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      We entered my apartment, and I flipped on the lights. My date for the evening opened her mouth as she looked around, and it formed the sweetest little circle. I didn’t hear the inhale, but the exhale was both soft and long. This was going well.

      She walked across the living room, the red sheath of a dress clinging to all the right places. She leaned over, and the cling became a revealing stretch. At that moment, I was more than ready for her to begin fooling with the buttons — on the front of her dress, on the front of my shirt, or my pants, it did not matter much. It was with some disappointment, then, when I saw that the buttons she fondled instead were on the front of the television set.

      “Turn it on. Which one? Show me.”

      I leaned over and grabbed a kiss, which she permitted. But then it was to the knob that turned on the television, as she would allow no further delays. As the console hummed and warmed up, I cooled just a bit.

      “There’s nothing on, you know,” I said.

      “Telefunken?” she asked. She did not care that nothing was on.

      “No, it’s a Grundig.”

      Again, she did the thing with her mouth, the round thing. It was as if she knew the difference between the manufacturers. I didn’t. All I knew was that Grundig had classier billboards in the West.

      The Grundigs just looked more expensive, but I had no idea if that was true. The cost of the number that was warming up in front of us, in its cherry wood cabinet, was a mystery to me.

      After a few seconds, the picture came to life. There was, indeed, nothing on. It was nearly midnight, and the programming for the day was over. We watched a test pattern.

      “Ours or theirs?” she said. Her right arm was hugging her torso, her left hand was cupping her chin, and she studied the unmoving image as if it were a Van Gogh.

      “Theirs.” I leaned over and turned the channel to the GDR station. It was another test pattern, but different. It featured a picture of the national flag.

      “Our test pattern is better,” she said.

      “The rest, not so much — unless you enjoy stiffs sitting behind desks reading the Party news in between documentaries on animal husbandry.”

      I put my hands on her shoulders and nibbled a bit on her left earlobe. It was permitted.

      “Animals, huh?” she said. Then she pried my hands away and took herself on the tour.

      Her name was Elke. We had been fixed up by a friend of mine, Cobie — or rather, by Cobie’s latest, whose name didn’t seem to matter much. Cobie was an old friend but not a close friend, and we just happened to run into each other. Cobie’s real name was Harald, but his nickname from when we were 13 was Cobra because of, well, what he was packing in his gym shorts. We saw him in the shower and decided that Python should be the nickname, except he asked for Cobra instead. It went against the generally accepted rules — people don’t get to pick their own nicknames — but my friends and I allowed it. I mean, who could deny him the right? Certainly, no one who had ever seen Harald’s accomplishment.

      Anyway, Harald became Cobra, and Cobra became Cobie, and by the time we were about 18 — a decade ago, and the last time we ever really ran together — Cobie began to notice that, after his first intimate encounter, a lot of other girls were lined up for their opportunity. It was a damn long line, too. I had not seen him in years when we bumped into each other in the bar on Ku’damm, but I assumed it was still a damn long line when I saw the quality of the one he was with, the one whose name didn’t matter.

      Back when, he would shrug and smile. “What can I say? Reputational sex is the best sex. I mean, they don’t even care that I’m getting fat.”

      And now, all of these years later, I was beginning to understand what he meant. Because as it turned out, Elke was a friend of a certain Karin, who had briefly been under my spell a few months before. And Karin had told Elke about my apartment, and Elke was here to see it. I think it would have been okay if I was getting fat, too.

      The apartment was in Prenzlauer Berg, the Berlin neighborhood that was mostly spared — by accident, probably — from the Allied bombing at the end of the war. It was actually two apartments that had been knocked into one, on the second floor of a brownstone.

      We walked from room to room, and neither of us said anything. The kitchen wasn’t the typical galley, but a room with enough space for a table for four. It also had a gleaming white refrigerator —- which at the moment contained two bottles of beer and a jar of pickles. The living room was twice the size of a typical East Berlin living room, seeing as how it was what usually took up the space of a standard East Berlin living room and two small bedrooms.

      Down the hall, there were two bedrooms and a decent-sized library, although it was mostly empty shelves. My wife took the books when she moved out. The library did have a desk and chair, and another overstuffed chair with another lamp and a table. Just no books.

      Also, there were two bathrooms. When Elke saw the second one, off the master bedroom, well, that single sight and the luxury it represented did more to get her to pull the red sheath over her head than anything I had said or done. In the calculus of the moment, I was sure that the master bathroom was even more critical than the vodka.

      There was reputational sex, and then there was reputational sex again, and then there was sleep — tired, peaceful, natural, wonderful sleep that lasted maybe three hours. Because the phone rang at just after 4 a.m., blasting the bliss out of my body. I picked up the receiver and mumbled something. It was the duty sergeant.

      “Under Lieutenant Ritter, is that you?”

      I mumbled again.

      “Detective Ritter?”

      Nothing intelligible from me.

      “Come on, Peter. Is that you.”

      “Yes, sergeant. What is it?”

      As it turned out, there was a body in Treptower Park.
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      The only good thing about driving at 4 a.m. in East Berlin in the summer of 1961 was that nobody else was driving — and I mean nobody. Even at the busy times, it wasn’t busy. It wasn’t as if we had traffic jams at any time of day, not like in the West. It could get pretty clogged up around Alexanderplatz in the morning and late afternoon, but that was really about it. And at 4 a.m., there wasn’t a soul. I could run the lights without a care.

      It was maybe six miles from my place to Treptower Park. I spent the first five of them mourning the exit from my warm bed, and the warm, naked body I left behind. I managed to get dressed in the dark, and Elke never woke up. I scribbled her a note — “Duty calls. Sorry.” — and left it on the hall table by the apartment door. I would have set out a little breakfast snack for her, but beer and pickles seemed a bit much for the morning.

      This was the second time in July that I had been dragged out of bed in the middle of the night, and the month wasn’t even half over. Three times in March, three in April, five in May — damn May — one in June, and now two more in July. Most of them were dead prostitutes in dark alleys, likely killed by customers who preferred not to pay for service rendered. Some were dead men in dark alleys, likely killed by prostitutes in pursuit of some cash on top of what had been agreed. Three were floaters in the canal, jumpers — at least they were self-evident. The rest were entirely unsolvable, either because the loved ones of the dead men didn’t want them solved, or because the loved ones of the dead prostitutes were non-existent. In either case, all it meant was paperwork — and another lost night’s sleep.

      I had argued about all of this with the boss. There were eight of us, after all, but only one of us received the phone calls in the middle of the night. He said, “You’re the youngest, by far. You’re the only one who isn’t married, the only one who doesn’t have children.”

      “But I have a life, too.” That’s what I managed to blurt out in my defense. I could almost hear the whine in my voice. The boss responded by making a wanking motion. He was a serious man, and this was not typical.

      “Some life,” he said. At which point he returned to whatever paperwork had been occupying his attention when I walked into his office. Meeting over.

      This call was a little farther out than most of the late-nighters. As I drove through the dark streets and got closer to the park, I skirted the neighborhood where I was born. The apartment house on Bootsbauerstrasse was gone, and it was nowhere near being rebuilt the last time I had driven past. The building was gone. Everybody was gone.

      I arrived at the small parking lot nearest to the monument and checked my watch. It was 4:35 a.m. The lot was empty. There was no sign of another police car or of anyone. I doused the lights and just sat for a minute.

      The only clear memory of my father — really clear, like I could still see his face — came from our times in Treptower Park. I looked out through the windscreen and did a mental calculation. If the memorial was over to my right and a little behind me, then, yes, it was probably in that field straight ahead. I could see a couple of football goals in the distance, lit by the moon. We probably went there a dozen times.

      My mother was home, pregnant with my little brother, so it was just me and him and a football and a paper sack containing two liverwurst sandwiches, two bottles of lager, and an orange soda, a special treat.

      We played and laughed, and then we sat and ate. After a while, I would climb into his lap, and he would let me have a sip from the beer bottle. On the way home, he would always have to carry me the last bit at the end — I would insist, and he would pretend to resist, and then he would scoop me up with a great flourish. It was 1940. I was seven.

      Five years after that, we lived in the same apartment, but my father was long gone, dead at Stalingrad. My mother kept the telegram and reread it almost daily, it seemed, the edges frayed, the creases starting to wear through, the paper stained. But she stopped crying after only a couple of weeks.

      By 1945, the war was over except for the final punishment. Hitler was in a bunker somewhere near the Wilhelmstrasse, and we were in our apartment a few miles away. If he was terrified or defiant or somewhere in between, we did not know. The only thing we shared for certain was the rain of Russian bombs.

      By then — actually, long before then — we had no proper heat in the apartment except for what was left after dinner from the cooling stove in the kitchen — and that was on the nights when we had food and a rock of coal. My mother and my brother, who was then five years old, slept together in the bedroom, for warmth and also to calm him. I was 12, the man of the house, scrounging for food during the day and sleeping in a little nest I would make by the stove at night. If I was lucky, it would still be just a bit warm when I fell asleep. I remember that it was warm that night. I remember reaching out from beneath my quilt and feeling the stove — and it was warm. It wasn’t much, but it was something.

      The bomb, as it turned out, landed on the roof of the apartment building. I don’t remember hearing it fall — sometimes there was a whistling kind of sound, but if this one whistled, it did not wake me. I don’t remember hearing it, or hearing the explosion, or feeling anything. All I knew is what they told me later. We were on the fifth floor, the top floor, and the bomb crashed right through the roof and into the bedroom.
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      I grabbed the torch from the glove box and switched it on. The light was bright and steady. Good batteries. My lucky day.

      The memorial was separated from the car park by a stand of trees. A narrow path marked the way. The torch managed to illuminate a few exposed tree roots, saving me from a face-plant that would have been especially embarrassing, seeing as how I was still half-drunk, and maybe visibly so. The last thing I needed was to have people talking about me at headquarters after showing up at a crime scene with a bloody, busted nose. Which reminded me: I reached into my pocket and fished out a breath mint. It turned out to be more linty than minty.

      When I was through the trees, the scene opened up, even in the darkness. The Soviets built the memorial in the late '40s to honor their war dead, and the damn thing was massive. Why they built the other one in the Tiergarten, I think in the American sector, made no sense to me. Then again, I was a teenager during the construction and wasn't consulted.

      After getting through the trees in one piece and on two feet, I arrived at the beginning of the memorial and shined my torch on the big red marble wings that formed the entrance to the site. Two carvings of Soviet soldiers, each on bended knee, formed the inside of each wing and invited you inside. Each of the wings featured a hammer and sickle carved into the stone, as well as a quote — German on one side, Russian on the other:

      “Eternal glory to the fighters of the Soviet army, who gave their lives in the struggle to free humanity from fascist bondage.”

      The monument itself was probably 200 yards away and on top of a mound that took 50-odd steps to climb. It was a gigantic statue, maybe 40 feet tall, of another Soviet soldier, this one cradling a German child in its arms while stomping on a swastika.

      There was very little moonlight, but the silhouette of the statue was still so familiar, and almost as impressive as when it was bathed by the sun. I had been there dozens of times over the years, watching the construction as a kid and then, in the years after, for the big commemorations that meant nothing to me, other than the fun of being part of a big crowd.

      In the darkness, and in the distance, I could see one, two, three men with torches at the base of the statue. Their lights were bigger than pinpricks from where I stood but not a lot bigger. That must have been where the body was.

      Between the entrance and the statue was the vast open space, sunken below, where thousands of Soviet soldiers were said to be buried, the ones who died saving the city from Hitler and prepared the ground for their raping brethren who followed. From teenage to old age, no German woman was safe after the Soviets took the city. Every one of my friends whose mother was alive could tell of her having been raped by a Soviet soldier, along with all of the sisters and grandmothers who they couldn't hide. There were times back then when I was glad that my mother was dead. And it was why some people I knew insisted on calling the place “The Tomb of the Unknown Rapist,” even all of these years later.

      I climbed down the steps gingerly by torchlight and walked on the paths past the massive white marble tombs, each bearing an inscription signed by Stalin. Some were just to honor the different Soviet republics that lost soldiers in the fight for Berlin. But there were Stalin quotes etched in marble all over the place, everywhere you turned. Like this:

      “For two decades, the Red Army protected the peaceful reconstruction work of the Soviet people. But in June 1941 Hitler's Germany attacked our country word-breakingly, violating the Non-Aggression Pact in a brutal and wicked manner, and the Red Army was forced to go out into the field to defend its homeland.”

      J. Stalin

      Then there was this one:

      “Now all recognize that the Soviet people with their selfless fight saved the civilization of Europe from fascist thugs. This was a great achievement of the Soviet people to the history of mankind.”

      J. Stalin

      It went like that, on and on and on. After walking the 200 yards, it was up the steps at the other end, at the base of the statue, up and up. Slightly out of breath when I reached the top, I showed my identification to the two coppers on the scene and asked them when they got off shift.

      “Not till eight,” one of them said. A sergeant. He looked at me a little funny in the darkness and took an extra few seconds, examining my badge. A lot of them never got used to a murder detective who was 15 years younger than they were, and they especially never got used to taking my orders. But besides all of that, it was a bit of a stupid question that I had asked. If they were working overnight in a Berlin police station, they were working midnight to 8. Everybody in the city probably knew that — every cop, for sure. But it was a sign, at least to me, of how lacking in confidence I still could be. For me, stupid questions were like nervous tics sometimes. In the time it took to ask one and then hear the answer, I was screwing up my courage for the real business that needed to be conducted.

      “Okay, if you want to grab a coffee or a piss, you've got a half hour,” I said. “Then you start searching the area for anyone and anything. The next shift will do the door-knocking. Make sure your boss knows we need at least 10 men out here at 8 a.m.”

      They half saluted and walked away. I took the half-salutes and declared victory, and then I climbed the last few steps and arrived at the body. The third man with a torch was examining it.
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      Dr. Frederick J. Mann was the murder squad’s lone criminal investigator. He always wore a three-piece suit, even when elbow deep in a dead man’s entrails. His fingernails always looked as if they had been professionally manicured, although that wasn’t a thing for men. His ink pen looked as if it might have cost a week’s salary back in the day — likely pre-war — and his handwriting was tiny and precise. And because of that overall aura of fastidiousness, and because policemen generally detested fastidiousness, everyone skipped right past “Dr. Mann” and “Frederick” and called him Freddy.

      He was crouched next to the body, doing his best not to touch anything important. He saw me and pointed over his shoulder.

      “Know who that is?”

      I looked up at the statue — the soldier, the girl, his sword, the swastika beneath his boot. “Nope. Just a symbolic character, I assume.”

      Freddy sighed and said, “Didn’t they teach you anything in school? He is Sergeant Nikolai Masalov, and he is said to have rescued the girl after her mother was lost during the battle for Berlin.”

      I looked up again. “I must have missed that day. But, you know, I think the key words you just spoke were ‘is said to have.’”

      “Such a skeptic.”

      “Said the scientist,” I said.

      Freddy enjoyed the banter, keeping it up as he moved around the body. The other detectives in the murder squad didn’t have much time for him and his modern ways. As far as they were concerned, fingerprints were fine, but the rest of what Freddy was selling was, in the words of Kleinschmidt, the oldest detective in the squad, “egghead bullshit.”

      I once argued about this with Kleinschmidt, but only once. I half got him to concede the value of blood typing, but that was it. Blood spatter patterns? Fiber analysis? Forget it. As Kleinschmidt said, “I have 30 years on the job, 30 years of experience, and I don’t need this goddamned textbook jockey to tell me the difference between blood spurting out of a chest wound and blood dripping out of a leg wound. It’s just fucking blood in the end, anyway. Fucking egghead bullshit.”

      Kleinschmidt was the most colorfully vociferous, but the rest of them all pretty much felt the same way. They tolerated Freddy’s presence at their crime scenes, accepted his reports, and promptly ignored them. They had their eyes and their experience, and they had the coroner’s examination, and that was enough.

      What made me different was my age, my outlook, and my utter lack of confidence in my investigative abilities — a lack of confidence borne out of a true lack of ability. I was too young for the job, and everybody knew it, me included. I was learning every day, and Freddy was my best teacher. I think he knew it, too. So we had an unspoken deal: he would guide me provided that I let him verbally abuse me.

      “So what do you see, Sherlock?” is what he said to me.

      The body was right outside the little chapel at the base of the statue, although chapel was probably the wrong word, seeing as how this was a Soviet memorial and all, and seeing as how the Soviets weren’t big on the whole religion thing. Maybe it was the tomb. Anyway, there was an iron fence that prevented entry, but you could look through the bars. I shined the torch inside and a mosaic depicting a bunch of people surrounding something or other shined back at me, the golds and the reds and the oranges and the blues all transfixing me for a second.

      “I mean on this side of the gate, Sherlock,” Freddy said.

      On this side of the gate, the body was laid out with what appeared to be some care.

      “It’s like he’s sleeping comfortably,” I said. “Except for, you know, having had his hands and feet chopped off.”

      “Very good, Little Shit,” Freddy said. Little Shit is what he called me when he wasn’t calling me Sherlock. They were terms of endearment, I thought. I never got an Under Lieutenant, or Comrade Detective, or even Comrade out of him.

      “Meaning what?” I said.

      “Meaning the killer laid the body out very carefully. He didn’t just dump him.”

      “Did he do it here?” I said.

      “I’ve been looking, but it’s too dark to be sure. My guess is no, that he was killed and then brought here.”

      “To make a statement? That’s a lot of damn steps to carry a body just to make a statement. And what statement?”

      “Soviet monument, you can guess,” Freddy said. “Me, I won’t make that guess. I would advise you not to make that guess. But I think it’s almost a certainty that somebody from The Firm will be here before breakfast, just to have a look.”

      “Shit.”

      “How do you know I’m not one of them?” Freddy said.

      “You’re too big of an independent asshole. You’d never survive an hour in the Party education sessions.”

      “And you would?”

      “For me to know and you to find out,” I said. “But you seriously think they’re coming?”

      “Are you kidding me? Whoever the overnight officer was has almost certainly been having kittens ever since the teleprinter spat out the first report. Dead body at the Soviet War Memorial? The Stasi wouldn’t be the Stasi if they didn’t at least come over for a sniff.”

      “I’ll deal with that if it happens,” I said.

      “When it happens.”

      “Okay, when it happens.”

      I pulled out my notebook and wrote down a few of the things Freddy had told me. Then I looked down at the poor bastard lying there and wrote down, “no hands, no feet.” Why I needed to write that down was beyond me. They weren’t details I was likely to forget, after all.

      “Is there anything else I should know? Pockets were empty, I assume.”

      “You assume correctly,” Freddy said. “I’ll have a better idea when the sun comes up about if this was the killing place. And one other thing. No hands, no feet, you saw that. I’ll wait for the doctor to strip off the clothes, but based on the bloodstain — he shined his torch on the body’s crotch — my guess is that he doesn’t have Johnny and the boys attached to his person anymore, either.”

      “Another statement?”

      “Would seem to be,” Freddy said. “What statement, though, I couldn’t say.”

      And yes, I wrote down in the notebook, “no cock and balls?” And, yes, I underlined the question mark.

      That this had been the start of what would be a very long day went without saying. I needed to get cleaned up and then brief the boss on what we knew, and what the Stasi might want to know, and then I needed to get back to the memorial to help supervise the daylight searches and neighborhood interviews.

      Shower first, then. The drive back to the apartment was as uneventful and unimpeded as the drive over — still dark, streets still empty, traffic lights still nothing more than a suggestion, especially for someone with police identification. Back at the apartment, I turned the lock as quietly as I could and tiptoed to the bedroom. But Elke was gone. She’d made the bed, which was a nice touch — and the first time the bed had been made in a week. She’d also appended a note below my note. It said, “Movie next Friday, whatever is playing at the Atelier am Zoo, first showtime after 8 p.m.” It was a statement. There was no question mark.
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      At the office on Keibelstraße, parking could sometimes be at a premium, but never that early. In a few hours, though, the curbs would be filled and the detectives’ cars would be arrayed every which way on the sidewalks.

      There were 11 of us in the murder squad: the boss, eight detectives, Freddy Mann as the lone criminalist, and a stenographer named Gretchen, who was famous more for the curves of her hips than the accuracy of her dictation. Or, as Kleinschmidt once said, “I always manage to find at least one mistake in the letters she types, just so I get a chance to see her walk away from my desk a second time.”

      Gretchen had been to my apartment, once. She seemed less impressed with the surroundings than Elke had been. The sex was not reputational, just normal, and normal apparently fell short of expectations. It was a one-timer, and Gretchen made sure of it. When I broached the possibility of a return visit, she pretty much laughed in my face. And then she said, “And if you even think about telling these animals about it, I can promise you that you’ll regret it for the rest of your sorry-ass career.” I didn’t doubt it, either — she controlled every scrap of paperwork in or out of the office — so the best way I had to impress the rest of my co-workers had been denied to me.

      As you came off the staircase and turned left, the office space consisted of eight small offices, all in a row, taking up half the width of the room. The walls between the offices were thin, but they were walls. And if the doors on the offices didn’t lock, they did close. Inside each was a desk and chair and another two chairs for visitors — suspects arriving for interviews, mostly. The custom was to keep the doors open at all times, except during interviews. The doors also were to be left open at night.

      Outside the row of offices was a narrow corridor defined on the other side by a line of file cabinets. Each detective had a couple of drawers for himself, with the rest holding a general compendium of old case files and lists of suspects organized in two different ways, by names and dates. There were other files in other places in the building that were also organized by the type of crime, but seeing as how we were murder detectives, that wasn’t as important for us, given our limited space. All of our crimes were murders, after all.

      At the end of the room, past the little offices and the file cabinets, the boss had a big office behind glass that ran the full width of the room. Gretchen had a small desk just outside. Freddy worked in his own area, in another room with the other criminalists.

      Each detective’s desk featured a calendar, an ashtray, a typewriter, and at least one pile of paper. Most of the desktops would be classified as somewhere between a city dump and a sty. I would have completely cleaned off my desk every day if the rest wouldn’t have made fun of me. I did it once, the first week I was on the squad, and the rest of them gave me so much grief that I never did it again. If I closed my eyes and thought about it, I could still hear Kleinschmidt sing-songing, “Peter Ritter, such a pussy about litter.” He had gone on for days with it. He only stopped after he found Krinsky asleep at his desk and started in on him: “Alex Krinsky, snoring and boring.” The truth was, my tune was catchier, but I was glad for Krinsky nonetheless.

      Still, I had only two piles on my desktop, never more, and they were stacked neatly. There were no old newspapers or half-typed warrants. I didn’t smoke, either, the only one, so my ashtray was usually pristine. And I could type — the only one of the eight detectives who could. Sometimes I thought that the only thing keeping me in the job was that my reports were both filed on time and readable.

      I was sitting at my desk, just starting in on the coffee and donut I had purchased in the lobby canteen, when the boss arrived in my doorway. Captain Frederick Greiner was well taller than six feet and well heavier than 200 pounds. He had the bearing of a former beat cop, which he was — the kind who had taken no back talk on his beat in Wedding and who was not unfamiliar with the use of a wooden baton when the situation called for it. And given the number of obstreperous Communists in Wedding back when Greiner walked his beat, back before the war, the situation likely called for it fairly often.

      But the imposing physical presence was only half of Greiner’s story. The man obviously had serious political skills. Somehow, he managed to move from Nazi-era beat cop to GDR-era Kripo murder squad captain, an impressive bit of bureaucratic navigation that just didn’t happen very often. Almost all of the other bosses were new to the department in the late ‘40s — because so many of the old-timers were either sacked or crossed the border. The force was dying for new recruits in the early and middle ‘50s, which was how I got in. Somebody with Greiner’s kind of history was beyond rare. Between that and his physical bearing, well, let’s just say that nobody called him Freddy.

      “What are you doing here?” That was Greiner’s version of hello. He stood, hands on hips, and pretty much filled the office doorway. I always felt as if I should stand in his presence, but no one else did, so I resisted the urge. Still, I put down my donut and sat up a little straighter.

      “I’ve been to the scene, Captain,” I said. Greiner interrupted before I could get out a second sentence.

      “And?”

      “You’ve heard the basics?”

      “No hands, no feet,” he said. “Got it.”

      “Freddy Mann was on site when I got there. But it was pitch-dark. Hard to get much done.”

      “Well, it’s not pitch-dark now.”

      “Cops from the local station have been organized for the search,” I said. “We’ll see what they find.”

      “And you’re just going to sit here on your ass and wait?”

      “No, sir. I figured I’d come in and see if you had any particular instructions, considering…”

      “Considering what?”

      I hadn’t been able to shake the notion that the Stasi would be poking its immense nose into the case any time now. Part of me wanted to say something to Greiner, not so much to give him a heads-up — a heads-up he didn’t need, because the Stasi’s involvement would have been obvious to someone with the boss’s experience — but to make sure that it had been obvious to me, too. You know, even though it hadn’t been obvious to me until Freddy Mann said something.

      But then I decided just to sink back into my chair. If there was one thing I had learned in my time on the murder squad, it was the danger of saying too much in pretty much every situation.

      “Uh, nothing, I guess. So?”

      He was pretty much all the way out of my office and heading toward his when he half turned and barked over his shoulder, “Just get the hell back there.”

      Which I did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      It was nearing 7:30 a.m. when I arrived back at the memorial. The sun had been up for an hour, although leaden gray clouds obscured it. There were many more spectators than when I had left, gathered around the periphery of the massive site — dog walkers, older couples out for their morning constitutional, and the genetically nosy. They were the ones who always fascinated me the most. It was as if they could whiff the controversy in the air and just followed the smell. They just appeared out of nowhere, and they all had opinions if you bothered to ask — which I didn’t. Instead, I shouldered my way through the pack of them. One of the uniforms minded them.

      I caught his eye, and he said one word as I slipped by: “Vultures.”

      The neighborhood canvassing by the precinct cops would not begin until the shift change at eight. But at the base of the statue, the two uniforms I had met the first time had some information for me. A wallet, specifically.

      “How’d you find it in the dark?” I said.

      The one looked at the other, and then he said, “Just luck, Comrade Detective. I went for a piss and, well, there it was.”

      “You didn’t—“

      “Nope,” he said. He handed it over to me, and the wallet was, indeed, dry.

      “But here’s the thing, if you don’t mind,” the other uniform said. He was the sergeant.

      “No, go ahead.”

      “You know how much it’s been raining the last week, right? Well, this thing was right on the edge of the woods. There wasn’t any cover to speak of. So how could it be so dry—”

      “Unless it was dropped there in the last, what, 18 hours?” I said.

      “Exactly,” the copper said.

      “Exactly,” I said. “Really good work, uh, what’s your name?”

      “Bauer, sir.”

      “Really good work, Sergeant Bauer. Both of you.”

      They trotted off and left me to paw through the contents of the wallet — a big wallet, the kind that was big enough to keep your identity card inside. There were 22 marks in the billfold, proving either that the uniforms were honest or that there were 42 marks inside when they picked it up. Whatever. The real gold was the documents — specifically the familiar blue-covered identity card and the driver’s license. The wallet had belonged to one Kurt Braun, of Heidelberger Straße. He was 22 years old.

      He was from the East, which was good news — the best news, in some ways. If the guy had been from West Berlin, the paperwork would have been hellacious, and the pressure to find the killer would have been multiplied by a factor of about 10. Of course, if the body had been from West Berlin, the Stasi almost certainly would have grabbed the case from me before the breakfast dishes had been cleared. And for some reason, I found this one to be interesting. I wanted this case, even if the odds of me clearing it seemed a bit on the long side.

      I paged through the identity card. The picture was of a young man, well-groomed. The card said blond hair and blue eyes, with no identifying marks. It had never been renewed and, leafing back, there had been no interactions at all with the Vopo. This really wasn’t that unusual, in my experience. Back when I walked a beat, I would sometimes request a minor troublemaker’s identity card but rarely bothered to make a notation inside. The truth was, you had to write in your badge number and sign the note, but all that ended up doing was putting you in a position to answer a bunch of questions and fill out a bigger bunch of paperwork if the troublemaker ever ended up causing some real trouble sometime down the road.

      The body was being bagged as I climbed the steps to the base of the monument. As I approached, Freddy Mann was staring intently at those steps, maybe halfway up.

      “Here, here, here, here,” he said, pointing to red splotches. “Clearly blood. Pretty obvious to me that he was killed somewhere else and carried up the steps.”

      “Sure it’s not blood that the killer tracked on his shoes on the way down?”

      “I don’t see any footprints,” he said. “I see splotches. Imagine a man hoisting the body on his back, and the compression on the body with each step.”

      “And a little squirt?”

      “Something like that — although most of the blood would have been long gone. More like a little drip, but enough.”

      “Can you see where it starts?” I said.

      “That’s the thing — just on the steps, nothing before. So maybe he was carried in something. I already checked all around the base, and there’s nothing.”

      “So carried in something. Like a wheelbarrow?”

      “As good a guess as any,” Freddy said.

      He started talking about some other test he might run on the blood, and I zoned out. I mean, even I had my limits when it came to that stuff. When he took a breath, I showed him the identification card.

      “That’s our fella, don’t you think?”

      “Looks like him,” Freddy said. “Well, looks like him after all of the blood has been drained out of his body—”

      “And his hands and feet cut off—”

      “And don’t forget Johnny and his buddies,” he said. “Yeah, that’s probably him.”

      I asked when the post-mortem would be. Freddy said the doc was planning on noon.

      “Hell, that’s quite a rush job, huh?”

      “Remember,” Freddy said, pointing up at the immense statue looking out over the entire scene. “Whatever you do, wherever you think the evidence is leading, remember.”

      “You trying to tell me my job?” I said, with all of the indignity that I could muster — which, admittedly, wasn’t very much.

      “Somebody has to, Little Shit,” he said.
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      Heidelberger Straße was in a neighborhood that I had once known well, but there had been a lot of reconstruction after the war, so maybe I didn't really know anything. I wandered for a few minutes in my car, trying to remember. But Flora's on Kiefholzstrasse, while still a bakery, was now Klemm's. And The Trail — once a bar where the Russian soldiers lined up outside starting at 4 p.m. pretty much every day, making it a prime location in the search for cigarette butts to sell on the black market — was now a coffee house called Lucky's. When I turned onto Heidelberger Straße, and then pulled up in front of No. 22, I saw a building faced by a nondescript brownstone that seemingly had not been sandblasted since the Kaiser. This was not new construction, but I recognized none of it.

      The first-floor front, almost always the apartment that housed the person who kept the house book, did not answer when I banged on the door. My corpse, Kurt Braun, had lived in 3B, in the back. I didn't know if there was a wife or a roommate, so I began with a polite knock. There was no answer. I pressed my ear to the door, hoping to hear, well, I didn't know what. But it was silent. I tried the knob, and it was locked. Which left me with a choice: wait for the person who kept the book, who likely also was the building superintendent and therefore in possession of the key, or just knock it down.

      Although I had not done it in a while, I had earned a reputation when I was a beat copper as being quite adept at knocking down apartment doors. The key, as I liked to tell my coworkers, was clean contact with the full sole of your boot — which meant standing just a hair farther away from the door than your first instinct. Too close and the contact would be too high on the door. It also would make for most of the stress on the front of the foot, potentially spraining a toe or two. And forget the shoulder. That was the first rule. As I once regaled my fellow beats in our bar across from the precinct, “Shoulders? Shoulders are for amateurs.”

      This door seemed a bit sturdier than many I had seen, likely because it was from a pre-war building. Still, I was confident in my approach, calculating the proper distance. My strike at the door was clean and firm, with the full sole of my right foot. But what I failed to remember until it was too late, was that I wasn't wearing a beat cop's boots, but street shoes instead. So while the door popped open nicely, the wood splintering around the lock, the thin sole did not offer half of the protection that my old boots did. I fell into the apartment, yelling curses. The sprain felt as if it was more in the arch of the foot than the toes.

      After the initial shock of pain wore off, I was able to hobble without any paralyzing discomfort. It was then that the super arrived. I showed him my Kripo identification. He looked at the shattered door frame and said, “Why didn't you wait for me?”

      “I knocked.”

      “I was in the shower. I yelled.”

      “I didn't hear. Just get the damn book.”

      In my experience, the supers tended to be a nosy lot, and that could be helpful. As for the house book, it contained personal information of the tenants, but I already had that from the identification card. The book also was supposed to have an entry for any guests who spent more than three nights in any apartment, but the record-keeping tended to be pretty haphazard in my experience. I mean, in none of the apartments where I had lived had any super ever taken the name of anybody. I once had a girl stay for five nights, but her name never made the book — and I don't think it was just because I was in the Vopo. Old Mrs. Meisner, who kept the house book in my building in Prenzlauer Berg, never saw a thing that happened after 8 p.m. — and not much the rest of the time, either.

      But even if the superintendent on Heidelberger Straße was a former Gestapo clerk, what were the odds that some name in his book would turn out to be the murderer? Not very high. Maybe if it was a boyfriend-girlfriend kind of that, but this? It just didn't seem likely. Because, yes, the cock-and-balls business did suggest a sexual element, but the hands and the feet and the moving the body to the Soviet memorial and hauling it all the way up those stairs to the top? Nah. This wasn't some deranged girlfriend.

      The super arrived back and handed over the book.

      “What's your name, by the way?”

      “Schultz.”

      “How long have you kept the house book for this building?”

      “It's impeccable.”

      “I'm sure it is, but that's not what I asked. How long?”

      “Six years.”

      I paged through and found our man in 3B. There was nothing written other than his identification details.

      “No visitors?”

      “I told you, the book is impeccable. If there are no visitors listed, he had no visitors for three nights.”

      “How about one night?”

      “I wouldn't know,” Schultz said.

      “You all know.”

      “Well, I don't,” he said.

      I let the man and his impeccable book go. On the way out, he examined the broken door. “And why are you looking for Mr. Braun?” he said.

      “We're not looking for him. We found him. Dead.”

      “Here?”

      “No.”

      “Where?”

      “That's more than you need to know. Thank you, Mr. Schultz.”

      Turning my attention to the apartment, I saw the place was, for want of a better term, bachelor-ish. It was one room with a tiny kitchen area in one corner and an open toilet and sink in another. There was a bed, a table that appeared to have been made by a failing student in his first carpentry class, and two chairs that were its mates. There was a pile of dirty clothes in the space between the bed and the wall, and there was a bureau with a busted leg that, upon inspection, contained two pairs of underpants and six socks, two of them mismatched orphans.

      In the kitchen, there were two sets of plates, bowls, cups, and silverware. In the cupboard, there was a tin of tomato soup and another of sardines. In the icebox, the ice long-since melted, there were three bottles of lager and a half-loaf of bread. I picked up the loaf and examined it next to the window, where the light was better. There was no obvious mold, but it was well past stale.

      In the other corner of the apartment, the toilet was disgusting — not just from the stray splatters on the porcelain rim and the surrounding tile floor. The last person who used it had peed but not flushed, and a skin had formed on top of the water.

      So it had been days since the last evidence of life in Apartment 3B, Maybe it had been a week but not likely much more than that, mostly because the bread had not yet begun the transformation into a colorful, moldy science project. So that was something I wrote down in my notebook, too.

      I sat on the edge of the bed and just mindlessly scanned the room for a minute or two. Then I went into the kitchen, leaned back on the sink, and did the same thing. Kleinschmidt had taught me that one, the view from multiple angles.

      “You never know what you're going to notice when you change your perspective,” he said, going on to tell the story of one of his old cases, a dead guy lying flat on a bed. Kleinschmidt said he saw nothing special about the site until the crouched near the foot of the bed and looked back at the body. There, because of the light streaming through the window behind the head, he saw it — a pubic hair caught between two of the stiff's upper front teeth.

      “Told me there was a woman in his life,” Kleinschmidt said. “Told me also that the dead man was something of an adventurer.”

      Leading to an arrest?

      “Nah,” he said. “But it added some splendid texture to the story I told in the bar that night. And, kid, short of a conviction, there is nothing better than a good story. Because they don't pay us great, and the hours can be shit, and the work can be dangerous — but they can never take away our stories.”

      So I tried from two, three, four different angles. But all I noticed, other than the throbbing in my foot, was a single man's dump of an apartment. I saw nothing special, and I don't think it was because of a lack of imagination. The room was like dozens of others I had seen in my life, including at least two that I had lived in myself. The truth was, other than the toilet, the apartment was not all that different from the place where I lived before my marriage.

