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         Peter Hunkeler, inspector with the Basel City criminal investigation department, divorced with one daughter, came out of the Milchhüsli onto Missionsstrasse. It was early in the morning of Monday, 27 October, half past midnight to be precise – he’d looked at the clock on the wall of the inn before heading outside. There was a shimmer of white in the air, cast down from the street lamp in the fog. The end of October and already the town was grey and wet, just like the beginning of December.

         Hunkeler felt a need to pee. The sudden cold, he thought: inside it had been nice and warm. Not just because of the heating but also because of all the people sitting round the regulars’ table, one next to the other, like beasts in the cowshed. He wondered whether to go back inside to the toilet. Then he heard a tram approaching from the right, from the city centre. The soft sound of the wheels on the rails, metal on metal, a round light, the outline hardly discernible. A ghostly gleam gliding through the fog. Then the lighted windows of the number 3, a man with a hat on in the front car, a young couple in the rear. The girl’s light hair was draped over the boy’s shoulder. The tram disappeared in the fog, heading for the border. A sudden screech of the wheels – the light on Burgfelderplatz was presumably on red.

         Hunkeler waited until he heard the tram setting off again. He crossed the road to the Turkish pizzeria and looked in through the window of the Billiards Centre. He saw the artist Gerhard Laufenburger sitting at the round table with his girlfriend Nana, beside them little Cowboy with his Stetson on his head and his black dog. He didn’t want to see them that evening, so he headed off towards Burgfelderplatz.

         After he’d taken a few steps he came to the Cantonal Bank on the corner that had a little tree in a tub outside. He thought the plant was ridiculous. Either a tree or no tree, rather than an apology for a tree. But now the little tree was just what he needed. He went over to it and pissed on the slim trunk. Bloody prostate, he thought, by now he couldn’t even hold his water for the few hundred yards to his apartment.

         He turned his head and saw a dark figure sitting on the stone bench in the corner, leaning against the wall. He went over to see who it was. It was Hardy, the old vagabond who always had a diamond in his left earlobe. He appeared to be asleep, mouth open. Hunkeler sat down on the damp seat beside him, grasped the collar of his jacket and pulled it up. He looked across the square, where there was nothing but fog. After a while he heard the sound of a car approaching. Two bright headlights appeared and slowly went past.

         “Shitty weather,” Hunkeler said. “Shitty town, shitty time of year.”

         He looked back at Hardy, who wasn’t moving. His false teeth had a strange white glow.

         “My Hedwig,” Hunkeler said, “is a lousy bitch. When you need her, she isn’t there. At the moment she’s away in Paris, studying the Impressionists. A sabbatical, that’s what she calls it, for three months, until the new year, to recharge her batteries. Being a kindergarten teacher is obviously an extremely stressful job, normal holidays aren’t enough for you to recover. You need an extra three months’ further study in Paris to be able to withstand the psychological pressure of the brats. That’s a quarter of a year.”

         He spat on the wet asphalt, three yards away, and lit a cigarette. He took a drag, coughed and leaned back against the wall.

         “I’m finding it a real effort getting through this dreary time,” he said. “Not smoking too much, not drinking too much beer, not going to bed too late. I could use a sabbatical too. Just imagine, Manet’s women in the park with their lovely hats and white blouses and the sunlight falling through the foliage. Monet’s water lilies. Van Gogh’s blue church. And now just look across this square. What do you see? Just muck, and so grey you don’t even recognize it as muck.”

         He spat out the cigarette in a wide curve; it landed by the tree. He watched the glow gradually die out.

         Hardy still wasn’t saying anything. He’d leaned his head back, his eyes half open. It almost looked as if he wasn’t breathing.

         Hunkeler suddenly felt a chill on the back of his neck. He got to his feet, grabbed the man’s upper arms and tried to pull him up. But he was too heavy. At least Hunkeler managed to heave him up so far that his head tipped back, as if it wasn’t firmly attached any more. A sharp wound appeared across his throat, going from one side to the other. The left earlobe had been slit. He had a closer look to see if the diamond was still there. It wasn’t.

         He let the man’s corpse drop back and went to the little tree to throw up. He didn’t want to, but he had to. Beer ran out of his mouth, dripping down. Odd, he thought, why am I being sick on the tree and not simply on the ground – as if that would make any difference?

         He took some fast, deep breaths, like a dog panting, forcing the stuff back down that was coming up. He wiped his chin and forehead with his handkerchief; they were suddenly dripping with sweat. He could feel himself swaying. For a moment he thought of running off, going to the Billiards Centre and joining Laufenburger and Cowboy as if nothing had happened. But then he took his phone out of his pocket and called the emergency number.

         
             

         

         The ambulance was the first to arrive, with its siren sounding and its blue light flashing through the fog. It came from the cantonal hospital on Hebelstrasse, down towards the Rhine. The doctor, a youngish man with rimless glasses, leapt out. He went over to the slumped figure of Hardy and grasped him by the chin, making his head tilt to one side. He had a close look at the wound on his neck and his left ear.

         “Broken neck,” he said. “Strangled. What’s this with his ear?”

         “He wore a diamond in the lobe,” Hunkeler said.

         “There’s no diamond there any more,” the doctor said, carefully leaning Hardy’s head back against the wall. He took a cigarillo out of a tin, lit it and looked across the square, a nauseated expression on his face. The first onlookers were standing there in the fog.

         “Turn that bloody blue light off,” Hunkeler said.

         The driver nodded, got into the ambulance and turned it off. The crossroads were grey in the light, which was so diffuse you couldn’t tell where it came from. It was quiet, an almost unnerving silence. The men could all feel it: no one was moving any more. The onlookers stood there like spectres, no one came close.

         Then a light flared up, sharp and brutal. It was directed at the dead man, tearing him out of the protective darkness, his white teeth, the cut on his neck. It was fat Hauser, the newshound, a reporter, always first on the scene. He lived just round the corner on Hegenheimerstrasse.

         Hunkeler went over and grabbed him by the arm, but Hauser was young and strong.

         “I’ll break every bone in your body,” Hunkeler said, “if you press that button again.”

         “Not necessary, I’ve got what I need.” Hauser wriggled out of his grip and disappeared in the fog.

         Hunkeler went over to the onlookers. He knew them all. Nana was there from the Billiards Centre and little Cowboy with his dog. Luise in her leopard-skin jacket. Dolly with the long legs, little Niggi, pale Franz, Richard the foreign legionnaire. They’d all been sitting at the regulars’ table in the Milchhüsli. There were also a few old people there from the surrounding apartments – they’d presumably also heard the siren.

         “Hardy’s dead,” Hunkeler said. “Someone broke his neck.”

         He’d no idea what else he could say. No one moved, no one cried. Out on the street a taxi slipped past.

         Then Hermine appeared out of the fog. She lived directly opposite, in an apartment over the pharmacy she managed. She was over fifty but still had a model’s complexion, like Dresden china. She was wearing slippers and had slung on a blue dressing gown. She went over until she was three paces from where Hardy was slumped, stopped, put her hand over her mouth and seemed to be swaying for a moment.

         “You must get away from here,” the doctor said. “It’s a crime scene, no unauthorized person is allowed. Actually, that should be your task, Inspector. You should know what is to be done.”

         “She’s Hardy’s lover,” Hunkeler said. “She wants to say farewell to him.”

