well done, Inspector. And how is your father?’

‘Well, thank you.’ Ross recalled Walter and his wife, also a travelling musician, brought over to entertain the disenfranchised German population of South-West Africa, a troupe only  too glad at the time to get away from the chaos in the shattered and demoralised Fatherland. His wife had played . . . cello, an instrument that had seemed far too large for such a gamine creature. Ilse, that had been her name. Even to a gawky fourteen-year-old she had seemed such an exotic flower out there, pale and delicate among the big, rough-skinned pioneers and their beefy Frauen.

He looked around and saw her flit through the middle of the small knot of people at the table: a quick glimpse of dark hair cut unfashionably short, cropped almost, exaggerating a pair of large brown eyes that flashed his way. He thought he caught the beginning of her smile before the curtain of people closed around her. She hadn’t changed a bit.

As Walter made his introductions, Ross kept trying to get another sighting of her, but she seemed to have left the room. ‘Herr Walter—’

‘Fritz. Please.’

‘How did you know I was in town? To invite me here?’

‘What? You think staying at the Adlon is hiding? Most of Berlin knows that a British policeman is here - you forget that underneath all the bluster and posturing this is still a provincial town. Are you all right?’

He realised that he was still scanning the room for her. ‘Yes. Sorry.’

‘Ah, Ulrike. Coffee, Inspector?’

She was in front of him now, holding a silver tray with an ornate coffee pot and tiny quatrefoil porcelain cups, those large unblinking eyes staring into his.

‘Ulrike?’ he stumbled, thinking his memory had let him down.

‘Yes, you remember her, don’t you? I think she must have been two. Possibly eighteen months—’

She was their daughter, the cheeky little girl that Ilse would place in his charge while the musicians tuned up. He remembered them standing, hand in tiny hand, her blowing raspberries every time her mother put her bow to the strings, causing both of them to collapse in giggles.

‘My God - I thought . . . How do you do?’ he corrected himself.

‘Hello, Inspector. My father told me all about you. I enjoy meeting anyone who knew my mother . . .’

She let it tail off and Ross looked up at Walter. ‘Ilse?’

His host shook his head. ‘Second child. It was what they euphemistically call a difficult birth. Neither of them survived, Inspector.’

Ulrike swept in with a well-timed diversion as her father’s eyes filled. ‘How do you take your coffee, Inspector?’

‘White, no sugar.’

He helped himself from the tray and thanked her.

‘You are welcome, Inspector. Careful.’

He looked down. His hand was shaking.

‘Uli, you’ve got him all flustered,’ said a new voice. ‘She does that to me sometimes. Even at my age. She looks right into you. It’s unnerving.’

The speaker was, Ross estimated, in his early fifties, a handsome man, although his blond hair was yellowing and the grin sent a web of laughter lines streaking down his face. He was dressed in a sharp double-breasted pinstriped suit, with a Party badge prominent in the lapel. A gold Party badge, no less. Another handshake, but preceded by the quick flick of the less extreme form of Hitlergruss, merely showing the right palm. Ross realised with regret that Fritz and Ulrike had faded away and he would have to make small talk.

‘Otto Vedder.’

Ross cocked an ear to catch the accent. Austrian. ‘Cameron Ross.’

‘Inspector Cameron Ross,’ Vedder corrected.

‘You don’t have a title?’ asked Ross, knowing full well he would have. The man’s bearing screamed military background.

‘Well, strictly speaking I am a Staff Colonel.’

‘With . . . ?’

‘Shall we walk in the garden? Bring your coffee, Inspector.’

Ross gulped what was left in the cup and handed it to one of the staff, feeling the world shift in strange ways once more. He wondered what his father would have done in this situation, and knew that he would have grasped and mastered it, but no solution came to him.

They took a turn around the walled garden. Vedder made polite conversation, telling him of his stint in the K&K, the old Austro-Hungarian army, and his time at Austria’s Kriegschule, the school of war.