      I closed the door as best as I could, given the shattered frame, and limped upstairs to the top floor and worked my way down. There was a deaf old woman on the fifth floor with whom I could not manage even the most rudimentary communication. A film of the hand gestures the two of us were making at each other would have been high comedy — especially with me screaming at her, as if a few additional decibels were going to make a difference.

      Moving down, there was a new tenant on the fourth floor, the wife of a husband-and-wife entry, newlyweds who had moved in just the day before. She said she had heard nothing unusual and knew nobody other than the super, the wonderful Mr. Schultz, who seemed so broken up about the passing of his tenant in 3B that he was likely trying to line up a new tenant already.

      Other than that, none of my knocks were answered. The tenants were probably all at work already. I made a note to call the precinct and add the building to the checks being done by the local cops. Dinnertime would likely be best. There was little point in going out before then.
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      Being in the old neighborhood and all, my conscience demanded a visit to see Red Rolf — my conscience, plus the idea of going back to the office and facing the boss without even the hint of a theory of the case was entirely unappealing to me at the moment.

      Back in 1945, Rolf Krueger was the resident old Commie in our apartment building. His party membership was from long before, about 1919 or so. When the Nazis took over, he was arrested and did a few months in Sachsenhausen — that was back when the concentration camps were mostly for the “re-education” of political enemies, not the mass murder of the Jews. As he said, “Hard work, shit food, but if you kept your mouth shut and agreed to keep it shut, they let you go after a few months.” When I was a kid, I always called him Mr. Krueger, but to my dad, the old man was always Red Rolf, even to his face. The truth was he kind of liked the nickname.

      When the bomb hit our building, Rolf was living on the second floor. The bomb wiped out the top two floors, but the rest was oddly intact, just a little dusty. Rolf took me in.

      I didn't ask. He just said, “You sleep here now,” pointing toward a small sofa. He had no family that I ever knew. He was 60 then. The last time I saw him, maybe six months before, he was still fit as hell at 76. “Wiry old bastard” is the other thing my dad had always called him. Yes, also to his face.

      After the Soviets came, Rolf was treated very well by the newcomers. He told them who he was and about his party membership. They verified it — somebody obviously kept a magic ledger somewhere, hidden from the Gestapo — and Rolf suddenly was out of the bombed-out building and in a much nicer place on Grabowstrasse, about six or seven blocks from my dead stiff's apartment. Rolf moved to the new place, and I moved with him. He fed me and clothed me and made sure I went to school — and when the time came, it was Rolf's Communist connections that got me into the Vopo. As the old man told me, “You don't need to be a genius, but you need to be loyal. I told them you were, and my word is good enough.”

      “But—”

      “No buts,” he said. “Now, you're loyal.”

      And that was that. In truth, the Vopo's reputation among the people was that any idiot could get on the force. And if it wasn't true, it wasn't entirely false, either. Between the ex-Nazis they fired and the men who crossed the border to work in the West, there were usually plenty of openings on the force. If you had even an ounce of ambition, it wasn't hard to see a path toward promotion — and I had a good ounce-and-a-half of ambition, easily. So even when I was on traffic patrol, I was taking courses and thinking about advancement.

      I banged on the door, and Rolf answered it in about three seconds. He still looked great, ever the wiry bastard.

      “Ah, the great detective drops in,” he said.

      “It hasn't been that long.”

      “I'll get out my diary if you want the exact date.”

      “No need,” I said.

      “I figured,” he said.

      He pulled out a bottle and poured us an inappropriate amount for ten in the morning. He asked me what I was working on. I told him, offering the few details that I had managed to accumulate.

      “Cock and balls, too?” He was musing.

      “What about the location?”S

      “The memorial? Oh, it means something,” he said. “How old is your cockless, ball-less friend?”

      “Twenty-four on his ID.”

      “So, it's not that.”

      “Not what?”

      “He's too young to have been one of Stalin's fine rapists — so it's not revenge for that.”

      “I never heard you call them that.”

      “People of my persuasion are supposed to tell you that it was a complicated time,” Rolf said. “You know — that the Nazis had killed millions of their countrymen, and that the fighting to get to Berlin had been brutal, and that an army of men in that situation was bound to take some liberties. What did they call it — blowing off some steam?”

      “But—”

      “But I draw the line there,” he said. “I was loyal, and I am loyal. But that doesn't mean I have to be blind, deaf, or dumb. I sometimes wonder if I'd had a wife or a sister when they came in '45, if I would have been able to protect them with my party membership.”

      “Well?”

      “Well, nothing. I wouldn't have been able — it took weeks to verify my credentials. Those animals couldn't be delayed for an hour, no less for a couple of weeks.”

      “And yet—”

      “They weren't animals because they were Communists,” Rolf said. And then he just barely muttered the rest: “They were just damn animals.”

      He poured himself another two fingers’ worth. I tried to take my glass back, but he said, “Oh, just be sociable,” and so I was in for another two fingers myself.

      He asked me about work, and I told him about the latest office gossip — that the boss might be headed for a promotion to who-knows-where.

      “You have no idea where?” Rolf said.

      “None.”

      “Might he take you with him?”

      “Only if he needs a janitor,” I said.

      “You can't be that bad.”

      “I guess I'm not. And I'm getting better — I will admit that. Most of my cases are crap, though, and I haven't really solved a tough one yet. But I guess I don't trip over myself on the easy ones anymore. I mean, if the wife is murdered in her bed and the husband is sitting at the kitchen table drinking a bottle of Pilsner and covered in blood, with the knife on the table, I'm your man. I figure out the ones like that at least eight times out of ten.”

      “You're being modest,” Rolf said.

      “I will assure you that my detective skills are the only modest part of this conversation,” I said.

      He changed the subject and asked about my love life, and I told him about the lovely Elke from the night before. His advice to me on that subject was the same as it had always been. I could repeat it, word for word — and I did mimic him this time as we said it together: “Just don't get caught sniffing your fingers at the office or they'll take you for an amateur.”

      We both laughed. Rolf said, “Words to live by,” and he poured himself another two fingers. I was able to hold him off from giving me another refill by saying, “Don't get caught sniffing your fingers or throwing up on your boss's shoes, or they'll take you for a drunken amateur.”

      Rolf shrugged and raised his glass as a toast.

      “More words to live by,” he said.
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      The way the office was set up, the boss could see everything from his glass-walled space at the far end of the room. From his desk chair, there was a clear line of sight up the long hallway between the eight, small detectives’ offices and the row of filing cabinets. Anybody who came in, Frederick Greiner could see them and either make a mental note or deliver a summons by means of a shout or a request delivered by Gretchen. The shouts were the worst because then everybody knew.

      I was fully prepared for a shout when I arrived back in the office — after first stopping in the lobby store for more breath mints. I bit into the last bit of the mint and chewed it as I finished my climb up the stairs and reached the top of the landing. Then it was a deep breath in preparation, followed by a purposeful stride toward my office. I kept my head down, determined not to look toward the boss’s office. But as I reached my door, still not having heard a shout, I glanced up and saw that Greiner was leaning over Gretchen’s desk, his back to the rest of the room. He was pointing to a spot on some document, maybe identifying an important error that needed correcting, maybe just dawdling so as to sniff her perfume, or perhaps to sneak an illicit peek down her blouse. Whatever. He was occupied, and I managed to get into my office without being seen. It was a major victory, in my mind — and given that I had no idea what to tell him about my dead body, I was prepared to accept my victories from wherever they might come.

      After sitting for a minute and catching my breath, I reached into my desk for a blank incident report and loaded it into my typewriter. I had few theories of the detective business, but the one to which I clung most tightly was that when in doubt, do the paperwork. The minutiae tended to get my mind off the fact that I was usually bewildered about what to do next. In addition, doing the paperwork — “neat and complete,” was Greiner’s mantra — was the only way I could demonstrate a level of competence to the boss. Given that the rest of my coworkers tended to delay their paperwork endlessly — and appeared to type with their elbows, besides — it wasn’t hard for me to stand out.

      Of course, the typing might attract the boss’s attention — but I was willing to take the risk. There wasn’t any way for him to tell which office was producing the clattering, first off. And if he came down to look, well, I might be able to put him off for a little while by saying that I was almost done with the incident report, and our conversation would be more fruitful if I finished it and then we went over it together.

      Whatever. I filled in the bare facts as I knew them. After a few seconds of debate, I went with “severed hands, feet, and likely genitalia” when filling out the section on “description of the deceased.” I put in the name and the address of the stiff and noted that the post-mortem examination was still pending, and then yanked the sheet out of the typewriter, the distinctive sound made by the spinning rubber platen providing the satisfying punctuation.

      I was reading over the report, looking for mistakes, when a shadow filled my doorway. Damn. But when I looked up, it wasn’t the boss filling the space. Instead, it was Harry. He plopped into the chair next to my desk without so much as a hello.

      “Here,” he said. He handed me a copy of the previous day’s Bild, a West Berlin tabloid newspaper that featured, among other items, a daily photograph of a local beauty engaged in some task or another around which they wrote a short story. However, everyone knew that the task wasn’t the thing — the beauty in the photo was. On this day, it was a splendid brunette leaning over a pulling some weeds out of her garden.

      “What do you think?” I said.

      “I liked the one yesterday better.”

      “Remind me.”

      “Short blonde, reaching way up on her tip-toes to grab a can of peaches from a grocery shelf.”

      “I must have missed that one.”

      “Very ripe peaches,” Harry said.

      Harald Heileman was proud to tell anyone and everyone that he was 68 years old, the oldest copper on Keibelstrasse. He went back to the time before the war, even to the time before the Nazis, when the police headquarters was a big red-brick building a few blocks away on Alexanderplatz that was known, not surprisingly, as The Alex. He had stories about serial killers in the ‘20s, and brawls between Nazis and Commies in the ‘30s, and mostly trying to keep his head down in the decades after that. His very presence in the building in the summer of 1961 was a demonstration of his effectiveness.

      Of course, given his age, and his habit of plopping himself into the next available chair and gabbing without taking a breath, no one took him very seriously anymore. Everybody made fun of him behind his back, and more than a few did it to his face, too. I liked him, though, and I liked that his experience could occasionally prove to be valuable, and I needed all the help I could get. Besides, he would sometimes allow me a look at a confiscated, quite illegal newspaper famous for its ripe peaches — before taking it back and slipping it into a pocket on the mail cart that he pushed around the building.

      Because that was the other thing that people tended to overlook about Harry — he saw everything. He was the mailman for the entire building, including the Stasi unit in the building. He lugged all of the stupid, pointless paperwork around from floor to floor, but he also delivered Stasi files to the room on the first floor where they would be picked up every evening and taken to the headquarters building in Normannenstrasse. Sometimes he sneaked a look. Sometimes he offered me a look, too — especially since I often allowed him to use my office as his reading room.

      After secreting the newspaper back on his cart — it was undoubtedly part of a Stasi case involving some poor dope who forgot the paper was in the backseat of his car when he drove home to Friedrichshain from his mother-in-law’s house in Charlottenburg — Harry leaned over and said, “So, the Soviet memorial, huh?”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Heard your name mentioned in passing.”

      “Where?”

      Harry pointed at the ceiling. “All the way up,” he said, which was shorthand for the Stasi unit.

      “Did you hear anything else?”

      “Like I said, I was just passing through.”

      “Come on, you must have heard something else.”

      “Just your name said by one guy, and then the other guy laughed.”

      “Oh, great.”

      “Well, you wanted to know,” Harry said.

      What that all meant, other than that the Stasi thought I was a joke, was unclear. Freddy Mann was right, though — the Stasi would be involved sooner or later, and likely sooner.

      As Harry got up to leave, Gretchen squeezed past him and handed me a pink phone message slip. She didn’t say anything and, after she turned to leave, I said, “And a pleasant good morning to you, too.”

      She never broke stride. The message was short and simple:

      “Cafe Sibylle, 4 p.m.”
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      I thought about walking, but then I stood up and remembered my sore foot. There was nothing broken, I was pretty sure, and rest would likely be the only prescription if I bothered with the doctor. So, the mile or so along Stalinallee would have been a little more than prudence called for. As it was, the drive didn’t take me five minutes.

      Cafe Sybille was either half-empty or half-full, depending upon your perspective. I usually went with half-empty when I went there. The big windows that opened on the avenue always made it bright inside, even on gray days. The ceilings were high enough that the fog of cigarette smoke was well above my head, another plus.

      But then there was the company. My appointment was sitting where he always sat, on the far right after you walked in, his back toward the wall. He faced both the door and the big windows. He could see every person at every table in the place, as well as everyone who walked by.

      Still, he acted as if he did not see me approaching the table. Same as ever. I sat down with neither a hello nor an acknowledgment of any kind. Same as ever.

      “Did you see the Stalin memorial?” I said. It was in the next block, just across Koppenstraße. The statue was a typical bronze bit of idolatry, the old man standing atop a pile of some kind of stone, his left hand holding a scroll, and his right hand shoved between the buttons of his tunic. It wasn’t so big as to be grossly offensive, but big enough that you couldn’t miss it.

      “I’ve seen it a thousand times,” Karl Grimm said.

      “It seems the birds see it every hour, and their aim is true. Those guys who clean off the bird shit, is that their full-time job?”

      “It’s honest work.”

      “But so unnecessary. If the Stasi is supposed to be in charge of internal security, I mean, shouldn’t they have a Stalin anti-defecation squad by now? If they can’t protect the great Josef Stalin from a few birds with the runs, what chance do they have against the real enemies of the state.”

      Grimm sighed. I always cherished his sighs. Even if they were meant to be dismissive — of me, my intellect, and my seriousness — I took them as victories because they were actual human reactions. They were the only victories I ever chalked up in our encounters.

      “Are you finished?” he said.

      “At your command,” I said.

      With that, my ex-father-in-law raised his hand, and the waiter came over to take my order. “Just coffee, thanks,” I said.

      I used to be married to Grimm’s daughter. Seeing as how he was on the Central Committee of the East German Socialist Unity Party, Grimm was the reason that we moved into the fabulous apartment in Prenzlauer Berg. He was such a bigwig that I bypassed several hundred other cops, was permitted to sit for the detective’s exam a month after our marriage, and was promoted to the murder commission at the age of 26.

      Yes, I passed the test legitimately. That was a requirement, and Grimm had insisted there would be no way around it. “I can pull strings, but there are limits,” he told me. “Let’s not test those limits so early in our relationship.”

      So, I really did pass. But, still, there was no reason for me to have been allowed to jump the queue of sergeants in precincts all over Berlin except for the man sipping coffee on the other side of the table.

      Anyway, the happy union ended up being measured in months, not years. Soon after I turned 27, my wife, his daughter, decided that a marriage to a common cop — even a detective on the murder squad — wasn’t quite right after all for the daughter of a man on the Central Committee. She came to this conclusion while regularly sharing a bed with her childhood friend, the man she was supposed to have married all along — screwing him usually while I was at work, investigating the latest suspicious death of a prostitute. I never caught my wandering bride, never even suspected — Peter Ritter, Ace Detective — but Daddy found out and confronted her.

      Katerina rinsed off the stink of illicit sex and came clean — that was her name, Katerina — and the divorce was quickly arranged, followed almost immediately by her remarriage. As it turned out, a decent interval for Central Committee types was three-and-a-half weeks. For my trouble and humiliation, I was permitted to keep the apartment and the job.

      But there was a catch.

      It was why I was at Cafe Sybille.

      The order came — coffee for me, coffee and a cinnamon roll for him. When the waiter was putting it down, I realized that Grimm had never placed an order, that the waiter just knew what to bring. Café Sibylle was often where we met. It was just down the street from the Rose Theater — or, rather, what once had been the Rose Theater, before the Allied bombers came. I knew of the theater only because my mother used to talk about it, about what must have been the greatest night out she ever had with my father. “It was all so… shiny,” she said, which was odd, seeing as how the reputation of the place was that of a theater for the working class.

      Anyway, I stirred my coffee and kept my mouth shut. I had learned not to rush the anal probe that was likely headed my way.

      “There’s a man,” Grimm said after he was almost done with the roll in about three bites. He was on the Central Committee, but he ate like a steelworker in a hurry.

      “Remember this name: Martin Strassmann.”

      I repeated it back to him. It was what he expected.

      “Address is Am Zirkus 30.”

      I repeated the name and address back to him.

      “Good,” he said. “Find out where he goes.”

      “That’s a little bit of a broad request. I’m only one person, and I have a job—”

      “Just this Saturday night,” he said. His mouth was full of the last bit of cinnamon roll.

      “What does he look like?”

      “The best part — you can’t miss him. He’s bald as a doorknob,” he said.

      “Just the one night.”

      “Yes. And only follow him — no contact, nothing like that. I don’t want him to know. I don’t want his routine to be disturbed. He can be permitted no suspicions in this regard. Just follow — and from a safe distance. Got it?”

      “And when do I report back?”

      “I’ll call you,” he said.

      There were never written reports, and there were almost never telephone conversations. Grimm called me at work and left messages containing times and places for meetings, but nothing else. And whatever information I gathered was delivered verbally. If there were documents, they were handed to him discretely. As often as not, that meant leaving them on an empty restaurant chair between us.

      With that, the meeting was over — no hello, no goodbye. Grimm stood and threw a few coins on the table — literally tossed them. I had to corral them to keep them from falling on the floor. I looked at the coins, did a little mental calculation in my head, and knew there was too much. So I signaled the waiter for another coffee. As per the customary instructions, I was supposed to wait at least five minutes before leaving, anyway.
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      The medical examiner was in the basement of the big brick headquarters on Keibelstraße. The rest of the building was always dark, either by design or happenstance. If not for the identical lamp on every desk, adjustable with a kind of gooseneck, it would be impossible to do any close reading after about 2 p.m. But walking into the medical examiner's office was like the feeling when you left a cinema after a matinee or a bar after a bout of day-drinking. The light was so bright, it took a few seconds for your eyes to adjust. It came from several massive fixtures on the ceiling, which took some kind of special light bulbs, and it was reflected by the white floors, the white wall tiles, the white ceiling, the white everything.

      I always greeted the medical examiner with a jocular “Doc,” mostly because, while I knew his last name was Bauer, I never quite got his first name and was, after all of that time, too embarrassed to ask. I had spent hours trying to decipher it from his paperwork but ultimately gave up, such was the signature's spectacular illegibility. This day, Bauer was seated with his feet on his desk. Freddy Mann was there, too, his feet also propped up. A bottle of something dark was open on the desktop. They each held a nearly-full glass.

      On the examination table, about 20 feet away, there was a body covered by a sheet — presumably my stiff. The channel on the floor, which led to a big drain, had been rinsed of whatever fluids and excrement that the body had given up. The room smelled of disinfectant, not death.

      “Is all the disgusting business over? Because if it isn't, I'll come back,” I said.

      “You sell yourself short,” Bauer said. “You haven't fainted or thrown up yet, which puts you ahead of the rest of the dead-asses in your department.”

      “That doesn't mean I want to see it,” I said. “I mean, no cock and balls? Were you right?”

      “I was,” Freddy said. “Every appendage was, indeed, removed.”

      “Except his nose,” Bauer said.

      “Not much of an appendage.”

      “For all we know, his dick wasn't much of an appendage, either. Normally, you would say, big hands, big feet, big—”

      “But we have no hands, no feet, no clue,” Freddy said.

      These two enjoyed each other's company. A dead body, a bottle of whatever, and they were clearly in their own perverted heaven.

      Bauer poured me a glass. This was turning into quite a social day for me. Drinking till 1 a.m. with Elke. A big vodka, and then another, with Red Rolf before lunch — which, come to think of it, I never had. Coffee with the father-in-law at 4. A tumbler of what appeared to be some kind of brandy at 5. At this rate, and after the two beers I had in my apartment, I'd be asleep by 9, which would be just fine with my dragging ass.

      “So, anything else I need to know? Weapon?”

      “A knife, dumb shit,” Freddy said.

      “I thought your term of endearment for me was Little Shit,” I said.

      “Times change.”

      “What kind of knife?” I said.

      “A pretty big damn knife. I mean, you can't remove a hand with a butter knife. Dumb shit.”

      Bauer looked over the rim of his glass and said, “I forgot you two argued like an old married couple. And if I had to guess, Freddy, in this relationship, I think you beat your wife.”

      'I could show you the scars,” I said.

      “All mental, none physical,” Freddy said. He held up his hands in the universally recognized “I' m innocent” reflex gesture.

      I liked Bauer. As with Freddy, I tried to keep my mouth shut and listen a lot when I was in his presence. He had plenty of war stories, and they were entertaining in a macabre sort of fashion that played well to an audience of murder detectives. Given the circumstances of this one, he began telling a story about a time in the late '40s when he cracked a case involving a man who had been decapitated and dumped into a building site on Potsdamer Platz. Bauer's examination indicated a left-handed man had wielded the knife: a smooth-bladed knife of at least seven inches that seemed to have a nick in it.

      “How could you tell the nick?” I said.

      “It was a hunch. A serrated cut looks one way, a smooth cut another way. This was, I don't know, a little bit in-between.”

      “Quite a hunch,” I said.

      “It's why people still call him Nick,” Freddy said, and the two of them looked knowingly at each other and raised their glasses.

      Nick, huh? We all took another sip. I turned slightly and addressed Bauer directly.

      “So how about this one — straight or serrated?” I said.

      “Straight.”

      “How about the time of death?”

      “I would say yesterday.”

      “Morning? Night?”

      “You want miracles?” Bauer said. “I mean, it's not as if the specimen was exactly intact when I got him. Still, if I had to guess, I think probably not night, based mostly on the contents of his stomach.”

      “Which were?”

      “Eggs, bread, coffee. So probably breakfast was his last meal.”

      I took a few notes, hoping that something meaningful would come to me. Nothing did. Then again, it rarely did as you were writing down the facts. The revelations came when you did your review — that is, if they ever came.

      I turned back a few degrees to face Freddy Mann a little more directly.

      “And the blood trail?” I said.

      “We looked some more after daylight,” Freddy said. “But it's what I told you. It starts at the bottom of the steps. Your idea about a wheelbarrow, or maybe a body bag of some kind, makes as much sense as any. I'd be willing to testify that he wasn't killed at the memorial.”

      “I guess that's something,” I said.

      “It's not nothing.”

      “It's almost nothing. I mean, we've eliminated one place out of a huge city. And that's it.”

      “Well, aren't you the optimist?” Bauer said.

      “Just a realist,” I said.

      “Mr. Realist, you seem to be forgetting that you have that wallet with the fully intact identification information inside,” Freddy said.

      “I'm not forgetting. But you're assuming that the wallet belonged to the stiff — a fairly big assumption.”

      “The photograph does look like him.”

      “The photograph looks like somebody in a Hitler Aryan wet dream,” I said. “Blond hair, cut short, sharp features, fairly young — which narrows it down to tens of thousands of men in Berlin. And I've been to the apartment and didn't find out crap.”

      I neglected to tell them that I had surmised the apartment had been empty for about a week, a potentially meaningful bit. But I was going for sympathy in this conversation, and I wasn't about to change direction.

      “So, to repeat: Killed someplace else, probably after breakfast yesterday. Other than that, we've got… nothing?” I said.

      “No,” Bauer said. “We've all still got our cocks and balls, which is not nothing. But as for the case,” and here he leaned in and stage-whispered to me, “the truth is that we don't care. You're the one with nothing.”

      The two of them looked at each other again, raised their glasses, and then waited. I could just sense there was something there, something between them, maybe a secret, maybe… I didn't know. They locked eyes and put on stern faces and stared at each other, and I stared back at them, my eyes darting from one to the other, from Freddy to Bauer and back again and back again. Finally, Bauer's face cracked into a smile, and then the two of them burst out laughing.

      “Told you,” Freddy said,

      “Yes, you did,” the doctor said.

      “Told him what?” I said.

      Freddy looked at me for five seconds and then said, “Dumb shit. What I told him was that you wouldn't ask about the cause of death.”

      He was right. It was on the shortlist of the most routine questions that every murder detective had to ask. Who was the victim? Where was he killed? How was he killed?

      “I mean, I just—”

      “I know, you just saw no hands, no feet, no cock, no balls, and you figured that was all that mattered,” Bauer said. “You figured, 'bled to death,' or some such thing.”

      “Dumb shit,” Freddy said.

      I was mortified. I mean, I was used to feeling overmatched in certain situations in my job, but this was beyond embarrassing. Cause of death. Christ. There's a space for it on the form, for God's sake. It is as basic as basic gets.

      I was pretty sure that I was blushing. But I pulled my notebook from my pocket and managed to croak out the word, “So?”

      “Blow to the back of the head,” Bauer said.

      “Weapon?”

      “Maybe a club,” Bauer said. “But the impression is a little wider, flatter. Maybe a piece of lumber, or a bed slat. Maybe a shovel. It's impossible to say exactly, but something bigger than a lead pipe, say.”

      I wrote down what he said and wanted to run, but I took a deep breath and re-read what I had written.

      “Anything else I forgot?” I said.

      “Other than your dignity, no,” Freddy Mann said.
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      The sleep had, in fact, been luxurious. Two beers, a bath, and out for 10 and a half hours. There was nothing like it. I had friends who had lost the ability to sleep the length of the bed, whether because of work or children or genetics, but it remained one of my prized talents. It might have been the one thing in the whole world that I was best at.

      I needed every bit of the restorative benefits, too, when I walked into the office at 8:30 the next morning. There was no avoiding the boss this time — nobody could be that lucky.

      “Well,” is all he said to me. Greiner was already in his office when I arrived. I couldn’t tell if he saw me, but within seconds of me sitting behind my desk, I heard his footsteps clomping along, louder and louder, on the stained linoleum.

      “Well,” I said, and then I began a recitation of the facts as we knew them, repeating a few things he already knew — which was always a mistake. You could read it on his face, the impatience, but I still needed to elongate the presentation a little, mostly because it wouldn’t have taken 20 seconds otherwise. I still wasn’t confident enough in my abilities to admit that I didn’t have crap. The only alternative, then, was to embroider the crap, at least a little bit.

      So I did. The eggs in the stiff’s stomach. The smooth-bladed knife. The death blow to the back of the head — maybe a club, maybe a two-by-four, maybe a shovel. The film of dried urine in the toilet. The stale bread. The cock and balls. I think I mentioned the cock and balls twice.

      I noticed I was leaning forward in my chair as I laid out the little I had. When I finished, I reflexively slumped back. Into the silence, Greiner said, “So no theories?”

      I hesitated, trying to come up with a shred of something, even though a shred had eluded me every time I tried to grasp one — which was to say, pretty much every waking hour since I arrived at the Soviet memorial.

      In the second that I paused, I decided: no more embroidery. Nobody could concoct a decent theory with the facts I possessed, not me, not Kleinschmidt, not any murder detective on the squad. There was no sense in pretending. It was early days, and this is what it was.

      Still, I did manage to eliminate one theory, thanks to Red Rolf.

      “The only thing,” I said, “assuming the ID from the wallet belongs to our victim, that makes him 22 years old. Even if it wasn’t his wallet, physical observation put his age at no more than about 25. So that rules out it being a revenge killing — you know, a Russian soldier being killed because he was a rapist in 1945. The stiff just wasn’t old enough.”

      Greiner stroked his chin for a second.

      “Right,” he said. He did not disagree. I would take that as an atta-boy. “But other than that?”

      “Early days, sir,” I said.

      “But not as early as yesterday,” he said. Then he turned on his heel and clomped back to his own office. All in all, I had survived the encounter. And what did they say about the men tasked with cleaning out minefields? You can’t take the next step until you survive the one before, and I had survived that one. Besides, I had also managed to keep one more theory in my back pocket — the bit about it not likely being a deranged girlfriend. So I had that theory if the boss cornered me again the next day. It would indicate progress — or, at least I hoped it would.

      I placed a call to the police precinct near the Soviet memorial. A desk sergeant told me that his coppers had recanvassed the building where the stiff lived, allegedly, and got a couple of responses. No, they didn’t know him. No, they hadn’t seen him. No, there had been no commotion.

      “Really nothing,” the desk sergeant said.

      “How about the guy who keeps the book? Schultz? I talked to him already, but—”

      “Yeah, we talked to him, too. Schultz. Yeah, nothing unusual, though. We still have a few apartments unaccounted for, and we have men going back today.”

      “How about nearby businesses?”

      “Starting with them today.”

      “You got the photographs, then?” I said. We had ordered copies of the photo from the identification card, and had asked for a rush job. The sergeant said they’d arrived overnight by messenger.

      “I’ll send you the reports we have — we have a messenger at lunchtime,” he said. “And I’ll call you if anything interesting arrives in the next batch.”

      I thanked him, sketched out a few notes from the conversation in my notebook, and updated the incident report with the latest from Dr. Bauer’s post-mortem. Then I decided to go for a coffee over in Alexanderplatz, for the short walk and the fresh air as much as for the coffee itself. As I was leaving headquarters, I ran into Bernie Lott, almost literally. He was headed in.

      “Busy?” I said.

      “Nope.”

      “Coffee?”

      “As long as the murder detective is buying.”

      “They don’t pay you a salary anymore?”

      “How many times have I told you?” Bernie said. His byline was Bernd, but everyone called him Bernie. “Newspaper reporters don’t do it for the money. It’s the goddamned glamour.”

      I had known Bernie since we were about 12. After the war, we were privates in the army made up of the street children of Berlin, scrounging for whatever food or money we could find. We searched the sidewalks and gutters for cigarette butts to resell. We protected girls we knew from Russian soldiers, distracting the soldiers with a few well-thrown paving stones and giving the girls a chance to run one way while we ran the other. We went to Tempelhof together during the airlift when the American flyers threw chocolate candy out of their planes. And we stayed in touch as our ambitions took us in different directions, me to the Vopo, Bernie to Neues Deutschland.

      His paper was the main party mouthpiece, but when it came down to it, the three East Berlin papers were all full of the same stuff, and little of it was newsworthy. Some of it was reprinted speeches from someone or other on the Central Committee or the Council of Ministers — all gray faces to me and to most people. Some of it was man-in-the-street observations on some issue of the day, the responses all shockingly in line with the party’s position. There was a story on the front page that day about the evils of citizens of the East who got on the S-bahn train every morning to work jobs in the West. “Traitorous scum!” according to a housewife from Adlershof, who was interviewed while potting some geraniums.

      Talking to Bernie over the years had made it clear that the reporters knew everything but were not allowed to print any of it — or, almost none.

      A murder like mine would never make the papers because people didn’t get murdered in the workers’ paradise that was the GDR.

      But Bernie knew.

      “You working on the murder at the monument?”

      I told him I was.

      “No cock and balls?”

      “I can’t believe that all anybody cares about is the cock and balls,” I said. “I mean, he had no hands or feet, either.”

      “Of course, that’s all anybody cares about. Try to imagine your life without—”

      “Without hands or feet? No, I can’t.”

      “But you could make do,” Bernie said.

      “You could probably make do without—”

      “But not in the important ways,” he said.

      We agreed to disagree. I told him most of what I knew, and he took it all in. I told him why I thought it wasn’t a deranged girlfriend, and why it wasn’t revenge against a Soviet rapist, and he agreed. I asked him if he had any other theories, and he shook his head quickly.

      “No, you don’t have shit,” Bernie said. “And unless you can flesh out more of his identity, I think you’re out of luck. That identification card is everything.”

      “Unless, of course, it doesn’t belong to my stiff.”

      “In which case, you really don’t have shit,” Bernie said.
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      The movie at the Atelier am Zoo was The Misfits. I had to admit that I did not see all that much of it, so any review I might offer would be suspect. I could say that the score of the film was “luscious,” but I really would be describing Elke’s lips, which were the object of most of my attention during the screening. I could say that the dialog and story were “intricate and ultimately fulfilling,” but I really would be describing the clasp holding Elke’s bra in place, which was my other area of focus after the lights went down.

      In all, a splendid second date. Or, really, a first date, although that seemed a little odd to say, seeing as how she had already spent the night in my place.

      “It’s our first date,” Elke said. Marilyn Monroe and Clark Gable were in the middle of some American Western thing or another on the big screen, and she was whispering. I was caressing one of her two best friends and had said something about how “I guess the second date’s the charm,” and she had removed my hand.

      “First date,” she said. “I will insist on this. When we tell the story to our children, our first date was to see The Misfits. Got it?”

      I wanted to say, “Children?” I wanted to scream, “Children?” But I went for the path of least resistance and put on my put-upon husband’s voice and sing-songed, “Yes, dear.” And then I promptly returned my lips and my hand to the places where they belonged.

      Children? She was joking, I was sure, just as my “yes dear” had been an in-kind reply. Still, it was jarring. I could barely take care of myself and my career. The last thing I needed was a junior-sized complication in my life.

      After the movie, walking back to my car, the flashing neon signs on the Ku’damm really struck me for some reason. I had seen them a hundred times — the more fun bars, livelier and with better music, were all in the West — and I was used to the contrast. It was just darker in the East. Night really was night on our side.

      Walking on the Ku’damm one night, years earlier, I told Bernie, “You should do some in-depth reporting on why there is such a neon shortage in East Berlin.” He said, “If I pitched it to my boss, he’d have me do man-in-the-street interviews where they’d all say that neon signs were an example of decadence, and how they liked the dark besides.”

      “Even if they didn’t say it,” I said.

      “No, we don’t need to make them up. Once we get to him, the man in the street has become the properly indoctrinated man in the street. The dolts know the answers before I ask the questions.”

      Elke must have read something in my face while we walked. She said, “The lights?”

      “Yeah,” I said.

      “You know what they mean to me? Promise. The future.”

      We walked past a bar I had never seen before, The Zodiac. The Z on the sign was an especially bright pink.

      “That Z,” Elke said. “If my mother walked by, she would say it was garish. But to me, it says risk. It says ambition. It says striving. It says all of the things that nobody says in the East.”

      She was sharp and smart and thoughtful, and I liked her. I didn’t want to debate her or to deflate her idealistic balloon. But I still needed to say — to keep in character as a contrary asshole, as much as anything — “All that from a pink Z. And when the owner goes broke in six months, it will be a nice memory, burned on his retinas.”

      “They don’t all go broke,” she said, either pouting or fake-pouting, I wasn’t sure which.

      “Maybe not. But it will burn your retinas. Seriously, don’t stare at that thing. It’s like looking at an eclipse.”

      As we drove back to my place, she asked me to stop at a small office building about four blocks from the cinema. She used a key to open the door, went inside, and returned with a few files. The whole thing didn’t take three minutes.

      I stared at her and didn’t put the car into gear until I received an explanation. I had suspected, but I wanted her to say it.

      “Yes, yes, I am one of the infamous, traitorous souls who live in the East but work in the West,” she said. “So sue me. Or shoot me. Do you bring your pistol on dates, by the way?”

      “Not that pistol,” I said.

      We drove back to my place, crossing at Bernauer Straße. I showed the uniform my murder squad identification, and he let us through with a wave. Still, just in case, Elke had hidden the files underneath the floor mat. Back at my place, I opened a bottle of red wine that I had procured that afternoon. Popping the cork, I announced, “The finest that Hungary has to offer. Or, maybe Bulgaria.” And it actually tasted fine.

      “So,” I said, after we were on the couch.

      “It’s nothing more than simple economics,” Elke said. When I half shrugged, she said, “Detective Peter Ritter, are you telling me you don’t know how it works?”

      “Why don’t you tell me?” I said.

      “Nothing to tell, really. I get paid every week in West German marks. The official exchange rate is five East marks for one West mark. But you can do better in the, shall we say, unofficial exchange markets. I can almost always get seven-to-one. Sometimes, eight-to-one. So if I change over a quarter of my West marks, I can help my mother, and that still gives me more than enough to live on here—”

      “Because there’s nothing to buy here—”

      “Except bread and pork and shoes that fall apart in a month and dresses that are five years out of style. So, yes. It’s a wonderful life.”

      “And the rest of your salary?” I said.

      “Saved for a rainy day.”

      “A rainy Western day.”

      “Maybe,” Elke said.

      If you read Neues Deutschland, the biggest problem in the GDR was the number of people who were coming to Berlin from all over the country and defecting outright to the West by simply getting on the S-bahn anywhere in the East and riding across town. As long as you were willing to leave pretty much everything behind — even a small suitcase might get you stopped — it was a near-foolproof method of leaving the country. And plenty did.