         “No,” Hermine said, “I’m not saying farewell to him. We’d only had an argument, it wasn’t a farewell for good. Why is he dead?”

         “That I don’t know. Go now, have a cognac.”

         Putting his arm round her skinny shoulders, he took her to the others.

         “Take her with you. Give her something to drink, put it on my tab. The square will be cordoned off, there’s nothing more to see here.”

         Luise nodded. “Come on, you lot. We can’t do anything more for Hardy now.”

         They vanished in the fog, heading for the Milchhüsli.

         
             

         

         The police squad finally arrived, a good quarter of an hour after Hunkeler had called. It consisted of Detective Sergeant Madörin, Corporal Lüdi and Haller, with his cold curved pipe in his mouth. They got out, a bit too slowly as it seemed, and went over to the dead Hardy.

         “He’s dead,” Lüdi said. “Strangled.”

         They looked round the foggy square, nauseated by their profession, the work that was waiting for them.

         Haller scratched his neck ostentatiously. “A stupid business,” he said. “What have you been getting up to?”

         “I haven’t been getting up to anything,” Hunkeler said. “This is my way home. I just happened to come across him.”

         “You said on the phone that you knew him. You know what he’s called.”

         “He’s called Bernhard Schirmer. Known as Hardy. He used to have a diamond in his left earlobe.”

         “I didn’t see a diamond in his earlobe,” Haller said. “I saw a bloody gash.”

         “Your way home?” Madörin asked. “From where? The Milchhüsli over there isn’t exactly a top-class establishment. Nor the Billiards Centre. That’s where the Albanians go.”

         “That doesn’t bother me,” Hunkeler said. “I drink my beer where I want.”

         He was trying to give his voice the sharpness he usually had at his disposal. But he couldn’t summon it up.

         “I had a drink in the Milchhüsli and studied the Barbara Amsler file. That case just won’t leave me in peace.”

         “Night work then?” Madörin grinned. “Which file was that exactly?”

         “I call the emergency squad,” Hunkeler said, “and you take more than quarter of an hour. What’s going on?”

         “Calm down,” Lüdi said. “We can’t tear along through the fog. You really ought to know that.”

         “Hauser was here,” said Hunkeler. “He was faster than you. He took a photo.”

         “And you allowed that?” Madörin said nastily.

         “I didn’t see him coming, because of the fog. What’s more, I feel as depressed as if it was just before Christmas.”

         “It’s this shitty fog,” Haller said.

         They stood there and waited. No one sat down on the stone bench, it was too damp.

         Then the crime scene squad arrived, in three cars. They parked on the pavement. The spotlights were set up, the square was cordoned off, the usual work began.

         A chubby man with a reddish face came over to Hunkeler and grasped him by the arm. It was Dr de Ville, from Alsace, head of the section.

         “Hélas, Hünkelé,” he said, “why did you have to go across this of all squares on your way home? The man could quite happily have stayed sitting there until the morning. No one’s going to bring him back to life again.”

         Hunkeler took a cigarette out of the packet and put it between his lips, but seeing Madörin’s venomous look he put it back in the packet. Then he went to find the cigarette butt he’d spat out at the tree and picked it up.

         “The crime scene must stay the way it was,” Madörin said. “Who’s actually in charge of the squad here?”

         “I threw this butt away while I was waiting for you and the ambulance. I’m in charge of the squad. And my instructions are to let the forensic team get on with their work. Lüdi and Madörin are to go over to the Billiards Centre and take the customers’ details.”

         “If it was one of them,” Lüdi said, “he’ll have been across the border long since. And no one will know him.”

         “No one is to leave the place,” Hunkeler said, feeling the sharpness returning to his voice, “before their names and addresses have been taken down. Haller and I will do the same in the Milchhüsli.”

         
            *

         

         As Hunkeler went into the Milchhüsli, he felt a slight dizziness. He stopped and clutched his forehead. He could see the bar with no one sitting at it. The darts machines on the walls with no one playing at them. The regulars’ table, which was fully occupied, the pall of tobacco smoke over it. He felt as if he was going back to a long-past time that he could hardly remember any more but which had him in its grip and wouldn’t let him go. Most of all he would have liked to turn round at once and stride out towards the border and into Alsace. To tramp over the wet meadows, through the clayey woods, up the rise to Folgensbourg, across the plateau to the village where his house was. He would have opened the door, called the cats, lit the stove and gone to bed, pulling the blankets up over his head. Then the crackle of the logs, the purring of the cats, the calls of the owls in the trees outside.

         He took his hand off his forehead, as if he’d just been wiping off the sweat, went over to the bar and ordered a cup of coffee from Milena. He watched Haller sit down at the regulars’ table, light his pipe and take a notepad out of his pocket. That was all so pointless, so boring, so stupid. He saw Hermine whimpering in Luise’s arms.

         “Hardy’s dead, isn’t he?” Milena said as she put the cup down in front of him.

         “Yes.”

         “Who did it?”

         “I don’t know.”

         Milena was Serbian. She had two children who were at school, whom you could sometimes see doing their homework in the kitchen. She was paler than usual. She gave Hunkeler a long keen look. Then she shook her head slowly. This slowness was one of the reasons he liked her so much.

         “I can’t imagine,” she said, “that there would be any reason at all to kill Hardy. He wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

         He stirred the two sugar lumps in his coffee, equally slowly.

         “You never know who can hurt whom,” he said. “Did you notice anything out of the ordinary this evening?”

         She thought, then shook her head again. “It’s the end of the month. A few had already had their money, they paid for rounds. A lot was drunk, but no more than usual for the time of the month.”

         “Was Hardy in here? I mean before I was?”

         “Yes, at eight, as always. He was drinking apple juice until nine. Then he set off on his walk, as he did every evening. He doesn’t drink alcohol any more, since Hermine threw him out of her apartment. He couldn’t sleep any more. Every night he walked round the block where she lives, as if he wanted to guard her. But you know all that, of course.”

         She lowered her eyes and brushed a strand of hair out of her face. “Now he’s dead,” she said.

         “Was there anything that struck you while Hardy was here, between eight and nine? Was there anyone here you’ve never seen before?”

         She thought about it, her expression brightening. “Yes, two middle-aged men. Powerfully built, well dressed, ties and all that. They had coffee. One certainly weighed more than two hundred pounds. The other had a thick chain on his left wrist, solid gold.”

         “Do you know where they came from?”

         “They were speaking Turkish. Presumably they’d been collecting money from the Turkish pizzeria opposite. I’m pretty sure of that actually, I know that kind of gentleman. They were laughing very loud, that did strike me. They left immediately after Hardy.”

         Hunkeler looked across at the regulars’ table, where Haller was writing something down in his notepad. No one was speaking, they were just waiting tensely for the questions.

         “Do you think the two of them killed Hardy?”

         “No. They were pros. They wouldn’t just go and kill an old man like that.”

         He took out his notebook and wrote down: Two Turks, professionals, one with a solid-gold chain on his left wrist.

         “It wasn’t them,” Milena said. “They only use violence when there’s no other way.”

         “I know. Still, it’s remarkable for two Turks to be drinking coffee in a Serbian cafe. Isn’t it?”

         “Not necessarily. That’s all ancient history, we have to forget it.”

         She took a bottle of vodka out of the fridge, put schnapps glasses on a tray and filled them.

         “Do you want one too?”