‘And now?’

‘I work at Tirpitzufer. Not far from here. You know it, Inspector?’ A questioning eyebrow flicked up.

Ross nodded, blood draining from his face. He could only be referring to one section of the street. Numbers seventy-two to seventy-six Tirpitzufer formed the headquarters of the Abwehr, German military intelligence. Ross smelled a rat about this whole soirée, and the motives for inviting him. The affable Otto Vedder was a high-ranking Nazi spy. The sort of spy who might well have had Draper killed.

 

After fifteen minutes of quizzing him about the murdered man, the Kripo investigation and the suspect now in custody, Vedder ushered Ross inside. As he did so Ross felt Vedder press something, which he quickly pocketed, into his hand.

‘Nice talking to you, Inspector. Good luck with the case.’

He walked off into the crowd, which had grown while they had been away. From the far end of the room came the rich resonance of the grand piano. It reminded Ross of his time on a student exchange in Hannover, when his family had held a weekly Musik Abend, an evening of recitals.

There was a rude blowing sound in his ear. He spun around. Ulrike smiled up at him. She no longer held the coffee tray. She blew another soft raspberry.

‘You remember doing that?’ he asked in amazement.

‘Oh, I used to do it till I was five or six. Every time mother played at home. I am sure the joke had worn thin with her by then, but she never let on.’

‘I seem to recall that I thought it was rather hilarious.’

She cocked an ear to the music. ‘Chopin,’ she said. ‘The room has lovely acoustics, doesn’t it?’

‘Yes, now you mention it—’

‘Did you like Uncle Otto?’

Ross laughed. ‘Hard to say, given that we have only just met.’

‘Come, come, Inspector. A man in your line of work must make snap judgements. Tell me about Uncle Otto.’

‘I thought he was very charming.’

Ulrike dropped her voice to a deep whisper. ‘Liar.’ Before he could react she said: ‘Ah, listen . . .’

The piano playing grew louder, faster, more ferocious, highly percussive. Ross put a hand to his chin. He could feel those wide eyes raking him.

‘Karl Hartmann. The Jazztoccata. Do you like it?’

‘Well, it’s a little modern for my taste,’ he said. ‘I feel safer with Chopin.’

‘Modern? Oh, that’s a dangerous word. Hartmann has had to move abroad, you know. Too much jazz, too many Jewish  melodies for the RMK.’ Ross indicated that the initials meant nothing to him. The Reichs Musik Kammer? They decide who can play and who can’t. What can be performed, and what can’t.’ She lowered her voice and pointed at the ceiling. ‘Father shouldn’t even be playing it here. But those idiots are tone-deaf.’

Ross looked up, puzzled, imagining men on the floor above, ears to the carpet. ‘I think I am too,’ he said, as the piece clattered to a conclusion.

‘Nonsense. It just takes some getting used to. Like Stravinsky.’

Ross grunted. He hadn’t quite assimilated that, either. ‘So what do you play? Piano like your father? Or cello like Ilse?’

‘Neither. Violin. Or did, until the accident.’

Before he could ask for an explanation the maid was bobbing in front of Ulrike. Her face was drawn tight, the manner jittery.

‘Excuse me, miss, but you have a visitor.’

‘Who is it, Anna?’

‘Herr Erich.’

Ross thought he detected a fizz of irritation. ‘Tell him to come in.’

Frida hesitated. ‘He’s in uniform.’

‘Ah.’ Ulrike turned to Ross. ‘Erich is my fiancé.’ Ross tried to keep his face impassive, to hide what was an unreasonable pang of disappointment, but the little smile she flashed suggested he hadn’t succeeded. ‘My father has a rule about Sundays and uniforms . . . would you walk with us?’

‘I can’t just leave.’

‘Oh,’ she said mischievously, grabbing his arm and leading him towards the door. ‘You’re finished here, Inspector. Come, tell me what you remember about my mother. Erich would want to hear that, too.’