      “Millions” is what old Harry Heileman once told me. I wasn’t sure if I believed him, but he did see at least some of the Stasi cable traffic. He certainly knew more than I did.

      But if those people were the biggest problem, the illegal West workers were next. The previous few months, the papers had been full of stories excoriating them as the worst kinds of traitors. Sometimes, it was almost like the defectors were unwitting dupes of Western propaganda, while the guest workers were true and unredeemable scum.

      The problem was, as far as the GDR was concerned, that it was almost impossible to catch them. There were tens of thousands of people on those trains every morning and every afternoon, and short of catching you with a pay stub or a briefcase full of company documents, there was no way to tell if you were a scurrilous West worker or just a guy who spent the day having lunch with his aging mother in Kreuzberg.

      Again, she proved pretty good at reading my silences.

      “This bothers you?” Elke said.

      “Not bothers, not exactly. I guess I just need a minute to process it. And besides, I am a Kripo detective.”

      “You’re a murder detective, and I didn’t kill anybody.”

      “But I’m still sworn to uphold the law and defend the nation. I can recite the oath from memory, you know.”

      She folded her arms. I started:

      “I swear, to be loyal to my socialist fatherland, the German Democratic Republic and its government at all times, to keep official and state secrets, and to strictly obey laws and instructions.

      “I will unswervingly strive to fulfill my official duties conscientiously, honestly, courageously, vigilantly, and with discipline.

      “I swear, that I will, without reservation, under risk of my life protect the socialist social, state and legal order, the socialist property, the personality, the rights, and the personal property of the citizens against felonious attacks.

      “If I nevertheless break this, my solemn oath, I shall be confronted with the punishment of the laws of our republic.”

      I finished. She applauded. I bowed.

      “But seriously,” I said. “Aren’t you worried I’m going to tell the Stasi on you?”

      At which point, she said nothing. Instead, she edged closer on the sofa, undid my belt and the top button on my trousers, and reached inside. After about 10 seconds, she said, “Worried? Nope. I’m really not.”
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      Martin Strassmann, Am Zirkus 30. Martin Strassmann, Am Zirkus 30. After my little meeting at Cafe Sibylle, I repeated those two items a dozen times, maybe two dozen, until I couldn’t forget them if I wanted to. Just to be sure, though, I swung by the address the next morning, only to imprint it even more permanently on my brain.

      The building was in Mitte — 10 minutes from my apartment, less than that from headquarters. It was old and substantial, which fit the oldest and one of the more prosperous neighborhoods in the city, at least before the war. It still wasn’t bad, though, even if the bombing had left more than a small remembrance. I pulled up along the curb, left the motor running, hopped up the front steps of the building, and looked at the names on the buzzers.

      Strassmann, 3B. Not bad, Marty — whoever he was, whatever he did for a living. Not bad at all. Third floor in the back. He likely had an unobstructed view of the Spree.

      The job was to follow him on Saturday night. I found a spot along the curb at 5:30 p.m., about a hundred feet down from No. 30, and settled in with a liverwurst sandwich, a bottle of cola, and a jug to piss in. I figured I was too early, but it beat the alternative. Karl Grimm, Central Committee member in good standing, was not much for graciously dealing with disappointment, and even less with incompetence. To miss our Mr. Strassmann because I figured he wouldn’t be going out until later would not have played well, and I just didn’t need that aggravation.

      So, I was more than two hours waiting in my car. The sandwich was gone, the cola was gone, the jug was half-full. At about 7:30, I took a small chance, opening the door a crack and dumping the piss in the gutter. Just as I was closing the door, the baldest head I had ever seen — it almost seemed to glow in the darkness — emerged from No. 30 and bounded down the steps.

      He took a left turn — toward me. Great. I thought about leaning down to tie my shoe but settled instead for leaning over and rooting around in the glove box. It was a known fact that no one ever found anything in their glove box in less than 30 seconds of searching. But as I pretended to look, poking through the maps and receipts for oil changes and whatever, I kept one eye on the passenger side window to see when Strassmann walked past. But he didn’t, and then I heard a motor turning over and roaring to life.

      Thirty feet in front of me, a black and silver Horch — significantly nicer than the puke green Wartburg I was driving — pulled out from the curb. The bald head behind the wheel was like a beacon in the night. I counted to five and pulled away from the curb myself.

      Traffic was light, as always. It seemed to me that Strassmann drove like he couldn’t decide where he was going, a series of lefts and rights that ultimately led us along the Spree and to the east. Then it was a pretty straight shot into Friedrichshain, and then a couple of more lefts and right amid the ruins. It was 16 years later, but the neighborhood had barely been rebuilt. Friedrichshain got some of the worst of the bombing when the Soviets came and almost none of the money for redevelopment. There weren’t any half-bombed, half-leaning buildings anymore, but there were still plenty of lots consisting of nothing more than an enormous pile of rubble. They sheltered rats during the day and prostitutes in their shadows at night. It made me sick, just driving through it, even after all of those years. It just reminded me too much of the bomb that killed my mother and brother.

      Tailing Strassmann, I kept an extra distance between us as we navigated through the neighborhood because there was so little traffic, so few signs of life. We got to a street — there was no sign, so I had no idea where we were — and Strassmann made a right turn. There were only two buildings standing on the block, one near the middle, one on the corner. The rest of the block was empty, with all of the rubble taken away. The skinny little buildings, standing there in the darkness, looked like what you saw when an old beggar opened his mouth, the last two teeth remaining.

      Strassmann parked in front of the building on the corner. I shut off my lights and eased along the curb, maybe 500 feet away. He got out of the car and looked both ways before crossing, although I couldn’t figure why, except maybe out of habit. I didn’t imagine a dozen cars went by there in a day.

      He crossed and knocked on the door of the building. It looked like a bar, although there was no sign above the door. And if it was a bar, the knock didn’t make a whole lot of sense. Mine was not to reason why, though. Within seconds, the door was opened, and my bald-headed friend went in.

      I settled in for a long wait. Just another Saturday night, completely shot in the ass, and there wasn’t anything I could do about it. My father-in-law and I had an agreement, and there was no getting out of it — not unless I was to take the S-bahn one day and get off at Friedrichstrasse and not come back. Even then, I wasn’t sure I would be entirely out of his reach.

      When my blushing bride was found on her knees under her old boyfriend’s desk — at least that’s the way I always liked to picture it — Grimm called me in for our first chat at Cafe Sibylle. What began was not a negotiation as much as a dictation of terms, with him doing the dictating.

      “You keep the job, even though you’re—”

      “Still learning,” I said, trying to hang on to at least a half a shred of my dignity.

      “Okay, put it that way. Still learning. You keep the job, and you keep the apartment.”

      “And everything in it,” I said.

      “Yes, and everything in it.”

      “Fine,” I said. I pushed my chair back and began to leave. Grimm said, “Sit down, Sherlock. We’re not done.”

      At which point, Grimm offered a dissertation on how generous he was being, and how a single word from him could get me busted back down to sergeant and put back into uniform. The fact that his slut of a daughter had caused all of this went unmentioned but not unacknowledged. After all, the job and the apartment were not nothing.

      But then, Grimm said, “There is one thing you have to do for me in return.”

      “What?”

      “Be available for odd jobs,” he said.

      “What kind of odd jobs.”

      “Odd jobs suited for a detective.”

      “Like?”

      “Perhaps some surveillance. Maybe a check of police records. The occasional pickup or delivery. That kind of thing.”

      I knew virtually nothing about how the members of the Central Committee operated, but I just assumed that it was a typical bureaucratic cesspool filled with rivalries and backstabbing and that kind of thing. Grimm wanted me to be an instrument in his pursuit of leverage.

      “Information is power,” he said. “That’s what you will be helping me with, information.”

      “That’s it, nothing more,” I said, as if I possessed even an ounce of control in this relationship.

      “That’s it, just information gathering,” Grimm said.

      And that — information gathering — was what was shooting my Saturday night in the ass. Sitting in the dark, on a street that was equal parts creepy and crappy, a half hour became an hour, and then an hour became two hours. The door opened three times in that span, and different men walked out of the building, but not my bald pal. I was starting to fall asleep when the door opened again. This time, it was Strassmann, along with another man.

      They crossed the street and got into his Horch — but they never drove off. After about 15 minutes, the other man got out of the car and walked back toward the building on the corner. Strassmann started the car and pulled away from the curb, and I began to follow. I didn’t turn on my lights.

      As I passed the bar, or whatever it was, the door opened to let the other guy back in again. The light from inside was bright enough to bathe the sidewalk for a second, and for some reason, I fixated on the pitiful shape of the pavement, which looked as if a bomb had hit it the day before. But then I looked up, just as I passed the door. It was just beginning to close, but I still could see, very clearly, two men kissing in the vestibule just inside. Full embrace, full kiss.
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      The office was particularly raucous on Monday morning. What is typically a time for arriving late and easing into the workday even more slowly than usual was instead the scene of a one-man comedy show. Kleinschmidt was up, telling one of his Kleinschmidt stories, and most everyone rolled on their desk chair out to the doorway of their office to witness his performance. Even the boss watched as the squad's senior murder detective filled the long hallway with his personality.

      All of which was fine with me. Anything to keep the attention off me, my case, and the lack of real progress thereof.

      “Three hundred pounds, easy,” Kleinschmidt said, no shouted. “There wasn't a bathroom scale that could hold the slob.”

      He was talking about a collar he had made in 1950. What brought up the story in the first place was beyond me — I was barricaded in my office early, with the door closed, updating the incident report and doodling on a pad of paper, trying to coax my mind into some creative thinking. The first roar of laughter was when I opened my door. And that was the thing about Kleinschmidt — not only could he tell a story, but he had a knack for retelling the key portions, in the midst of adding new details, so that each newcomer to the audience could still follow along.

      Anyway, the 300-pound slob was, of all things, a burglar. I mean, you thought burglar, and you normally pictured a wiry little guy who could squeeze himself through half-open windows and hide in skinny shadows until a random passerby was gone.

      But, as Kleinschmidt said, “He couldn't fit through a window at Red City Hall. And he couldn't hide in the shadow of the memorial in Treptower Park.”

      Asshole. There were a thousand big things in Berlin that cast a shadow, and he picked my crime scene. He did it on purpose, too, because he looked right at me when he said it. At the same time, I looked up at Greiner, despite myself, but he seemed engrossed in the story. At least I didn't see him looking at me, wondering what progress I might have made over the weekend. The truth was that I had made none. Between my date with Elke on Friday night, and my off-the-books surveillance for my father-in-law on Saturday night, and my pretty much sleeping through Sunday, I hadn't done any actual investigating. All I did was think. And the more I thought, the worse I felt.

      “So here was the thing,” Kleinschmidt said, continuing. The 300-pound burglar was a known thief, caught and imprisoned more than once, neither rehabilitated nor particularly interested in rehabilitation.

      “But he was hopeless,” Kleinschmidt said. “The previous time we had caught him, he did six months. And the only reason we caught him was because, after he broke into the house, he stopped after collecting the silverware to make himself a sandwich at their kitchen table.

      “Anyway, in this case, the big man was caught hiding between a couple of trash cans in an alley behind a jeweler's store near Frankfurter Tor. The jeweler saw him out the window as he was checking the lock on the back door and called the police. Since he hadn't stolen anything, despite his intentions, there really was nothing to hold him on other than maybe loitering. So after a few hours, they released him.

      “So we let him out, and he sits on the bench in the lobby of the precinct,” Kleinschmidt said. “He's waiting for somebody to pick him up. It was an old wooden bench, too, and a couple of us were taking bets on whether it would be able to hold him. After about 20 minutes, a car pulls up and out jumps this tiny, tiny woman — too small even for Grosser,” he said.

      Detective John Grosser was 5-foot-maybe and quite sensitive about it, which made Kleinschmidt an equal-opportunity asshole. Whatever — at least the attention wasn't on me.

      “But she was beautiful,” Kleinschmidt said. “And she was stacked — you wondered how she didn't topple over. You should excuse the expression,” he said, looking at Gretchen. She had joined the audience midway through. She smiled and shook her head.

      “She comes into the station,” he said. “And our big fellow manages to get to his feet — the bench actually groaned a little as he put his weight on the arm to help lift himself. He leans down to kiss her, and it's a real goddamned kiss, not just a peck on the cheek. His tongue was all the way down her throat. It was really quite a performance.

      “And three or four of us — the desk sergeant, a couple of others — were watching every bit of it, and we actually broke into applause when their lips unlocked.

      “So our fat man bowed, quite pleased with himself,” Kleinschmidt said. “The woman turned to us, and between our laughs and our clapping, she sensed our desire for an explanation. I mean, it must have happened all the time, whenever anybody saw them together.”

      Then he paused, the famous Kleinschmidt pause, before the punchline.

      “So she turns and says, 'Either me on top or bent over a kitchen chair. I'm a religious woman, fellas, and I've always believed — whatever hardships or handicaps or obstacles we might encounter — that the Lord provides.'“

      The circle of detectives laughed and applauded for Kleinschmidt, who replied with a theatrical bow of his own. And then, one by one, we backed our rolling desk chairs into our offices. I was inside mine, but not fully maneuvered back behind my desk, when I was joined by a man I did not recognize.

      “He's quite a show,” the guy said. He sat down without asking and did not introduce himself. He was waiting for me to ask, but I wasn't going to give him the satisfaction, mostly because I was pretty sure he was Stasi. He was about 50, and he just smelled like Stasi.

      “So, you've come to take the case?” I said.

      “You wish, don't you?” he said.

      The Stasi and the Kripo. We all hated them, and they all hated us, which actually made for a fine relationship. They only dirtied their hands with our crap when it was particularly embarrassing crap — usually politically embarrassing crap. And when that happened, they just patted us on the head and took the case and sent us, in the immortal words of one of their officers, “back to the world of belligerent husbands and dead prostitutes.”

      “So you're not taking it? I mean, it doesn't matter to me. Either way.”

      “You lie well for a child,” he said. “My name is Beck, by the way. And, no, we are not taking the case. But I do have some information for you.”

      The last thing I wanted to do was get in bed with the Stasi, especially when they weren't taking the case. I didn't know much, but I was pretty sure — even as the youngest detective on the murder squad — that they didn't hand out favors for nothing. If this was the quid, I had no idea what the quo might be or when I might have to provide it. It legitimately scared me. Then again, I was feeling pretty desperate right about then. And besides — how do you turn down information on a murder investigation, wherever it might be coming from?

      “Okay, I'll bite. What's the information?”

      Beck smiled. Just beyond smug. He knew he had me.

      “The dead man has been tentatively identified as Kurt Braun, correct,” he said. The fact that he knew the name did not surprise me. I was sure that the incident reports that I was updating every day were shared around the building.

      “More than tentatively,” I said.

      “You might want to reconsider that,” Beck said, and here the grin was as big as it was annoying.

      “And why would I want to do that? I mean, reconsider?”

      “Because it seems that a gentleman named Kurt Braun, at the same address, has been in Stasi custody at Hohenschonhausen for the last two weeks.”
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      In the first few minutes after Beck left my office, I came close to crying. I closed my eyes, and my breath caught for a second before I pulled myself together. The case was pretty high-profile — Kleinschmidt and the rest of them all knew that I'd caught it — but the Stasi didn't want it. The one thing I had going for me — the identification card that the cops found in the trees near the monument — had turned out to be nothing. It didn't belong to my stiff at all. And all I could think about was Bernie, sitting there while we were having coffee on Alexanderplatz, telling me that if the ID card didn't belong to my dead guy, “you really don't have shit.”

      I wanted to hide, at least for the remainder of the day. Part of me said the thing to do was get in the car and look busy, maybe go back to the apartment building and re-interview everybody that the locals had already interviewed. I'd probably end up doing that at some point, too, except it seemed a little superfluous at that moment, given that the apartment from the identification card didn't belong to my handless, footless, dickless corpse.

      The problem with hiding, though, was Beck. His visit was too big an event to run from. If Greiner found out second-hand that the Stasi had unbuttoned its trousers and left a mark on his territory, his fury would have been genuine and justified. I didn't know if he would have had my back in the middle of some kind of big controversy, but I worked for the man, and there were universally understood rules to that kind of relationship. And the first of those rules was not to keep the boss in the dark about something that could end up embarrassing him. It didn't matter if you crapped all over yourself, but if there was a chance the splatter might reach the boss's shoes, you had to warm him. Every flatfoot learned this at the very beginning and had that kind of relationship with his sergeant, and so it went up the line. It was like that in the Vopo, and I'm sure it was like that in every police department.

      So I straightened my necktie and made sure my shirttail was tucked in, and I walked down the linoleum hallway and poked my head into the big glass fishbowl at the end.

      “Got a minute, boss? “I said. Part of me hoped he was too busy to talk, but that was the cowardly part of my personality. The rational part knew I had to get it over with and was happy when Greiner pointed to the chair across from his desk. His head was down for about 15 seconds after I sat, signing a series of forms. Then he was done.

      “Well?”

      “I just had a visitor.”

      Greiner looked at me without expression.

      “Name of Beck.”

      Same expression.

      “Stasi guy.”

      “And? Are they taking the case?”

      “No.”

      “Damn it,” Greiner said. You never heard him curse, and damn was about as bad as he got. Damn meant he was mad. Damn meant he was damn mad.

      “It's worse than that,” I said. And then I explained about the identification card not belonging to my stiff, but to some schmuck who had spent the previous two weeks vacationing in Hohenschonhausen.

      “Goddamn,” Greiner said.

      Oh, man.

      “Goddamn,” he said again. And then we were both quiet, me because I was afraid to say anything, the boss because he was thinking. He leaned back in his chair, closed his eyes, and half turned away from me. His right hand massaged his forehead, and he sighed a few times, each exhale seemingly louder than the one before.

      After a little while, maybe 30 seconds, maybe 45, he looked at me again and said, “Okay, remind me what you have.”

      It didn't take long — mutilated corpse, now unidentified, likely killed somewhere else in the morning and dumped at the Soviet monument the same night. Cause of death was a blow to the head. Eggs in the stomach. Smooth-bladed knife did the carving.

      That was it. Greiner just sighed again when I finished and went back to closing his eyes and massaging his forehead.

      “Take the rest of the day,” is what he said after another long silence.

      “Take it and—”

      “Just take the afternoon. You're off. You're free. Just go. I need some time to think about this — and I'm out of the office tomorrow, too. So, you know what? Today and tomorrow are officially sick days for you. I can't let you make another move on this until I've had a chance to think, so don't.”

      “Don't what?”

      “Don't make a damn move,” Greiner said. “Not a phone call. Not an interview. No banter with the smiling criminalist. Just get out of the office.”

      “But the trail—”

      “The trail is cold as hell, and it's led you nowhere so far, and two days colder isn't going to make a damn bit of difference at this point. I need to think and get through some meetings tomorrow morning. Wednesday morning, first thing, in here. You know, and make it extra early — like, 7:30. I'd just as soon do it without any spectators.”

      I looked over my shoulder. Three heads were casually peeking out of office doors along the row, including Kleinschmidt's.

      “Okay, 7:30 Wednesday,” I said.

      I didn't even stop to sit when I got back to my office. I just picked up my jacket from the back of my chair and shucked my arms into it as I walked to the stairs. The heads peeking out of the small offices likely thought I was chasing a tip on my case, maybe a tip supplied by the boss himself. None of them probably suspected that I was chasing an 11 a.m. beer instead.
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      Even before I knew that I would be footloose, fancy-free, and drunk by 2 p.m., I had made a late-afternoon date with Elke. Rather, she had made it with me. She had a half-day, for some reason, and suggested I swing by her family's apartment to pick her up and meet her family. First, the joke about telling our children about our first date at the cinema, now meeting her family. On second thought, I figured, maybe it wasn't a joke.

      But, well, whatever. Beck was who was on my mind, not Elke, as I plowed through a half dozen Pilsators and then made my way to the train. Beck, but also my now-unnamed stiff in the morgue, my now-named inmate at the Stasi's home for wayward souls, my perplexed boss who needed a day to consider the options, my tenuous career as a murder detective — really, everything and everyone except Elke. Which suggested something, I guess.

      When she told me where she lived, my reaction was, “Ohhh, Pankow!” Because I had been to Pankow before, and it was lush. But there were two different train lines that ran into what was a pretty big neighborhood, and she told me to take the train I had never taken before. And as for my “Ohhh, Pankow!”, Elke said, “The only people who say that are the people who don't live in Pankow — the real people.”

      She was essentially snarling when she said it. And then she said, “Because, you know, just because I walk past a few embassies on the way to the train doesn't mean I don't live in a shitty apartment. Because embassies and shitty apartments can exist in the same neighborhood. It's not like there's some law of physics that prevents it — trust me on that.”

      I saw, almost as soon as I stepped off the train, that she wasn't wrong. It's not that it was a bad neighborhood because it certainly wasn't. But the station was in the middle of a shopping district in Pankow that I had never seen before, and it looked like one of a hundred shopping districts in Berlin — stores, restaurants, bars, with apartments on top of them. There was no ohhh about it. It was just, well, fine.

      There were little side streets off the main streets, little side streets filled with apartment buildings — five stories, mostly. And those buildings, depending upon the construction date and the level of upkeep over the years, were likely filled, for the most part, with the shitty little apartments to which Elke had referred.

      The directions she had given me were simple enough: “Right out of the station, first left, first right after that, then a quick left onto Eintrachtstraße. No. 9.” The walk was maybe 10 minutes. No. 9 looked fine on the outside. Inside, it was as expected: two rooms with a kitchen and a bathroom for six people. Her mother and Elke, her brother Werner and his wife Kat, and two little kids, ages six and four. The apartment was only kind of shitty, but the crowding was the intolerable part. I wasn't used to dodging a wooden block with the letter C on it, a block being tossed over my head by the six-year-old to the four-year-old, and back again, and again, and again, while trying to make polite conversation with my new girlfriend's mother.

      “Ah, children, what can you do?” Greta said. That was her mother's name. I couldn't tell if she was an indulgent grandmother or if she was beyond caring — although my money was on the latter. Werner and Kat stopped the game of catch when they arrived back from shopping with a string bag containing two turnips, two potatoes, a pound of pork, and what appeared to be a small bit of some kind of fruitcake.

      Werner worked in the steel plant in Friedrichshain and was still wearing his work overalls. They had been trying to get their own place for six years, he said.

      “The answer from the apartment people is always, 'just six more months,' he said. At which point, the four-year-old — also named Greta, it seemed — got a laugh out of everyone when she repeated the words she undoubtedly had heard before in a singsong. “Six more months,” she sang. “Six more months.” Then she ran off, laughing along with everyone, to help her mother with the pork and the rest.

      “Good to see her laugh,” Werner said. It was just me, Elke and the older Greta now. “It's school.”

      “Not going well?” I said. I mean, it was what polite people did — pretended to be interested in others’ kids. Of course, it had never dawned on me that a four-year-old might be in school. I hadn't started until I was six.

      “It's the bathroom thing,” Werner said, and when it was clear from my face that I didn't know what he was talking about, he said, “Oh, right, you must not have kids. The way they do it now is, when it's time for the potty, the four-year-olds all go together and sit in a row on a long toilet. The potty bench. They all sit together, and they go. And they all wait until the last kid is finished — only then can they leave. They say it teaches a feeling of caring for each other. You know, a sense of community.”

      “But the problem is, if your kid is a little slow getting started, like little Greta, and she's almost always the last one…” Elke said.

      “It can create, well, some shame,” Werner said. “I mean, she's only four.”

      I looked at Elke, wondering if this was real. She read my mind and gave me a little nod. Yes. Real. Christ.

      Then the six-year-old came in — Berta. She was wearing a blue neckerchief. I knew enough about kids to know what that was. She was in the Young Pioneers, and Berta was insisting on singing a song for me. I was company, after all, a new audience. I recognized the tune almost immediately, an old song called “The Little Trumpeter.” But it sounded quite odd coming from the lips of a six-year-old, seeing as how it was a ballad about a dead soldier in World War I and all.

      Then there was the ending, which I didn't recognize. They must have written it special in the previous few years:

      You did not fall in vain, we have now completed your work.

      We built the state that brought freedom and peace to all of us.

      Let our reputation proudly ring out:

      Long live the workers' power!

      I applauded when she was done and simultaneously raised an eyebrow in Elke's direction. All she could do was shake her head behind her clapping hands.

      The whole childhood indoctrination thing seemed overwhelming, or maybe it was just the number of people in the crowded living room. Werner had not bathed after work, and I could smell him distinctly. The pork was frying about 10 feet away, but it did not cover the body odor of a steelworker.

      Where they all slept was beyond me. Maybe Werner and Kat took turns on the couch, or maybe the kids took it and the adults slept on the floor. All I knew for sure was that the older Greta and Elke shared the bedroom and the only bed. It was Greta's apartment, after all. And as Elke had already told me, when I asked about how she explained her nights away from home, “My mother has been a widow for 18 years. She lives in an overcrowded tomb. She raised me to be independent. The last thing she cares about is who I'm screwing. Truth is, she probably likes having the bed to herself now and then.”

      The plan had never been for me to stay for dinner, and when I started to make my excuses, I could tell that Werner and Kat's insistence that I stay was halfhearted. They hadn't known that I was coming, and hadn't shopped accordingly, and, well, kids have to eat, and steelworkers have to eat.

      And there was another thing. Elke didn't even pretend to insist that I stay. If she was looking out the window to watch me leave, she might have seen me running. At least, that's how I felt.
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      The next day, it was Pankow again for me. I had been sleeping in when the phone rang with the summons. I asked Kitty how she knew I was at home, and she said, “I called your office. They said you were off. Not fired, I trust.”

      “Not yet, anyway,” I said. “Well, not as far as I know.”

      I took the other train this time, the one I had taken so many times before. Different day, different station, different life. I walked along the tracks and then turned into the park. I ended up on the bridle path that ran along the perimeter of the park, a hard-packed dirt track that never seemed to be used by any horses. There was a school on my right, and the little boys and girls were chasing a half dozen footballs without any obvious purpose. They didn’t look any older than little Greta. On the left, deep in the middle of the park, there was a petting zoo that seemed closed to visitors. There wasn’t much to see, other than a single haggard goat. The beer garden that adjoined it was closed, too. It was hardly surprising, given that it was a Tuesday at noon.

      At the end of the bridle path, there was an elaborate gate that led back out to the city. I crossed Kreuzstrasse, which ran parallel to the parkland, and stopped at a cafe with no name, the same cafe where I almost always stopped. I ordered a lager and sat out front in the sunshine. I calmed my nerves and entertained myself watching people trip on the uneven cobblestones that protruded from the sidewalk. I ordered a second lager, just because, and considered the concurrent rivers of shit that I was attempting to ford. Four rivers, specifically: The stiff in Treptower Park, the latest errand for my father-in-law, Elke, and now Kitty. But it was too much to think about all at once. I settled on Kitty, my thoughts occasionally interrupted by another tripping yahoo on the sidewalk.

      Kitty. Full name, Katerina Grimm. Daughter of Karl. Former wife of mine, before she decided that there were better places to scratch her various itches than in the bed we shared in Prenzlauer Berg. We had been divorced for over a year. She and her new husband/itch-scratcher, one Norbert J. Hartz, lived in her family home in Pankow, which became vacant after the Central Committee members decided that Pankow was just a little too close to the people, and relocated en masse to a well-guarded compound of apparently swell houses about 20 miles away. That’s where I was headed, to the old house.

      I finished my beer and walked. I felt like you sometimes do when you’re driving home, and you arrive at your front door and don’t remember the trip, as if the car was driving by itself, steering by itself, making the lefts and rights by itself. That’s how it was with Kitty and me. She called, I came, and when I would think back on it later, I could remember almost none of the details.

      From the cafe, it was about a 10-minute walk along Grabbeallee before I reached Majakowskiring. Kitty told me it was named after a Russian poet, Majakowski, but the place was all about power, not poetry. There was no guard at the gate anymore, but there had been when I first met Kitty, back when the biggest of the big political names in East Germany all lived along the long, circular street. There were gates on either end of the long, flat circle, but I was going through the only one I had ever used, and I had no idea where the other one led. Kitty’s house was to the left, but I went to the right when I got inside, just because I wanted to see how many of the villas I could remember.

      I didn’t do badly, as it turned out. Ulbricht, who ran things even if he didn’t always have the biggest title, lived in the villa at No. 28. Pieck, who did have the big title before he died — president — lived at No. 29. Grotewohl was at No. 46. And Honecker, who was a big something if you went by the number of times his picture was on the front page of Neues Deutschland, lived at No. 58.

      Around the bend came No. 52. It was ordinary by the standards of the neighborhood — extremely nice by the measure of an average Berliner, or even a well-above-average Berliner, but just okay if you lived on Majakowskiring.

      The house was made of sandstone that had been painted white. The foundation, and the first few feet above ground level, were made of red brick, and there was a small front porch after a couple of steps. The house had no fence in front of it, and it sat reasonably close to the sidewalk. Trees along the curb line provided an illusion of privacy, but it was only that, an illusion. On a street of princes, the house was not pretentious, not secluded, not anything that would make you turn your head or even remember it. It was just there.

      I crossed the street as I approached. I always came when Kitty called, and there was little doubt of the purpose, even though it was unspoken. On the phone that morning, she had said, “Hey, you want to come over?” That was all she said, and that was all that was necessary. There was no leer in her voice, if you could imagine such a thing. There was no dirty laugh, none of that — not from either of us. It was simple and straightforward, and it took about 15 seconds. Maybe 30, including the preamble about me being fired. Come over? When? Now. Fine. Click.

      But that’s what it was. There was no doubt about it, and there also was no apparent concern about what the neighbors might think, seeing as how, a few seconds after I banged with the shiny brass knocker, Kitty answered the door naked — not in a towel, or an open robe, but bare-ass naked. And before greeting me, or even acknowledging me, she let the door swing open, as wide as the hinges would permit, and closed her eyes and bathed for a few seconds in the sunshine that streamed inside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19

          

        

      

    

    
      Sex first, conversation afterward. That was the typical agenda. Kitty knew what she wanted, and this day, she wanted it quickly and without a lot of the standard niceties. I considered myself to be at least a bit of a craftsman, but Kitty was interested in none of that. There would be no measuring twice before cutting that afternoon. She was interested only in the nailing.

      After regaining her breath, Kitty said, “Norby just won't do it like that.”

      “I think every man will do it like that if you ask,” I said.

      “Not my Norby.”

      “Then—”

      “Six days a week, I appreciate his technique,” she said. “But on the seventh day, while the Lord rests, I just want to get pounded. You know?”

      Actually, I didn't know. But that was Kitty in a snapshot — unvarnished, honest, demanding, kind of fun, but also kind of crazy. I was better off without her — although, like the errands for her father, these semi-monthly sojourns to her bed seemed to be a part of the divorce agreement. Neither were written down, though, and while there was no easy way to get out of her father's employ, I could easily spurn Kitty the next time she called. I didn't think there was any way she could go to her father and get me fired because I wasn't screwing her anymore. Then again, it wasn't as if her father exactly punished her for cheating on me, so who knew? At least that's what I told myself every time I heard her voice on the other end of the line.

      “So, six days a week? Not a bad life,” I said.

      She snorted.

      “It's nothing like that. I mean, nothing close to that.”

      “Is he traveling? Out of town?”

      “Some,” Kitty said. “But that's not really it. He's been working terrible hours in the office lately. Just crazy hours, especially the last couple of weeks.”

      “What's crazy?”

      “Till nine or 10 o'clock most nights. Sometimes later.”

      “That is crazy,” I said. “Remind me again what he does again for our glorious socialist state. It's like—”

      “Supply.”

      “Supply what?”

      “Just goddamned supply,” she said. “Some of it is merchandise that they sell. Most of it, from what he says, is just making sure that whatever crap they need — you know, for construction and stuff like that — gets delivered where they need it and when they need it.”

      “But still—”

      “Exactly. It's just concrete and bricks and whatever else. What could possibly take till 10 at night, night after night?”

      Unusual absences, night after night after night? You didn't need to have a dirty mind to have a few ideas. Then again, while I wasn't a fan of old Norbert, I didn't think he was an idiot. And looking to my left and seeing the quite naked Mrs. Hartz, her blond tresses partially covering her luscious left breast, it was hard to believe that he would find anything any better in the halls of whatever East Berlin government building he was working in every night.

      Kitty read my face and said, “No, I really don't think so. He knows I'd kill him.”

      Which was rich, considering our past experience as a legally married couple. I let it go, though, almost as quickly as it popped into my head. She didn't possess an ounce of self-awareness, so what was the point?

      “He's just ambitious, which I like,” she said. “Daddy used to work late sometimes when I was in school, too.”

      “Yeah, just busy,” I said. “Maybe we're getting more fruit in the shops. Or maybe, you know, shoes that don't look the same as last year's shoes, which looked exactly like the shoes from the year before.”

      “You're silly,” she said, and of course, she was right. The truth was that women like Kitty — because of her father or her husband or both — had access to whatever western fashions they desired.

      “So silly,” she said, grabbing me there. We both quickly determined that I would be staying at least a few more minutes. And it was the same again, just nailing.

      After we were done, she said, “My God, it really has been days.” She counted on her fingers. “Six days since Norby came home at 11, pulled up my nighty and said, and I quote, 'And now it's time to fuck the barbed wire king of Berlin.'“

      “Such a romantic.”

      “Yeah, but he still, you know, took his time. But I'll take it,” she said. And all the way home, between discreet sniffs of my fingers on the train — Red Rolf only cautioned against the practice at work, after all — all I could think about was the barbed wire king of Berlin.
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      Wednesday morning, I was in the office at 6:30, an hour before I was instructed but barely early as far as my racing mind was concerned. I had been thinking for a day and a half, between the women in my life, and decided only one thing. I had to tell the boss that I needed to speak to the guy the Stasi had in Hohenschonhausen, the apparently real Kurt Braun from the identification card found in the woods in Treptower Park.

      I was smart enough to sense there would be complications, though — because complications, political complications, Stasi complications, were the only possible reason that the great and cool Frederick Greiner would need a day and a half to think before making a decision. I had no idea what those complications might be, but that really didn't matter. It was another Red Rolfism: “Always be smart enough to know what you don't know.” And I knew next to nothing about politics at the upper level of the Kripo and the Stasi.

      After playing out the upcoming conversation about 50 times in my head, I ultimately came to the conclusion that the coward's way was the best way. I would wait to see what Greiner said, and would only bring it up if he did not. It is what I finally decided at 7:20. I did not waver at 7:25, when Greiner walked down the hallway past my office without looking in. I almost wavered during the walk down the hallway at 7:30 precisely, but held firm.

      “Boss?” I said after a perfunctory knock.

      “Sit,” he said. And then, before my ass had dented the worn leather cushion, he said, “We have to get you into Hohenschonhausen to see that Stasi meat.”

      My exhale of relief must have been louder than I thought. Greiner smiled.

      “Well, at least we're thinking the same way,” he said.

      “I just didn't want to—”

      “I appreciate that, but that's my worry. That's why I have the stripes.”

      I really didn't have anything else to say, so I just sat there. I didn't mind the silence. It allowed me to appreciate what had just happened. I wasn't this kid who had been forced on him by some asshole on the Central Committee anymore. Somehow, through time and this particular circumstance, I had become a teammate of sorts, not exactly a partner but, well, more of a partner than I had ever been before. The Stasi, it seemed, had done me a favor. That was my first thought. My second thought was that I was out of my mind.

      “Here's the problem — and I am going to confide in you a little bit,” Greiner said.

      I sat up like the smartest puppy in the obedience school. Greiner smiled, despite himself.

      “The problem is they want nothing to do with my case,” I said.

      “A fact of which I'm well aware, especially after a few discreet inquiries.”

      “So—”

      “So,” he said. “I've decided to ask them for a little assistance. My approximate equivalent upstairs, I'm not going to ask him for any investigative help. I just need him to make a phone call for me. That will be the sum total of his involvement.”

      “A phone call?” I said.

      Greiner explained that he needed his Stasi equivalent to make the call to the guy who would get me into Hohenschonhausen to speak to Kurt Braun. Greiner said he did not know who that somebody might be, and he didn't really care.

      “The building works on favors,” he said. “Now I'll owe him one. Hopefully, when the time comes, it won't be too big a favor. Just to be sure, don't get sideways with the Stasi in the next couple of months.”