         “No.”

         He watched her take the tray over to the regulars’ table, looking a bit slipshod but still charming.

         “How’s Hedwig?” she asked, once she was back behind the bar. “Still in Paris?”

         “She’s doing fine, excellently.”

         Now she did smile, with a trace of mockery, or so it seemed to him.

         “Let me give you a piece of good advice. Go home and have a good sleep. You’ve got dark rings round your eyes.”

         
            *

         

         Outside he crossed the road and saw that Gerhard Laufenburger was still in the Billiards Centre. Nana and Cowboy were there as well. Most of all he’d have liked to go home, but there was still something he wanted to know. Skender, the Albanian landlord, came over to him as soon as he went in.

         “Listen, Herr Hunkeler,” he said, agitated, “this is all a misunderstanding. We are peaceful people. We don’t kill anybody. Our religion forbids it. Recently everyone seems to have come to think we Muslims are bandits and murderers. That is an insult.”

         “I know,” said Hunkeler.

         “You’re the boss. Send these two policemen away. They’re bad people. They treat us like dogs and want to know our addresses.”

         Hunkeler looked across at the billiards tables, which were empty. Crushed together at the coffee tables beside them were the Albanian customers. Young folk, mostly men, a few couples.

         “Next please,” Madörin, standing before them, said in his sharp officer’s voice. “Precise name, precise address, precise telephone number. And no sly tricks. Anyone who lies will have problems. We check everything.”

         Lüdi was sitting beside him, stony-faced, noting down everything he heard.

         “I liked Hardy,” Skender said, “especially after he stopped drinking alcohol. Who would kill an old man like that?”

         “He wasn’t that old,” said Hunkeler, “he was around sixty.”

         “We are a place for my Albanian countryfolk but also for people from here. We are tolerant, we serve alcohol, even though the Swiss sometimes drink too much. But these are decent premises, we don’t need the police.”

         “I’m sorry, but that’s how it has to be. It won’t be any use, but we have to be doing something.” He grinned, tried to wink with his left eye. It wasn’t really a success, he was simply too tired.

         Hunkeler sat down beside Nana at the round table. Laufenburger had brought his Siamese cat, which was purring in his lap. Cowboy’s black dog was lying asleep on the floor. In the twenty-foot-long aquarium a few fish were calmly swimming. A video clip was running on the TV in the corner but no one was watching it. On the table was a half-full bottle of red wine. Hunkeler would have liked a glass, but he ordered coffee.

         “Why did you stay sitting here?” he asked. “Surely you heard the ambulance?”

         “I couldn’t get away because of the cat,” Laufenburger said.

         “But you usually take her everywhere with you.”

         Laufenburger lowered his eyes, picked up his glass and had a drink.

         “I didn’t like Hardy,” he said.

         “Why are you saying that? You can’t have known it was anything to do with Hardy.”

         Again Laufenburger took his glass. His hand seemed to be trembling slightly.

         “Nana ran out to see what was going on. She came back in straight away and said Hardy was dead. Then she rushed out again.”

         He raised his head and looked Hunkeler straight in the eye.

         “Hardy always used to get on my nerves. He wasn’t quite clean. Didn’t you know that?”

         “What do you mean?”

         “Crooked things, fiddles. Why was he always going away?”

         “He told me,” Hunkeler said, “that he had a hut in Alsace. By Morschwil Pond, I think.”

         “He had, had he? And how did he pay for that? And his diamond was worth a good twenty thousand francs. Where did he get that?”

         “He was a truck driver,” Cowboy said, “before he got stomach cancer. They cut out half of it. He had a large pension. At least, he always had enough money. And he’d always worn the diamond.”

         “If you believe that, you’ll believe anything,” Laufenburger said.

         “Who actually was it who told Hermine?” Hunkeler asked.

         “Me,” said Nana. “I’ve got a mobile phone.”

         Hunkeler looked at her. Her name was actually Natasha and she was a Belarusian. A fifty-year-old woman, hair dyed blonde, a bright, finely featured face, a trace of freckles. He looked at Laufenburger, his ridiculous sailor’s cap, the silver chain round his neck, his nicotine-stained fingers. He suddenly hated this guy, he hated himself.

         “How can you stick it out with this wreck?” he asked.

         “He’s not a wreck,” Nana said. “He’s just drinking too much at the moment. But I cook for him and sometimes he eats a bit. I love him.”

         Hunkeler dumped the money for his coffee down on the table and left. He was now really furious. He hated these pubs, he hated this town, he hated his profession. Riff-raff the lot of them, he thought. Do nothing, don’t work, sit around drawing their pensions. And are even loved.

         Over at the crossing he saw the forensic team at work in the floodlit fog. Two young guys were kneeling down beside the little tree examining the ground. Hardy’s corpse was on a stretcher.

         He walked past without any greeting and turned onto St Johann’s-Ring, heading for Mittlere Strasse.

         
             

         

         He had a restless night, even though he was dead tired. He curled up in the foetal position, which usually gave him a sleep that dissipated all his worries: hands over his temples, knees drawn up, wreathed in the warmth of the blanket. And he did manage several times to submerge and dock with things that were unknown to him, with the old familiar realm of the undefined, where he felt at home. But he kept on waking with a start, having to emerge from the protective world of dreams. It was a painful rising that took place at breakneck speed and was almost physically painful. And then he would see Hardy’s face tipping to the side once more.

         Hunkeler had had too much coffee. He wasn’t used to coffee late in the evening. He’d ordered an espresso when he went into the Milchhüsli at ten and sat at a table by himself because he wanted to reread Barbara Amsler’s farewell letter. Again. Barbara had been a whore who paid tax on a regular but not particularly high income as a prostitute. Having grown up in Schinznach Dorf in Aargau canton, she’d had a difficult youth; her father had originally been a farmer and wine-grower, and later had worked at the power station down on the Aare. Her mother had been an incomer called Rosa Minder; both parents were dead. Barbara had run away from home at a very young age, with almost no education, and had been in various children’s homes and institutions. Then she’d come to Basel and worked as a cashier at a grocer’s. On 14 August, aged just thirty-two, she’d been found in Allschwil Pond, strangled with a noose of white raw silk. Allschwil Pond was in the Basel Rural Area. And since the place where the body was found determined who had investigative responsibility, the Basel Rural CID was in charge. However, as the murder had possibly taken place in the city, Inspector Hunkeler had also been called in.

         It was in her apartment in Schneidergasse that he had found the letter he called her farewell letter. It said, If you kick me, I will long for you. If you hit me, I will crawl back to you. If you kill me, I will stay with you for ever.

         Hunkeler had read these lines time and time again, as if they held the key to the murder case. He’d got caught up in this case in a way that was rare in his career. And he refused to even contemplate the idea that he couldn’t solve it. The North Italian Enrico Casali, for whom Barbara had worked in the Singerhaus and the Klingental over in Lesser Basel, had a cast-iron alibi. And her colleagues had no information to offer at all.

         Hunkeler couldn’t forget her slim face with the full mouth that reminded him of a plant. He himself came from the Aargau. He had a soft spot for those kinds of women, who were dear and gentle like the valleys from which they came.

         In the Milchhüsli he had gone over to the regulars’ table at eleven and drunk three small beers. He’d needed company, human warmth. He’d left the place after twelve and found Hardy’s dead body. Around two he’d had another coffee in the Milchhüsli and then one more later on in the Billiards Centre. And that had clearly been too much.