 

The severe-looking Erich Hinkel with his jutting cheek-bones  and savagely cropped fair hair was resplendent in a startlingly white uniform with matching beret, a swastika armband and a polished belt with a prominent Blut und Ehre dagger. The big lad looked a little old for the Marine-Hitlerjugend uniform, although his face still bore the fading evidence of a young man’s spots and pimples.

Ulrike had introduced them at the door and Erich had given a stiff-armed salute before shaking hands. He called Ross ‘Sir’, which made him feel ancient.

‘Shall we walk? To the Tiergarten?’ Ulrike had asked.

The streets en route to the park were full of a baffling variety of uniforms. Men and women alike were dressed in all shades, from the lightest khaki to crow black, as citizens made their way back from the military parade on Unter den Linden, which had been part of the Reichsführer’s birthday celebrations. Ross wished that his police colleagues who, even now, thought the communists were more of a threat than the fascists, could see the end result of the road that they had allowed Mosley to start down with his thuggish rallies at Olympia.

Ross tried to speak of Ilse, but in truth there wasn’t much to say, little that he could summon up from the memories of eighteen years previously, except one journey by ox-wagon to play in front of ten bored and drunk farmers and another to a village where seemingly every soul within a hundred-mile radius appeared. Ross had not really known back then why they were chaperoning the musicians. Only when Ross was inducted into what his father considered to be the family business was he told that it was to ensure they really were musicians, not seditionists in disguise, trying to sow dissent among the newly disenfranchised Germans.

Ross could sense during these reminiscences that Erich was bursting to say something to Ulrike in private, and Ross tried to find an excuse to get away.

When they reached the park gates he said, ‘Look, I’m quite tired. I played golf yesterday with the Wannsee pro. If you two want to talk—’ he began.

‘Nonsense,’ Ulrike protested. ‘All you need is some air. There is a tent just a few hundred metres from here.’ The tents - Zelte  - were the park’s refreshment stalls.

‘Uli,’ blurted Erich as they strolled down the path through the woods to the clearing. ‘Today they announced our postings. To honour Himmler’s birthday. I have been selected for the  Reichsmarine. The submariner section.’ His chest swelled. ‘U-boats, Uli, U-boats!’

‘Mutineers! Mutineers!’

The cry came from behind them, and Ross felt a body barrel into him, and caught the scowl on the young face as it flashed in front of his. Another runner, this one dressed in regular Hitlerjugend uniform, bowled past and turned. ‘Mutineers,’ he hissed at Erich. ‘If you’re up for it, sailor boy.’

Erich looked torn for a moment between joining the athletic boys and young men who were bursting out of bushes and along the small, twisting pathways that criss-crossed Tiergarten and waiting for Ulrike’s reaction to his momentous news. Finally he shouted: ‘Stay here. At the shelter. I’ll be back soon.’ And he turned and sprinted as fast as he could towards the wall of trees at the far end of the lawn.

‘The Mutineers?’ asked Ross.

‘The damn’ idiots, if you ask me,’ she said, her voice quaking.

A flight of ravens burst from the branches of the oaks ahead of them, cawing loudly. A shrill police whistle sounded from the direction of the Victory Column. Most of the strollers had paused, anticipating violence.

‘They pick fights with the Hitler Youth,’ Uli explained. She gasped as a cobblestone dropped onto the path ahead of her,  bouncing once with a flat thud. Then a second was thrown, arcing high over the refreshment shelter. From their left came a wild-eyed figure, his tweed suit shredded on one arm, face bleeding, his arms pumping. Behind him, fifteen or more Hitler Youth, faces scrunched into hatred, a low growl emanating from them. Their prey swerved and headed directly for Ross and Ulrike, and the pack followed.

A large rock hit the Mutineer in the back and he stumbled forward with a yelp of pain.

‘Don’t do anything,’ said Ulrike, gripping his arm. ‘Please. It’s best.’