      He was kidding, I thought.

      'So, when?” I said. I croaked out the words. I really hoped he was kidding.

      “Don't know. They'll call you.”

      And then he was the boss again — head down in his paperwork, no goodbye. Back in my office, I sat and stewed, which was pretty much my constant state of being, between times with the women in my life. The Stasi made me nervous. The Stasi made everybody nervous. It was one of the three constants of life in East Germany: You could always buy pork in the shops, if nothing else; bread rolls always cost five pfennings, so cheap that farmers fed them to livestock rather than buy grain feed; and the Stasi made everybody nervous.

      So that was a constant — but owing the Stasi a favor made me the most nervous of all. Even if it wasn't technically my favor — Greiner was the one making the call — it was still a call being made on my behalf. And the payback — well, let's just say that I figured I was already up to my neck in the favors business when it came to my father-in-law, and one more might just push my head below the surface.

      It was into that cheerful reverie that Harald Heilemann arrived with his cart.

      “Tell me something funny, Harry,” I said.

      “I don't even have a half of a tidbit today.” He plopped down in the chair next to my desk.

      “Nothing? No rumors? No whispers about some big suit's wife banging the gardener? You disappoint me, Harry.”

      “I disappoint myself. That's the only fun in this damn job.”

      “The rumors or the fact that they think you're too dumb to pick up on them?”

      “Both,” Harry said. “But especially the dumb part, I guess.”

      “So… nothing?”

      “Really nothing. Quiet as church mice up there.”

      “And when was the last time you were in a church?”

      “A fair point,” he said. Then he reached over to the cart and pulled out a copy of Das Volk, one of the other East Berlin papers. “Seen this?”

      “Anything interesting?”

      “Not unless you find photos of apartment construction projects interesting.”

      “I guess they are if you're on the list.”

      “I guess,” he said

      I thumbed through to a letters column on the inside page. Bernie told me when we were having coffee in Alexanderplatz that this was the most interesting part of the paper, and I assumed it was the same at Das Volk.

      “It's also some of my best creative writing,” he said.

      “But didn't you just get done telling me that all the man-in-the-street stuff is legitimate?”

      “I said they were semi-legitimate,” he said. “And the letters, some of them are real. But you know that all the editors meet with the Central Committee on Wednesdays — I've told you that before, right? Anyway, they always come back with topics the committee would like to see discussed in the letters, and the correct point of view they want to see expressed. Me and Keeler, we share a desk and have a laugh about it every week. I put on my boss's voice and say, 'Bernie, I'd like a letter from a concrete laborer from Lichtenberg. Topic is fucking dead sheep.' Then I put on my voice and say, 'Are we for or against fucking dead sheep, boss?'“

      With that background in the fine art of journalism in the German Democratic Republic, I now read the letters looking for the ones about fucking dead sheep. But the one that caught my eye that day was from J.M., a housewife from Mitte.

      To the editors,

      It is becoming less and less possible to ignore the plight of the unfortunate members of our society who are being duped into fleeing to the decadent West. They are being made the promise of a better life and are instead discovering a world where poverty exists in the shadows of the shining neon lights, where neither the dignity of work nor the ability to pay for life's necessities is guaranteed. Many are being forced to debase themselves to survive, mostly the women and even some girls. The cases are well-documented. It is a human tragedy.

      Our state must act to protect those people. A simple barrier between East Berlin and the rest of the city would deliver the message — a message aimed not as much at our great citizens but at the cynical voices on the other side.

      It would speak to the traitorous guest workers from East Berlin, yes. But more than that, a barrier would say, loud and clear, that the German Democratic Republic will do everything in its power to protect its citizens from a system that appears as a beautifully wrapped gift, only to reveal an empty box when it is opened.

      I read it, and then I read it a second time, and then I pointed it out to Harry, and then he read it. His response was simply to look at me and theatrically raise an eyebrow, then stand up and push his cart farther down the hall.

      It was all I could think about for the next few minutes, until the phone rang. I didn't recognize the voice, not that it mattered. There were no pleasantries. The whole call might have taken 10 seconds. I was being summoned, not to the Stasi prison, but to Stasi headquarters on Normannenstrasse. The appointment was in two hours. I hung up and thought about telling Greiner, but then I decided to wait until I knew something more. And then, well, then I wasn't thinking about the letters to the editor anymore.
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      Normannenstrasse was still a construction site. I could see the main building, No. 1, and that's where I was headed. But to get there, I was forced to drive a slalom of sorts around a series of earthmoving vehicles or various sizes and shapes. There were more buildings going up along the row. If I imagined it when it was finished, there would be a massive courtyard of sorts with No. 1 as its anchor.

      One of the guards at what amounted to a front gate — it wasn't even a shack, just a half-assed lean-to that would be barely tall enough to protect the guard from the rain, provided the wind wasn't blowing in the wrong direction — told me where to park, maybe 100 yards from the front door. There was a faint film of dust on my shoes, just around the edges, when I reached the reception desk at No. 1.

      “Under Lieutenant Peter Ritter from Berlin Kripo, Murder Squad, here to see Captain Hans Grundmann,” I said.

      The woman at the desk ran her finger down a column on the ledger open in front of her and found my name. She picked up the receiver on her telephone and, before dialing, said, “Make yourself comfortable.”

      There were two benches with leather cushions, but I chose instead to look at the artwork in the atrium that was the building's lobby. It was bright and modern, as you would expect, with clean lines and light wood accents. There were two statues. One of them, I recognized right off — Lenin. He was leaning forward on a podium of sorts and looked very much like every picture of him that I had ever seen: the pointy beard, the eyes with the fire seeming to shoot out of them, all of it. It was as if he was preparing to fire up a crowd. The other statue, I had no idea who it was until I read the plaque beneath. The man in the overcoat was Felix Dzerzhinsky. I didn't know a lot about him, other than that he was in charge of the Cheka, way back, which was an early Soviet version of the Stasi. I wiped at the base of the statue, and there was a wisp of plaster dust on my finger, a fact of which Old Felix would not likely have approved. As for the faint but very real smell of paint, I had no idea.

      As I was wiping my finger on the inside of my pants pocket, an officer came down the main staircase. Captain Grundmann, I presumed — correctly, as it turned out. He was my superior in rank, and he was from the colon-restricting Stasi, but he seemed oddly relaxed. As we walked up the stairs, I felt confident enough to attempt a bit of small-talk.

      “How long—”

      “It's brand new,” he said. Stasi mind-reading trick, clearly. “We've been moving in stages.”

      “But do you ever get used to—”

      “The paint smell? Yeah. Like I said, brand new. You won't notice it after a few minutes. It was much worse a couple of weeks ago.”

      When we got to the top of the stairs, the first landing on the second floor, Grundmann leaned over and, in a kind of conspiratorial whisper, said, “The minister is out of town, so I can give you a bit of a tour.”

      The minister was Erich Mielke. He was in charge of state security. I knew nothing about him, other than his title, and what he looked like from newspaper photographs — oh, and the fact that he scared the crap out of me, almost literally. Just the thought of walking down his hallways was giving me minor stomach cramps.

      We were on the second floor, but all of the office doors had numbers that began with a 1. We walked a few steps to the left and into the start of a hallway lined with a dozen such doors. The floor was a kind of deep red linoleum.

      “Just offices,” Grundmann said. “Mine is down there. We'll see it later.”

      He turned us in the other direction. After a few seconds, the first change I noticed was the flooring material. Red linoleum gave way to wood parquet, a golden color, probably oak.

      First, we came to what looked like a little apartment. We leaned our heads into the doorway. There was a sitting area with a couple of chairs and a television. For the record, my Grundig was nicer.

      “Bathroom and shower through there,” Grundmann said, pointing to a door on the right.

      A few more steps down the hall, he opened another door. Inside was kind of an office and a sitting room combined, with a desk and chair and another, more comfortable reclining chair. Leather.

      “When the minister does not wish to be disturbed,” Grundmann said.

      Farther down the hallway, another door. It was a meeting room with a long conference table.

      “Self-explanatory,” Grundmann said.

      Next was what my guide described as “the real nerve center.” We walked into the room, which seemed like an outer office of sorts, with a desk and some filing cabinets. Grundmann explained that this was Ursula's office, that Ursula was Mielke's secretary, and that she was married to Herbert, who was Mielke's chauffeur and bodyguard.

      “They're both on the trip,” Grundmann said, and here his voice was a little lower for whatever reason.

      “Where?”

      He pointed. East, I thought. The fact that Grundmann wouldn't say the word, and the fact that he pointed east, seemed to pretty clearly indicate that it wasn't Dresden or Warsaw. It was the biggest east: Moscow.

      Okay, then.

      “Look at this — Ursula showed me,” Grundmann said. He lifted the blotter on her desk and pulled out a large yellow index card. It looked like a child's drawing of a dinner service. At least, that's what I told him, and he laughed.

      “You're half-right,” he said. “It's Ursula's drawing of how to arrange the minister's breakfast every morning.”

      And so it was. Typed on top of the card, it said, “Breakfast: 2 eggs, cooked 4 1/2 minutes, picked beforehand.” Then came the drawings.

      On the left was a tray with the coffee service — coffee pitcher on the left, milk on the right. As for the meal service itself, the napkin went on the left — folded in a triangle. The plate with one egg was in the middle, spoon on the right, salt shaker just above it. Then, in a row farther away, the second egg in a cup on the left, a plate with bread in the center, and then another plate. I couldn't see what was supposed to be on that one because Grundmann pulled the card away too quickly to read it. He slid it back beneath the blotter.

      “Organized,” I said, after quickly rejecting “anal” and “bizarre” from my potential list of comments.

      “Organized, yes,” Grundmann said. His smile suggested he was at least in the “bizarre” camp, if not “anal,” but I would never know for sure.

      Through the far door, he said, was Mielke's main office, but we were skipping that. He said, “A desk, a few telephones, but we'll leave that be. Fun is fun, but that's enough.”

      We walked back down the hall, back onto the red linoleum, and into his office.

      “With that, Under Lieutenant Peter Ritter, the tour is complete,” he said. “Now, tell me why you're here. A body at the memorial in Treptower Park, is that correct?”
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      “Short version or long version, Captain?” I asked as a preamble.

      “Long,” Grundmann said.

      “Have you seen any of the paperwork?”

      “I’m sure it’s exquisite in its detail and accuracy, but no.”

      So I told the story from beginning to end, from being awakened in Prenzlauer Berg in the middle of the night to the visit from Beck in the office about 48 hours before I arrived at Normennenstrasse. I had told it often enough that I had developed some proficiency in the telling. And whenever I told it — including that day — the amputated cock and balls always drew a visceral reaction from my audience. Grundmann’s was a fairly standard wince, but it was accompanied by a noticeable squirm in his seat. But here was the thing: I always mentioned “cock and balls” twice in my retelling, but I only got the reaction once. By the second time, it was just another fact in the list. Hair, color of eyes, identity, address, cock and balls. Next.

      When I got done, Grundmann was silent. I wondered what his function was in my little moment of drama. He worked in Stasi headquarters, so he likely pushed paper rather than doing any real investigating of… anything.

      So what exactly was he pondering? Either he was going to grant the request or not, based upon the bureaucratic trading of favors. The facts of the case seemed irrelevant in the game he was playing — at least that’s what I thought. But, as the silence grew longer and more uncomfortable, I reminded myself that I didn’t know what I didn’t know.

      Finally, Grundmann cleared his throat.

      “So why exactly do you need to see Mr. Braun, currently resident in Hohenschonhausen?” he said.

      “Need to isn’t exactly it, sir,” I said. “But the coincidence between the appearance of my corpse and the appearance of Mr. Braun — how closely they resemble each other — is hard to ignore.”

      “I could walk over to the guard barracks outside and find you three pretty close matches without any trouble at all.”

      “Yes, sir,” I said, partly because ass-kissing was my default in these situations but mostly because I knew he was right. But how to explain to a non-detective that even distant coincidences in a murder investigation needed to be checked out, regardless of the involvement of the Stasi and whatever political business that might entail?

      As it turned out, I didn’t need to explain. Grundmann took a deep breath and just barreled ahead.

      “So you have a mutilated body that you can’t identify,” he said. He waited for a reaction, and I nodded.

      “No hands, no feet, no cock, no balls, no name,” he said. Again, he paused. Again, I nodded. This was a bit of a performance on his part, I realized, and I was to play the part of the addled sidekick. That was fine. There were plenty of people who would tell you that I was more than suited for the role.

      “You have a wallet found in the woods nearby, and the best thing that’s got going for it is that it wasn’t rained on.”

      Pause. Nod.

      “And now you have knowledge, provided not by your own initiative but by the benevolence of Beck, from the Stasi’s Berlin station on Keibelstraße, that the identification in the wallet does not belong to your mutilated body but to a man currently incarcerated in Hohenschonhausen.”

      I wanted to object at that point, just on principle. But I nodded. It was my role, after all, and if I was to get what I wanted out of the meeting, I needed to play it.

      “So, in the vernacular, you don’t have shit,” Grundmann said.

      Nod. Maybe he knew Bernie?

      “And, also in the vernacular, what you do have is this identification card in one hand and your—”

      “Yes, Captain,” I said.

      “And your investigative training tells you that every lead needs to be followed, and the ID card is the only lead you have left.”

      “There’s a little more to my thinking, sir, but yes. Essentially, yes.”

      “Tell me about the little more.”

      “Well, it’s like this,” I said, about to speak aloud a thought that was no more than half-baked, and that essentially was just a restatement of what Grundmann had already said. “The coincidence of their looks needs to be checked out, however likely or unlikely it is. But the fact that the wallet was dry, after a week of heavy rains, well, it does suggest a timeframe that matches with my killing. And that just multiplies the coincidence by some factor.”

      “What factor?”

      “Some factor,” I said. “Not zero. More than 1.”

      Again, Grundmann lapsed into silence. He was right. I had the identification card in one hand, my dick in the other hand, and nothing but a prayer of the interview with the guy in Hohenschonhausen being able to help me. So I sat there and waited.

      “Wait for me outside, and close the door,” he said, after a few more seconds. I got up and sat on one of the benches in an outer office.

      One minute became two, and two became five. I could hear that he was talking to someone on the phone, but wasn’t able to decipher any of the conversation through the heavy wooden door. Then I heard nothing. Then the door opened.

      “Under Lieutenant,” Grundmann said. “Your appointment is at 10 a.m. on Friday.”

      Two days from then.

      “You will have 15 minutes to speak to your Mr. Kurt Braun. Fifteen minutes and no more.”

      “Thank you, Captain.”

      His reply was in three parts. First, he smiled. Then he shook his head. And then Captain Grundmann closed the door in my face without another word.
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      I returned to the office and filled in the boss on my meeting at Normannenstrasse. The way he reacted almost made me wish I hadn’t. It wasn’t that he was harsh when I told him, just… uncomfortable. It was pretty clear to me that Greiner did not like playing the favors game, and that my little verbal report was a reminder he did not particularly need or want.

      So I cut it as short as I could, ending with, “Do you want an update after the interview at Hohenschonhausen?”

      Greiner paused for a second. Then he said, “If you believe it is warranted.”

      All of which seemed to mean that he was really, really hoping that it wasn’t warranted. Which suggested I was being permitted a measure of independence in the investigation, which was both comforting and unnerving at the same time. I mean, why didn’t he want to know what our Mr. Braun had to say? I wondered if the Stasi had already identified the favor that Greiner now owed to them.

      Whatever. As I walked out of his glass fishbowl, Gretchen handed me a phone message. It read, “The Willow in Pankow. 4:30.”

      “What’s her name?” Gretchen said.

      “I wish,” I said.

      “Why, Peter Ritter, I think you’re blushing.”

      “I’m really not,” I said, and I wasn’t — because this wasn’t about a woman, but her father. Maybe my face was red from whatever discomfort I had felt in Greiner’s office.

      I asked Gretchen for a telephone directory to find the address of The Willow — Florastrasse 9. As it turned out, it was right down the street from the train station that I had taken to Elke’s apartment.

      When I got there, and walked up and down, I counted exactly one flower shop on Florastrasse, but it was the motif of many of the businesses nonetheless. The Willow was one of them, a small restaurant. Why he picked it was beyond me — at least until he arrived, when it became obvious. I was early, so I sat at the bar with a Pilsator. When he swept into the room, he said, “Bring your beer,” and then he led me to a private booth in the back with doors that swung open and shut, sheltering the inhabitants from prying eyes. It didn’t take 30 seconds for a waiter carrying two beers on a tray to appear.

      “Is this near your office?” I said.

      He shook his head. “How many times have you been to Pankow? Dozens to my old house alone, I’m sure.”

      More than that, if you counted the times since the divorce, but I didn’t tell him that part.

      “The schloss is right down there, not a half mile,” he said, pointing out toward the front window of the restaurant. The schloss, Schonhausen Palace, is where the Central Committee did at least some of whatever they did. Grimm had once told me that he had three different offices and that one of them was in the schloss. I had never seen it before, but everybody knew what it was. The president had lived there before he died in 1960.

      “I took the train to Wollankstraße to get to your house,” I said. “That walk from the station to No. 52 is all I know about Pankow.”

      He shook his head again.

      “So, did you walk over from work?” I said.

      “Are you kidding me?”

      “I just figured, if it’s only a half mile—”

      “Nobody walks.”

      “Nobody?”

      “Nobody,” Grimm said. “They wouldn’t know what to do if you walked. I can just imagine the alarm bells it would raise if I walked.”

      “So, you’re saying that they follow you?”

      “You are so naive.”

      With that fact firmly established, we got down to my report. It was simple enough, but I read from my notebook anyway. When the bald guy left his apartment, the area where he went, the bar — or whatever it was — on the corner, the walk back to his car with a male companion, the companion leaving the car, and the bald Mr. Strassmann driving home. And, for dramatic effect, I saved the bit about the two men embracing and kissing in the vestibule until the end.

      Grimm took it all in, without any discernible reaction other than one of someone concentrating and cataloging the facts. There was no smile at my final revelation, no homosexual joke, no nothing — just a nod, and just barely, and the look of someone processing information. We sat in silence. I sipped my beer.

      Then, finally, “I need you to follow our bald fellow again, this Saturday night. And if he goes to the same place, which I expect, I want you to take note. But instead of following him home, I want you to follow the other fellow home.”

      “But that could take all night.”

      “Yeah, well.”

      “And it’s not like he’s likely to have a car — I mean, how many people do?” I said. “Especially in that neighborhood? A loud fart would knock down some of those buildings. And if he’s on foot, I’ll have to be on foot.”

      My former father-in-law looked on impassively.

      “Are you at least going to give me a hint?” I said.

      “Meaning?” And there, his eyes narrowed.

      “I’m following this poof around because, why? I mean, who is he? And what’s the purpose?”

      I knew I was crossing a line, but I didn’t care. I was performing a service for Grimm, and even if I didn’t have much choice in the matter, he really didn’t, either. He needed the service, and so he would just have to put up with at least a small serving of my impudent bullshit.

      “You know everything you need to know,” Grimm said.

      “But need-to-know and want-to-know are two different things.”

      “Your wants are not my concern.”

      “If you say so,” I said, with the picture of his daughter, naked in bed, leaning on one elbow, her hair just brushing against her right breast.

      My words hung there. He processed them for whatever I might be implying. Within about two seconds, though, he gave up, undoubtedly concluding that I was just being an asshole because it was understood — unspoken but understood — that I was permitted to be an asshole, within reason.

      “Just follow him and get his name,” is what Grimm ended up saying.

      “Nothing else? No date of birth? No next of kin? No listing of sexual proclivities.”

      I was wearing his patience. Mission accomplished. In most lives, the small victories were the only victories, and this was one of mine.

      “Just his name,” he said.

      “Really, is that all?”

      He did not answer. He just slugged down the end of his beer and walked out. I left the booth and watched Grimm go out the front door of the restaurant and saw him get into his waiting black Chaika, driven by a man in a dark suit who opened the back door for him. They roared off. Fifteen seconds later, a second black Chaika roared by. It was traveling in the same direction.
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      In exchange for a particularly athletic evening in my apartment in Prenzlauer Berg, I agreed to take Elke to the Konsum in Pankow. “When she said, ‘I mean, I think it’s the least you can do. I did everything but ride on a trapeze.’”

      “Now there’s an idea. I wonder if the ceiling—”

      “Enough,” she said.

      We had to swing by her mother’s apartment for the list. I barely took a step inside the door and waved at Elke’s mother from there. She didn’t ask me in — either she was afraid, as she had been the last time, that I was going to stay long enough to eat something, or she just didn’t like me. I wasn’t sure.

      As we were leaving, she shouted at Elke, “Don’t forget the coupons,” as if anyone who shopped at Konsum ever did. It was pretty much our national sport, collecting those coupons. At the end of the year, you got a rebate check for them — 1.8 percent of your total purchases for the year, as every housewife knew. It usually added up to a free week of shopping and it was, as every woman in the country said, “The week when the food always tastes the best.”

      Or, as Elke said — after we took turns imitating her mother saying, “Don’t forget the coupons” — “The great socialist reward! More pork! More bread! More brown food! More white food!”

      When I mentioned that her mother never invited me in, I asked Elke if she didn’t like me.

      “Oh, no,” she said. “The opposite. She likes you just fine.”

      “Then why?”

      “It didn’t dawn on you because you live alone,” Elke said. “But didn’t you notice? My brother, the kids — they were all out. She was alone in the apartment. It’s like Nirvana for her when she gets an hour or two by herself. She just sits there and basks in the silence.”

      There wasn’t much of a crowd in the store. Elke’s list wasn’t too long. I was given three items to find on my own. A tin of herring was easy, 1.15 marks. Florena creme — “It’s for women’s faces, to help take off the makeup,” I was told — was a little harder, but I managed. But for some reason, I struck out on the banana pudding, at 0.55 marks. Elke gave me a sad mother’s shake of the head and found it herself in about 30 seconds.

      When we had walked in, Elke became excited when she saw someone leaving the store with two tomatoes in their bag. Tomatoes were not an everyday occurrence in the Konsum, or even every month. While I was searching for the herring and the face cream and the pudding, she went straight to the produce section. After she found the banana pudding, I looked in the cart.

      “No tomatoes?” I said.

      “None,” she said. “Kind of hard to believe that woman got the last two, don’t you think?”

      So she had a cart full of different cuts of pork, potatoes, turnips, onions, and carrots. The apples looked like crap, so she had no fruit. It didn’t take long to find the rest, and we were at the counter, preparing to pay.

      “No tomatoes left?” Elke said. She went with a sweet, polite voice.

      “I guess not,” the man in the apron said.

      “You guess, do you?” she said, this time without sweetness.

      “If they’re not there—”

      “Sir,” I said. I stopped him in mid-sentence with that one word, and also with a flash of my Kripo identification.

      “Tomatoes?” I said.

      He walked a few feet and opened a drawer at the end of the counter. He reached in and — voila! — two tomatoes. He placed them on the counter with the rest of the order and began to ring it up. If there was a scintilla of shame in the man, he was hiding it well.

      Elke seethed as he packed the food. I thought she was going to hit him. She was madder that she got the tomatoes than she was when she didn’t have them. She was so mad that I had to remember the key to East German life.

      “Coupons, buddy,” I said, and he tore me out a handful. A minute later, when we were loading the bags into the car, Elke unloaded on me.

      “Don’t you see how wrong that is on every level?”

      “You wanted the tomatoes. I got you the tomatoes. What?”

      “Why should I need your badge to get tomatoes? Why should he have the right to pick and choose who he sells the tomatoes to? Why should he be able to demand bribes before he’ll see you a goddamned tomato?”

      I began to interject. The steamroller stopped me before I could get started, though — and it was just as well. It wasn’t as if there was any justification. I certainly didn’t have one.

      It wasn’t as if I was a truly deep thinker about any of this stuff. The way I figured it, there was a way to game every system in every country, and that’s all I was doing when I showed the guy my Kripo identification. If I was going to make the argument to her, I would wonder out loud if the people in West Berlin who cheat on their taxes weren’t just as corrupt? Or the factory owners who lived in a house on a hill weren’t taking unfair advantage of the men who ran the machines in their factories?

      It was all just a game, with different rules in each jurisdiction. I had said the same thing to Bernie before, probably more than once, when we found ourselves in a deeply philosophical state of mind. You know, shitfaced. Anyway, that’s what I would have said as we put the bags of groceries into the car, but for the steamroller.

      “…And in what world does it make sense that bread rolls are five pfennings, and always have been five pfennings, and always will be five pfennings?” Elke said. “That stuff is cheap, always cheap, and we’ll never starve — but tomatoes are hidden under the counter? Seriously, what kind of world is that? It’s absurd. The whole system is — and you’re a part of it.”

      The short drive from the store was quiet. People were unemployed in the West, but not in the East. People starved in the West, but not in the East. It could be a gray hell sometimes — maybe a lot of the times — but nobody had to worry about survival. That’s what I told myself, anyway.

      Still, anything I said at that point would have just made things worse. Elke took the two sacks from me when we got to the apartment and went inside. The slam of the building door seemed to have been a message. I could be dense sometimes, but I got that one. And those last words of hers rang in my ears long after the door-slam:

      “…and you’re a part of it.”
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      Hohenschonhausen was a secret, technically. The typical man on the street in East Berlin had no idea that it existed. The average citizen undoubtedly figured that the Stasi ran a prison, but they didn’t know what it was or where it was. For instance, I didn’t know about it when I was a Vopo beat cop. It was only after I got to the Kripo when I learned, and only unofficially, through out-of-the-side-of-the-mouth asides from the other detectives, or jokes in the bar.

      Like: “Who’s the patron saint of Hohenschonhausen? The Marquis de Sade.”

      Or: “How do you know a guy has been to Hohenschonhausen? In a restaurant, he’s the one who needs the fingers on both hands to signal for a table for four.”

      So Stasi people knew, and police at a certain level knew, and former prisoners knew — but that was really about it. I wondered about the neighbors, though. I mean, the prison was in a Berlin city neighborhood. The tram ran just a couple of blocks from the front gate — which led me through a four-foot fence that stretched for probably 100 yards in either direction. But there were houses both inside and outside the fence. Just outside, there were a dozen kids playing football on a field right next to the fence. There was no doubt in my mind that, once a day, one of the players misfired and had to ask one of the guards inside to throw the ball back over. Those kids must have known something, which meant their parents must have known something. Or maybe they chose not to. Or maybe they were all prison families — guards, cooks, cleaners, whatever — and knew that continued employment meant that this was just going to have to be their little secret.

      Once I got inside the fence and parked, there was another guard shack outside the prison buildings themselves, part of a 12-foot stone wall with barbed wire on top. The man on duty found my name on a list almost immediately and then directed a kid in a uniform to take me inside.

      “First time?”

      He offered me the tour, like a docent at the Pergamon — only happier. In fact, my man was positively ebullient.

      “Only open for about a year,” he said. “Prisoners built the place — nice, huh? The old prison was in a cellar beneath a kitchen. That was a real hole — literally. This is much nicer.”

      We were inside the building then. We were walking, about to turn down a hallway, but then my guide abruptly stopped. He was watching a red light, waiting, waiting, and when it turned green, we proceeded.

      “A hundred and six cells,” he said. His hand swept grandly, the length of the hallway. “They all have toilets, which is better than the old place. Just buckets.” He held his nose and kept walking.

      “Each door has an opening to see inside, precisely placed so that a guard even of the minimum allowable height can see inside,” he said. “I’d let you look, but no. There aren’t any windows, but there are glass bricks in the wall to let in some light from the outside. So, 106 cells and 115 interrogation rooms.”

      I found that math… well, interesting. We had walked a decent distance, reached the end of another hallway, and suddenly stopped again.

      “What’s with the red lights?” I said.

      “Part of the procedure,” he said. “The prisoners live in solitary. They see no one other than their interrogators. Food is pushed through a slot in the doors. And these lights, they allow prisoners to be transported to interrogation rooms without seeing any of their compatriots. We find the isolation aids in our questioning — we get quicker answers. The red light means someone is passing in the hallway ahead. The guard flips a switch as he enters the hallway. He will flip another switch at the other end of the hallway when he exits with the prisoner. So we wait.”

      Just then, the light changed.

      “And now we go,” my guide said.

      “But they must try to communicate with each other,” I said. “I mean, the cells are close together. I could see that much.”

      “Sometimes. But we make it clear when we catch someone — usually by placing one of our men in an adjacent cell. They might tap out a code with a stolen spoon or something, and it almost doesn’t matter if we can figure out what they’re saying. We punish for even the attempt to communicate, and when we catch someone, we let the rest know. And then they think, ‘Am I communicating with a fellow prisoner or a guard?’ Or with an informer, one of the prisoners who we recruit. It’s a significant discouragement.”

      One more turn down a hallway, my guide pointed to an open door. “Look in,” he said, and I leaned in and saw two men sitting at some kind of electronic console and watching a half dozen television screens. They were looking at different prison hallways, it appeared. I had not seen the cameras.

      One more turn and we entered a room that was almost nice. There were a table and two office chairs inside. There was a window, and there were curtains. It was narrow and deep, with a radiator beneath the window.

      “We thought this would be better for you than a regular interrogation room,” my guide said. “This is a cell informant’s room. This is where he would come to write a report on one of the prisoners he is watching for us.”

      The guide looked at his wristwatch.

      “Seven minutes,” he said. “That is when your prisoner will be delivered. They tend to be on time. I’ll close the door now, but it isn’t locked.”

      “Thanks.”

      “My pleasure.”

      “I could tell,” I said. It was not meant as a compliment, but that’s how my guide took it.
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      The door opened, and I looked at my watch. Right on time. The guard led Kurt Braun inside and removed the shackles from his wrists.

      “I can wait inside or out, your choice,” he said.

      “Outside,” I said.

      “As you wish. Fifteen minutes.”

      The door closed softly behind him. It was made of wood, not secure. There was no familiar clang, the sound the same in every jail I had ever been in, from the handful of cells for drunks in every precinct house to the ones underneath Keibelstraße, which were no picnic.

      Braun sat without asking. I took the other chair. He looked like the walking definition of hell, both gaunt and scared, like someone who had already shit himself a half dozen times but was working his way up toward one more attempt. If I scared him — just me in a business suit, without a visible weapon, without a prison guard's hardened features or demeanor — I can only imagine what it was like when the real experts got hold of him.

      “My name is Under Lieutenant Peter Ritter, from the Berlin Kripo, the murder squad,” I said.

      “I didn't kill anybody.” Braun's voice was just barely above a whisper.

      “I didn't say you did.”

      “I didn't kill anybody.” Again, almost inaudible.

      “You're going to have to speak up if we're going to get through this.”

      “I didn't fucking kill anybody.” That time, a shout.

      “Better. But let's try it without the attitude from here.”

      Braun slumped back into his chair. He folded his hands on the table in a semi-successful attempt to keep them from shaking. His right foot tapped. Other than during the one shout, he made no eye contact. I don't know what he was like before Hohenschonhausen, but Braun was a shell of a person as he sat there across from me.

      “You're the first person I've seen in four days,” he said. He looked up at me again. The eyes were just empty.

      “Lucky you.”

      He half smiled, despite himself. I reached into my pocket and tossed the wallet that the cops found in the woods near the Soviet monument. It hit his hands on the table when I threw it, but he kept his fingers laced.

      “Is this your wallet? Is that your identification inside?”

      Nothing.

      “Pick the damn thing up and look at it.”

      He lifted it gingerly, as if it were a fine piece of porcelain. He opened the wallet and looked inside. He acted as if it was the first wallet he had ever seen in his life.

      “Look at the identification.”

      He pulled it out from its pocket and opened it. He looked at the picture, his face staring back at him.

      “I reported it stolen,” he said.

      “You what?”

      “The wallet. It was stolen — I think maybe I was pickpocketed on the S-bahn, on a crowded train. I got off at Hackescher Market and noticed it was gone. I reported it the next day.”

      “To who?”

      “The police — the station in my neighborhood.”

      “We have no record of that.” I was bluffing. I never asked the locals to check, and they obviously hadn't had an inspiration of initiative on their own. But why would he lie about something so easily verified? He probably was telling the truth, but I wanted to keep him off-balance.

      “Well, I did report it,” Braun said.

      We stared at each other for a few seconds, and then his eyes dropped again. He really was hollow. I took the wallet back, reached into my breast pocket for a second time, and pulled out my other bit of paraphernalia — the photograph of my corpse. I slid it across the table to him.

      “We thought this might be you,” I said.

      “Lucky me, I guess.”

      “Look at it. Do you know him?”

      “No,” he said quickly.

      “Look at it. Stare at it. Make a goddamned effort.”

      I watched Braun as he looked down at the picture. I wasn't quite sure what to make of his reaction. I mean, the guy was truly a shot fighter — so what would any reaction really mean? I couldn't know for sure. But what I saw, as watched him starting at the photo, was what I thought might have been the slightest hint of recognition. It came, and it went in a few milliseconds, but it was there — kind of a wince, kind of, I didn't know. But it was something — something more than just the natural reaction of someone viewing a dead body. Because there was nothing shocking about the photograph. It didn't show the hands of the feet or the rest that had been chopped off. It was just from the neck up. It looked like the guy was sleeping.

      “So you think I killed him?” Braun said.

      “I didn't say that.”

      “So what are you doing here?”

      I was kind of wondering that myself around that time.

      “Do you know him?” I said.

      “No.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I'm sure.”

      I really didn't have anything else to ask him, so it was almost a relief when the door opened, and the guard said, “That's 15.”

      Braun stood, and the shackles were reattached. I had a question for the guard.

      “Alone,” I said.

      He walked Braun into the hallway and had him face the wall. “Nose touching the cement,” he said. “And don't move.”

      The guard returned.

      “Just one question,” I said. “What's he in for?”

      “Crimes against the state.”

      “Meaning?”

      “It is a bit of a catch-all,” he said. “In his case, currency irregularities.”

      “Black market, then?”

      He just nodded and left the room and began walking down the hallway with Braun. At the end of the hall, and before the two of them turned right, the guard flipped a switch on the wall. A red light suddenly shone at the other end.
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      For an off-hours consultation, I had learned, Freddy Mann demanded to be fed. But seeing as how he was a bachelor, and likely looking at a tin of soup in his apartment, it didn't have to be very much. And by my way of thinking, Bressler's was the working definition of not very much. Or, as Freddy said, “I've had worse schnitzel, I guess.”

      “The quality doesn't seem to be affecting your appetite,” I said. His plate was empty.

      “Just being polite, as always.”

      We were working through all of the evidence one more time. It was the conversational equivalent of Kleinschmidt looking at a crime scene from multiple angles. You just kept talking about it and talking about it some more, in the hope that some random expression of thought would be the first link in the chain that would lead to a solution.

      We started at the Soviet monument, and with Freddy's examination of the scene. He had brought the photos of the site with him in a manila folder, and we spread them out on the table in the restaurant while we had our coffee. The waiter was not amused — no hands and no feet was a bit much, granted — but seeing as how there was only one other table in the place occupied at the time, it wasn't as if he would be turning away business. Besides, Bressler's was only three blocks from Keibelstraße. It wasn't as if I was the first Kripo detective who ever tried to get unstuck on a case over a slice of their vaguely stale, entirely forgettable strudel.

      “It just is what it is,” Freddy said. “Mutilated body, killed elsewhere, dumped at the base of the statue.” He gathered up the photos. “There's really no other story that they tell.”

      We went through the autopsy next, line by line. Again, nothing new. Cause of death was a blow to the back of the head, maybe from a shovel or the like. The stomach contents suggested our victim had had breakfast, likely narrowing the window for time of death — but that was really about it. Nothing else seemed odd, or even noteworthy — except for the obvious.

      “The cock and balls —- there has to be a sexual element,” Freddy said. “But we already knew that.”

      “But if you can't even identify the victim, it's kind of hard to draw any meaningful conclusions.”

      “Other than—”

      “What?”

      “Well,” Freddy said. “You're likely thinking about a woman as the killer, which is unusual. Now, maybe she could sneak up behind him and hit him in the head. And maybe, in her rage, she could hack off all of the important pieces from — what? — a cheating spouse?”

      “Okay,” I said. We had been through this before.

      “Like I said, unusual. But then, how does she get the body up to the monument? It just doesn't seem likely she could do it alone. It would be hard enough for a man.”