         He could feel his pulse pounding. It wasn’t something he was used to. Usually he slept like a log; sleeping was one of his strengths. Now his heart was thumping, as if he’d been climbing a mountain. Was it old age, was his circulation collapsing?

         He heard the nearby clock tower striking; he counted: one, two, three, four times.

         He got up, went to the telephone and dialled a Paris number. He let it ring fourteen times until Hedwig answered. “Yes?” she said, almost in a whisper.

         “I need you,” Hunkeler said, “right now. You have to talk to me.”

         “What’s wrong? I was fast asleep. Call me in the morning.”

         “No, don’t hang up. I need your voice.”

         “What do you want with my voice? You must be joking.”

         “Are you alone?”

         She giggled; she’d finally woken up. “No, I’m with someone. With a dream.”

         “I’ll kill the guy!” he screamed.

         Hedwig laughed, taking her time. “I’m with Seurat and Sisley. They’re pure light.”

         “Seurat I know. He’s the one with all the dots. He can’t even draw a decent line. Come over to me.”

         “In the middle of the night? Are you crazy?”

         “Hardy’s dead. Someone broke his neck.”

         Silence. She was shocked.

         “Are you still there?” he shouted.

         “Yes. Is he the nice alcoholic, the one with the sexy voice?”

         “Yes. Him. But he hadn’t had a drink for two months.”

         She waited, he heard her sitting up.

         “So that’s it for Paris next weekend,” she said coolly.

         “Yes. But I’ll call you every night.”

         “Listen,” she said after a pause, “I do like that kind of call now and then. But I’ll be switching off my phone the next few nights. I’m taking this sabbatical to have a good rest.”

         She hung up.

         He went out onto the balcony and looked down into the courtyard. He could see nothing but fog. All that could be heard was a quiet rustling. It must be the last autumn leaves of the maple tree.

         
             

         

         It was already nine when he woke, but that didn’t bother him. There would be difficulties anyway, you could bet your bottom dollar on that. There had been huge restructuring when the public prosecution office had moved out of the Lohnhof and into the Waaghof. Anyone who couldn’t – or wouldn’t – adjust to the new structures was sure to be faced with difficulties sooner or later. And one of those people was old Inspector Peter Hunkeler.

         However, he didn’t feel as old as he was. But that was presumably one of the main difficulties associated with getting older. The image you had of yourself lagged behind the reality.

         He paused for a moment while he was soaping his face in the bathroom to scrape off the grey hairs, and looked at himself in the mirror. He knew the face he saw very well; after all, it was his own face. He quite liked it, though not particularly. It was just his own face looking at him from the mirror.

         He picked up his razor and started, as always, at the bottom right. That face would last the few years until he was pensioned off, at least he hoped so. And until then he had no intention of letting himself be substantially restructured.

         Out in the street he decided to leave his car there because of the fog. He went into the Restaurant Sommereck and sat down beside Edi at the regulars’ table and ordered coffee. He picked up the papers and leafed through them both, but there was nothing about Hardy. Hauser the newshound hadn’t been that quick after all.

         “I’ve got a lovely piece of Alsace ham there,” Edi said when he brought the coffee. “The farmer’s wife fattened up the sow on nothing but kitchen scraps and potatoes. It grazed in the meadow, wallowed in the stream and was smoked in the fireplace. With fresh white bread it’s superb.”

         “No thanks,” Hunkeler said. “I don’t like ham in the morning.”

         “Pity,” Edi said, cutting off some slices from the ham and stuffing a few in his mouth. “Pity about Hardy. Who killed him?”

         Hunkeler shrugged. He drank his coffee slowly.

         “If you ask me,” Edi said, “it’ll have been those Albanians from the Billiards Centre. They all have a knife on them and they use them at every opportunity.”

         “Hardy wasn’t stabbed.”

         “And the cut on his neck? Where did that come from?”

         “How should I know? Don’t chatter so much this early in the morning.”

         “Early in the morning? It’s almost ten.”

         Hunkeler paid and went out. He squeezed through between the cars waiting at the red light. Their wipers were on, even though it wasn’t raining. The drivers ignored him, seeming to be asleep with their eyes open. He crossed the forecourt of the Cantonal Bank and saw that it wasn’t cordoned off any longer. So they thought they wouldn’t find anything else. Or they didn’t want to find anything else.

         He got onto a crowded number 3 and went to Barfüsserplatz.

         
             

         

         When he went into the Waaghof, Frau Held waved to him from the reception desk. He went over and gave her a friendly greeting, as friendly as was possible for him on that wet morning.

         “What have you been up to?” she asked. “People are saying you were boozing last night in Basel’s worst dive with a man who’s dead now.”

         “So that’s what people are saying, is it?” He leaned forward and once more regarded the beautiful curve of her lips. “I’ll tell you a secret. I was in the Milchhüsli in Missionsstrasse last night. That’s Basel’s jolliest bar – that’s a tip. You must go there sometime. Perhaps we’ll met there and share a bottle of wine.”

         He winked his left eye, she giggled.

         In his office he sat down on the wooden chair he’d brought from home. He looked round the room. There were no pictures anywhere – he really liked white walls. In one corner was the swivel chair that could be adjusted to give the correct position for your back. On shelves along the walls box files, beside the computer on his desk two exercise books, piles of handwritten scraps of paper. He felt as mute as a fish in an aquarium. He leaned back, put his feet on the edge of the desk, first the right one, then the left, tilting the wooden chair. He put his arms round his knees and rested his head on them. That always felt good, despite his beer belly. He breathed out, waited for the moment of emptiness, then breathed in again, without stopping. He liked that, the flowing transition, he concentrated on that alone.

         Someone knocked on the door. He didn’t react. He heard them come in. He recognized Madörin’s footsteps.

         “Am I disturbing you?”

         Hunkeler released his knees, took his feet off the edge of the table and let his chair come down again.

         “Yes, you are.”

         “I don’t know what’s wrong with you,” he said. “I’m really worried about you. There was a time when I liked you very much. I’ve learned a lot from you, you know that. But for some time now you’ve been letting yourself go. You’re letting yourself fall and you’ve fallen quite a long way already. And you won’t let anyone help you, not even your closest colleagues.”

         “What’s got into you?” Hunkeler asked. “You don’t usually talk this much.”

         Madörin shook his head with the sad look of a devoted hound. “Your sardonic wit won’t help you any more. Nor your sharp mind.” He got up, seemed about to leave, but stood there for a moment longer. “As you know, Suter’s attending a psychology congress in Baden-Baden. I’ve informed him. He’ll be back at 2 p.m. The meeting will be at four. It would be nice if you took part in it.”

         “Are you crazy?” Hunkeler screamed. “What do you think I’m doing here?”

         “In your place I wouldn’t shout so loud,” Madörin said. “I think you’re mistaken about your situation. The fact is that someone peed on the trunk of the tree outside the Cantonal Bank. And they spewed up as well.”

         He quietly opened the door and went out.

         Hunkeler watched how the door was shut – very slowly, as if someone was leaving a sickroom. What was going on? Of course they’d established that someone had peed and thrown up. And of course they suspected that it had been him. But what was so bad about that? Was he an old model who had to be pestered until they got rid of him?