Ross nodded, knowing that she was right, but as the injured boy leapt into the undergrowth he felt a prickle of shame.

The Mutineer was flung from the bushes. He was followed from the undergrowth by two of the Streifendienst, the Hitlerjugend Patrol Service, a kind of Gestapo manqué who swarmed around parks and gardens at weekends looking for anti-social behaviour. Both had truncheons raised as the unfortunate lad collapsed and rolled into a heap.

‘Stop!’ shouted Ross.

The first blow must have broken the boy’s upraised arm, such was the sharpness of the crack. Now the pack had arrived, a swirling mass of young bodies, fired up with fanaticism, jostling for position to land a kick, a punch, a stab.

‘Stop!’ Ross repeated, hoping his voice wouldn’t crack.

‘Keep out of it.’ Erich grabbed his sleeve. Ross shrugged him aside, pulled the nearest kid from the ground and flung him away with surprising ease. He found he could do the same with the second and third and he began to bellow, stoking his fury. As he moved to the centre of the scrum the bodies became harder and heavier, the wall of flesh denser.

An arm went round his neck and Ross felt his windpipe close.  He leaned forward rapidly and Erich lost his grip, his nails raking across Ross’s Adam’s apple.

As Ross straightened, the group closed in on him, their hot breath on his face and neck. One of them landed a punch on his bicep, deadening it, then there was a kick to the shin. Something cracked against the back of his head.

He imagined the cornered antelopes he had seen on the bushveld, struggling as the wild dogs tore at their flanks, pulling them to the bloodied earth. He lashed out with an elbow, cracking a nose, gave a stab into an eye with a finger, all the dirty tricks his father had taught him. But, like a tired old  gemsbok, the young, hungry dogs were dragging him down.



Three

Uli swabbed a patch of dried blood from Ross’s eyebrow, pulling a few hairs out as she did so. ‘Ow.’

‘Serves you right.’

‘For standing up to those brutes?’

‘For not trimming your eyebrows,’ she sniggered.

They were in the wooden shelter that was part of the Zelt, the refreshment kiosk, in a darkening park lit by hissing gas-lamps. He had been saved from the pack by the appearance of the regular Berlin police, who had stopped the frenzied youths from tearing Ross limb from limb. He’d been let off with a warning to stay out of internal affairs, and had watched powerlessly as the battered Mutineer was handed over to two SS who had also arrived on the scene. They marched the boy off, administering their own repertoire of slaps and kicks.

After a loud row with Erich who was furious about Ross’s intervention, Ulrike had fetched a first-aid kit from the proprietor of the kiosk. She cleaned the scratches on Ross’s throat and forehead while Erich, his white uniform besmirched with grass stains, the beret missing in action, had skulked off with his friends. As she dabbed at his face, Uli told Ross about her time  with the BdM, the League of German Maidens.

‘Are you still in the League?’

‘No. The accident stopped that.’

It was the second mention of a mishap, so he asked: ‘Which accident?’

She held up her hands. The left was bent at an odd angle. ‘At one of the week-long winter camps. Skiing. I broke both wrists, but this one set funny.’

‘Ouch.’

‘Yes. They were very embarrassed. When I asked permission to attend a music-appreciation class rather than BdM duty, they leapt at it. So no more marches or rallies for me, thank God. There. All done. Sure there’s nothing broken? No dizziness? Nausea?’ She laughed. ‘BdM first aid. See, it was good for something.’

He stood, aware their voices were carrying through the still evening, and she was talking sedition.

‘Come on, I’ll take you home,’ he said.

‘No. Let’s get a coffee. I know where.’

They walked quickly, Uli with her arms folded under her breasts, Ross with his collar turned up to try and hide the livid red marks at his throat. ‘Did the breaks affect your violin-playing? ’

Ulrike smiled. ‘Just about completely. Father had a concert lined up for me. A recital, really, to show me off to his friends and colleagues. I was to play Handel. The Sonata for Violin and Piano in F major . . . well, it doesn’t matter. I turned up at home with wrists swathed in bandages and the joints of a seventy-year-old. At least, that’s what father told me when the splints came off.’