      “But he wasn't that big. And with the blood mostly drained out, the weight—”

      “True, true,” Freddy said. “Still, my guess is she would need help — another woman or a man.”

      “Really?” I said. “Do I need this now? A second killer.”

      “An accomplice,” Freddy said. “But think of it as a gift. Now you have two guilty people you might hit with a shot in the dark.”

      The whole key, as it had been from the start, was identifying the victim. I was a little reluctant to bring Freddy too far into the discussion about the wallet and the Stasi — and there was no way I was going to tell him I had been to Hohenschonhausen, given what a confidential production it had been for Greiner to arrange it. Still, I needed him to go over it again, with the new facts added in. So I did tell him that the Stasi had informed me that the owner of the wallet and identification card had been in their custody at the time of the murder and for more than a week before. And I did tell him that the wallet had been reported stolen two weeks prior to its discovery — although I didn't tell him that Kurt Braun had told me that fact himself during our interview. I just made it out like the report was discovered by someone in the precinct house near his apartment.

      “So, what do you think?” I said.

      “You might want to talk to…”

      “Oh, really?”

      “Yeah, I guess that's not going to happen,” Freddy said, and I nodded. I didn't think my face gave me away.

      “So, our basic assumptions still hold up, I think. If it was stolen two weeks earlier, and the money was taken, and the wallet was tossed into the woods, there is no way it would be dry after all of the rain we had the week before.”

      “So, that sounds right to you?”

      “It does. And the two of them really do like alike — the dead guy and the picture on the identification card. There's something there, I would say.”

      “But what?”

      “I see you are better at the questions than the answers,” Freddy said. And if we didn't really advance the case, not even an inch, it was worth the price of his mediocre schnitzel to hear it all one more time, just to be sure. Him mentioning an accomplice, just for carrying-the-body purposes, was not new but made an impression on my thinking. And that was something, I guessed.

      The whole case came down to identifying the victim. The killing was so ritualistically bizarre that I really felt as if the investigation would bear fruit if I just knew who the hell the dead guy was.

      Which brought me back to the other bit of information that I couldn't tell Freddy without revealing my visit to the prison. I needed to learn more about the black market.
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      It wasn’t too late, so I took a shot at our regular spot. Franck’s was barely lit and offered neither ambiance nor music. The only things that recommended it were toilets that weren’t completely disgusting and bottles of Deutsches Pilsner for a mark, the same price as in the stores. There was also the location, right near the Dimitroffstrasse Station, less than a 10-minute walk from my apartment on Lychener Straße, maybe 15 minutes from Bernie’s place on Bernauer Straße.

      As it turned out, Bernie was there, in his customary spot — the farthest table from the front door, the closest table to the toilets. When I tried to encourage a change, he wouldn’t hear of it. It was absurd. I mean, if you leaned back too far in your chair, you could be hit when the bathroom door swung open, not to mention the odors. But what Bernie always said was, “It’s where I feel I belong,” and so we sat.

      I brought us each a Deutsches Pilsner, and we pretty much talked about nothing for the first few sips. When I started in, he said, “So not just a social visit, huh?”

      “Look, there’s something you might be able to help me with. Something you might know.”

      “Know what?”

      “About the black market.”

      “Asked the detective.”

      “I’m not saying you’re involved,” I said.

      “But you are saying that you don’t care if I am involved, right?”

      “Well, are you?”

      “Am I a sentient, breathing adult living in this socialist paradise?” Bernie said. “If the answer is yes, then I have indeed had occasion to dabble in the black market.”

      “Well, I haven’t.”

      “Well, you’re a cop.”

      “Just tell me.”

      “Tell you what?”

      “Both the big picture and the small picture,” I said. “You know the big picture, right? You’ve written stories about currency traders being arrested, haven’t you?”

      “I have indeed. My overlords don’t want to publish a word about murder in our socialist paradise, but the evils of the black market? I can write about that all day if I want.”

      “So, tell me.”

      “What?”

      “Start with the smallest thing, a transaction,” I said. “And take it from there.”

      “You really don’t know?”

      “I really don’t.”

      “Fucking baby,” he said.

      “I think the first time you called me that, we were 12 or 13 — do you remember?”

      Bernie shook his head. I said, “You were working a scheme — big shock there — to search for used shell casings in a bombed-out building. You were going to trade the shells for cigarettes, and I was afraid a pile of rubble was going to collapse on my head, you know, when I stuck it in to search.”

      “And it didn’t collapse, did it?” he said. “Fucking baby.”

      “Okay, tell me.”

      Bernie told me the story of a simple transaction. I didn’t let on that I knew at least a bit of it from Elke. The rate was usually five East marks for one West mark. If you were getting less than five, you were getting screwed. More than, say, six, you had found a good deal. Maybe you were a regular customer. But that was if you were trading West marks for East marks.

      “Who does that?” I said.

      “Allied soldiers over on a visit — because they don’t have to pay customs on anything they buy and bring back. You’d be surprised how many bottles of brandy those boys can carry.”

      But also, Bernie said, the East Germans who work in the West and who were paid in West marks, like Elke.

      “You can quintuple your salary, and the food here is already cheap. And you have a lot left over.”

      “And nothing to spend it on.”

      “Well, there is that,” he said. “So that’s some of the trade. Most, though, goes the other way — East marks traded for West marks. You can see how it works. If I’m the trader, I’ll sell one guy five East marks for one West mark. Then I find another guy who wants to buy my one West mark. If I can charge him six or seven East marks, that one or two marks difference is the profit. Got it?”

      It was easy enough. It was a trade as old as time. I just needed to hear it from somebody else, to make sure I understood.

      “Okay, where?” I said.

      “What do you mean, where?”

      “Where do you go to do this?”

      “Were you born in this city? Do you live in this city? Are you a lieutenant on the murder squad in this city?”

      “Under lieutenant,” I said.

      “Under-educated,” Bernie said.

      “Just tell me.”

      “Christ. A dozen places, more. But the big one is outside Friedrichstrasse Station.”

      “Which side?”

      “Our side, dope,” he said.

      By the happenstance of postwar geography, the station sat in the East, but right on the border between East Berlin and the other side. It also kind of hugged the Spree on one side. About a dozen train lines must have run through it, with platforms on different levels going down and down. It was reputed to be the busiest station in the city, and I had no reason to doubt it — not that I got off there very often.

      “You come out the east doors,” Bernie said. “You know, from the top level. You come down the stairs, and you’ll see guys standing there. If you’re in a British or American uniform, or you look like a yokel coming over to see a Brecht show or something, they’ll make the approach. If there is an agreement on the business arrangement, they might walk you a block away — maybe into an alley or something — to make the exchange. It happens a hundred times a day, maybe more. Probably a lot more. You, on the other hand, would never be approached.”

      “Because?” I said.

      “Because you look like a cop. You walk like a cop. You smell like a cop.”

      “Said the man who insists on sitting next to the toilets.”

      “It’s a trained nose, brother,” Bernie said.
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      My second night with the spectacularly bald Martin Strassmann began where the first night began, outside his apartment at Am Zirkus 30. I spotted his black and silver Horch on the street and parked a few spaces behind it. I was prepared similarly to the first night, although I substituted three bottles of Pilsator for the one bottle of cola. It was going to be a long night, I figured, and what the hell?

      As it turned out, I figured correctly. It was the same deal as the first time. Strassmann came out of his place, jumped into his car, and drove to the east, to the same bombed-out Friedrichshain neighborhood, to the same street, to the same bar — or whatever the place was. As before, I shut off my lights before turning the final corner and coasted into a spot along the curb about 100 yards or so behind my shiny-headed friend. I watched him cross the street and wait outside the door before being allowed in.

      I pissed in the jar, opened the second beer, finished the second beer, pissed in the jar again, dumped the jar in the gutter, and did my best to stay awake. It was over an hour before Strassmann came out with another man — I didn’t know if it was the same man, but it could have been. They got into his car, and I waited some more.

      There were so many things I didn’t know, but I had plenty of time to speculate. I wondered if Strassmann paid the other guy for whatever was happening in the car. I also wondered what he had done to my father-in-law — ex-father-in-law — to get on his radar, and what he was going to do with the information that I brought him.

      The choices would seem to have been either to blackmail Strassmann or to destroy him. My money was on blackmail because it was more elegant and because if I knew anything about Karl Grimm, it was that he wasn’t a fan of getting his fingerprints on anything. He once told his daughter, in a context I couldn’t remember, “Put your name on as few documents as possible.” So, blackmail rather than brute force. That was my guess. And if I felt bad for my bald quarry, I had to admit that it was fleeting. I was just worried about me.

      Maybe 20 minutes after they got in the car, the second man got out, and Strassmann drove off. The unknown man rang the bell at the bar, or whatever it was, and the door was opened a few seconds later. He went inside. I slumped down in the seat and, again, did my best not to fall asleep.

      After a while, I looked at my watch. It was 11.15 p.m., and I wondered if I had fallen asleep for at least a few minutes. I probably had, and as 11.15 became 11.30, and 11.30 became midnight, I seriously wondered if I had missed my man’s exit. I considered walking down the street and ringing the bell but dismissed the idea almost as quickly as I thought of it. I mean, I had no idea what the guy looked like, other than average height and build and a medium-to-light-gray coat. I couldn’t see much more, not from 300 feet away at night. So there was no clear upside and a very clear downside. That is, I had no idea what I would be walking into, or what it was like, or how weird it was — and how I would be able to leave quickly without drawing attention to myself, which is the last thing I needed. What if it was a male brothel or something like that? It wasn’t like you could go in and leave in two minutes, saying you thought it was a hardware store. It was just too risky, and Grimm would have brained me if he knew I had put myself needlessly into that kind of situation.

      So I waited. Finally, at almost 12:30, the medium-to-light-gray coat exited and began walking up the first side street. My earlier prediction had been right, and because he was walking, I had to walk.

      The neighborhood really was shit, and it gave me the willies. It just brought back too many memories of 1945. Back then, after the bomb had killed my mother and my little brother, I hid in Red Rolf’s front room for two straight days during the worst of the fighting. The two of us, by ourselves, sat on the floor, slept on the floor, crawled to the bathroom, as our corner of Berlin seemed to be exploding all around us. It made me physically sick to think about it, even 16 years later. I knew in my head that it wasn’t like that anymore, but I couldn’t control the feeling that washed over me. Some people say that smells can be a big emotional trigger, and I didn’t know about that. I just knew that bombed-out buildings were a trigger for me. They gave me a feeling in my gut that was simultaneously painful and hollow, and it happened every time I was in this kind of beat-to-shit neighborhood. I just couldn’t help it.

      We walked for more than 10 minutes, I figured. I stayed more than a block back, and he never saw me or showed that he had even a hint of a concern about being followed. There was never any pause to tie his shoe and surreptitiously look around, no sudden left or right turns. He didn’t have a clue.

      Finally, he climbed a set of steps and walked into a building that sat between two tall piles of broken bricks and shattered window frames. No wonder there was such a housing shortage in Berlin. No wonder they kept telling Elke’s brother, “six more months.”

      There were no streetlights — hell, there were barely habitable buildings, only three on a block where there should have been nine or 10 — but there was enough of a moon that I could see which door he entered. I wrote down the number and waited a minute, and then a light went on. Second floor, front.

      With that, I called it a night. I had enough for the moment. Trying to find out any more, in the hours after midnight, would again just bring the possibility of unwanted attention. Identifying the man in the medium-to-light-gray coat would have to wait.
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      I ended up drinking myself to sleep, the feeling in my gut disappearing somewhere between the third and fourth vodka. If that wasn't the best use for alcohol — as an aid to approaching beautiful women was clearly No. 1 — it was a close second.

      When I woke up, I wanted to see Red Rolf again. I didn't really have anybody else who I ever talked to about the old times, and my old fears — not even Bernie, who lived through the same shit but who seemed to come out of it, if not unscathed, then hardened. I had seen Bernie falling-down drunk and crying about a woman who dumped him, but I had never seen him the least bit upset about 1945 or the terrible years after. He just told funny stories about the stupid scams we tried to pull, ignoring the part about how the success or failure of those scams sometimes determined whether or not we would eat that night. There was just this armor that he wore, and nothing from those days seemed able to penetrate it.

      Anyway, Red Rolf was genuinely thrilled to see me, and didn't hide it. I had fully expected a crack about how the second visit in a couple of weeks was some kind of modern record, but there was nothing like that. There were just a smile and a hug and a tumbler full of something that tasted like blackberry brandy.

      “I was in Friedrichshain last night,” I said, after a big gulp.

      “A case?”

      “Yeah.”

      “An official case, or off the books?” Red Rolf was the only person in the world I had told about my work for Karl Grimm. When I just stared into the tumbler, he knew.

      “Christ, Friedrichshain at night — still for you? I mean, you still get the feelings?” he said.

      “Yeah,” I said. We had been through this conversation a few times over the years, so I really didn't have to spell it out for him. After a few seconds, he began talking about his feelings — which pissed me off for a second. But then I realized he wasn't minimizing what I was going through, just broadening it. He said his wasn't a feeling in his gut, more just an inability to sleep for more than an hour or so at a time.

      “Nightmares?” I said.

      “No. I just wake up. And then my mind is busy. I feel like I hear the bombs — actually hear them — for a few minutes. Then I might settle down again, and then I wake up an hour later, and it starts all over.”

      He stopped, then turned it back to me.

      “So, how do you handle it?”

      “You mean, besides drinking?” I said.

      “That's a part of it for me, as you are very well aware,” he said. “I'm not going to lie about that, or pretend, or apologize. I live, I drink, that's it. But that's not enough, either. What I do is, I mostly just…”

      He paused and took a sip. I live, I drink, that's it.

      “Mostly, I just tell myself that it was a worthy fight, against a terrible evil, and that the fight was won,” Red Rolf said.

      “And this is the spoils?” I waved my arm in an arc, pointing out the window.

      “It's not perfect—”

      

      “You can say that again,” I said.

      “But what is perfect? Perfect is when we die. Until then, everything is a compromise. The acceptance of that makes us stronger.”

      “Is that Marx or Engels, old man?”

      “It's somebody smarter — Rolf.”

      He topped off our glasses. The silence that followed was comfortable, companionable. Day-drinking with the only person I really loved. He took me in, cared about me, guided me, pulled a few strings for me. He wasn't my father, but he was.

      “You're not,” he said suddenly.

      “Not what?”

      “Not thinking of leaving?”

      “Leaving, like, leaving leaving? Like, the big leaving?”

      “You are an eloquent little bastard,” he said.

      “No,” I said. “I mean, I honestly never gave it a lot of thought.”

      And that was the truth. I was busy with work, and trying to climb that ladder, and it was enough for me — that and the fact that I had advantages that about 95 percent of the people in East Berlin did not.

      “I like the bars,” I said. “I've enjoyed some of the women. A lot of it — the glamour, I don't know what you want to call it — doesn't have a huge attraction for me. Then again, who am I kidding? I have a better job here than I would in the west. I have a better apartment. I have the same television I've seen on a billboard on the Ku'Damm. I'd be taking a step down in that sense if I left.”

      We drank some more. The truth was, I had not ever seriously considered leaving. Even if I was a sergeant in a precinct house somewhere, I thought I would feel the same way. Although how could I know for sure? It hadn't been that long before, but I was miles away from being a sergeant in a precinct house.

      “But philosophically?” Red Rolf said. “Forget the creature comforts. Just in a philosophical sense—”

      “You know I don't have Lenin's picture tattooed on my ass like you.”

      “But, still.”

      “I see advantages in their system,” I said. “I see advantages in our system. I see flaws in both. As you well know, I can complain about shit and be cynical with the best of them. But you know and I know that I'm not typical. I'm not working in a mill along the Spree. I'm privileged. I'm honest enough, and I'm self-aware enough — even when I'm drinking — to know that privilege changes things. It makes a difference. It just does.”

      More silence.

      “You know, I guess I like knowing it's there,” I said. “I guess I like knowing that I can just hop on the S-bahn and visit the hedonistic West pretty much any time I want. But, no, I don't feel the need for anything more than that.”

      I got up to leave and wobbled for just a second from the blackberry brandy. Red Rolf stood up and wobbled, too, and then I hugged him. I might not have done that since I was 12, when we were lying on the floor, trying to sleep in the middle of firefights in the streets between Soviet soldiers and the remains of the German army, old men and boys not much older than me.

      “I love you, old man,” I said.

      “I know,” he said. “I always have.”
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      Bernie took less convincing than I had expected. I wanted him to take me to meet his black-market source, and he was all-in before the second beer. He rationalized it by saying, “I mean, what the hell? My life has been pretty dull lately. I could use a little zing.”

      “Wait a minute. Ever since we first met — when we really didn't even know what it was — when you said zing, you meant—”

      “I know,” he said. Then he put on an especially glum face. I knew it was a put-on, but still.

      “Not much zing lately?” I said.

      He replied with a wanking motion. “But when I close my eyes, and if my hand is especially warm, I can almost convince myself.”

      He asked me for a zing story. I told him about Elke. I did not tell him about Katerina because, well, because to tell him would have been to have been shamed by him forever. It took him six months to stop needling me about allowing myself to be bought off by my cheating wife's father with a furnished apartment. Katerina would be good for a lifetime of needling if I let him.

      We went to Friedrichstrasse Station the next night, around dinnertime. It was such a busy place, pretty much at all hours, that surveillance was a cinch. We found a side set of steps to the station, leaned on the railing, and took in the whole entrance area below us. We looked like two nobodies killing a few minutes on a nice night before our train to the Ostbahnhof.

      After a minute or two, he pointed.

      “The four Americans?” Bernie said. There were four soldiers and, even if I had not recognized the uniforms, I knew they were Americans just by their bearing. They did tend to be a little taller than the rest of us, and a little louder, and a lot more likely to laugh uproariously in public places. There was just, I didn't know, a swagger to them. And there were talking to a little worm of a guy in a black raincoat.

      “Talking to the dick with ears?” I said. That had been our shorthand for little skinny guys with short hair since we first met each other, definitely before we knew what zing was.

      “That's my guy,” Bernie said.

      I watched the transaction play out. It went as Bernie had suggested it would. His source approached the American soldiers. A conversation ensued. It didn't take long for the negotiation — 30 seconds, tops. The Americans were obviously well-practiced in the art of illegal currency transactions in the German Democratic Republic. And after that 30 seconds, the four Americans followed the black raincoat about 200 feet down the street, and then into an alley between two buildings. About 30 seconds after that, the four of them left and headed east, undoubtedly calculating in their heads exactly how drunk they would be able to get for the few West marks they had changed over. About 15 seconds after that, the black raincoat emerged from the alley and began walking back toward the station.

      “That's it?” I said. “And he works alone.”

      “Alone, but not alone,” Bernie said. “His partner was watching his back, from a couple of hundred feet away.”

      Bernie pointed to another guy in a black raincoat. He wasn't far from the bottom of the staircase on which we were standing. And this guy, unlike his partner, might have had the thickest, most luxurious head of coal-black hair that I had ever seen.

      We waited a couple of minutes and then walked down the steps and approached Bernie's source. He recognized Bernie right off, but he looked a little alarmed when he saw me. Going in, Bernie said this might be the case and told me just to keep quiet. He quickly explained that I was a detective, and his guy froze up. He warmed only a tiny bit when Bernie said I was a murder detective, and didn't care about the black market. Reluctantly, he agreed to go into the alley for a conversation.

      “You have a West mark?” the guy said. I looked in my wallet and was surprised that I did. It must have been change left over from the movie date with Elke.

      I gave it to him. He gave me back three of our marks.

      “Three?” I said. “What the—”

      “Call it a sign of good faith,” he said.

      The transaction completed, I showed him the picture of the face of the dead body — I had changed over from carrying the ID card. He looked at it and said, yeah, he knew him.

      “He used to work near one of the other exits of the station.” He pointed over toward the Spree. “But it wasn't that often, and they looked like kids who had no idea what they were doing.

      “They?”

      “Yeah, two of them. I called them The Marks Brothers. Get it? Marks. M-A-R-K-S, not X.”

      “Yeah, I get it. Were they really brothers?”

      “I have no idea — like I said, I had nothing to do with them. They worked a different corner, but only sometimes.”

      “But could they be brothers? I mean, you called them—”

      “Not sure, but yeah, they could be. I mean, I guess they could be. They looked enough like it, at least from a distance.”

      Which was interesting. I guess I had considered the idea that my dead body and my new friend in Hohenschonhausen were related, but I hadn't pursued it. So there was a potential records search in my future, unless I could convince Gretchen to do it for me. The odds on that were not great, though — which likely meant a long and dusty afternoon in the basement of the Red City Hall.

      But something else nagged at me more than a potential familial connection. Because even if they were brothers, well, so what? It would have meant that Kurt Braun had been lying to me about not knowing the victim. And it would have explained the little, indescribable something I saw on his face when I showed him the picture. But it probably wouldn't have moved me any closer to finding the killer — unless Braun was holding some more secrets. I guess that was possible, and an avenue of questioning that should be pursued — but the idea of wangling my way back into Hohenschonhausen for a second visit gave me a headache just thinking about it. And there was no way — absolutely no way — I could ask Greiner to call in another favor with the Stasi. The truth was, at that moment, I wasn't sure Greiner would have been okay with me asking him if he wanted cream or sugar in his coffee.

      So all of that was meaningful but secondary, at least as I was thinking at that time. Standing there in the alley, the black market was what held most of my attention. I said to Bernie's source, “If they didn't piss you off, could there have been someone else they did piss off? Someone who normally works that corner?”

      “Like I said, they weren't around that often,” the dick with ears said. He was starting to become uncomfortable with my questions, both emotionally and physically. He was slowly inching his way toward the opening into the alley.

      “But you must have a boss, and he might not have been happy, right?” I said.

      The guy looked at Bernie, and then at me, and then at Bernie again. “That's it, we're done here,” he said. He had already turned his back on us and begun walking away before he finished the sentence. And just like that, there were only two of us in the alley.
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      Being the ace detective that I was, I had failed to write down the name of the street from the night in Friedrichshain when I was tailing Martin Strassmann's friend after he left the bar, or whatever it was. It didn't matter, though — I just drove to the spot, turned down the street and was there in about two minutes. No. 17 didn't look any better in the daylight than in the middle of the night — and the two piles of rubble in the vacant lots on either side somehow looked worse.

      I went early, 7 a.m., before work. I was beyond anxious about how long it was taking me to make any real progress on the murder. The blessing, though, was that no one else seemed to give even half a crap. Greiner had washed his hands of it, and of me, or so it seemed after he delivered on the Stasi favor. And it wasn't like in West Berlin, where a murder like this one would be splashed all over the newspapers, creating what I imagined would be an oppressive amount of pressure to get a result. Instead, on our side, none of the three daily newspapers had so much as mentioned the dead, mutilated body found at the base of the Soviet memorial. As Bernie said, as far as the papers — and the Party — were concerned, no one got murdered in our socialist paradise. No, this was a private affair. This was my little pile of shit, and only mine. No one else could care less.

      Still, I cared enough that I didn't want to be doing Karl Grimm's errands on the Kripo's time. Besides, the early morning was the best for those kinds of things. For many people, without the opportunity to rehearse, a little sleep in the eyes could be better than truth serum. Of course, I didn't even need that. I wasn't there to roust Strassmann's pal. I just needed to get his name from the house book. He didn't even need to know I had been there. Better yet, I hoped he wouldn't find out about my visit.

      That was the plan, anyway. I went inside the building and banged on the first door on the first floor. That was almost always the superintendent, and he or she was almost always the one who kept the book. My knocking was calibrated — loud enough to wake the super, but not so loud as to wake the building, and particularly the man living one floor above.

      I calibrated well, I thought. The super opened up, and his robe was not quite closed. I showed him my identification and said, “Get the book but first get some fucking pants, man.” He pointed me to the sofa, and I waited about a minute. He handed me the book and offered coffee. I accepted.

      When he left to fix it, I flipped the book open to my man in the second-floor front apartment. His name was Franz Koenig. He was 33 years old and had lived in the apartment for three years. His prior address had been in Leipzig. He had had one five-night guest in 1959, identified as his mother, Gertrude, from Dresden. Those were the only notations in the book.

      I wrote all of that down, flipped the page in my notebook, and began copying names and apartment numbers for everyone in the five-story building. I wanted the super to see me copying them all, so as not to give him a hint about who or what I was after.

      He put down the coffee and said, “Anything or anyone I can help you with?”

      “No thanks,” I said. I guess if I had been on an official investigation, that I would have asked him if he knew if Franz Koenig liked the fellas, or more specifically, if he liked the bald-headed fellas. But that wasn't my purpose. Instead, I took a long sip of the coffee so he could sneak a peek at the notebook, name after name, apartment after apartment.

      “How long have you been keeping the book?” I said.

      “Two years. My father before me. I inherited the job when he died.”

      “I'm sorry.”

      “Don't be. He was an asshole.”

      It always made me feel bad when people talked that way about their parents. I lost my father when I was about eight and my mother when I was 12, and I revered their memories even as their faces faded from my mind's eye. I didn't like to consider the notion that time and togetherness and the complications of growing to adulthood might have fractured our relationship. And when I heard people talk like that, even a stranger, it shook me just a bit.

      I went back to writing, paging slowly through the book. It always amazed me that the house book even existed. Every tenant in every apartment in the whole country had an entry. I didn't know who invented ledger books, or where they were invented, but I had to believe that Germans embraced them more than anyone on earth. Names, dates, lists, all neatly in columns — it was a German stereotype that, like most stereotypes, was largely true. And even if they were of dubious value — you could stay two nights in someone's place without getting an entry on their page, but not three nights, as if there was something magic about those last 24 hours — the house book was still the fastest way for a policeman to find out somebody's particulars. Whoever thought of it was clearly a copper.

      When I was done, I stood up and left with neither a thank you nor an explanation. Whether the super would tell the tenants was up to him. All I knew was, I had been in and out in about 10 minutes, and I was reasonably hopeful that no one else had seen me, and if the super told anyone, he would honestly say that I took everyone's information. No specific person would necessarily be alarmed.

      Then again, did I really care? All Grimm had tasked me with doing was getting Franz Koenig's name, and I had gotten it. The rest was his problem — unless, of course, I found a way to screw up in a significant way, in which case it would be my problem.

      I left the apartment and was parked on the sidewalk at Keibelstraße before 8. I thought I would be the first one in the office, but I wasn't. Gretchen was there already, and she pretty much sprinted down the hallway from her desk when she saw me.

      “Where have you been?” she said. She was half out of breath.

      “Out.”

      “Where?”

      “What are you, my mother?”

      “There's another body,” she said. She still hadn't quite returned to normal breathing, but I understood her just fine.

      “What do you mean, another body?”

      “Kleinschmidt caught it.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Another body, and he's pissed,” she said.

      “Kleinschmidt’s pissed.”

      “At who?”

      “At you, dummy.”

      “Why me?”

      “Another body,” Gretchen said. Except she said it like, “An-oth-er bo-dy,” slower and louder, as if I were an imbecile. “Another body. It's at the Soviet memorial in Treptower Park. Kleinschmidt wants you. Now. And he's pissed.”

      “But why? What did I do?”

      “He says it was your call, and when you didn't answer, it became his call, and because of where the body is, it should still be your call. I mean, he was really yelling.”

      I stood there, looking around. There was no one else in the office. I specifically looked past Gretchen, over her shoulder, just to make sure — but there was no one in Greiner's fishbowl. It was still my little pile of shit, but now Kleinschmidt had somehow managed to step in it. God. At that point, I was pretty sure that I would have preferred that Ulbricht or Honecker had stepped in it. Kleinschmidt. Christ.

      “Where were you?” Gretchen said. There was just the hint of a dirty smile on her face.

      “I wish,” I said.

      She turned and began walking away. Half over her shoulder, she said, “And what are you still doing here?”
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      I drove to Treptower Park and left the car in the same little parking lot as the last time. It wasn't dark like the last time, though, and I didn't need a torch to keep me from tripping over an exposed tree route on the path through the trees. I managed to trip in broad damn daylight, breaking my fall with my palms, skinning the right one, managing to get a dirt mark on my left knee. That was the extent of the damage, though, and I was pretty well brushed off when I emerged from the trees.

      There were a half dozen uniforms and a bunch of others, all circled around what I assumed was the body. There also were about 30 gawkers. Given the topography, it was hard to shield them from seeing. The first difference between my body and this body was that this one was at the entrance of the Soviet memorial, and mine had been at the base of the statue. The two sites were hundreds of feet apart.

      I showed my identification and was allowed through the circle that was surrounding the body. It was covered by a cloth of some kind, undoubtedly because of the gawkers. I didn't say anything, and Freddy Mann was the first one to see me.

      “Ah, the prodigal Little Shit,” he said.

      “Very helpful,” I said. Reflexively, I looked around.

      “He's over there,” Freddy said, pointing to two men who were maybe 50 feet to our right. One was Kleinschmidt. I didn't know the other one, but Freddy read my mind.

      “The other one is the guy who found him,” he said. “Just a good socialist out for his morning constitutional. He's going to have a hell of a story to tell in the bar tonight.”

      I leaned over and reached for the corner of the sheet covering the body. Freddy stopped me. “Not yet,” he said. “We really want to get those people back. They say more uniforms will be here any time to deal with it, give us a little more privacy. And somebody from the medical examiner will be here in a minute, too, I think. Let's just wait.”

      “So, what do you got?”

      “We don't have an ID yet,” Freddy said. “No wallet. There were some keys in his pocket, nothing to identify them, and 11 marks. But that's it.”

      I managed to mutter the words “fucking great” at about the same time that Kleinschmidt joined us. And he was, in fact, fuming.

      “Why did I get this goddamned no-hoper? Where the hell were you?”

      “Out.”

      “This was your damn call.”

      “Okay, I'll take it,” I said.

      “You can't, idiot. You know it doesn't work like that. I got called. My name's in the book. It's mine. Mother—”

      “Enough, okay? It's done,” Freddy said. He didn't like Kleinschmidt, and the feeling was mutual, and that gave both of them the ability to be blunt in conversation. The fact that I was Kleinschmidt's clear junior, and the other key fact — that he scared the hell out of me — left me standing there silently with my hands in my pockets most of the time when I was around him. At best, our relationship consisted of him telling the jokes and me laughing at them. This was not the best, though, and there were no jokes.

      I broke the silence somehow and looked at Freddy and croaked out, “Cause of death?”

      “Two gunshots — one to the face, one to the gut, looks like,” he said. “Hard to tell which one was first, not that it mattered to him. He's a damn mess. For what it's worth, it looks like it happened here, too.”

      “And any, uh—”

      “Nope,” Freddy said. “Hands and feet and everything else still attached where it should be.”

      “So it's not like my case at all,” I said. “The body's intact. The cause of death is different. The site of the murder is different. And even where the body was discovered is a little different.”

      “What are you, a child?” Kleinschmidt said. “Different site? It's the same goddamned Soviet memorial.”

      He stopped. He cursed. He stared at me.

      “Proximity is primary,” Kleinschmidt said. Actually, he kind of yelled it. And, really, it was more than kind of. The gawkers heard him, I could tell — not that they could have any idea what he was talking about. Proximity is primary. It was just one of his truisms. It meant that the answer to most investigative questions was best found near the scene.

      Just then, a stretcher on wheels emerged from the trees, along with a couple of coroner's helpers, for want of a better term. I didn't know what you called them — they just lugged stiffs around all day. A few seconds behind them, someone carrying a doctor's bag came off the same path. It wasn't Bauer.

      “Where's Nick?” Freddy said.

      “A little early in the day for Nick,” the doctor said. He gave Freddy a pretty theatrical wink. On most days, I would be interested in the inside joke, but that wasn't one of them.

      Freddy offered him the highlights, and then they waited another minute as the just-arrived uniforms from the precinct physically moved the bystanders from the small knoll upon which they had been perched.

      Then they removed the sheet that covered the body. Freddy was right — it was a mess. The body was covered in blood, and there were several pools of the red stuff staining the dirt, turning it into a horrific mud. The face below the nose was a raw slab of hamburger, the whole jaw area gone on the right side. And when I experienced a sudden, and likely audible, intake of air — kind of like a gasp — I hoped that the others took it for a still-young detective's natural reaction to a rather grotesque bit of homicidal business.

      From the dismissive look on Kleinschmidt's face, I was pretty sure that's what he thought. He probably hadn't gasped since Hindenburg. Which was good for me. He thought I was an idiot, I usually was an idiot, and I wanted it to stay that way, at least for a little while longer. Because I had no intention of telling him — at least not yet, anyway — about what I noticed about the body. Specifically, that a few inches above the slab of hamburger, and the missing jaw, there was the thickest, most luxurious head of coal-black hair that I had ever seen.
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      I drove straight to Normannenstrasse. I didn't know what I was going to say, or how I was going to say it, but I needed to get back into Hohenschonhausen to see Kurt Braun, and this was the only way I knew to ask. I guess I could have gone straight to the prison, but that seemed less of a possibility. Guards at prison gates did not make decisions — they followed orders. I needed an order. If Grundmann wouldn't help me, I would try to fraud my way through at the Hohenschonhausen gate, but this was by far the better option.

      At the front desk at No. 1, I gave my name and asked for Grundmann. A corporal — a man — was tending the desk, and told me pretty quickly that my name wasn't on the list, and that Grundmann was a busy man, and, well…

      “I was here last week,” I said.

      “And?”

      “He arranged for a mission, an interview, and I feel the need to report back on what I discovered. It won't take five minutes, and I am certain he will be interested in what I have to tell him.”

      The corporal opened a desk drawer, reached in, and pulled out a small tablet and a sharp pencil.

      “Your report,” he said. “You can write—”

      “Not that kind of report.”

      “Meaning?”

      “You work at Stasi headquarters and seem bewildered why certain information might be best not committed to paper? What is your name?”

      He mumbled something that I didn't understand, not that it mattered. I had managed to flip the leverage in our conversation — which might have been the most skillful thing I had done in a week. I stared at him, and he stared back, and then his eyes dropped to the telephone console in front of him; I knew I had won.

      “Sit,” he said, pointing to the leather-padded bench next to the Lenin statue. That was his attempt to reassert some authority. I sat on the bench next to the Dzerzhinsky statue instead. That was my parry.

      For some reason, I was confident that Grundmann would see me — although I wasn't exactly sure why. It wasn't as if I believed he was a Stasi officer with a heart — I mean, come on — but he hadn't had to help me the first time, and he did. Also, it wasn't as if this was a ridiculous request, given what I was about to tell him.

      Still, five minutes became 10, and 10 became 20, and there was still nothing but a self-satisfied smirk on the face of my friend, the corporal. As I sat there, amid my crushing anxiety, I was still able to be struck by how different the vibe in the building was compared to my previous visit. Then, the Minister had been out of town — presumably in Moscow — and it seemed as if the class was enjoying a day when the teacher called in sick. And this was not that.

      The staircase was open, and I could see officers in twos and three and fours shuffling back and forth from the Minister's wing of the second floor to the worker bees' side. They all seemed to be carrying thick binders and talking intently in low voices about this or that. At one point, a younger officer pushed what appeared to be a large map on wheels — the whole thing covered with a speckled painter's drop cloth — toward the Minister's suite of rooms.

      Two of the binder-carrying officers came down the steps and walked across the lobby to check something with the corporal behind the desk. All I could hear them say as they passed Dzerzhinsky's bench was, “…One night? Are they fucking kidding?”

      Meanwhile, the corporal's phone rang a dozen times, and I looked up every time, but he never looked my way after he hung up — until he did.

      “Captain Grundmann says you have five minutes,” the kid said.

      I got up and started walking toward the staircase in the center of the lobby.

      “And where do you think you're going?”

      “I know the way.”

      “You will be escorted,” he said. And with that, he acted as if he was still in the superior position for the next 30 seconds, until another corporal came and brought me up to Grundmann's office. He knocked, the door was opened, and I was inside.

      “Do you still not have shit? Is that what this is about?” Grundmann said.

      And hello to you, too, sir.

      I explained to him the latest. That is, that a source in the black market — I didn't tell him it was Bernie's source — had told me about Braun's lookalike being his partner in currency crime, and that it could be his brother, and that there was a chance the killing was about a turf battle that I could maybe help the Stasi with if given another chance to talk to Braun. And if I made up the part about the turf battle, I still thought it was a real possibility, maybe the best possibility.