         There would have been no problem taking early retirement. He’d have enough to do in his house in Alsace. Moreover, he had a woman he loved and who, so he believed, also loved him, even if at that moment she was in Paris gazing adoringly at the pointillistes.

         A sabbatical, huh! The things they thought they could do, these kindergarten women, the liberties they could take! Those spoiled state employees dancing ring-a-ring o’ roses with cute kids? He wasn’t dealing with children himself but with strangled whores and old men with broken necks. He could do with a sabbatical as well.

         He grinned – a bitter grin, for it had just occurred to him that he too was a state employee. A state cripple, safeguarded against crises and destitution, secure in the Helvetian net of prosperous uprightness. That was presumably the reason why he kept on plunging down into the world of the lost nightbirds. Because he needed human contact. Because he wanted to live. Because he wanted to breathe.

         No, he wasn’t going to let them freeze him out. He was still in charge of the Barbara Amsler case, even if he couldn’t solve it.

         He took the farewell letter out of his jacket pocket and read: You have shown me what love is. What you have shown me will stay with me. You are part of me. If you kick me, I will long for you. If you hit me, I will crawl back to you. If you kill me, I will stay with you for ever.

         Hunkeler took out his phone and called his doctor.

         “I need two appointments,” he said. “One with a urologist and one with a heart specialist.”

         “Why?” the doctor asked.

         “My ticker’s going haywire and I have to pee all the time.”

         “After how many beers?”

         “Yesterday it was after three small glasses. I didn’t even manage to get home.”

         The doctor thought it over. He knew Hunkeler very well; they’d been at high school together.

         “An inspector who urinates in the gutter,” he said drily, “should be pensioned off.”

         “It wasn’t in the gutter, it was on a shitty little tree in a tub.”

         “Why does it always have to be a tree?”

         “How should I know?”

         “Then come over here and talk to me.”

         “No,” Hunkeler said, “I need specialists. I want to know what’s going on. Leave the details on my home answerphone.”

         He hung up and sat there calmly for a while. Yes, that was right. Perhaps the damage could be repaired, for the moment at least.

         He left the Waaghof and went the few steps to the highrise building. There he took the elevator up to Harry’s sauna. He had three sessions in the steam room, a quarter of an hour each. He couldn’t relax, he could feel his heart pounding again.

         After his third time in the steam room he climbed the stairs up to the roof terrace. He went over to the balustrade and looked down on the Heuwaage and the City Ring. He could hear the rumble of traffic. There was nothing to be seen, just the flash of brake lights now and then. He wrapped himself in his towel and lay down on one of the damp loungers. He tried to think of nothing other than the fog, to feel nothing but the damp coolness, to remember nothing but the present moment.

         When he woke, he felt good. He’d had a dreamless sleep, he could tell that from his deep breaths. He felt pretty chilly, but that was the way it should be after all the sweating. Remarkable, he thought, how quickly a human body can recover, if you give it time.

         
             

         

         At four on the dot he was in the conference room with the whole team, awaiting the meeting. They’d just briefly nodded to him when he came in. That was always the way in a new murder case, no one felt like talking.

         At quarter past, Suter, the state prosecutor, strode in, in a pale-blue suit and a pink tie. A man in the prime of life, decisive and in every respect a decent fellow. Without hesitation he went over to the desk, placed his right hand on it and made sure he had the attention of all those present.

         It was outrageous, he said, that nowadays even older people from the lower orders cannot be safe from being attacked and killed while sitting on a bench. As far as he knew – without wanting to anticipate the investigation, of course – the victim was a harmless man with a disability pension, an alcoholic who frequented the bars in the surrounding area. It was a human right, he insisted, to sit down in a bar and have one too many. It was above all a privilege for old, lonely people. And it was important that the police should use all means to preserve that privilege. He would say nothing more on this particular case at the moment; he would leave that for one-to-one discussion.

         That meant with Hunkeler, everyone was clear about that.

         Then Dr Ryhiner, the forensic physician, spoke. As always, he was in a hurry and spoke quickly in a monotone. Of course, the autopsy had not yet been completed, so it was unclear for example whether there were any toxic substances in the dead body. On the other hand, it was clear that the victim had been strangled, and so violently that one of the cervical vertebrae had been broken. Death had been instantaneous, presumably half an hour before midnight. All the indications were that the victim had not put up any resistance. The man must have fallen asleep on the bench and been taken by surprise while sleeping. It had not yet been established what kind of cord had been used. It was possible that fibres from the murder weapon would be found in the wound, but that was still undecided. What was clear was that there had been something like a ring in the left earlobe. Apparently a diamond, as he had heard. The earlobe had been cut open and the diamond removed, which could have been the motive for the crime. It had in all probability been cut open after the death of the victim, and with a pair of sharp scissors.

         It reminded him, Lüdi said, of the murder of Barbara Amsler. Her left earlobe had been cut open, because, as was well known, there had been a pearl in it.

         That was a parallel, said Dr Ryhiner, indeed.

         Then the head of the forensic section, Dr de Ville, spoke. He had not discovered very much yet, he said, there had been too little time. What struck him was that the victim’s wallet was still in his jacket pocket, what’s more with six hundred francs in it. If someone stole diamonds, they would also steal money.

         “So not murder in the course of robbery?” Suter asked.

         That he couldn’t say, de Ville went on. The forecourt of the Cantonal Bank was a busy spot. It was more or less impossible to see precise traces such as the imprints of shoes. There was, however, something they had been able to establish clearly. In the first place, someone had peed on the trunk of the little tree. And secondly, someone who had been drinking beer had vomited in that same place.

         They all fell silent and stared at the table. Suter put his finger down between his collar and his neck, as if he needed air.

         “That was me,” Hunkeler said. “As I’ve already explained, I’d come from the Milchhüsli. I couldn’t hold my water, however much I tried, so I went over to the little tree, the way one does. That’s how I came to see the dead man sitting there. When I took hold of him and his head fell back, I felt sick and spewed up.”

         “Mais mon Dieu, Hünkelé, why didn’t you go to the toilet in the bar?”

         “Because the urge to pee came on so suddenly,” Hunkeler said, “perhaps because of the cold. What’s more, I’ve got problems with my prostate. What’s so bad about that?”

         “We’ll talk about that later,” Suter said. “Please continue.”

         De Ville hesitated. Clearly he had something more to say about that business, but he let it go.

         Furthermore, he said, the usual stuff had been found on the ground – cigarette butts, crumpled store receipts, chewing gum and even eight pumpkin seeds. They’d been still quite fresh, not at all crushed by shoes or softened by the wet.

         There was a pause; now it was the turn of the officer in charge of the investigation. And that was Hunkeler. No one in the room seemed to feel at ease.

         He’d known Bernhard Schirmer for years, he said for a start, trying to speak in a calm, objective way. He’d met him every so often in the bars on Burgfelderplatz. He was well aware that these were not appropriate establishments for a detective inspector. As they would recall, some time ago the Turkish pizzeria had been blown up by a bomb. Despite that, he was fond of those bars, and he would take the liberty of patronizing them now and again.

         Moreover, Hardy Schirmer had been a pleasant individual. A truck driver who’d taken early retirement, a friend of the pharmacist Hermine Mauch but with an apartment of his own. After an argument with Hermine two months ago he’d given up beer and spent the nights wandering round the district. It could well be that he’d fallen asleep on the bench. It could also be that it was murder in the course of robbery, as the diamond had been worth around 20,000 francs. However, he warned them not to tie the investigation down at this early stage. He knew from experience that figures such as Hardy often had a colourful life behind them. Hardy hadn’t been some miserable idiot. A plain murder in the course of robbery seemed too simple to him.