‘That doesn’t sound too sympathetic. Was he disappointed?’

She nodded. ‘Heartbroken, more like. It’s part of the reason  he dislikes Hit—’ She stopped herself. ‘He blames the BdM. He’d be even more heartbroken if he knew the truth.’

‘Which is?’

Ulrike stopped for a second and examined Ross’s face, as if assessing whether she could trust him. She held up her crooked arm. ‘It was no accident.’

 

The café that Uli chose was in a street on the edge of the park and so full of pungent smoke from Turkish cigarettes that they took a table outside. Ross had pressed her for more information about her not-so-accidental injury but she parried and batted like an expert, letting his questions drift off into the gathering night. He was glad that he hadn’t had to face this one across a table in one of the Yard’s interrogation rooms.

‘Down there-’ she pointed suddenly to an ornate house, bristling with columns, cupolas and a host of rooftop statues outlined against the blue-black sky - ‘was the home of Joseph Joachim . . .’ She waited for some sign of recognition, but Ross shrugged. ‘Famous violinist? Hungarian Concerto for Violin, opus 11?’ He shook his head. ‘He was born in 1831, but lived long enough to make recordings. His Brahms . . .’ She sighed dreamily.

‘Go on. Brahms - yes, heard of him.’

‘Well, what’s interesting is that Joachim’s house later became the Institute for Sexual Science.’ Ross concentrated on spooning sugar into his coffee, adding three more than he normally would. ‘Apparently it was full of the third-sexers and intergrades - neither men nor women. The locals didn’t know where to look most of the time.’

Neither do I, thought Ross. Uli’s attitude to talking about sex was as modern as the music in her house, it seemed. Ross cursed his primness, but he knew it was a cultural thing. None of the  English girls he knew would talk like this. He looked up and saw the gleam in her eye, as seductive as the little raspberry-blower who had captured his affections all those years ago.

‘Talking of violins,’ he said. ‘Your wrists.’

‘Hmm. Change the subject if you must.’

‘I must,’ he said with a laugh. ‘What did you mean about it not being an accident?’

She drummed the table with her fingertips. ‘I’ve never told anyone else this.’

‘Well, don’t, if you feel—’

‘No, I’d like to . . . what’s your expression? Get it off my chest?’

Ross nodded.

‘Shrug the monkey, as we say. But then we all have monkeys we ought to get off our backs, haven’t we, Inspector?’

He could feel himself being reeled in, but he couldn’t help himself. ‘Such as?’

‘Such as what you are really doing in Berlin.’

‘I—’ he began. ‘I’m investigating—’

‘Stop. Let me explain one thing. I have an unfair advantage.’ Uli hesitated, relishing the moment. Oddly enough, so was he. ‘I can tell when you’re lying.’

‘You can what?’

‘I can’t tell what you are lying about, but I know when something isn’t quite right,’ she added hurriedly. ‘I’m what they sometimes call a Duchenne? You know of him?’

Ross’s head whirled with the sudden switchback changes of topic. She was pulling some of the tricks straight from the textbook his father had written on the art of interrogation - never allow the subject to settle down into a rhythm, don’t give him time to formulate a planned answer. ‘A composer?’

‘Not this time. Faces.’

‘Faces?’

‘Do you know how many muscles control your expressions?’

He took a guess. ‘Ten?’

‘Forty-three. And they work all the time, betray your every emotion. If you know how to read them. Don’t move.’

Uli reached across and put her hands on either side of Ross’s face, pressing against the cheeks. ‘I can see embarrassment. Anxiety. Don’t worry, I’m not going to hurt you. Amusement. You think this is a trick, don’t you? A parlour game?’

‘I don’t know what it is,’ he said truthfully, although he was enjoying the sensation of her fingers on his face. He looked into her unblinking brown eyes, and felt fear and excitement.