      I also told Grundmann about the second dead body at the Soviet memorial. He had been barely listening until then, scanning some papers in front of him, but that stopped him mid-scan.

      “So, Captain,” I said, and he stopped me.

      “Enough,” he said. He picked up the phone, dialed a number from memory, and asked for the gate. Ten seconds later, he identified himself and barked that Under Lieutenant Peter Ritter from Berlin Kripo would be there in 20 minutes to see prisoner Kurt Braun. Then he hung up.

      “We're done — and I mean, for good,” he said.

      “Yes, Captain.”

      Then Grundmann yelled out to my escort, who was sitting at the small desk outside the office. “When's my next one?”

      “Map finalization, Minister's conference room, 10 minutes,” the corporal said.

      At which point, I was hustled down the stairs and pointed toward the door. I gave the corporal at the phone console a mock salute as I passed.
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      The first guard at the perimeter fence had my name and waved me through in five seconds. At the inside wall, the second guard greeted me by name when I walked through the door. The Stasi were nothing if not efficient.

      The same kid walked me to the same room where I interviewed Braun the first time. Seeing as how I wasn't in need of the five-pfenning tour, he didn't have much to say after, “Under Lieutenant, an unexpected pleasure. We don't get many return visitors.”

      “I imagine,” I said.

      “The ones who can come back don't want to, and the ones who can't come back, well…”

      He stopped himself. He chuckled quietly. Torture and murder had never been such a hoot.

      It was the same as the first time, the game of red light/green light turning a five-minute walk into about double that. On one corridor, a worker on a step ladder had removed one of the red light fixtures from the ceiling for a repair. The result was a different system. My guide yelled, “Moving forward,” and a prisoner being escorted by his minder forced his shackled charge to face the wall and shouted repeatedly, “Nose on the cement. Nose on the cement.” We scurried past, and he never flinched. They weren't kidding about the prisoners not being allowed to see anyone else.

      “There really is science to it,” my escort said. “I could show you the papers if you are interested. The latest is from the university in Leipzig. It is very impressive, the effects of isolation on prisoners under interrogation. I mean, we don't just do it for fun.”

      “Even if you do think that it is fun.”

      He didn't laugh at that one. Instead, I received a shake of the head and silence, which was fine. I needed a minute to go over my line of questioning. It had all happened so fast that I was flying by the seat of the pants — and the seat of my pants happened to be covering a reasonably sorry ass.

      The escort opened the door to the same room, looked at his watch, and said, “Three minutes. And then 15 minutes for the interview.”

      I had mapped out maybe half of a plan by the time the door opened. The guard unshackled Braun and asked me a non-verbal question by pointing at the door. I nodded, he left, and I started right in by removing the same picture of the dismembered stiff from my jacket pocket.

      “Who is he?” I said, in as even a tone as I could manage.

      “I already told you, I don't know,” Braun said.

      I picked up the photo, returned it to my pocket, and then backhanded Braun with the same left hand. Hard. Braun was stunned and fell off the chair, kicking the table a foot or so on the way down. The door opened, and the guard looked in. He surveyed the damage, smiled, and shut the door again.

      This physical blow was the centerpiece of my half-assed plan. I had done it before to two prisoners, back in the cells of a couple of different precinct houses. Both of them were wife beaters, and I didn't regret either one for a second. But it had been years, and this was different — but I had little time and less of a clue. So, bam.

      Braun got back into the chair, and I just stared at him for maybe 30 seconds, which was time I did not have to waste. So maybe I cut it to 25 seconds, and then I pulled the picture out of my pocket again and placed it carefully in front of him.

      I didn't know what I was going to do if he kept saying he didn't know who it was. So it was a joyous moment for me when Braun said, without me even asking, “He's my brother. Was.”

      “Name?”

      “Michael.”

      “Age?”

      “Twenty-one.”

      Braun was crying. I offered him a handkerchief.

      “Tell me why, Kurt,” I said.

      “I don't think I know.”

      “Take your best guess.”

      Braun sat there for a second, considering. He was in Hohenschonhausen for black market currency dealings, so he could admit that much without telling the Stasi — through me — anything they didn't already know. But he was calculating something else — what, I had no idea. But I didn't have any time for calculating and again, without another prompt from me, Braun started talking.

      “He already moved, about six months ago,” he said.

      “And by moved, you mean—”

      “Really moved. A job washing dishes in a restaurant just off the Ku'Damm. A little apartment in Kreuzberg. He was set. I was going to join him. I was already doing it, bit by bit.”

      He stopped for a second. Sighed deeply.

      “I was really careful,” he said. “I'd wear a second shirt and a second sweater on a cold day, take the S-bahn over, and leave the extra clothes with Michael. I took a lamp in four pieces. I took a radio in five pieces in a school knapsack.”

      “I saw your apartment — there's barely any shit left,” I said.

      “I know. I was just about ready.”

      Kurt blew his nose and went on to talk about the black market currency deals. A few times, he mumbled, “If I wasn't so goddamned greedy,” but he managed to get the story out.

      “Most of the guys on the street are trying to balance their books every day,” he said. “You know what I mean? But they're, you know, professionals. We really weren't doing that. I just wanted to trade my East marks for some tourist's West marks. If I sensed a really desperate guy trying to trade me some East marks, I wouldn't ignore a good deal. But I just wanted West marks. I just wanted to build up some real savings before I went over.”

      He stopped again, sobbed again.

      “If I just hadn't been so goddamned greedy,” he said. “But it was such easy money. I hated to give it up.”

      And then he just completely broke down. I looked at my watch — six minutes left. I let him cry for maybe 15 seconds, but no more.

      “Tell me about the identification card,” I said.

      “It was just another part of the leaving plan,” Braun said. “My brother was already over there. He had a job, and he had a West Berlin identification card. You've seen them, right? The ones with the green covers?”

      I nodded. They were special papers for West Berlin residents, different from the West German identity cards because people who lived in the city were just… different. They lived on an island.

      “So we wanted to get everything over there that we could. And Michael, he wanted to try to arrange a job for me before I jumped. So he was looking, and I was moving the last of my shit, and I was making all the money I could on the street. But just in case — I mean, who knew if they were going to change the rules? — we wanted duplicate ID cards.”

      “East and West?” I said.

      “Yeah. We figured, why not? But getting the extra West identification for me was the most important thing. I mean, we looked enough alike that nobody would question the photos.”

      I nodded. There was little doubt about that.

      “So he reported his West ID lost and gave it to me, and I reported my East ID as stolen and gave it to him. When the replacements came through, we'd both have one of each. if the borders closed for whatever reason, or we needed to talk our way out of a situation while carrying our shit back and forth, we would have an appropriate identification card to get us out of the jam.”

      So what happened?

      “I guess he was carrying my identification, when—”

      He stopped. I looked at my watch again. Three minutes.

      “And where is his West ID?”

      “Hidden in the apartment,” Kurt said. “Taped inside the toilet tank, under the lid. So I was carrying no identification when I was arrested. But I told them right off who I was, and that my identification card had been stolen.”

      I looked at my watch again. Two minutes.

      “How about the money?” I said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Come on. Do you want me to find Michael's killer or not?”

      He thought, but just for a blink.

      “There's a loose floorboard under the bed, near the head,” he said. “Pull it up, and you'll find a little bundle, a folded oilcloth. The money's inside.”

      “How much?”

      “Exactly 212 marks. The plan was always for 250, and then I would go. We always said it when we said goodbye. '250 and out.'“

      Braun began to cry, just outright bawl. I had no time for consolation. Literally.

      “So what do you think?” I said. If the question was imprecise beyond believe, he still knew what I meant.

      “I've been thinking about it since you showed me the picture the other day,” Kurt said. “I mean, it has to be something with the black market, right? What else could it be?”

      “Did anybody ever threaten you? Rough you up? Warn you off a certain street or area?”

      “That's the thing — no,” he said. “We even had these two guys who I thought were kind of looking out for us — not overtly, but just, well, they knew who we were, and they gave us our space. I wasn't there every day, but when I was — like I said, they just gave me my space.”

      I asked him if one of the two looked like a dick with ears, and if the other one had the thickest, most luxurious head of coal-black hair that he had ever seen, and Braun nodded enthusiastically and said, “How did you know?”

      I wasn't going to tell him, not that I had the chance. Because that's when the door opened.
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      Before all of that unbelievable day had happened — before the trip to the apartment in Friedrichshain, and the discovery of the second body, and the visits to Normannenstrasse and Hohenschonhausen — I had made a date with Elke. It wasn't exactly a date, just a chance for a conversation. And if the timing was bad, it was also good, mostly because the last thing I wanted to do was go back to Keibelstraße and have to witness Kleinschmidt in full flower, waving his arms and crapping all over me to whoever he could find, starting with Greiner and working his way on down. I was fairly confident that if someone with a push broom happened out of the stairwell, he would get 15 minutes from Kleinschmidt, in full throat, about what an idiot that Peter Ritter was.

      As far as the murder investigation was concerned, it was obvious what I needed to do — look deeper into the black market. Just how I was going to do it was another matter entirely because I really wanted to do it on my own. I could go into Greiner and tell him everything, but all that would accomplish would be the handing over to Kleinschmidt of all of the information and sending me back to my little office, if not even farther away. I was surprised at how much I wanted it. I wanted to solve it, I wanted the credit for solving it, and I wasn't sure which one I wanted more. I also wasn't sure if it mattered. But Greiner had already cut me adrift, and that was fine. And if I kept my distance, I wasn’t sure it mattered how much Kleinschmidt waved his arms. This was going to be mine, alone.

      But I also needed to talk to Elke. The thing in the Konsum had ended so badly, and I still wasn't sure why, and I wanted to understand. I didn't love her — it wasn't that — but I did value her opinion, for some reason. And if it was going to end, that was fine. I just didn't want her to walk away, thinking I was a shithead.

      She was home when I rang the bell. Her sister-in-law and one of the kids — the younger one, Greta — were reading a book in the living room. The older Greta was nowhere to be seen. There was no embrace, no peck on the cheek, nothing when Elke answered the door. She just grabbed a sweater and said, “Let's walk.”

      As it turned out, we weren't five minutes from Schonhausen Palace, where my father-in-law worked. It was surrounded by parkland, and by a cement wall that kept the citizens from enjoying the green space. And then I saw the sign — Majakowskiring — and the puzzle finally fit together, the puzzle that for me had been Pankow. That was the other entrance to the privileged ring where Kitty lived. Her house was maybe 10 minutes away, but I had always approached it from the opposite direction. I had never come out the other way. I had never known the schloss — and Elke's apartment — were all so close together.

      “Wow,” I said. “Funny thing.” And then, to make conversation — the tension between Elke and me was real, even if I didn't understand it — I explained my limitations with the geography of the neighborhood. And, well, let's just say she didn't think it was as funny as I did.

      We ended up sitting along the wall, leaning against the cement.

      “I like to do this sometimes,” she said. She patted the wall. “I like to remind myself of the barriers they build in this country — barriers to freedom, to beauty, to the only damn parklands in the area.”

      I felt like reminding her that I had nothing to do with building the cement wall — that if it were up to me, we would be frolicking in a meadow somewhere. But I didn't know what to say and chose silence.

      “You know, this wall wasn't always here,” Elke said. “During the war, right after the war, you could play all you wanted.”

      She stopped.

      “My mother said she could see us playing from the bedroom window, but I never believed her.”

      She stopped again.

      “I was eight,” Elke said. “The Russians came in. There was some fighting, but nothing like some neighborhoods. All of our buildings — really for a couple of blocks around, which was about the size of my world back then — were untouched. So it was just soldiers.

      “One day, there was banging on the door. We were all home — me, my brother, my mother. Two Russian soldiers came in. They really didn't say anything, at least not that I remembered. I've thought back on it a million times, but I don't really remember any words. It was just like it was understood. My mother went into the bedroom, and one of the soldiers followed her, and they closed the door, and the other soldier played with us in the living room. I had a set of jacks and a little rubber ball — it was like my prized possession — and the soldier played with us. After a few minutes, the bedroom door opened and the one soldier came out and the other one went in. And the second soldier — he was carrying his helmet — he gave it to Werner, and Werner put it on his head and marched around the room. Then he let me try it on, and I marched around the room. And then the other soldier came out, and they left. And the only other thing I remember is that my mother didn't make us dinner that night. Me and Werner, we just ate bread.”

      We were sitting next to each other. I reached out for Elke's hand. She pulled it away, and not slowly.

      “To this day, my mother sleeps in that same room. The same bed. Different sheets, but that's it. I think even the pillows might be the same. Same room, same bed, every night. Husband dead for about 20 years, apartment too full for living, and there's my mother. Same room, same bed, every night. She gets up and gets excited like a schoolgirl when she hears a rumor of oranges in the stores, and she waits for hours, and she rationalizes the disappointment if there are no oranges when it is her turn, or if they are under the counter. You know, just out of reach for an old woman. And she rationalizes it. She says, 'Ah, next time.'“

      When she started the story, she was sad. By the end, her eyes were just so indescribably intense.

      “Well, I can't do that,” Elke said. “I can't live that life. I just can't. And I'm not mad at you — I'm really not. But you are a part of this, all of this. And… and… and I just can't.”

      She left me sitting against the cement wall.
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      Back at my apartment in Prenzlauer Berg, I hadn’t made it to the front door when old Mrs. Meisner began yelling my name. She trailed me up the steps, her short little legs bouncing like short little pistons in a tired old engine. It was a lot of work for her, and she was out of breath. In her right hand was an envelope. There was nothing written on the outside.

      “From who?” I said.

      “Big black car. Big black trench coat.”

      “Thank you, I think.”

      She nodded and turned, the short little pistons now working the easier half of her journey. The old girl wasn’t much for conversation, which was fine with me most days, and especially that day.

      The note inside the envelope said, “Wandlitz, 6 p.m.” And below it was a set of driving directions. It would be easy enough for me to find, about 20 miles north, maybe 25 — so that wasn’t the issue. For me, a long day was just going to get longer, but that wasn’t it, either. What bugged me was, well, why did Karl Grimm want to see me at his house?

      I was going to need maybe 45 minutes, but I gave myself an hour to be sure. Traffic was fine as I made my way out of Prenzlauer Berg, and it was pretty much non-existent after Pankow. The city gave way to the country pretty quickly. Twenty miles isn’t far but, maybe halfway there, it did seem like a different place entirely.

      Kleinschmidt had once ribbed me, back when Kitty and I were still married, about Wandlitz. He asked, specifically, “So how does Ulbricht take his coffee?” Whoever was standing around and listening to him laughed enough that Ulbricht jokes became Kleinschmidt’s staple for a little while. He clearly wasn’t worried about a Stasi informant on the murder squad.

      So it became, “How does Ulbricht like his steaks cooked?” And, “Does Ulbricht’s swimsuit favor his figure?” And, “Do you call him Walter now? Or… Wally?” The Wally line got enough of a laugh that, for weeks afterward, everybody in the squad called me Wally when they needed something. Only Greiner held out.

      Anyway, between all of the jokes, it was Kleinschmidt who told the history of Wandlitz. How he knew, I had no idea — the man just knew things. He said that after the workers’ riots in 1953, and after whatever did or didn’t happen in Hungary in 1956, the big shits, as he called them, became a little concerned that their precious neighborhood along Majakowskiring was just a little too close to the citizenry for comfort. So they built Wandlitz, a new idyll for the biggest names on the Central Committee — far enough removed from the people to be safe but close enough to Mitte to be there in a half hour if they broke all of the speed limits. Anyway, it was finished in 1960. That’s when Karl Grimm moved, and Kitty and the asshole Norbert took his old house.

      As I approached the property — at least, I thought I was approaching the property, based on the directions in the note — signs sprang up from the roadside. Every few hundred feet, a variation on a theme was presented in bold letters, black and red for the occasional emphasis on a plain white background: “ATTENTION. APPROACHING RESTRICTED AREA.”

      The last bit of road was, likely in its previous incarnation, just a dirt track through the forest. By the summer of 1961, though, you could see where the trees on either side had been bulldozed to widen the path into something much more substantial. It was wide enough for two tanks to drive side by side, just for a hypothetical that might not have been so hypothetical at all. As for the paving job, I doubted the runways at Tegel were any smoother.

      Suddenly, I came upon a guard shack and a gate. We were still in the forest, but I could see a fence, maybe four feet tall, that went in and out of the trees. There were a couple of signs at intervals along the fence: WILDLIFE RESEARCH AREA.

      I pulled up and gave my name to the guard — I think he was wearing a Stasi uniform. He checked a clipboard and told me, “You’re expected in the F-Club at 6 p.m. Drive to the next gate.” About three minutes later, I was at another guard house, this one with a taller green wall. There were no signs about wildlife. The Stasi kid checked his clipboard and handed me a cardboard pass that, he warned me, “must be in your possession at all times.” Then he proceeded to offer me directions to something called the Functionaries’ Clubhouse, which didn’t seem too complicated.

      “The F-Club,” the Stasi kid said. “It’s big — you can’t miss it. You’re to be in the restaurant part of the building.”

      Seeing as how I was a few minutes early, though, I chose to get lost on purpose so as to take a little tour of Big Shit City — Kleinschmidt called it that, too. It was, to be honest, a little bit of a disappointment. The houses were arranged on quiet little streets, and they were fine — certainly nicer than 99 percent of the houses in the country. But I liked Majakowskiring better. It had character. The houses there were older and quirkier. It was a real neighborhood. And so was this, I guess — there were two kids kicking a football in front of one house, and two girls jumping rope in the driveway of another. It just lacked, like I said, character. There was more property around the houses in Wandlitz, though not a lot more, and I had no doubt that the woods were teeming with protective Stasi rifles, and I guess that was the purpose. I mean, I knew that was the purpose.

      Driving around for five minutes, I was ready to put on my pathetic lost loser face if a guard of some kind stopped me — but I didn’t end up needing it. I saw plenty of gardeners, and people delivering things, and like that, but I didn’t see any more security. Then again, I probably hadn’t managed to venture onto Ulbricht’s street. I had to think that Wally had some extra security around his place.

      From what I could see, there were no street names. The houses all had numbers on the side, and that was it. The highest number I saw was 21 and, all in all, it probably wasn’t 25 houses all together — certainly not 30. This was not a place for all of the Central Committee, only the biggest of the big — like my former father-in-law.

      I got myself turned around properly and was parked in front of the F-Club at 5:55. As I got out of the car, a man, a woman, and a teenaged girl walked into the building ahead of me. It wasn’t Ulbricht, but I was pretty sure it was Honecker. Even I kind of chuckled at the thought of Kleinschmidt asking me if I called him Erich. Or maybe Ricky.
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      The F-Club was a big place, kind of a one-stop shopping-entertainment venue for the Central Committee. It looked like, in addition to the restaurant, there was a store of some kind to the far left, and a movie theater to the right, and what looked like a passageway to more things out back. I took 30 seconds and followed the passageway, and I was right. There was a swimming pool back there, and beyond that were tennis courts and playing fields of some nondescript sort. The pool was big, and there were changing cabanas and what looked like a bar off to one side. The pool itself was surrounded by lounge chairs and what appeared to be fake palm trees. I mean, they couldn’t have been real — could they?

      Walking back toward the restaurant, I watched the Honeckers from a distance. They were in the midst of a scene playing out that we had all witnessed a hundred times on the streets of Berlin: the girl putting on a sweet face, and snuggling a little closer to the old man, and folding her hands as if praying, and the father putting on his helpless-father face and reaching into his pocket to give her some money. Except the father was Honecker, and the money he gave her was paper and not a couple of coins, and the shop that the girl skipped away to visit was likely not the kind of establishment where they kept the tomatoes hidden in a drawer underneath the sales counter.

      There was a place to check-in at the restaurant, and the man in charge walked me halfway across the room to a small table. Grimm was already there.

      “At least you’re on time,” he said.

      “When have I not been?”

      “Small victories.”

      “I’ll leave if you want.”

      “Sit,” Grimm said. And I did.

      Looking around, I eyed the food more than the people. A waiter walked by with a salad that contained two kinds of lettuce, tomatoes, and what looked like strips of red and green peppers. At the table to our right, a communal fruit bowl had been brought out for dessert — strawberries, blueberries, orange sections, and whole bananas along the rim.

      “Stop gawking,” Grimm said. He had been watching me.

      “But the bananas—”

      “Stop,” he said. “We don’t gawk.”

      “Okay, but is that…” I signaled to our left with a flick of my eyes.

      “Yes, it is.”

      The girl had joined her parents at the table, which was three tables from ours. She had purchased a pink scarf that she was showing her mother. Honecker had pulled out his reading glasses and was looking at a menu, entirely uninterested in what his money had just been spent on.

      A waiter came by.

      “Just coffee,” Grimm said.

      “And a fruit bowl,” I said.

      The waiter looked at Grimm.

      “Just two coffees,” he said.

      For what it was worth, the Central Committee coffee was just… coffee. Nothing special. Nothing different. And after I had taken a second sip, my all-business ex-father-in-law got down to it.

      “You have the information? Yes?”

      “Yes,” I said, beginning the story. I started to stretch it out a little bit and then figured, why bother? After the business with the fruit bowl, I figured that even if I could make it a three-hour tale, I still wasn’t going to get a meal out of my visit. So I went pretty quickly through the facts: my second night of following the quite bald Martin Strassmann, the visit to the same place in Friedrichshain, the assignation in the car, the return of Strassman’s friend to the bar, or whatever it was, me following him to his apartment building, and then me obtaining his name from the house book just that morning.

      “Name and address?”

      I said them.

      “Now say again.”

      I repeated them.

      “Okay, I’ve got it,” Grimm said. And with that, he leaned over to the chair next to his, reached into a briefcase, and pulled out a file folder that he opened on the table in front of him.

      I looked at that, and then I looked over at the half-empty fruit bowl, and then I looked over at Mrs. Honecker trying on the daughter’s new scarf and appearing to beg her husband for his opinion. Although I couldn’t hear him from that distance, my buddy Erich appeared to reply with an unsmiling grunt.

      Then I looked back at Grimm, who was staring at me.

      “You’re dismissed,” he said.

      I stared back, determined not to break eye contact. My determination might have lasted five seconds.

      “That’s it?” I said. “I drove 20 miles for that? No questions? No new instructions? Just a name and an address? I mean, couldn’t we have done this on the phone?”

      At which point, Karl Grimm looked at me as if he had never seen a stupider person in his life.

      “The phone?” he said. “You’re joking, right? What are you, mad? The phone? Jesus.”

      And then I really was dismissed. On the way out, my exit time was noted on the first Stasi clipboard, and then the second Stasi clipboard, and my pass was collected and filed in a drawer as I watched through my car window. Going through the gate, I looked to the left and right. I saw neither wildlife nor research. I did see someone wearing fatigues and carrying a rifle, though.
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      It was a warm night, dinnertime turning into about 8 p.m. I wore a hat that was just a little bit too big for my head, and a pair of eyeglasses with plain glass as the lenses. That was the total of my disguise repertoire, but it tended to work. I once sat three bar stools away from Bernie for a half hour wearing them, and he never noticed me. I took that as my disguise seal of approval — and in the summertime, when it was impossible to bundle up any more, it was the best I could manage.

      From the side staircase at Friedrichstrasse Station, the dick with ears was in his usual position, doing his usual thing. He had just escorted two Brits in uniform into the same alley where he had talked to Bernie and me, and then he was out again in literally a minute. When he went into the alley, I scanned the area looking for the man who might be his new partner, seeing as how the most luxurious head of coal-black hair that I had ever seen was, at the moment, indisposed. But I didn’t see anyone. I watched two more transactions, and I still didn’t see anyone. It had only been two days, and I guessed that my man had just decided to take the chance and just go it alone.

      Then, at a little bit after 8:30, it seemed that his night was done. My man walked toward the station steps, and I had to hustle to follow him. Hustle tends to get noticed, especially at a time of day when the station was running at less than its rush-hour frenzy, but I didn’t have a choice. The dick with ears never saw me, though, and I was able to follow him down one set of steps, onto a train platform, and then on to an eastbound S-bahn train. I was in the same car, at the other end, with about 10 people standing or sitting between us — but the whole time, my guy never looked up from his shoes.

      Five stops later, he was out at Warschauer Straße. He got off quickly, but I waited until the last possible second, barely squeezing through the closing doors. Again, he never saw me, never looked back, never sensed a thing as he walked toward the Spree and, on the other side, the Schlesiches Tor, an ornate old gate that used to mark the entrance to the city but now sat pretty close — like, within feet — to the east-west border. After a five-minute walk, my man ducked into a bar without a sign above the door. I found a bench a half-block away, sat down, and watched the door. My operating theory was that the dick with ears worked for somebody bigger — and the fact that he got so squirrely when I brought it up during our chat in the alley just made me think it even more. And that’s who I wanted to find out more about — the boss.

      Twenty minutes later, give or take, my man was out the door and walking back in the direction of Warschauer Straße. I figured the bar was where he dropped off his money every day, or whatever cut the boss received. Five minutes after that, I was inside.

      It was just a bar, but there was a backroom area behind a curtain. I guessed that behind the curtain was where the business was transacted, seeing as how he saw two other guys go in, one at a time, and then go out. It was as if they were waiting for their turn in the bar, knowing where they all were in the queue and drinking until it was their turn.

      I was hoping to wait long enough for the boss to come out, if only to use the bathroom, just to get a look at him — not that I knew what he looked like. I just figured I would be able to tell. It might not have been true, but it was all I had. But then, out of nowhere, I had a problem. The door swung open, and the dick with ears had come back inside.

      I played it cool and sipped my beer. There was nothing showing on my face, and I was wearing the glasses and the hat. I actually felt pretty good about the whole thing until my man shouted to two others, “Grab him,” while he barged past the curtain. Then a different guy poked his head out and motioned for them to drag me back behind the curtain, too.

      The boss was sitting behind a table. A man with a ledger book and a pile of marks in front of him shared the space, doing some ciphering. He had everything but the green eyeshade, and he didn’t look up when the boss said, “Speak. Someone speak.”

      “I followed him from the station,” I said.

      The dick with ears, after an embarrassed fumfer, filled in his employer, telling the truth — that I was a murder detective, not interested in the black market except as part of a murder case, that one of the Marks Brothers was dead. The boss spat, literally spat on the floor, when their names were mentioned, even as an alias.

      “Amateur shitheads,” he said. “A nuisance.”

      “Not worth killing?” I said. A courtroom observer would say I was leading the witness. Mostly, I was just trying to plot a way out of there.

      “Hardly,” the boss said. “That isn’t even my business.”

      “Murder?”

      “Not my business. In fact, bad for business.”

      He looked at me, and I looked at him.

      “This is your show, copper.”

      I could tell he wasn’t going to kill me, and that the dick with ears obviously wasn’t that worried, either, even though he had led an infidel into the inner sanctum. He must have been a benevolent boss. It emboldened me, just a touch.

      “If you didn’t—”

      “Then who did?”

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      “Guess. If they weren’t stepping on your toes, was there someone else?”

      “Not in this part of town,” he said. “Besides, they were nothing. Really. Babies. I’m not sure they ever cost me a pfenning.”

      I found it odd that no one had brought up my man’s missing partner. I mean, I was a Kripo murder detective. And seeing as how I felt as if I was about to be excused — I was sure there was more money to be counted — I brought it up myself.

      “What about your partner?” I said, looking directly at the dick with ears. At which point, he looked directly at his boss, and then they both turned to me.

      “You know, the guy with all of that black hair?” I said.

      “How did you know?” It was the boss.

      “I have eyes. I see things.”

      “Well, what about him?”

      “You don’t know, do you?” I said, and the two of them looked at each other again, and then back at me.

      “Don’t know what?” the boss said.

      “That he’s dead.”

      “How?”

      “One shot to the belly, one to the head. At the Soviet memorial in Treptower Park.”

      “Like the other guy, the Marks Brother.” It was my small-time, partnerless friend.

      “Yes, like the other guy. Can you give me his name?”

      Neither of them answered, which was their answer. Suddenly, the backroom behind the curtain seemed very crowded. The dick with ears looked stunned, the boss pensive. He rubbed his chin, like a guy in a bad movie who was contemplating a puzzle. Meanwhile, the guy writing in the ledger still had not looked up, not even once.

      Nobody said anything else, and then, in less than a minute, it seemed that the boss was done with me. I was put out on the street, politely enough, and I decided to walk back along the Spree rather than take the train. It was a nice August night, and I needed to think. Because while I couldn’t be sure, it really did seem as if I had surprised the two of them with the news of the sudden demise of their black-haired business partner. And if they didn’t know, exactly where the hell did that leave me?
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      I slept in and avoided the office all day Friday. If they weren't calling me, and they weren't, then I was going to keep my distance. The second body was discovered on Wednesday morning. Kleinschmidt undoubtedly spent the rest of Wednesday doing his arm-waving thing around the office. Late Thursday afternoon, before I began tailing the dick with ears, I made a call to Gretchen, hoping to get a hush-hush reading of the temperature of the office.

      “Other than Kleinschmidt, pretty cool,” she said.

      “How about Greiner?”

      “The boss?” she said. “Absent, again. Twice last week. Twice more this week. You know the promotion thing?”

      “I've heard. No details, just that he might be promoted. Is it, like, a bigger Kripo job?”

      “I don't know if it's interviews, or what,” she said, ignoring my question. “But he's checked out. Kind of like you.”

      “Don't ask.”

      “I might ask next time. No, I'll definitely ask next time. You know, like her name?”

      “There's no her. My God, you have a dirtier mind than most of my guy friends. No, all of my guy friends.”

      “And that's your problem,” Gretchen said.

      “What?”

      “You don't realize that all women have dirtier minds than pretty much all guys.”

      “Well, that's something to ponder—”

      “With your right hand or your left hand?”

      When I hung up, she was cackling — actually cackling. With that sound in my ear, I figured I had until Monday before the cavalry came searching. I had a long weekend to solve a murder or get myself embarrassingly yanked from the case — unless, of course, Greiner got promoted to wherever, and the move was immediate, and he just left the question for the next guy.

      Anyway, I went out for a sandwich on Schoenhauser Allee and bought a newspaper, something I almost never did — partly because there was always one lying around the office if I was really interested, but mostly because I just wasn't very interested most days. It wasn't as if Neues Deutschland was required reading if you weren't a Party member or hadn't been the subject of one of their man-in-the-street interviews. Or, I guess, if you needed the television listings. Of course, they only printed the East television listings. The highlight that night was a discussion about an exciting breakthrough in calf milking techniques at 9 p.m.

      I was leafing through, trying to clear my head — just a few minutes might be enough to reset my fried brain. The story I ended up focusing on was another in the endless run of screeds about the evil people leaving the GDR for the decadent West. Bernie didn't have a byline, and it was just where my eyes fell.

      As I read it, I noticed something. For months, maybe years, when they wrote about this business, they always used the term “desertion of the Republic.” It was a reflex, automatic. But this story was different. There was no “desertion of the Republic.” Instead, the people who left were “victims of Western trade in human beings.” A few paragraphs later, they were said to be “victims of head-hunting.” A few paragraphs after that, the term was “effectively kidnapped.”

      This was different. What the hell it meant, I had no idea. Bernie would know, but I didn't feel like talking to him right then. After all, I had effectively burned his source on all things black market, and he was going to be pissed off when he found out.

      Of course, none of that much mattered when I heard the knock on the door. It woke me. I had fallen asleep reading the paper — for how long, I didn't know. But it was nearly dark, so it was probably just before eight. I figured it was someone from Keibelstraße assigned to bring me in to be yelled at, or officially relieved of the case, or something else bad that I hadn't figured on. But it wasn't any of those things. I opened the door and it was Kitty.

      “Not even a phone call?” I said. “How did you know I would be home? And if I was home, how did you know I would be alone?”

      “I left two messages at your office, so I knew you weren't there. And the alone part, it seemed worth the gamble.”

      She started undressing without saying a word. I followed along, button for button, garment for garment. I didn't comment. I didn't argue. I never did.

      Afterward, we shared a bottle of beer, still naked in bed.

      “I love what you've done with the place,” she said.

      “I don't think I've changed anything.”

      “Other than the pile of shirts and underwear in the corner.”

      “I go to the laundry on Saturday.”

      We sipped and admired each other's nakedness. Well, I admired hers. I told myself that she admired mine.

      “How's the barbed-wire king of Berlin?” I said. Once we were finished, I figured it was okay to talk about him.

      Kitty stopped for a second and actually looked a little serious, which was not typical — unless she was talking about some new drapes that were hung incorrectly or something as pressing. It was clear to me from her reaction that she had forgotten she’d told me about the barbed wire. And this woman, who did not give a shit about anything — that wasn't drapes or some such thing — clearly gave a shit about this.

      “You haven't repeated that to anybody, have you?”

      “Of course not,” I said. “But, you know, I just got a lot more curious.”

      “Don't be.”

      “So, where is the old man on a Friday night? Working?”

      “All weekend,” she said. Again, she looked more nervous than angry or sad.

      I just looked at her again, my face screwed up in a question.

      “All in due time,” she said. “By Sunday, it will all make sense.” At which point, her head disappeared below the covers, and I chugged down the last of the beer.
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      I figured the office was safe early on Saturday morning, and I was right. The only pressure to do a good job came from the top down, or from innate ambition. And if the boss was an absentee, as the Kripo murder squad's was at the moment, and if you were a 50-year-old detective, as most everyone on the squad was, there was no boss looking down, and there was no ambition to push you up. So Saturdays were off-days, almost always.

      For some reason, Kleinschmidt was in my head. I was afraid of the asshole, but I also admired him more than I would ever admit out loud. He had the confidence that I would never have — the confidence, and the comedic timing, and the instincts. That he was still on the squad, still humping cases, never promoted, apparently never even considered, spoke to something — and maybe it was as simple as the bosses being afraid of his brilliance, or him being afraid of the paperwork, or a combination of the two fears. All I knew was that he was still alive, still working, and simultaneously disliked and admired by just about everyone. What did they call it? A legend in his own time.

      So the stories that he'd told a dozen times stuck with me. So did the simple bits of wisdom and the aphorisms. Look at things from unexpected angles. Time is not your friend, bucko. Proximity is primary.

      Proximity is primary.

      I went back to the file, looking for I didn't know what. It had grown thicker since the beginning, as you would expect, mostly because there had been a dump of interview reports along the way from the precinct near Treptower Park. I had leafed through them once, but I opened the coffee that I had bought in the lobby and determined to dig in for a good hour before I left again.

      It was just normal neighbor interview shit. Nobody had heard anything. I paged through and looked at the dates and realized that there had not been a re-canvass of the building on Heidelberger Straße after the second body was found. So that was something I could do.

      There was a new body, so there were new questions. The superintendent — Schultz — could go through the house book again for me, just for laughs. Although I wasn't sure the old boy did a whole lot of giggling in his spare time. The stick up his ass was likely a yardstick. He told me — and I looked at the interview sheet from the precinct, and he told them — that he had not seen any visitors to Braun's apartment. In hindsight, that seemed a little odd to me. As we knew, the stiff was the occupant's younger brother, after all. You would have thought that he would have visited at some point. Then again, the Braun bothers did have a pretty careful GDR exit plan mapped out, and maybe that included Michael never visiting Kurt's apartment. Or maybe it was just a coincidence that Schultz never saw him. Based on my one experience, it wasn't hard to elude the guy, even if he did have the glass panel in his door that most of the supers had, allowing him to see into the hallway leading to the stairs at all hours.

      I had nothing else, so I figured the re-canvass was the way to go. If I discovered anything, even something tiny, it might make Kleinschmidt look bad — which would make my life. And even if I didn't learn anything, I would scoop up the West Berlin identity card that Kurt said was hidden under the lid of the toilet tank. I also would look for the loose floorboard and collect the 212 West marks that were supposed to be hidden there. If nothing else, the identity card and the money would indicate a certain level of progress when the boss finally got around to emasculating me. Maybe they would buy me a few more days with the case, and with my dignity.
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      Again, Schultz wasn't there. He had hung up one of those signs that you sometimes see in neighborhood shops, the kind with the hands on a clock that can be set to whatever time and the message, “I'll be back at:” The hands on the clock said 10:15, which meant I had a half hour to kill.