         It wasn’t a good speech; he had something in his throat, his neck, his brain, that stopped him from thinking and speaking precisely.

         Suter called on Madörin. He had been waiting quite a while and was visibly nervous. There was something that seemed quite probable to him, he said. The perpetrator wasn’t to be found in that shabby band of local dives but more likely in the Billiards Centre, in the Balkans. He hadn’t got very far in his investigation, but some of those there yesterday evening were clearly without regular jobs. Despite that, they all had enough money to spend half the night playing billiards.

         The perpetrator had probably made off after the deed over the nearby border to France. And naturally no one in the Centre knew anything. They were all thick as thieves. It was of course well known that the drug-trafficking business was controlled above all by Albanians and Turks. But when you asked those guys a question, they suddenly couldn’t understand German.

         Moreover, yesterday evening there’d been two Turks around in the area, they’d been collecting protection money in the Turkish pizzeria. He couldn’t prove that, but he was sure it was the case. They were called Turkoğlu and Sermeter, but those were very likely to be assumed names. Guys like that would change their names and passports every six months. The two of them had been well dressed, and one weighed more than two hundred pounds and the other had a solid-gold bracelet round his wrist. They would also have to be questioned about the crime.

         It was unbearable that such criminal riff-raff, who often enjoyed refugee status, should go round free in the city of Basel. He knew, basically, that that was a political question and therefore shouldn’t play any part in police work. But it was a truth that had to be told again, which he had duly done.

         Again there was a pause. Madörin’s speech had been a little too sharp for most of them. That was the way he was, doggedly determined and pig-headed. And that was precisely why he was sometimes successful.

         Everyone knew it was going to be a difficult case to solve. They probably wouldn’t succeed without some lucky chance. A corpse on a bench on a foggy night, that was what a policeman wanted least. It could have been any passer-by who had happened along and seen the glitter of the diamond.

         To finish, Suter spoke again and said what everyone had been expecting.

         He’d thought this over carefully, he said, and had come to the conclusion that in this particular case it would be best if Inspector Hunkeler handed over to someone else, namely Sergeant Madörin. In this case the possibility of bias could not be excluded, since Hunkeler had, of course, been friendly with the victim. In addition, he had enough on his plate with the Barbara Amsler case, which was unfortunately still not solved. He wanted the Inspector to devote all his strength, energy and intelligence to solving that murder. Moreover he would ask Herr Hunkeler to come and see him in his office after the meeting.

         
             

         

         It was a similar room to Hunkeler’s, just somewhat bigger. The same desk, the same adjustable chair, the same shelves. In one corner two leather armchairs with little tables, on the wall a coloured Jean Tinguely print.

         Suter invited him to sit in one of the armchairs.

         “Would you like a coffee? I can have it sent up from the cafeteria. You may also smoke.” He pointed affably at the ashtray.

         “No thanks,” said Hunkeler.

         “Right then, now we’re going to talk to each other for once. Man to man, I mean. We’ve known each other for twenty years now.”

         Hunkeler remained silent. He did think of crossing his legs, but that would have meant he’d slip back even further into a supine position.

         “I know what you think of me,” Suter said. “You consider me a careerist. Someone who subordinates everything to his personal advancement. Basically, you’re right. From the very beginning I wanted to get on. Not simply for the power that would give me, though, but for a purpose. I want to help see to it that this town has a sensible administration of justice.”

         “We all want that,” Hunkeler said. “And I’m not in the habit of moaning about my superiors in public. If I do, then I do it in private.”

         There was a knock on the door. It was the Italian bringing the coffee from the cafeteria. Suter leaned forward, and it cost him a great effort: he couldn’t really sit up in the armchair either. He carefully dropped the sugar cubes into his cup. He tore open the milk carton, splashing part of the contents over the table. But he didn’t let that bother him either. He took a sip and put his cup back down. Then he raised his head and gave Hunkeler a very straight look out of his grey eyes.

         “I like you. I hope you know that. Even though we are very different kinds of people. Permit me to tell you briefly my opinion of you. You are a rural kind of person, a peasant almost, a man from the country who has ended up in the city. You are a hedonist who appreciates the pleasant sides of life. You are very intelligent. You have a good nose for things. And you like mingling with simple folk.”

         “I’d agree with that. But that’s not forbidden.”

         “Please don’t misunderstand me. I’ve told you often enough already that I value your work very much. The very characteristics I’ve briefly sketched enable you to solve serious cases that we, with our upper-middle-class, urban cast of mind, if I may say so, can’t get into.”

         God almighty, Hunkeler thought, the complicated sentences this guy can make!

         “If you want me to take early retirement, then please say so. Don’t waste your valuable time on me.”

         Suter raised his hands in a dismissive gesture. A brief, subtle smile appeared on his face.

         “I like a glass of beer now and then myself,” he said. “And sometimes I have one too many, during carnival or after a successful first night at the theatre. But there are limits. If, in the village you come from…”

         “It isn’t a village. It’s a small town.”

         “If you’re going home in your small town after a bar crawl and pee on a tree or a dung heap, presumably no one will have anything against that. But here in Basel, in a public square, one that’s also the scene of a crime, it’s simply unacceptable…”

         “I know it was wrong. I’ve arranged a consultation with a urologist. I hope I’ll be able to overcome my weak bladder.”

         “Why do you insist on going round drinking in low dives?” Suter asked with amazing openness. “Isn’t it possible to go somewhere more respectable, the bar in the Art Gallery for example?”

         “If I feel like it, I go to the Art Gallery as well.”

         “I know. I’ve been told.”

         “What have you been told?”

         Suter shook his head indignantly. He leaned forward again and picked up his cup.

         “Sometimes I wonder,” Hunkeler said, “what the point of my being here in Basel is. I’ve been living here almost forty years but I’ve never felt I really belong. Why, for example, shouldn’t I frequent a bar? Here in Basel everyone lives nicely separated from each other. I don’t understand these invisible boundaries. Nor do I understand the reserve, the almost timorous distance people stick to. If someone shows an emotion here, then they’ve had it.”

         “There is something to that,” Suter said, putting his cup back down. Then he sank back in his chair again. “How is your enchanting partner, by the way?”

         “She’s in Paris for three months.”

         “Oh really? How would we manage without our women, eh? Go and see her for a few days.”

         “I think I’m needed here. There are two murder cases.”

         “True, you’re working on the Amsler case. Although it does look as if it’s going to remain unsolved. The head of the Basel Rural District Police, Füglistaller, is of that opinion too. Please keep your hands off the Schirmer case. And I have to make a formal request for you to observe the rules of respectable behaviour appropriate for an inspector. With no exceptions.”

         “I’ll do my best.”

         “Good,” Suter said with an extremely friendly smile. “I for my part will always stick by you loyally. I wish you every success in your work.”

         He stood up from his chair. Hunkeler also pushed himself up. He took Suter’s hand but avoided shaking it.