‘Did you like my mother?’

‘Yes.’

‘Did you lust after her?’

‘Uli—’ he protested.

‘Yes or no?’

‘No.’

She laughed. ‘A lie, I think. But you are quite good at hiding your thoughts, Inspector. It must be your British reserve.’

She uncupped his face and leaned back. ‘Let’s see if you register shock.’

‘How do you do that?’

Uli put her elbows on the table and rotated her hands in the air. ‘You were wondering about how I broke my wrists. I got Erich to snap them for me.’

 

Erich stood just outside the yellow cone of light from the street lamp, watching Uli and the Englishman together at the café. The afternoon had gone all wrong. He had known that by turning up in uniform at one of her father’s precious soirées with their insulting rules, he would force her to come out to see  him. But she’d brought this old man with her. Must be at least thirty. And when he finally did tell her about the honour of training for the U-boats, the moment had been swept aside by those cowardly Mutineers. He had fetched those policemen to rescue the stupid Englishman and what thanks did he get?

Erich flinched as he saw Uli reach out and touch the man’s face. It was ridiculous for him to be jealous, he knew. Uli and Erich went back to kindergarten, to being wheeled side by side by their starched nannies, and they shared a bond, a secret that the Englishman could only guess at. That day on the slopes when she had raised her arms and closed her eyes and he had pushed her forward, three times in all, until there was a snapping sound and Uli began to scream, even louder than when she’d thought the Englishman was about to be coshed in the park. That subterfuge in ski week, the drastic action she saw as guaranteeing her freedom from her father, that would keep and bind them together for ever. It had been the only reason he had done it.

Erich looked at his watch. He couldn’t stand there all night, and he could feel the panic draining away from him as he watched the man. It was foolish to think that the old boy could look at Uli as anything other than a child. Even more so to contemplate Uli falling for a foreigner. God, he’d be a candidate for the Dalldorf lunatic asylum if he continued thinking that way.

Having reassured himself, Erich turned for home, to settle down to his project on Kapitän Hans Rose, commander of U-53, one of the boats that had nearly brought Britain to its knees in the Great War. Daring, a brilliant tactician, ruthless in the pursuit of victory, yet humane once he had achieved it. A role model for all Germans.
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Ross ran the bath deep and hot and sprinkled in the salts that the Adlon’s concierge had magicked up. Gingerly he lowered his battered body into the bubbles, sucking air between his teeth as his skin reddened. As he lay there, he pondered the strangeness of the day. Finding himself hanging on the every word of someone with whom he had last played childish games twenty years previously. Someone who now seemed to be able to second-guess him, to know intuitively what he was about to say before the words came from his mouth. The dozen years that separated them had seemed like a vast gulf in Africa. Here it had shrunk to nothing. Or perhaps the adolescent crush that he had had on the mother had transferred itself to her almost identical - in fact, more attractive - daughter.

She’s engaged, said an unwelcome voice, so stop that now.

She’s engaged to a mindless thug, he insisted back. And there was something about those eyes when she held him . . .

Was all that stuff about Duchenne genuine? Was that how she had deduced that he was in Berlin on something other than straightforward police business? Then there was the enigma of her father’s party, with Uncle Otto and his note - which, he realised with a start, he hadn’t even looked at.

Ross heaved himself from the bath, donned a robe and rummaged in his jacket pockets. Why a note? Notes were dangerous things in the world of subterfuge. Unless . . . unless someone was listening. That was what Uli had suggested. She hadn’t been pointing at the room above, she was pointing at microphones. Was that why Uncle Otto had taken him out into the garden, because somewhere down the road men with headphones and notepads were scribbling down snatches of conversation, hoping to catch an indiscreet remark?

Ross found the note and unfolded it. The letterhead featured the ubiquitous German eagle sprawled across the top. The  message was handwritten, the signature stamped and smudged but legible. There
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