      So I went up to Braun's apartment, praying that the door had not yet been repaired. Walking up the stairs, I realized that nobody had told Schultz that Kurt Braun, the tenant, was not dead but rather incarcerated in Hohenschonhausen — which might have been the same thing. I didn't think black market currency speculation was a capital crime, but I honestly didn't know for sure. The point was that it wouldn't be right to rent the place out from under Kurt — not yet, anyway. At that point, he hadn't even missed a rent payment. I made a note to remind Schultz when I saw him.

      Thankfully, the door had not been fixed. It was closed over carefully, but a loud sneeze would have blown it open. Inside, the pieces from the shattered door frame were collected and piled nearly against the wall — for what purpose, I couldn't imagine. It seemed good for kindling and little else.

      First, I went to the disgusting corner of the room where the toilet was — and it had gotten even worse. It had not been flushed, and the water seemed even more discolored than before. It smelled worse, too. But, whatever. I looked in the kitchen area for a dish towel and found one in a drawer. With that as protection against the filth, I lifted the lid off the toilet tank and there it was. Kurt had been honest. The green West Berlin identification card was taped to the underside of the lid.

      It peeled off easily, without tearing anything. I flipped through and it was, indeed, the ID card belonging to the late Michael Braun. I had brought Kurt's GDR identification with me and compared the pictures. The two of them really did look a lot alike. I studied the two photos next to each other for differences, and it took a while. But Kurt's ear lobes were a little more separate from his head than Michael's were, and Michael's hairline might have been a fraction higher than Kurt's. It took a real study, though, and even the differences were tiny. There was every reason to believe that no copper on either side of the border was going to tell the difference.

      I put the lid back on the tank and walked the few feet over to the bed. Kurt had said that the loose floorboard was near the head, so that was the end of the bed that I pushed over a few feet. The loose floorboard was not obvious to look at, but a few quick probes with my heel revealed it. I leaned over and pried it up easily with a penknife. I brought a little torch, just in case, but I didn't need it. When I reached inside, the bundle was right there, inside a folded oilcloth. I unfolded it and, yes, there was a pile of West marks inside. So Kurt was telling the truth about that, too, really against all of his interests. I argued that it might help me catch his brother's killer, but that really made no sense — and he told me anyway.

      I didn't bother to count it, mostly because I had already decided to put it back where I found it. I figured, if the Stasi let him out, Kurt deserved it. I might change my mind if I truly believed that my discovering the money would somehow impress the boss, but I didn't think so. If the West Berlin identification card wasn't enough to buy me more time, the money wasn't going to matter.

      So I put it back under the loose floorboard and pushed the bed back where it was. I still had 15 minutes to kill, and I figured I would kill them on the front steps in the sunshine. It was a nice Saturday morning, mid-60s temperature. It could have been a touch warmer in the middle of August, but it was pleasant enough.

      Sitting out there, I soon had a companion — a little girl in a pink dress who came out of the apartment building. She said her name was Lottie. She was holding two little dolls — like, really little. Miniature. They even looked small in her little hands. One was a boy in a sailor suit. The other was a girl in a blue gingham dress.

      She handed them to me, and I cooed over them. I knew how to do that much. I gave the dolls back to her and then, with two gestures — a finger over her lips followed by a finger pointing inside — she made it clear that she wanted to take me on a little adventure. I looked at my watch — still 10 minutes before Schultz's sign said he would return. So I followed her. What the hell? I liked kids.

      Where she led me was the basement of the building — with at least two more warnings with her finger over her mouth along the way. Apparently, my feet on the steps were making too much noise for Lottie's taste. We got down there, and it was dark except for the little bit of light from the hallway outside. But that was enough for Lottie to find an overturned crate, upon which she stood and then jumped just a little bit to reach a string that controlled a single bulb dangling above.

      The light revealed a little world that this girl had somehow created. She had built a dollhouse out of this and that — mostly a wooden box into which she had carved rough windows and a door. In the front yard, there were little sticks jabbed into blobs of modeling clay — trees to shade the house.

      I marveled at it, and then she took off the lid. There were curtains on the windows, a little table with two benches on either side, even a tiny cup and saucer. It was really quite a production for a five-year-old. I was genuinely impressed, and I made a big fuss about how good it was, and Lottie was so happy. She sat the girl doll on one of the benches, and then she handed the boy doll to me, and I put him on the other bench.

      It was fun, seeing how proud Lottie was. I guess that was why it took me almost 10 minutes to notice the wheelbarrow, the one caked either with a lot of rust or a lot of dried blood, sitting about five feet away, just barely illuminated by the single bulb that was still swaying, ever so slightly.
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      I didn't know what to do. For whatever reason, the first thing I did was scan the room, looking for a shovel. I took out my torch and rooted around a little bit — the bulb didn't light up even a third of the basement. Lottie followed me, and then it was my turn to put my finger over my lips. But it was just boxes and luggage and shit. It would have to be searched, but I didn't notice anything right off. I didn't see any garden tools, wood-working tools, or anything like that.

      Next, without a thought — again, almost by reflex — I took out my penknife, scraped a bit of the red crud off the wheelbarrow, and deposited the sample into a folded-up 10-mark note. I was pretty sure that Freddy Mann would be able to work his magic on it and come up with an answer, either way.

      But then, what?

      All logic and common sense dictated that I now needed help. To me, Schultz was probably the guy to look at most closely — but there were five floors of tenants to eliminate, just to be sure. It was not a job for one man. Kleinschmidt could probably handle it — he'd have a confession by sunset and the story of all stories to tell in the bar the same night — but me? There was a much greater chance of me doing a face-plant after tripping over my dick than anything else. If you were taking bets, the dick-trip/face-plant quinella would have had the shortest odds on the board.

      But I wanted this. I mean, I really wanted this. My emotion was probably no different than most murder detectives would have felt in the same situation. Of course, most murder detectives weren't still in their 20s and didn't get their job because their father-in-law was on the goddamned Central Committee of the German Democratic Republic's goddamned Socialist Unity Party. I had many advantages in my career, but I also had a similar number of hurdles preventing me from being taken seriously. And maybe that shouldn't have mattered — I had the job, and I had the apartment, and fuck 'em — but it did matter to me.

      So I weighed it. Yes, I needed help. It wasn't even worth arguing the point. But on the other side, there was the matter of a delay. Who knew what Schultz, or whoever, might discover in the hours when I was rounding up the posse? And it would be hours on a Saturday morning in August, and not just one or two hours. Half the Kripo murder squad was probably on a lake somewhere with their families. For all I knew, Lottie's father was the killer, and when she told him about the nice police officer who played with her dollhouse in the basement, the wheelbarrow and whatever else might disappear while I was waiting for Kleinschmidt and whoever else to come save my ass.

      So time mattered. The clock is not your friend, bucko.

      So I decided to start with Schultz. I had come for a real reason — to re-canvass the apartment building after the second body was found at the Soviet memorial. It was a simple, routine task. I would tell him about why I was there. I also would tell him something we did not know the first time we had spoken — that the first dead body was not his tenant, but his tenant's brother. So don't rent out the place just yet. That would be my message — and I would see if anything jumped out at me during the conversation.

      So I left Lottie and returned to the front steps and waited. Within about five minutes, I could see Schulz walking up the street. He was carrying a string bag. When he got closer, I could see a loaf of rye bread, and I didn't know what else.

      “Mr. Schultz,” I said.

      He had trouble placing me for a second, but then he managed. “I'm sorry, I forget your name.”

      “Under Lieutenant Peter Ritter, Kripo murder squad.”

      “Yes, yes, of course.”

      “Do you have a minute?”

      “I guess,” he said.

      “Inside, if it's all right. In your apartment,” I said.

      He hesitated for just a beat, but then led me inside.

      I was not prepared for his decorating scheme. The whole living room was done up in Early Commie Paradise. There was a picture of Ulbricht on the wall — and not a small picture. There was a shelf full of smaller portraits — I recognized Honecker but none of the others. One of them might have been Pieck, but he was dead. And I wasn't sure.

      There was a small desk in the corner, and on it was a brass hammer-and-sickle sculpture that Schultz used as a paperweight. There was a leather chair in another corner, with a lamp and a little table that held a book and a newspaper. It also held a spent mortar shell that Schultz used as an ashtray. And did I mention the tapestry hanging behind the sofa, the one with the images of Lenin and Stalin shaking hands?

      “This is… something,” I said.

      Schultz chuckled but then grew serious. “Maybe I got carried away. But better than the alternative.”

      Whatever that meant. He brought me a coffee and we got down to it.

      “Do you want to see the house book again? It's meticulous,” he said.

      “I remember. But please tell me again about Kurt Braun.”

      Schultz said there wasn't much to tell, that Braun kept to himself and paid on time. I asked again about visitors, and he told me again about the book being impeccable.

      “But you didn't notice anyone?” I said. “Not even his brother?”

      “I didn't know there was a brother. He never stayed over.”

      “But never even visited?”

      “I didn't know there was a brother.”

      That was when I gave Schultz the news — that Kurt Braun, his tenant, was alive but incarcerated, and that the corpse was Michael, the brother. He looked surprised but not shaken when I told him. What that meant, I had no idea. His question was, “Incarcerated? For what?”

      “Stasi business,” I said. I whispered it as if I were letting him in on something. He seemed to appreciate the confidence.

      Then I told Schultz about the second body and our search for a potential linkage. The topic didn't seem to make him uncomfortable, and I just kept going. It wasn't as if I was expecting him to tell me anything. I was just talking for the sake of talking. I asked if he had seen anyone visit with a memorable head of black hair.

      “Like, what's memorable?”

      “I don't know. Memorable. A lot of black hair,” I said.

      He shook his head, then offered the book again.

      “It's meticulous,” he said.

      “I know, I know. Meticulous.”

      This was going nowhere, and I had a decision to make. I could confront him, or I could make my excuses and find the nearest telephone and summon the cavalry. I made a show of flipping through my notebook while I thought about it, even if I already knew what I was going to do. Schultz sat across from me and sipped his coffee while I fretted.

      And then I just blurted it out.

      “The wheelbarrow,” I said.

      Schultz just looked at me.

      “The wheelbarrow in the basement,” I said.

      Schultz didn't say a word.

      “The wheelbarrow in the basement with the dried blood caked inside,” I said.

      Just as I got the words out of my mouth — I was so nervous that I wasn't sure what I sounded like — I pulled my gun, just for effect. What effect, I wasn't sure. I sat there with the pistol in my lap, the weapon not pointing at Schultz but visible and ready. I stared at him as hard as I could manage. I might have been frauding my way through the interview, but I could at least look tough for a minute. Or maybe 30 seconds.

      And then, Schultz slumped down into his chair. His eyes dropped. Whatever calculation he made about truth or denial was very quick. I pulled the gun, and I stared at him, and it was only a couple of seconds after that when he looked up from his hands and said, “He deserved it, every bit of it. I acted in defense of the State.”
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      I could have stopped him right there. Maybe I should have stopped him right there. There was a telephone hanging on the wall, not 10 feet away. I could have officers from the precinct in the apartment in a few minutes, just to secure the scene — if nothing else, to take custody of the wheelbarrow and begin the search for the murder weapon.

      But I didn’t do any of that. I figured he was ready, and I should just keep Schultz talking. At some point, it might dawn on him that some blood in a wheelbarrow really didn’t prove anything. I had no idea how good Freddy Mann might be with his chemistry set, and if he could match what I had scraped out of it to the body, or what you could even tell after the blood had dried.

      I just needed him to keep talking.

      “Where did you do it?” I said.

      “Right in the basement,” Schultz said. “He was going for another piece of the luggage. It just… infuriated me.”

      “Why?”

      “Kurt Braun was leaving the country. He was planning. Anybody could see it. What did he think, that I was an idiot? Every time I checked the apartment, there was less in there. He was sneaking it out, all of it.”

      “You checked the apartment?”

      “Weekly. I considered it my duty.”

      I wanted to stop him there and tell him that, no, his duty began and ended with keeping the house book — that maybe the Stasi had the authority, but not the guy whose main job was to have a functioning toilet plunger handy at all times. But I didn’t stop him. I just nodded and scribbled, scribbled and nodded.

      “And you saw…”

      “The clothes were almost gone,” Schultz said. “A table lamp was gone. Half of the radio was gone. Who takes apart their radio? What did he think, that I was an imbecile?”

      I wrote as fast as I could. Schultz actually paused his narration without me asking, as if he wanted to be sure that I got it down properly for posterity. When I stopped writing and looked up, he continued.

      “Besides, there was the money.”

      I stared at him.

      “Do you know about the money?”

      I said nothing.

      “Under the bed, under the floorboards. West German money, hidden away. Did he think he could hide it from me? Hide what he was doing? Miserable traitor.”

      I didn’t know if there was an identifiable line between zealotry and lunacy, but my man was dancing pretty close to it. His eyes weren’t spinning in his head, not exactly, but they were open wider and a little less focused somehow as the telling continued.

      “I know what the papers say — that these people are victims somehow, that some of them get brainwashed into doing it, into leaving, that some of them even get kidnapped to go over. Well, Kurt Braun was not getting kidnapped. He was not a victim. He was a traitor to the State. He was plotting treason against the German Democratic Republic, and there is no other way to see it. I acted as a patriot.”

      He stopped, pointed at the Ulbricht portrait.

      “He would see it.”

      He turned and pointed at the Lenin/Stalin tapestry.

      “They would see it,” Schultz said. “They would understand. They would applaud. They would give me a medal — not the Order of Lenin, I wouldn’t think. Although, maybe. I mean… maybe. Perhaps.”

      The Order of Lenin. Okay, then.

      “Tell me about the day,” I said.

      “The day?”

      “The day when you killed him.”

      Schultz said that he had not seen Kurt in days. He said he didn’t think much of it, didn’t think he had fled East Berlin, not yet, because there were still some clothes in the apartment and the money was still under the loose floorboard. It was summertime, and maybe it was a vacation. There was no obligation to tell the super, and he had not missed a rent payment.

      “But then he showed up, late,” Schultz said. “He went up to his apartment, but then he creeped down the stairs almost as quickly, and went down to the basement. And then up again, quiet like a cat. He was carrying a suitcase. He couldn’t see me in the dark in here, but I could see him through the glass. I knew what he was doing. This was it, the last move. After all this country had given him — a life, a home, security, freedom from the Nazis. After all of that, and that, that — that traitor.”

      He spat the word. Then he sipped the coffee, which must have been cold.

      “He creeped down the stairs again, down to the basement. When I saw him again, that was it for me. He had to be stopped. I was hesitant, I will admit — we all fight our cowardice sometimes, right? But I knew what had to be done. My duty was clear.”

      Schultz said that he came upon him bent over a pile of stuff in the basement, lit only by that single lightbulb. He said he was reaching down to the bottom of a stack, trying to pull out another suitcase without toppling the rest of them.

      “And I grabbed a shovel,” Schultz said. “He never saw me.”

      “But you know now that it wasn’t Kurt.”

      “It was the brother. Same thing.”

      “Not exactly.”

      “The suitcases, the late hour, the secrecy — come on,” Schultz said. “If he wasn’t a traitor himself, he was aiding a traitor, a criminal acting against the interests of the State. Come on. It’s the same thing. And you tell me that the Stasi has Kurt. They know what he was doing. And the brother, it’s the same thing. You know I’m right.”

      I wasn’t in the mood to argue. I said, “Tell me about the rest.”

      Schultz didn’t get the question.

      “The hands?” I said.

      “He was trading our money for theirs, stealing from the State. It was a symbol to all in the future.”

      “And the feet?”

      “He was fleeing from the State, abandoning his people. Another symbol to all in the future.”

      “And the…” I pointed at my crotch.

      “He was evil incarnate. A crime against the State is a crime against us all. It speaks to innate evil, to something inside of him. He could not be allowed to reproduce.”

      “But he was already dead, right?”

      “Could not be allowed,” Schultz said. “Could not. Could not.”

      He was, at that point, borderline delirious, it seemed — just completely around the bend. But I wasn’t quite finished.

      “And the other man?”

      “The one I shot?”

      “Yeah. Him. With the black hair.”

      “Another one in the middle of the night, creeping up the steps. They think I can’t see, but I can. I see everything. Creeping up the steps, and so I followed him. He was searching the room for something when I walked in — the money, I assumed.”

      “And you did what exactly?”

      “Let me show you.” Then Schultz stood up, walked over to a sideboard, reached into a drawer, and pulled out a pistol. I fumbled for the gun in my lap, and he said, “Don’t worry. Don’t worry. Look how I’m holding it.”

      He was gripping the pistol by the barrel, not the handle, and he gave it to me. It was old and heavy.

      “It’s a Tokarev,” he said. “Semi-automatic. An officer’s weapon. It was given to me by the captain who married my sister. He took care of her. Those stories you hear about those times, and the Russian soldiers — so much Western propaganda. This was a true gentleman. It was his, and now it is mine.”

      Schultz said he walked the guy with the black hair through the streets in the middle of the night, with the pistol pointed at his back, prodding him along. He took him to the Soviet memorial in Treptower Park, he said, along the same route that he had pushed the wheelbarrow. And that’s where he shot the guy, he said.

      “But—” I was going to ask Schultz about the reason for the setting, but he answered without me asking.

      “I love that statue,” he said. “I go almost every Sunday. I could sit and stare at it for hours. The soldier, the child in his arms — that could have been me, had I been a few years younger. I look at the child, and I always felt like it really was me. That’s how I felt. Saved. Protected.”

      He was crying then. He wiped his face on his sleeve.

      “You know how the statue, how the soldier is stepping on the swastika?” Schultz said. “Well, these people, the Brauns, they’re the new evil. They are the great danger — a danger within our very own bosom. They’re ingrates. They lack a sense of community, a sense of common decency. They ignore their neighbors, their friends, the collective ‘we.’ They are traitors, and they are like that swastika — they need to be stepped on, too.”

      Then he cried some more.
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      Eight hours later, sitting at my desk in the big red building on Keibelstraße, all I could wonder was, “What would Kleinschmidt have done?”

      First off, I knew he would not have solved his first big murder case — two cases, to be entirely accurate — on a Saturday when nobody was around. There is no way he would have done that. The telling and the re-telling was half the fun — more than half — but there was nobody in the office, nobody but me. Forget the office, the murder squad room — I'm not sure there was anybody in the whole building. I saw a few offices lit up in a row on the second floor when I came in, but that was it.

      A fair reading of my mythical scoresheet for the day would show one checkmark for initiative (for going to Heidelberger Straße with the idea of re-canvassing after the second murder) and about 20 checkmarks for luck (for just about everything else). What if Lottie hadn't led me down the basement? What if I hadn't seen the wheelbarrow before going upstairs to meet Schultz — and I was probably a minute or two away from doing just that? What if Schultz had just denied everything? He could have argued that the basement was never locked, and the entire building had access to it — or, really, anyone off the street, for that matter.

      It was the dumbest of dumb luck. That is what the mythical scoresheet would have shown.

      But the best part was the scoresheet was, indeed, mythical. The reality was that I could massage a lot of the details, to move at least a few of the lucky checkmarks into the initiative column.

      I could, I guess, but I didn't in the end. I played it straight the whole way — well, except for one thing. After the uniforms had come to transport Schultz to the precinct, and before I called the prosecutor's office to have someone meet us there, I went back up to the apartment and scooped up the oilcloth bundle of West marks. If Kurt Braun ever got his ass out of Hohenschonhausen, I would find a way to get it to him. And while it would create a little hiccup in Schultz's story, it was only that, a hiccup. And what did Kleinschmidt always say about hiccups like that? “I never believe a story that doesn't have at least one loose end, because loose ends are the stuff of life.”

      I also told one other little lie. I made it out like I was actively searching the basement while waiting for Schultz, just to be thorough, and that Lottie followed me down the stairs and showed me her dollhouse, and that after that, I continued searching and found the wheelbarrow. It seemed like a harmless enough lie. It didn't affect the timeline in any way, and it wasn't as if I was going to be contradicted by a five-year-old in a pink dress.

      They had found a prosecutor much quicker than I ever imagined. He was stone kid, just pulling up his necktie when he got out of his car, but so what? This one wasn't going to be hard. They had been unable to find Kleinschmidt, through. I got Gretchen on the phone because she had all the phone numbers, and Gretchen got his wife. She said that the grand old man was at a fishing camp near Leipzig with his two oldest friends, and that they went every August, and that the place was remote enough not to have a telephone — “Not even a toilet, I don't think,” Mrs. K said — and that he wouldn't be back until Sunday night.

      So it was just me. I gave the prosecutor a quick verbal summary and then sat at a sergeant's desk and typed up a more detailed account of the interview while the prosecutor — and a stenographer who appeared from I didn't know where — talked to Schultz.

      I was done in 30 minutes. They were done in 45. When the door opened, the prosecutor — whose name I didn't get in the first telling — came out and rolled his eyes. He asked me, “What the hell is the Order of Lenin?” I said it was a big Soviet award, but that while I wasn't exactly sure what you needed to do to qualify for it, committing two homicides in East Berlin probably wasn't on the list.

      The stenographer — I didn't know her name, either, but I wouldn't have minded knowing — said, “He asked Michael here if he could call Ulbricht and tell him. And when Michael said he couldn't, the guy looked at me and asked if I could call Ulbricht.”

      We exchanged phone numbers — not me and the stenographer, but me and Michael — but as he said, “I don't think we'll be talking again, not about this lunatic. I can't imagine this would actually go to trial.” And that was that.

      Hours later, I was alone in the office as day turned to night. The only light in the place was coming from my desk lamp. I typed up the final set of forms and left the originals on Greiner's desk, one set of carbons on Kleinschmidt's desk, and a second set of carbons for my files. And then I read them over one more time before putting them away, me and a glass of Romanian rye from the pint bottle that Looby always kept in his top right drawer. “For emergencies,” he liked to say, the first of which tended to occur at about 3.30 most afternoons.

      I was enjoying the final swallow, as much as you could enjoy a swallow of Romanian rye, when the phone on my desk rang. It was Stasi security at Wandlitz. I was being summoned.

      “When?”

      “Immediately.”
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      The drive out there was kind of pleasant, actually — windows open in the car, temperatures cooling but comfortable, barely a car on the roads, Looby's pint of Romanian rye taking the edge off the nervousness that I always managed to feel when I received one of these summonses. Besides, what the hell? I wasn't doing anything else, anyway.

      As I made the final approach to the compound, I was glad that the roads were relatively familiar because there weren't many lights. But there were military vehicles, parked on the shoulder at intervals of about 200 yards. Four, five of them — and then came the warning signs, and the business about wildlife research, and then the first guard shack and gate. There were plenty of lights there. Floodlights.

      I identified myself to the Stasi corporal in the shack, and he found my name on the clipboard, and it all seemed the same as the previous time until he said, “You can go ahead, but only as far as the next gate.”

      “What? What does that mean?”

      “They'll tell you,” he said. “Or not.”

      Instead of military vehicles placed at intervals along the next short piece of road, there were military personnel instead — men in helmets and carrying rifles, maybe 25 yards apart. I looked at a couple of them as I drove by and was struck by how bored they seemed. It must have been fairly normal for someone to drive up the road at 10 o'clock on a Saturday night. They didn't even flinch as I went by.

      At the next gate, we went through the same business — but instead of being handed a cardboard pass and sent along, the Stasi guard told me to pull over to the side and park. Within about 30 seconds, Karl Grimm was walking up and motioning for me to get out.

      “You can't come in, and I can't leave,” he said.

      “Why not?”

      The guard was in earshot, and Grimm convinced him to give us a minute by ourselves. But the guard insisted, and not as gently as I might have expected of some kid speaking to a member of the Central Committee, “But in that area and nowhere else. Understood?”

      Grimm was overtly apologetic to the kid — which was something I had never seen before from my ex-father-in-law. He also seemed a touch drunk, which was also at least a little bit unusual.

      “I need you to stop bothering with our friend at Am Zirkus 30. There's no need anymore. You can just forget the whole thing.”

      “You going to explain?”

      Just then, another car pulled up to the gate. When the driver rolled down his window to show his identification, it was the bald guy, Martin Strassmann, the aforementioned friend from Am Zirkus 30.

      I looked at Grimm. “Some timing.”

      “Holy shit,” he said. “Total coincidence.”

      “I bet.”

      “No, really — total coincidence.”

      Except for the way he pronounced “coincidence,” it had about seven syllables. Grimm wasn't just a touch drunk — he was borderline wrecked. And when I mocked his pronunciation right back to him, he knew that I knew. He also didn't seem to care.

      “I'm in a good mood, so I'm going to tell you a story,” he said. “Suppose a low-level member of the Central Committee—”

      “Who, just for the sake of argument, is as bald as a doorknob.”

      “Perhaps. Now suppose he has a moral failing of some significance. And further suppose that his moral failing has resulted in him being blackmailed into providing low-level Central Committee secrets to a West German agent who routinely enters the bald man's car and leaves with not only a mouthful of, well, a mouthful — but also a pocketful of secret papers.”

      Well, then. A peek behind the curtain. I almost felt flattered.

      “And was my work essential in discovering this sordid scheme?” I said, overtly fishing for a compliment. But I should have known better. What were the odds of me solving two murders and receiving a compliment from Karl Grimm on the same day?

      “Your work was competent,” he said. “And your work was less about uncovering the scheme than confirming it. Competent, yes.”

      This was more than he had ever told me about any of the errands he had sent me on before. If there was a lesson for me in all of this, I needed to get him drunk more often.

      “But let me go back to my story,” he said. “Let's just say, we've decided to leave matters as they are for the time being in the hope that we can, shall we say, turn them to our advantage.”

      “By, shall we say, turning the man with the mouthful.”

      “That's one option,” Grimm said. “We could play it a couple of different ways — I haven't decided yet. But you're thinking. You're learning. You're learning. That's good.”

      He stopped and belched unapologetically. Onions.

      “But the thing is, things are about to get more complicated,” he said. “So I wanted to make sure you didn't scare him off — either of them. Especially tonight. That's why I called you here.”

      I just looked at him, bewildered.

      “Why tonight?” I said. “I mean, really?

      Then it was his turn to stare at me. But he wasn't bewildered.

      “It's because I'm about to be very busy for the next few weeks,” Grimm said. “For all I know, you might be, too. There's a chance that there won't be an opportunity for another meeting anytime soon.”

      At that point, I was bewildered to the second power.

      “You've got to give me a little more than that,” I said, surprising even myself at the demand. I enjoyed playing the insolent card with Grimm, and I don't think he hated it, either, but this was a step further. But it worked.

      “You are sworn to secrecy here,” he said. And then he got a little closer and half whispered the way drunks sometimes do. “In a couple of hours, the border between East and West Berlin will be closed.”

      “What? How?”

      “Barbed wire and soldiers to start with, with more of a real wall to follow.”

      “But how? It's so many miles.”

      “It's all planned.”

      “But what about the trains?” I said. “They run right through, back and forth. I mean, how?”

      “Honecker has it all worked out. In fact, he's in your building now on Keibelstraße. That's where he's running the operation from.”

      I thought back to the lights I saw on the second floor, the only lights in the building other than the one on my little desk.

      “Now, go,” Grimm said. “I have to get back to the party. Except it isn't really a party. Well, it is a party — except the guests are not allowed to leave — Ulbricht's orders. It started a while ago, and it's going to be an all-night thing. They don't want the word to leak out ahead of time. I've known for a while, but most everybody just got told a half hour ago. So, just remember. Shhhhh.”

      The “shhhhh” also had at least six syllables, maybe seven, the way Karl Grimm said it.
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      I got back in the car, started the motor, and waited for the Stasi guard to allow me to leave my little holding area that was neither inside nor outside the compound. Five minutes, 10 minutes, 15 minutes, more — it seemed he was waiting for a telephone call to provide him with some instructions. Finally, it rang, and the gate opened, and the Stasi guard waved me out. I started driving back to the outer gate, and then I shouted louder than I probably should have, “And now it's time to fuck the barbed wire king of Berlin!” But I guess it wasn't too loud — either that or the stone-faced soldier I was driving past had been trained to react to nothing short of lethal force.

      I went through pretty much every conceivable reaction to the news during the drive back before settling on fear. But to be honest, it took most of the 20 miles for me to get there — and that was after I spent the first few miles thinking about Kitty, and her asshole husband, and the weight of the secret she had been carrying.

      Anyway, I started by just marveling at the audacity of the whole thing. Who could possibly think that they had the ability to put up a wall and divide a huge European city? How much nerve did that take? It wasn't just balls, because I figured that most big politicians had plenty of those. It was… brash. It was gall. It was arrogance — that's what it really was. Arrogance. Who could possibly be that confident that they could get away with such a thing?

      From there, I went to skeptical. There was a reason it seemed so audacious — because it was fucking crazy. A wall in Berlin? Come on. I was pretty sure that the two sides, East and West, shared a water supply and an electric infrastructure. How could they possibly cut that in half? And then I just kept coming back to the trains. The U-bahn was more in the West, and the S-bahn was more in the East, but they crisscrossed the borders a dozen times, easily. There were tons of stations where you could transfer from one to the other. What were they going to do, just stop trains in the tunnels and turn them around? It was madness.

      And then there were the streets themselves. There were miles and miles of borders between East and West, some of which could be traversed with a wave at a guard, most of which required at least a cursory identification check, especially during periodic crackdowns. But miles and miles and miles — and they were going to build a wall and divide it all?

      So first marveling, then skepticism, then finally to fear. That was my journey, as the dark country near Wandlitz morphed, mile by mile, into the lighter and brighter edges of the city. Fear. It wasn't a physical thing. I carried a police identification card, after all. Compared to most everybody in the country, I had nothing to be afraid of.

      So the fear was different — not imminent, not the kind that raises your heart rate, not like that. I had few illusions about my country and the people who ran it. Clearly, if I was doing nefarious errands for a member of the Central Committee as my side job, there could be little doubt that other members of the Central Committee had their own hired hands, doing their own dirty little tasks. And while I was sure that the West Germans had their own version of a secret police — because every government did, regardless of how they might portray it in public — the Stasi did seem, just maybe, to be a bit more of an aggressive animal than most. I couldn't know for sure, of course, but I had my suspicions. Just watching Karl Grimm drunkenly kissing that Stasi guard's ass told me plenty, maybe more than I ever realized. If he felt vulnerable to them, well, who wouldn't?

      But I basically knew all of that. And if the wall was just the logical extension of that kind of philosophy, well, okay. That wasn't the thing I was afraid of. It was, instead, the thing I had told Red Rolf when he asked me why I hadn't left the country, and I started talking about West Berlin. It was when I said, “I like knowing that it's there.”

      To me, West Berlin was like a short vacation whenever I went, even just for a couple of hours. That was exactly it. Most people looked forward to their holidays because they got them away from their real lives. It wasn't that they hated their real lives — it was just that everybody needed a diversion now and then. It was human nature to crave home and the security of routine on the one hand, and to desire a chance to bust out of that routine every once in a while on the other. So on your holiday, you would go somewhere new, act differently — stay up later, drink more every day, drink earlier every day, chase women every day, whatever — and get away from the rote existence that was your life. And then you would return to your home and to the security that you really craved in the end, but you would be refreshed, rejuvenated, reinvigorated, all of the re- words.

      That was West Berlin for me. The lure wasn't ideological. It wasn't a life that I desired because I hated my life in the East, or felt particularly repressed, or anything like that. The reason was simple. It was because I didn't feel any of those things, because mine was a privileged life and I knew it. It was a complicated life, yes, but it was privileged. And West Berlin was simply a respite, that and nothing else. I liked being able to go for a night. I liked being able to get in my car without thinking, and pick up Bernie or whoever, and flash my Kripo ID at the border police, and go to the Ku'Damm for the night, and let whatever was going to happen just, well, happen.

      I wondered how much I would miss it. I wondered if the wall, or whatever, would become even more of a mental barrier for me than a physical one. Because the truth was, I could get drunk and fool around anywhere. I didn't need the Ku'Damm in any real sense. I didn't crave West Berlin like some people craved the justice they thought they would find there, or their idea of freedom. It wasn't anything like what Elke felt, although I couldn't pretend to understand completely the emotions that poured out of her, the oppression she felt, the rage. Mine was different, and it was all in my head, and I knew it.

      But it was still there. That was the fear I felt — not the fear of losing what I had, but losing the abstract possibility of having something different. And if it was as shallow as maybe I was as a person, that's still what it was. And it was real — very real to me. I felt it in my gut as I parked the car along the curb in Pankow, outside of Elke's apartment building. I felt it when I looked in the glove box of the car, just to make sure that the oilcloth bundle holding 212 West German marks was still there. I felt it as I walked up her front steps and tried to calculate how many months' rent the 212 marks might cover in a shithole in Kreuzberg.
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      I didn't even remember thinking about driving straight to Elke's from the meeting with my father-in-law. It was almost as if the car was driving itself when I made the turn into Pankow. Of course, I was going to Elke's. Of course.

      I looked at my watch as I climbed the stairs. It was 11:15.

      I knocked on the apartment door, and no one answered. I knocked again, and then I banged on it with the flat of my hand, and then I banged a second time, and then the door opened and Elke's brother, Werner, poked his head out. He was both angry and naked. Through the crack in the door, I saw his wife on the couch, scrambling to pull up a sheet and cover her breasts. The two kids, I could see, were sleeping on cushions on the floor.

      “You? What?” is all that Werner could manage. I couldn't blame him. It must not have been easy in that apartment, finding anything approaching a comfortable amount of privacy in which to make theirs a true marital bed. Or couch. And here was an interruption from the guy who could choose any of four rooms in his own place for the same purposes — five if you counted the kitchen.

      “She's asleep,” Werner said. He began to close the door. I stuck my foot into it.

      “Wake her.”

      “Get the fuck out of here.”

      “Wake her.”

      “No.”

      “Elke, it's Peter. I need to see you,” I said. No, I yelled. The children woke up. The younger one said, “Look at Daddy's hiney,” at which point Daddy let go of the door and scampered for a pair of drawers. Elke came out of the bedroom in a robe.

      “Peter, what?”

      “Just come out here.”

      “What time is it?”

      “It's later than you think,” I said.

      She came out into the hallway, leaned against the wall, and folded her arms. I told her the story as quickly as I could. I don't know if I was talking too fast, or if her just-awake brain was processing my words too slowly, but it took a while for what I was saying to register. And even when it did, she still had to ask, “A wall? Did you say they're going to put up a wall?”

      I tried again. I did not dare give up Karl Grimm as the source. I said that it was from people in Keibelstraße who were part of the operation, and that it was going to be barbed wire and soldiers and police blocking the border at the beginning, and that a physical wall of some kind was going to follow soon after.

      “So you won't be able to cross anymore?” she said.

      “That's my understanding.”

      “So I lose my job, all of that? So nobody will literally be able to cross the street anymore between the sectors?”

      “Yes. That's it.”

      Leaning on the wall, Elke's legs kind of gave way. She slid down the wall until she was sitting on the hallway floor, sitting and sobbing. And then she looked up and said, “But, what—”

      “There's no time,” I said. I looked at my watch again — 11:30. I told her the truth, that I didn't know how much time she had, that the whole thing was supposed to happen soon after midnight but that I didn't know exactly how soon.

      She started with, “But, what—” I stopped her again.

      “You don't have much time to decide,” I said. “Maybe a half hour. Maybe. I'm parked right in front. I'll wait as long as you want me to wait, but I really don't think there's much time. Just come out and tell me, either way.”

      I reached down and offered my hands. She took them, and I helped her to her feet.

      “You have to talk to a few people, I know,” I said. “But really, I can't emphasize enough, the time.”

      She grabbed my wrist, looked at the watch.

      “Okay, okay,” Elke said. “If I can convince—”

      “You've seen the car,” I said. “I guess we could fit them all, maybe without luggage. Maybe one bag for everyone.”

      She nodded, reached for the door, then turned back.

      “Thank you,” she said.
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      It was after midnight when Elke finally came out of the apartment building. Actually, it was 12:15. She was carrying a small green suitcase, and she was alone.

      “What—”

      “I couldn’t convince her,” she said.

      “Your mother?”

      “Werner wouldn’t even consider it. The two of them, they just tried to shield the kids from the discussion. But my mother… She listened to me, but she just doesn’t get it.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “But she’s an old woman. She probably wouldn’t know what to do with herself over there.”

      “That’s exactly what she said. ‘What life would I have?’ I mean, it’s a goddamned shame. Somehow, she has convinced herself she is happy living in a world where she always thinks there will be bananas tomorrow.”