         
             

         

         That evening Peter Hunkeler sat for a long time in his kitchen on Mittlere Strasse. He’d made some tea, a whole pot full. He drank it slowly and thoughtfully, each time with a shot of cold milk. He could have read a weekly newspaper or sat down and watched TV, but he didn’t want to. Now and then he looked down into the rear courtyard, into the fog enveloping the houses opposite.

         Once he called Hedwig. He heard her voice on the answerphone. He waited for the tone, then he said, “I love you. Please don’t forget that.”

         He wondered whether he should heat up a frozen pizza. He didn’t bother and went out. He walked down the Ring and past St Johann’s-Tor to the Rhine. He opened the door of the St Johann’s bathing house by the Rhine and stood by the balustrade, where he always had a coffee in the summer. Down below a wild duck quacked; he’d obviously woken it up. He saw it float past, hardly visible on the water. His body was still warm from the sauna, and he wondered briefly whether to go and have a quick swim. He decided not to and went out again, closing the door behind him. Slowly he walked upriver along Treidelweg, passing the moored ferry, the river police ship, the firefighting boat. He crossed Mittlere Brücke and went back down to the river on the other side. The path was covered in leaves but they didn’t rustle, they were too damp. Nothing could be seen of the cathedral across the river. He didn’t encounter anyone, he was alone. He liked that, this walking through the dark.

         He returned to Greater Basel over the Wettsteinbrücke and went into the Art Gallery bar. He was amazed how many people were there, at their loud voices, their cheerful faces, the scent of the huge bouquet of flowers coming from the table with its white cloth.

         He sat down at the regulars’ table, joining the landlord, two women, a doctor, a pastor who, as usual, was sad because he’d come from a funeral. He ordered some cold Vaud sausage with spring onions and a glass of Rioja. He ate, drank and listened to the conversations. When they laughed he tried to laugh along with them.

         “What’s wrong with you?” the landlord asked. “Why aren’t you saying anything?”

         “The weather’s like November,” Hunkeler said, “and I don’t talk much in November.”

         “Is Hedwig still in Paris?”

         “Yes, until the end of the year.”

         “Go and see her. You’ll be there in five hours, she’ll cheer you up.”

         “Perhaps I will pop over,” he said.

         He suddenly felt a wild longing for Hedwig welling up inside him. He came close to crying. He finished his glass, paid and went out.

         
            *

         

         Around eleven he went into the Singerhaus on Marktplatz. He went up to the first floor, where there was striptease. Sitting by the dance floor, where a naked woman was doing things with a rope, were businessmen, Americans apparently. Some were watching the woman, bored, others talking quietly among themselves. An oldish man beside them was reading a newspaper. Sitting by the bar at the back were two whores, whom Hunkeler knew: Angel, who came from Seville, or so she claimed, and Maria la Guapa from Colombia. Enrico Casali was also sitting there and, at the end of the bar, were two powerfully built, well-dressed men. One certainly weighed over two hundred pounds, the other had a solid-gold chain round his wrist. They had cups of coffee on the bar.

         “Hola, hombre,” said Angel when he sat down beside her, “qué pasa, por qué vienes aquí? Quieres hacer el amor?”

         “No,” Hunkeler said, “I’m here on business as usual.”

         He ordered a beer from Ismelda behind the bar.

         “Oi, this business,” said Angel, “it wears you out. Barbara la Gitana está muerta. She’s dead. You won’t bring her back to life. What do you say? Grass has grown over it. Buy us some champagne, we’re both parched.”

         “If you like,” he said. “Just a small bottle.”

         He watched Ismelda take a bottle out of the fridge, uncork it, fill the glasses and put the bottle in an ice bucket. A nice image, he thought: two beautiful women and a good bottle in an ice bucket.

         The two men at the end of the bar had stopped talking. They slowly drank up their coffee, eyes on the bar. Then one put some money down.

         Hunkeler poured his beer into the glass, carefully: he wanted it to have a nice head. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Casali go over to the two men and talk to them quietly. They nodded, smiled briefly across at Hunkeler and one ordered two beers.

         “Cheers,” said Maria la Guapa, and Hunkeler clinked glasses with the two women.

         Then Casali joined them. “What’s up?” he asked. “Do you want to talk to me?”

         “Yes,” Hunkeler said, “if you’ve got the time.”

         “Of course I’ve got the time. A foggy Monday evening – nothing’s going on.”

         They sat down at one of the little tables in the corner.

         “What were you whispering to those two men just now?” Hunkeler asked.

         “I told them you’re a detective inspector and were looking for my girlfriend’s murderer.”

         “And that calmed them down?”

         “Yes, of course.”

         “What kind of men are they?”

         “They’re Turks. They work for a Turkish firm.”

         “Protection money, that kind of thing?”

         Casali blew a speck of dust off his left cuff, in which there was a pearl. “How should I know? It’s no concern of mine. At least they both behave decently. I don’t imagine the police can prove anything against them?”

         Hunkeler nodded. He knew that too.

         “Yesterday, shortly before midnight,” he said, “a man was murdered on Burgfelderplatz.”

         “I know,” Casali said.

         “The interesting thing about it,” said Hunkeler, “is that the victim was a sixty-year-old former long-distance truck driver.”

         “That is indeed interesting.”

         “Why?”

         Casali gave his charming smile. “But you know why. Swiss men who can drive long-distance trucks are much sought-after. I’m sure you know the route from Turkey to Switzerland across the Balkans.”

         Again Hunkeler nodded. He knew that as well. “Have you heard anything in particular?”

         Casali thought. He had chiselled features, dark hair, light-blue eyes. All in all an elegant figure. And cold as an ice bucket.

         “Nothing in particular, no.”

         “There’s one other thing about this murder case,” Hunkeler said, “that’s also interesting. The man was strangled. With a cord or a thread. His left earlobe, in which there was a diamond, was cut open. With a pair of scissors apparently.”

         “And the money he had with him?”

         “The money was still there.”

         “So not murder in the course of robbery,” Casali said.

         Something strange was happening to his face. The man stayed the way he was, quietly sitting on the red artificialleather bench, his eyes fixed on the dance floor. Nothing moved in his face, neither a nostril nor a corner of his mouth. And yet it was suddenly a different face. Pale, pallid, snow-white in the beam of the revolving spotlight. He slowly took a packet of cigarettes out of his pocket, stuck a cigarette between his lips, lit it with a silver lighter and took a drag, his eyes still fixed on the dance floor. He did that mechanically, with precision, without hesitation, but strikingly slowly. When he blew out the smoke the blood returned to his face.

         “That’s certainly striking,” he said, putting the lighter back in his pocket.

         “I’m still assuming,” Hunkeler said, “that it wasn’t you who killed Barbara Amsler.”

         Casali smiled, a delicate smile round his thin lips. “As you know, I’m not a violent man. I’m the manager here in the Singerhaus and across the river in the Klingental. Barbara was my girlfriend. I loved her.”

         Hunkeler smiled back, as sweet a smile as he could manage. “I know. But you should leave the case to the police. You should work together with us.”

         “But I’m happy to do that, very happy. Now you must excuse me. I have business to see to in the Klingental.”

         He stood up, gave a brief bow and went to the bar. There he whispered something briefly in the ear of the beautiful Angel from Seville and went out.

         Hunkeler stayed there watching Ismelda draw the beer for the men from Turkey. One waved to the two whores, but only Maria la Guapa went over. Angel gave Hunkeler a questioning look and he nodded. She came, slowly, she had all the time in the world. She sat down next to him, putting her hand on his knee.