      Finally, we were ready to go. The question was where.

      The closest spot I knew was at Bornholmer Straße. There was a pretty big train station there, and a lot of tracks, and the street at the border crossing was actually a bridge over the tracks. I crossed there all the time and never had even the hint of an issue — although, frankly, the Kripo identification pretty much always eliminated even the hint of hint. I could have smuggled a refrigerator over most borders if I had my Kripo ID.

      Still, Bornholmer was closest. It was maybe two miles away, probably less. I wound us out of the neighborhood of apartment buildings and made a right onto Berliner Straße. At that time of night, it wouldn’t take five minutes — except when I made the right turn, from Berliner onto Bornholmer, the street was suddenly clogged with a mixture of military vehicles and the kind of trucks you saw delivering building materials to construction sites.

      “Oh, shit,” she said.

      “Calm down.”

      “We’re too late. I shouldn’t have taken so long. Shit, shit, shit.”

      “Really, really,” I said. “It’s a big city. Just calm down.”

      I wanted to tell her that, yes, you’re right, you shouldn’t have taken more than 45 minutes trying to convince your mother to uproot a life she never had any intention of uprooting. But I didn’t. Instead, I just slalomed my way through the trucks and managed to get a few blocks farther down. We were in sight of the bridge. But then a uniform — Vopo — stopped me.

      “You have to turn around, comrade,” he said. “Security operation in progress.”

      He leaned out of my window and turned his attention back to the street, holding up an advancing vehicle, giving me a space to turn around. He pointed. “Just head back where you came from.”

      I pulled out my identification. He looked at it.

      “It doesn’t matter who you are or where you’re from, Kripo Under Lieutenant Peter Ritter,” he said, handing it back. “Now please turn around.”

      Which I did.

      “Big city, big city,” I said, but Elke was weeping.

      Big city, big city. That became my mantra as we drove. We went farther south, down Schonhauser Allee. I knew another spot — I used to call it the Dead Crossing because it was always so quiet.

      I told Elke, “Bernie and I once — okay, we were pretty drunk — but we concluded with absolute certainty that, even without my ID, we could have sneaked the entire Bolshoi Ballet back and forth over the line a half dozen times at Chausseestraße without anybody noticing.”

      “I’ll settle for a bit less than that,” she said. Her smile was just south of weak, which meant it was much closer to a frown than anything.

      It was another five minutes or so to Chausseestraße. The military vehicles and the construction trucks were multiplying as we drove. We got to within a half-block of the Chausseestraße crossing when we were stopped again, not by a cop this time but by a line of soldiers with rifles. I could see what was happening over their shoulders. Wooden sawhorses were being placed at intervals in the middle of the street, and rolls of barbed wire were being strung across and attached to the sawhorses.

      We had no choice but to turn back. Elke began to hyperventilate.

      “Wait a minute,” I said.

      “What?”

      “We’re pretty close to Bernie’s. Maybe…”

      He lived on Bernauer Straße, which was a border street between the East and, I thought, the French sector. We got within about a block and a half, but I could see the now-familiar clog of trucks carrying barbed wire and sawhorses ahead of us. So I made a quick left turn and parked.

      “Take your bag,” I said. “We’re walking. We can get there this way, I think — up there and through the alley. It’s just the next block.” I pointed straight and then indicated a right turn.

      She opened the door on her side. I leaned over and took the oilcloth package from the glove box.

      “What’s that?”

      “Nothing,” I said. “Just, um, just something for Bernie.”
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      The apartment was on the first floor. We went in the back door of the building, turned right, and then I banged on the first door. Bernie answered in his underwear.

      “Can't you hear what's going on?” I said.

      “When I'm out, I'm out. What are you talking about?”

      Bernie was too sleepy, it seemed, to worry about modesty. His drawers had a big hole in the right ass cheek, but he did nothing to cover up. I made quick introductions, and then I explained what was happening, and then we all rushed to the window in his living room. Looking to the right, we could see the barbed wire and the sawhorses and the uniforms milling around, rifles ready.

      “It all makes sense now,” Bernie said. “You should have seen my boss this morning. I had Saturday duty, and he was in the office — which never happens on a Saturday. And I've never seen him more nervous. I left at about two in the afternoon, and Krug was coming in, Harry Krug. He's the big gun. He gets the important interviews. He's been working at the paper since, hell, since '45, and he never has to work Saturdays. I wondered if he was being punished or something.”

      We leaned out again. The positioning of the barricades seemed odd to me, and I pointed it out to Bernie and Elke. They seemed to be attaching it to the side of Bernie's apartment building.

      “Isn't the border the middle of the street?” I said. “Like, the normal checkpoints. The French guy is on one side of Bernauer — you see, he's still over there, with a couple of others — and the GDR checkpoint is on the other side. So the border is in the middle, right?”

      We looked again. They definitely weren't stringing the wire across the middle of the street.

      “I don't get it,” Elke said. “Where's the damn border? It has to be in the middle of the street, right?”

      “Oh, shit, I know this,” Bernie said. We ducked our head back inside. “It had to do with the street sweepers, believe it or not — an old guy on the third floor once told me the story. The border between Wedding and Mitte was in the middle of Bernauer Straße, but the street sweepers from both districts bitched years ago, like in the '30s, that they both had to clean the street. So they changed the boundary. The whole street and the sidewalk were designated to be in Wedding, but the buildings themselves were in Mitte. They used the same lines after the war when they divided the city. So the street and the sidewalk are in the French sector, but our building is in the Russian sector.”

      “So the building is in the East but the sidewalk out front is in the West?” I said.

      “Yes. The back door is in the East but the first step out the front door is in the West.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Pretty sure,” Bernie said. Then he leaned out the window again, and I did, too. We looked to the right, to the sawhorses and the wire being hooked to the edge of the building. There also was a guard stationed at the point where the wire and the building were being attached.

      “Yeah, I'm pretty sure,” Bernie said. “And what they're doing over there kind of proves it, doesn't it?”

      I couldn't help but laugh. For all of these years, people had been going to elaborate lengths to get on the train with at least some of their possessions, just a few, and not attract any attention as they crossed to the west. All along, though, if they had known about Bernauer Straße, they could have backed a truckload of their furniture up behind Bernie's building and carried it, piece by piece, through the back door and out the front door into West Berlin.

      Bernie caught my laugh and said, “Yeah, the old man told me that if he was right -- he was never 1,000 percent sure -- we could have made a fortune if we could tell people. He said, 'We could call it Bernie's Bernauer Toll Plaza,' and we could split the fees.”

      “So…” Elke said.

      “Yeah, I think so,” I said.

      “How long do you think before the fucking Vopo comes into the building to secure it?” Bernie said.

      Then he looked at me.

      “No offense intended.”

      “None taken, asshole.” I said. Then I leaned out the window again. There were more uniforms assembling around someone who was likely a superior officer. He was pointing in my direction. I didn't think it was directly at me, but at the building as a whole. I looked to my left, and there were two other heads poking out of different apartment windows.

      “Look,” I said, and Bernie and Elke stuck their heads out for a second before turning back.

      “I think they're starting to move,” he said.

      “I think it's now or never,” I said.
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      They both looked at me.

      “Lock the door,” I said, and Bernie ran over.

      “And hit the lights, too.”

      “All right, miss,” I said, pointing her to the window. But Bernie stopped me.

      “Give me a minute,” he said.

      “What?”

      “I’m going.”

      “You’re—”

      “I’m going,” he said.

      With no time for niceties, he was out of the drawers he slept in, naked within about two feet of Elke, and then into a clean pair in seconds, followed immediately by a shirt and pants and socks and shoes. He stuffed a small suitcase with whatever clothing would fit and was done about a minute later. Then there was a loose floorboard he removed, and a wad of West German marks that he pulled out of the hole and stuffed into his pocket. Did everybody hide their illegal foreign currency under the floorboards?

      “But what are you going to do — you know, for a living?” I said.

      “Hand me that bag,” he said. There was a small canvas satchel on the table next to me. Bernie unzipped it and showed me, very quickly, a camera and what appeared to be an expensive portable radio of some sort.

      “Not from the Konsum, I presume,” I said.

      “You presume correctly. It’s a police scanner. Top of the line. I had to save for a year.”

      “A quite illegal police scanner.”

      “Yeah, well, whatever. I can make a living over there with that and the camera — rushing to fires, to police calls, and selling the pictures to whatever paper will buy them. Work my way onto a paper that way. I’ll just need to get a bicycle to start.”

      “So, you’ve thought about this.”

      “Only every day,” he said. “I lived like shit, and I dressed like shit — as you well know — but I saved.”

      “For this day?”

      “I didn’t know it would be this day. But I was sure I wasn’t going to die in this country.”

      “But—”

      “You know, you’re almost as cynical as I am, if you would just admit it to yourself, be honest with yourself,” Bernie said. “You have eyes. You can see the truth. You know that things can be better.”

      My mind was spinning. I literally couldn’t focus. I thought about the life I had, and the career I was building, but also the crap I had to do for my father-in-law in order to preserve that life. I thought about how I was getting better at what I did, however slowly, and how I had just solved two murders, however luckily. And then I also thought about Hohenschonhausen, where Kurt Braun was sitting in a cell if he wasn’t dead.

      “Come on,” Elke said. I didn’t think she was beckoning me as much as she just wanted to get out through the window.

      I personally didn’t know anybody who had left — Bernie and Elke would be the first two. But I knew plenty of names second-hand — smart, educated people who hopped on the U-bahn at Nordbahnhof and never looked back.

      I thought about all of that, and then I thought about Red Rolf. What did he say? I could almost hear his voice:

      “But what is perfect? Perfect is when we die. Until then, everything is a compromise. The acceptance of that makes us stronger.”

      I just looked at them.

      “Well,” Elke said.

      “Go,” I said.

      Then, “No, wait.”

      I looked at Bernie.

      “Do you have any money in the bank?” I said.

      “What? Yeah. I think about 1,100 marks. That’ll be gone, but—”

      I reached into my pocket, pulled out the oilcloth bundle, and handed it to him.

      “There’s 212 West German marks in there,” I said. “Write me a check for 1,000 East marks. Like, right now.”

      He opened a drawer and began scrawling.

      “But, what—”

      “I’ve been holding it for a friend,” I said. “He’s not going to need the West marks anymore, not after this. But I’m hoping he might need the East marks again.”

      “Hoping?”

      “It’s a long story,” I said.

      “And we really don’t have time,” Elke said.

      And then there was a crash behind us. And then there was shouting. It had to be the Vopo, or whoever was wearing those uniforms. It sounded as if they turned left upon coming in the back door of the building, the opposite way from Bernie’s apartment. We only had a minute, and only maybe.

      “Bernie, you first — and then you catch her,” I said. It was only about an eight-foot drop. He hung on the ledge, and given his height, his feet almost touched the ground. Then I tossed out the bags, being as careful as I could be with the camera and the radio. Bernie fumbled the other two but reached up and caught that one cleanly.

      The footsteps and the voices in the hallway grew closer.

      “Ready?” I said, and Elke nodded. I held her arms and dangled her out the window. Bernie grabbed her legs and eased her down. They had made it.

      Bernie looked back at me.

      “Come on,” he said.

      I shook my head.

      “This won’t last three months,” I said. “A barricade across the whole city? There’s no way. The people won’t allow it. The Americans won’t allow it. You’ll see. We’ll both be drunk and throwing up in a gutter on the Ku’Damm by December. A Christmas drunk. Put it in your calendar. Three months. Book it.”

      “You don’t know that,” Bernie said. “You work for those people, but you’re blind to what they’re capable of. Come on — out the window with you. Come on.”

      I shook my head again. And then there was a loud bang on the apartment door, and a shout to open up.

      “Fucking baby,” Bernie said. And then both of us burst out laughing simultaneously. That’s when it really hit me. He had been calling me that since I was about 12. I wondered if that would be the last time.

      And then Bernie turned away, and he and Elke conferred for a second. They crossed Bernauer Straße and began walking away on the far sidewalk — just in case, I guess, that the border was in the middle of the street after all. But it wasn’t. Bernie looked back at the window one more time. Elke didn’t.

      I closed the window. There was more banging on the door. I shouted, “Just a second.”

      The banging stopped. I looked at Bernie’s bookshelf. I picked up his copy of Gulliver’s Travels — the title just jumped out at me somehow, and it seemed about perfect — and took it with me, using the check he wrote as a bookmark. I opened the door for the uniforms, and they burst in and rushed past me. I left without saying anything.

      I was out the back door, still in East Berlin, and walked the block or so to my car. As I was getting there, another small squad, four more uniforms, were running in the direction of Bernie’s back door.
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      The routine police calls and crap usually bypassed our teleprinter in the murder squad. But for some reason, we were getting all of the updates about the barbed wire contraption that was now ruling our lives. All of the detectives gathered around the machine when it began to spit out more paper, and took turns reading the dispatches. Kleinschmidt, though, read the most. He put on a movie newsreel voice that was, like most of his theatrical work, quite good. The man was a born performer.

      And so:

      “Mitte information: a provocateur was arrested, who was in Brunnenstrasse. Had provoked in front of 'Rita's Dance Palace.' No details yet.”

      And then Kleinschmidt dropped the announcer voice, looked around at the squad, and said, “Rita's Dance Palace? Anybody? Come on, one of you clowns must know.” And when the laughter died down, he kept reading:

      “On the S-Bahn stations at Schönhauser Allee and Friedrichstrasse. Some of the travelers remain on the platform heading for the western sector and discuss that the border is now being closed. No provocative statements or hostile attitudes towards the measure have so far been found. Education continues at both stations.”

      And then Kleinschmidt pounded a right fist into the palm of his left hand and said, “Education continues.”

      There were a few more — an escape at Treptower Bridge, and two civilians being cited for making a record of the location of the wire locks, and like that.

      Then the finale:

      “Wait, wait. A new bulletin from Mitte. Supplement to the arrest in Brunnenstrasse: The perpetrator, born in 1943 in Berlin, against 20 people who stood in front of 'Rita's Dance Palace,' made inflammatory statements against First Secretary Ulbricht and against the measures taken by our government.”

      Long pause.

      “Rita,” Kleinschmidt bellowed. “Riiiiiiiiiiiiiiita. One of you has to know Rita.”

      For some reason, the people in charge of the barrier had found a use for just about every living and breathing person employed in Keibelstraße — and probably in every precinct house in the city — but not the Kripo murder squad. The rest were all working double shifts, mostly assisting with crowd control and security and whatnot. But not us — and nobody was questioning our good fortune. The operation began on Saturday night, and by Monday, we were all sitting around the office, reading the teleprinter, waiting for Looby to open the pint bottle of Romanian rye that I had replaced that morning before he arrived.

      I had received congratulations from everyone that day, except Greiner — who wasn't in the office, again. Even Kleinschmidt said something. “Hell of a job, kid,” was his one sentence, and I accepted it as if it had been a thousand-word oration. But the barbed wire and the sawhorses and the rest dominated everyone's thoughts. It was just my luck to be overshadowed — but still understandable. I mean, it was a goddamned wall, after all.

      Then, about 3 p.m., before Looby had even managed to reach into his drawer, Kleinschmidt said, “Given the boss's absence, and given my seniority, and given that we're all probably going to get roped into this business pretty soon, I am making an executive decision. Kerner's in 15 minutes to celebrate Peter Ritter's big day.”

      We all had one in Kerner's, which was near headquarters on Alexanderplatz, and then the toast came with the second one, and then it was my moment to perform, to tell the story of catching the Treptower Park killer.

      I had considered a Kleinschmidt imitation but settled for a Peter Ritter imitation. I just told it my way — pretty honest, pretty self-deprecating. I made sure to mention my initiative and to jab Kleinschmidt by implication, but I even couched that in modesty. I said, “Yeah, it was a Saturday morning, and I figured a re-canvass after the second body was as good a use of my time as anything. Besides, it's not like I have a fucking life.”

      They all roared. They were mostly three drinks deep at that point, and I had them. And while the reality was that I just saw the wheelbarrow while playing with Lottie, and the official report said I found it during a search, I went with a third version for the bar crowd. I said, “So there's a wheelbarrow full of dried blood about five feet away from the dollhouse. If the little girl hadn't bumped into it and started pushing it around the basement, I never would have seen it.”

      Another roar. “And the super's apartment,” I said. “He had more pictures of Ulbricht than Mrs. Ulbricht did. And when he showed me the Tokarev — just showed me — I swear, he got a boner. Deranged, but a boner.”

      It was the best story I ever told. It was the first time I ever really felt a part of the squad. And when I was done, Kleinschmidt put his arm around me and whispered in my ear, “Your first big one is almost always pure luck.”

      I thought he was being supportive, but I just wasn't sure.
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      The American Bar on Kärntner Durchgang was where we often began the night. It was all sharp angles and geometric patterns and dark wood and a green-and-white marble checkerboard on the floor. Masculine. It was a tiny place, a bar and three tables and not much else, including women. But it was where we drank Manhattans and got fortified for our pursuit of the aforementioned women, albeit somewhere else.

      "The starting blocks," was what Leon called the place.

      We hadn't gotten together, the three of us, in nearly two months, mostly because I had been traveling so much but partly because Henry had been occupied with a certain Gretchen, a porcelain doll, and a clingy one—until, that is, she got a better idea of how Henry's family made its money. It wasn't the first time this had happened, and he shrugged it off in what had become for him the time-honored fashion: a bottle, a 48-hour monastic sulk, and then, all better. Anyway, there we all were, two Manhattans deep.

      "So where was this trip?" Leon always asked, mostly because he said he found my life in Vienna so dull by comparison.

      "Dresden, Koblenz, and Stuttgart," I said, trying to suppress a smile. Trying and not succeeding.

      "Koblenz? Isn't that . . .?"

      "Yeah, the Gnome." I couldn't help but grin.

      I was a magnesite salesman, which was about as exciting as it sounds. My family owned a mine in Czechoslovakia. My father ran the business, and my shit of a younger brother sat at his elbow. I lived in Vienna and serviced 24 of our clients in Germany and Austria, visiting twice a year, about 120 days on the road altogether. My Uncle Otto, who taught me the business, kept a half-dozen clients in his semi-retirement.

      Most of our clients were steel mills, because of their blast furnaces—they used magnesite in the lining—and in those days, in Germany, the furnaces were working overtime. The Little Corporal had been very good for business. Most of the trips followed a familiar rhythm. I got to the place early in the afternoon, and most of the owners liked me to tour the plant while they chatted and joked with their workers. As if I cared whether they hated him to his face or only behind his back. Then we would go back to the office, where I listened to the owner complain about deliveries and such. Then I tried to get him to up his order by 5 or 10 percent. Ten percent had become my standard ask of our German clients—10 percent every six months—and I was getting it; Heil, etc. And then, when the work part was over, I took the owner out to dinner, followed by whatever, all on my expense account. Some were more interested in the whatever than others.

      In Koblenz, Ewald J. Gruber owned the local steel mill. He was five-foot-nothing and stooped over besides, 70 years old, impressively unattractive, and truly believable as something you would put in your garden to ward off evil spirits and for nervy squirrels to piss upon. The Gnome.

      But here was the thing about Ewald: He liked them young, and blond, and tall—really tall. I handled the introductions and, in exchange, I got my 10 percent order increase, plus the funniest thing I would see on the whole trip: little Ewald and his six-foot Brunhilda, hand in hand as they left the café.

      "This time was a little different," I said. "This time he wanted two of them—12 feet of blonds, five feet of Gnome, no stepladder to help. I managed to make the arrangements with the girls, and when they left the café, I told them they had to do something for me. He was walking between them, holding each of them by the hand, and just at the door, they lifted him up and swung him through the air, both feet off the ground."

      At which point, I reached into my breast pocket and pulled out the photograph that the bartender had snapped: the blonds, the Gnome, both feet off the ground. Leon spit out a stream of his Manhattan.

      “Alex Kovacs, I can't believe you do this for a living," he said.

      "Somebody has to."

      We grabbed our coats and got ready to head to the Stardust, where there would be a band and some women and some dancing. It was a 10-minute walk, give or take, which was almost pleasant in November in Vienna if you were adequately fortified. Very quickly, though, we saw what looked like trouble ahead. In the late autumn of 1936, trouble in Vienna tended to be accompanied by a swastika, and it was this time. Well, a little swastika; the government had banned the party a couple of years earlier, which drove the Nazis underground, but they were still scampering in the dark. They didn't wear the full brown shirts with the red armbands anymore, just little buttons with the hooked cross.

      Henry and Leon walked a little more quickly in the direction of the scrum on Lisztstrasse. Four or five knuckleheads, one holding a bottle, surrounded a single man, pushing him, yelling at him, taunting him. He was probably a Jew, or at least he probably looked like one. Leon was a Jew, and even though we were still a hundred yards away, I could see where this was headed.

      "Leon, let this one go. There's five of them," I said.

      "Fuck no."

      "The police station is two blocks down—let's just go get a cop."

      "Fuck that—the cop will probably help beat him up."

      Leon was running now, Henry right with him, me a step behind. We got there, and there was a lot of yelling. Thankfully, no one was armed—especially after Henry de-bottled the one guy and smashed the schnapps against the wall. Leon was soon swinging with both fists, and Henry was whaling on this one fat Nazi. I managed to identify the guy on the other side—in bar fights, or any kind of group fight, there is inevitably at least one—who had no interest in fighting, either. It goes unspoken, but you both know that neither of you is going to throw a punch. What tends to happen is that you each grab the other guy by the lapels, and shout a few indignant fuck yous at each other, and if you play it just right, your jacket is minus a button, or maybe has an easily mended tear along one of the seams. So no real damage is done, but you have a small sartorial badge of honor.

      Which was how this one was going to end, that is, until one of the Nazis pried a loose paving stone up out of the street and brained Leon. It staggered him, and it cut him above the eye, and blood ran down his face and dripped into the gutter as he tried to steady himself on one knee. Henry found a stone of his own, and, as he picked it up, a police wagon careened around the corner. Four cops piled out.

      The Nazis ran. The cops did not pursue them. Instead, they stood there—shiny helmets, green capes, superior attitudes—and questioned us. Particularly this one scowling giant who smelled of beer, among other things.

      "Let's see some identification, gentlemen."

      "You've got to be kidding me," I said.

      "Does he look like he's kidding?" said his sidekick, who was more normal-sized except for his smirk, which was as enormous as it was well practiced.

      "They were beating up this kid, and we were rescuing him," Leon said, "and my head is bleeding, and you're—"

      "You're a Jew, yes?" It was the smirker.

      "Listen," Henry said, taking a step.

      "Identification, now," the giant said, taking a bigger step. It was not a request.

      So, identification it was, followed by our names getting copied into one of those little leather-covered cop notebooks, followed by a lecture about brawling in the streets, followed by a warning that it had better not happen again. Within five minutes of talking, the smirker managed to use the phrase "the Jewish element" five different times. He looked at Leon the entire time, never even once acknowledging the kid who was still on the ground, head between his knees, cowering against a building. The cop probably couldn't tell that I had grabbed Leon from behind by the waist of his pants and his belt, to reinforce the importance of not taking a swing at these guys. Leon knew this drill well—every Jew in Vienna did—but a little reminder never hurt.

      Then it was over, the cops piling into their wagon and speeding off, their fun for the night now complete. As we got him to his feet, the Jew we’d rescued finally had a chance to thank us. He was just a kid, not 20 years old. He could barely get the words out, he was so shaken. He had pissed himself but seemed fine physically. He said he was okay to get home.

      Leon, though, was going to need stitches.

    

  


  
    
      
      

    

    
      Leon wasn't really cut severely, as it turned out. It was messy but not that deep. A nurse had taken a quick look and said a doctor would be with us soon. The conversation quickly turned to fights in the past.

      "The first fight you ever dragged us into?" Henry asked.

      "Moi?" Leon said.

      "It was Caporetto," I said.

      "You guys fought together in Caporetto?" the doctor said as he walked into the room.

      Henry said, "We won, call it by the right name: Karfreit."

      "Nah, Caporetto sounds nicer," I said, turning to the doc. "We fought in the battle, but the fight I'm talking about happened in a café near Caporetto."

      This was in September of 1917, about a month before the Italians graciously ran like babies down the mountain as we chased them. Our army was resting and resupplying, and we’d had a night free in Klagenfurt. We’d learned over the years that Leon would fight about anything, for good reasons and bad reasons. Most of the time, though, the fights were for female reasons, which could be good or bad, depending.

      We had only known each other for about a month. Leon talked a good game, but, seeing as how we literally went days without even glimpsing a woman, it was all talk as far as we were concerned. Until that night in the Falling Leaf. It was a pretty prosaic name for a standard-issue shithole, but the place did have the two prerequisites for soldiers on a night off in town: a lot of beer and, at a nearby table, a supply of giggling girls.

      We flirted with all of the skill and energy that three 18-year-olds could muster, which is to say, with more energy than skill. Henry and I devolved into what we believed was charming goofiness, and we got our share of laughs. But Leon played on a different level, a first-division game. He zeroed in on the prettiest, and the blondest, and the least Jewish of the three—although to be entirely accurate, the closest any of these girls had come to a Jew was in the pages of Leviticus. He locked eyes with her and wouldn't let go, even when talking to somebody else. It was masterful.

      When the blond got up to use the facilities, Leon immediately followed, and Henry and I were left at the table with our two new friends. It was clear that we were going nowhere with them, and would settle for a peck on the cheek at the end of the night and a pleasant nocturnal memory later on, but that was fine. Because Leon would have a story to tell, and it would be the kind of story that we could get him to tell and retell, adding new details with each recitation, a new moan here, an extra fondle there. It is true that traveling armies are fueled mostly by manpower and horsepower, but the under-appreciated accelerant is sexual bragging. Just the week before, we had marched all the way from Wolfsberg to Völkermarkt—maybe 10 miles—without even realizing it, so enraptured were we by Corporal Friedhoffer's tales of the summer he spent working in a bakery with two twins from Steyr.

      So it was all delightful until a man burst through the front door, glanced around, zeroed in on the two girls sitting with us, and bellowed, "Where is she?"

      In subsequent years, we would encounter this type of situation multiple times on our nights out with Leon. Dozens of times, once or twice a year, easily. It would become a game for Henry and me. The guy came into the café, started looking around, got increasingly agitated when he couldn't find the female he was seeking, and Henry and I would make eye contact and give each other a sign: one finger meant boyfriend, two meant husband, three meant father.

      Three fingers were the worst. And although we hadn't yet developed the code, that first night would have been three fingers. He wasn’t sober, and was starting to pat the knife on his hip—yes, the knife. The girls said the lovely Heidi was in the bathroom and that they would go get her. We grabbed an empty glass from a nearby waiter—who typically would have been affronted by our impudence, but who this time was very happy that someone else was taking care of the matter—and our new friend sat down, the beer calming him almost instantly. The three girls were back in a minute, the blond so sufficiently put together that only in your imagination could you see where Leon's hands had been. The subsequent conversation was as awkward as you might expect, and Henry and I drank up and waved for the bill and started for our coats. It was going to be a clean escape, until we prepared for our final swallow and everyone raised their glass for a farewell toast. It was then that the old man got this quizzical look on his face, and then the anger built in the boiler, and then came the accusatory shout as he pointed at the table: "Whose glass is that?" Followed quickly by, "Where is he?"

      It was all instinct at that point: I grabbed the knife and Henry took a single swing at the old man, which dropped him back in his chair. I literally threw our money at the waiter, and we ran. We ran all the way back to our camp, probably more than a mile, where we found Leon waiting for us. In the end, our story was better than his.

      The emergency room doctor was laughing and shaking as he stitched up Leon. Leon said, "Hey, Doc, calm down. You sure you're okay to do this?"

      "It's six stitches along your eyebrow—my father was a butcher, and he could have done it. No one will ever see."

      "Where was your father's shop?" I asked.

      "Jokl's, on Fruchtgasse," he said. And then it all clicked in.

      "Are you Karl Jokl?"

      "Yes," he said, tying the final knot and snipping the suture with a tiny pair of scissors.

      Karl Jokl had been an assistant professor of surgery at the university. His name had been in the newspapers multiple times over the years, commenting on new techniques and such. He had even been a government minister for a time, advocating for prenatal care for mothers. They’d built a lot of clinics when the Social Democrats were in charge. They were all closed now, though. And now Jokl was stitching up a brawler on a Friday night, the only doctor in the place, with more brawlers undoubtedly to come.

      He saw the question before it was asked.

      "It's all they'll let me do now. I never had a private practice, you see—I was always in academic medicine, and then I worked in the government. But when it came time for me to be a full professor, well, they call you into the office, offer you coffee and cake, and tell you that the professorship just isn't possible. You know, 'Because of the current situation,' and they suggest that it's time to leave the university, except it isn't a suggestion. This is all I can do, the only job I can get, repairing street fighters on a night when no other doctor wants to work. I'm ashamed to admit that I was hoping you were more seriously hurt so I could have a chance to operate on you. So this is me, stitches on the Sabbath; my mother would cry. She was so proud. She cut out the first newspaper story that mentioned me and framed it."

      Leon was seething, and Jokl patted him on the arm. "Stop," he said. "I have other options. I could go to Paris tomorrow and live with my cousin if only I didn't hate him so much. But he did make the offer, and I am thinking about it. But what about you, my friend? You will continue beating up Nazis in the street until you run into one with a knife?"

      "I am a journalist," Leon said. "Die Neue Freie Presse."

      "So you will try to tell the truth until they take the printing presses? It is hopeless, I fear, but it is our only hope. Truth."

      Jokl hugged Leon, and then he was off to his next patient. Leon put his shirt back on and, miracle of miracles, there was no blood on it; there was only one small drop on his jacket sleeve. He looked in the mirror, combed his hair with his fingers, and smiled. He looked as if he had been in a fight, but he didn't look as if he had lost.

      He turned from the mirror and said, "I don't feel like dancing anymore. But maybe one more at the Louvre?"

    

  


  
    
      
      

    

    
      Café Louvre was a newspaper hangout at the corner of Wipplingerstrasse and Renngasse, really a foreign correspondents' hangout. Leon first went there to make contacts, and later started bringing Henry and me. Newspapermen are a little smarter than average, and a little more cynical than average, and a little more disreputable than average. In other words, our kind of people.

      The American correspondents were at their regular table in the far corner. A group of visiting American students had kind of joined them, getting sloppy, yelling about Hitler. Even if they weren't speaking English, that's how you knew they were Americans: the yelling. On the subject of Hitler, the rest of us mostly tended to mutter and whisper.

      It was nicely crowded, comfortably warm. The adrenaline from the fight had gone, leaving a quiet glow. We hadn't seen the sun in a week, which wasn't all that unusual for Vienna in November, but depressing nonetheless. You fought the black feeling in places like this, with a glass in your hand, in a crowd where you didn't tend to look at anybody in particular but still felt as if you were seeing everything.

      Which, I imagine, was how I noticed this guy walking toward my table from about 50 feet away. I was sitting alone, as Henry had just left for the bathroom, and Leon had invited himself to sit with three blonds a few tables over. He said it was one of the rules of Shiksa Roulette—a game of his own invention—that there needed to be an odd number of shiksas for the single Jew to have a chance. He was fingering his stitched-up eyebrow, and they all seemed suitably impressed.

      The guy reached the table and introduced himself as Robert Something-or-other, and he was the Vienna correspondent for Prager Tagblatt.

      "Do you know the paper?"

      "Of course," I said. He already seemed to know that I was from Czechoslovakia, or he wouldn't have come over, but I told him anyway and offered a seat. The social dance.

      We began chatting. I asked him about the latest with Schuschnigg, which is really a question about the latest with Germany, which is where every conversation seemed to end up, and he told me a bunch of stuff that I had already read in the papers. He asked me about my work, and I filled him in on the fascinating life of a sales representative for a magnesite mine. As I was droning on about blast furnace linings and maximum temperatures, I caught him staring at a nearby brunette's nearby ass, and he caught me catching him, and he shrugged and said, "Maybe in a little while."

      After a quick laugh and an uncomfortable pause, he leaned in and said, "Look, I have something to tell you."

      "I kind of sensed that."

      "A representative of the government in Prague would like to speak with you."

      "About what? My company has an office in Brno. I really just take care of the accounts in Austria and Germany. I can give you the number—"

      "It's not about the mine. It's more delicate than that."

      There was nothing delicate about what I did. It was just sales. Which I tried to explain to a newspaper reporter who clearly wasn't listening, who was digging into the meat of his hand with his thumbnail with enough force that he was near to drawing blood.

      "Look," he said. "The guy they want you to meet," and here he leaned in uncomfortably close and whispered, "is from the intelligence services."

      "What are you talking about?"

      "I'm telling you what I know. They want to talk to you about something. They want you to meet a guy on Sunday at 1:30 in Stephansdom."

      "What?"

      "You go in the main door, head up the right aisle," he said, and now he was reciting quickly from memory, the words tumbling out, faster and faster as if he was afraid he would forget if he slowed down.

      "Just in front of the third pillar, a man will be kneeling and praying. There will be a copy of Die Neue Freie Presse in the pew in front of him. If the paper is there, you sit in that row and don't turn around and look at him. If the paper isn't there, you keep walking."

      "You've got to be fucking kidding me."

      He assured me that he wasn't fucking kidding me. He said that if there was a problem, the guy would be there at the same time the following Sunday. If I didn't show up then, they wouldn't bother me again. And then the guy walked away, this time not looking as he passed the nearby brunette with the nearby ass, and grabbing his coat and hat from a rack and heading for the door, not saying goodbye to anybody.

      The whole thing didn't take five minutes. Henry was back from his piss as it was ending. "Who was that guy?" he said.

      "Newspaper guy from Prague. Wanted to know if we had a common friend. We didn't."

      We ordered another drink and talked about nothing. Actually, Henry talked, and I nodded over my sudden preoccupation. Why the hell would the Czech intelligence service want to speak with me? I could tell them where to get drunk in Graz, or where to get laid in Düsseldorf, but those weren't exactly state secrets. And as for magnesite: Yes, it had military uses, but I knew as much about the stuff as anybody who could read an encyclopedia. This just didn't make any sense.

      Meanwhile, Henry was talking about Leon and the three blonds. "Has he given the signal yet?"

      "I haven't seen it, but I haven't been paying attention."

      The signal was just a tug on his right earlobe. When he did it, Leon needed help. That is, he was doing well but needed companions for his girl's friends before they would let her leave. It was a pretty standard strategy. Sometimes it even worked.

      "There it is," Henry said, as Leon tugged his earlobe.

      "Do we have to?"

      "What's wrong with you?"

      "I don't know. I just don't feel like it tonight."

      "You have to come. Just me doesn't work."

      So we went over. Mine was cute, as it turned out, and all three of them looked like they came from money. We ordered another round, and it was all charmingly inane. It became pretty evident that this wasn't happening for Leon after all when the girls went to the bathroom together and then sat in different seats when they returned, but then an odd thing happened. Mine, Johanna, sat in the same seat, leaned in, and asked me if I would be her date on Saturday night at the opera in her family's box.

      "Saturday like tomorrow?"

      "You're probably not busy," she said.

      "What's on the program?"

      "Why do you ask?"

      "It's an appropriate question, I think."

      "It's an appropriate question for someone who cares. You don't impress me as someone who cares. When was the last time you attended the opera?"

      I laughed. The last time was on a school field trip, when they took us backstage and showed us the big costume wardrobe, and I got a big laugh from my mates by grabbing one of those blond Brunhilda wigs and putting it on when the professor had his back turned.

      "'Attended' is such an imprecise word. I can tell you that I walk by the opera every day and admire it. It's a very handsome building."

      She smiled for a millisecond. "That's what I thought. Be outside the main entrance at seven. I'll meet you there."

      It suddenly occurred to me that I had never actually agreed to go, but now it was certain that I was going, regardless. During the walk home, I played the conversation over in my head and still hadn't come to any conclusion when I saw Hannah, our secretary, bundled up and sitting on the steps of my building, a handkerchief balled in her left hand. She was crying.

      "Hannah . . ."

      "Oh, Alex. . . . It's Otto. He's dead."

    

  


  
    
      Again, if you enjoyed this excerpt, Vienna at Nightfall is available for advance purchase now. You can find the link, along with the links to my other books, at https://www.amazon.com/author/richardwake.

      Thanks again for reading!
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