         “If you want,” she said, “you can spend the night with me.”

         “That’s not possible, I don’t pay for love.”

         “Hombre, you have no problems otherwise?”

         “I don’t know,” he said. “I’m an old man. And my girlfriend’s away.”

         “But she’s coming back?”

         “Yes, I hope so. At the end of the year.”

         “You see, you need una mujer.”

         They went up to her room, which looked out over Marktplatz. He got undressed, lay down under the red plush blanket and curled up.

         “No,” she said once she’d got undressed too. “Get rid of the blanket. Just stretch out nicely there.”

         He felt her pull off the blanket and lay on his back. She knelt over him, kissing him slowly, almost lethargically, so that he could feel her hair on his face. Then she sat on him and took him inside her. Now he could feel her hair on his chest. In the mirror on the ceiling he could see her moving her beautiful bottom.

         “Why did you do that?” he asked once it was over.

         “Por amor, old man. And because you’ll find Barbara’s murderer.”

         She was still lying on top of him; she pulled the blanket over herself.

         “And because Enrico said you should sleep with me for free.”

         “Hombre, would it bother you if that were true?”

         “No, in fact it wouldn’t. Only a satisfied policeman is a good policeman for Casali. Come on now, let’s get some sleep.”

         
             

         

         He was woken by the clock in the Rathaus tower; it struck six times. He heard Angel, who was in his arms, snoring quietly. He looked at her neck, shimmering in the light from outside. You old goat, he thought proudly, you’ll never forget how to do it. Then it occurred to him that it was bribery of an official. If it should come out, he’d be dismissed on the spot. That cunning Casali, that son of a bitch, now had something he could use against him. He carefully pulled his left arm out from under her neck. He went over to the window and looked down on the square. A little truck rolled up; he saw the rear lights and the yellow Alsace licence plate. Two figures got out, a woman and a man. The man climbed up onto the loading platform and pushed some crates over to the edge. The woman took them down and carried them over to the stall, one after the other. Then the man climbed down, got in and drove off. The woman stood there for a moment and looked across at the stall, then the crates. Clearly she was wondering whether to unpack the vegetables right away and set them out or to have a quick coffee at the Restaurant Hasenburg. She disappeared to the left, in the direction of the Hasenburg.

         He got dressed, as quietly as he could, and went out of the room.

         
             

         

         At nine he was driving out of town heading for the border. The cars were crawling along, the fog was so thick. Once he only just managed to avoid a truck that seemed to be taking building rubble to the gravel pits just outside town, by braking sharply and pulling over into a parking bay on the right. “Bastard!” he shouted, fist clenched. Then he had to grin at his rage, his enjoyment of swearing.

         He knew that he had any amount of time. He’d take Suter’s advice next weekend or the one after. He’d get out at the Gare de l’Est, inhale the familiar smell of the Métro. Have a coffee in the Café Buci. Eat oysters with a bottle of Chablis. And then crawl into bed with Hedwig.

         At the border crossing he nodded to the Swiss guard, standing there, miserable in the fog. He could go to hell, and by the fastest route. All these men in uniform, these Suters and Madörins could go to hell, all these honourable men who’d suckled on uprightness with their mother’s milk and never gone off the straight and narrow.

         After Hésingue, while he was going up the road through the rolling fields, which he was aware of despite being unable to see them, he thought of Angel. It occurred to him that she’d said something important. Yes, she had said “por amor” and that he’d find Barbara’s murderer. Where had she got that from? Did she know more than she was letting on? And then she’d said something else that had struck him. He tried to remember what, but couldn’t.

         He took his left hand off the wheel and sniffed it. It smelt of Angel. Por amor, what a great night it had been!

         Up on the plateau at Trois Maisons, the sun forced its way through, a white light that almost tore the fog apart. He hesitated briefly at the turn-off to the village where his house was, but then continued straight ahead. Where was he heading? To Paris maybe? He could have got there by evening.

         After Tagsdorf he turned off right, heading for Morschwil Pond. The fog was so thick that the facades of the houses could hardly be seen.

         He turned off onto a field track, got out and peed on an apple tree that hadn’t been pruned for ages. Up in the fog the white mistletoe berries were gleaming. On the ground were rotting apples, a wasp crouching on one. It had a strangely yellow gleam.

         Then he heard a car approaching. It was coming from the direction of the pond. He saw the light of the headlamps and ducked behind a tree trunk. It was a small red Suzuki van with Basel plates, but he couldn’t read them. In white on the side he could see the first three letters of a name: ALB… At the wheel was a young man with black hair. He only saw the man briefly, but he seemed familiar. Then the van was gone.

         Hunkeler waited until he couldn’t hear the engine any more. He got in his car, opened the window and had a cigarette. He spent quite a long time thinking about it, not really sure what to do. Why shouldn’t a red van with a Basel plate actually drive along here? After all, Morschwil Pond was rented by Basel anglers.

         But what about the man driving it? Did he look like a Basel angler after some Alsatian carp? No, he looked more like a man from the Balkans. And now Hunkeler remembered. The man had been sitting in the Billiards Centre the previous evening.

         Hunkeler decided to be cautious. He got out and locked his car. He waited to see if he could hear anything. Nothing, no birds, not a sound. He went along the track, cautiously, keeping an eye on every bit of gravel. He entered the woods. Here the vehicle tracks were deeply embedded in the clay. There was water in them, and he walked in the middle between the tracks.

         Then he saw the hut. It was a dark shape on the edge of the woods, standing out against the light fog. Beside it, Hunkeler knew, was the pond.

         He waited a good five minutes. Once he heard something drop into the water. Or it could have been a fish jumping out, it was impossible to say.

         When nothing moved, he slowly went out from under the trees to the hut. The door was open; he looked inside. There were two tables there, benches, three bunk beds, a blue bottle of gas with a stove over it. There was no one there.

         He looked across at the side of the pond. There was a man there sitting on a folding chair, a rod in his hand. He was wearing a black coat and a black hat. The man seemed to be asleep.

         Hunkeler went over.

         “Come closer,” the man said. “I’ve been able to hear you for some time now, but it doesn’t bother me.”

         “What doesn’t bother you?” Hunkeler asked.

         “All the people sneaking around here. You hear every sound in the fog. The guy who was here half an hour ago didn’t think I could hear him. I heard his car, which he parked in the woods. I heard him go into the hut and fetch the bag, then go off into the woods again. I heard him start the engine and drive off. You were somewhat quieter, but I still heard you.”

         The man kept staring at the pond. Beside him he had an open tin of red maggots.

         “What kind of man?” Hunkeler asked.

         “I don’t know.”

         “You didn’t recognize him?”

         “I didn’t look. I have to keep my eye on the float out there.” He pointed at the water, where there was a red float.

         “Are you after carp?”

         “Yes.”

         The man had to be around seventy. He hadn’t turned his head one single time.

         “What kind of bag was it? Was it Hardy’s bag?”

         Now the man did turn his head. Bright, watery eyes, stubble.

         “Are you a policeman?”

         “I’m a detective inspector and I’m called Hunkeler. I’m investigating the case of Barbara Amsler, who was strangled in the middle of August.”

         “I heard about it. Alois Bachmann.”

         He looked out over the water again. The rod lay calm in his hands.

         “Both were strangled,” he said. “Hardy and Barbara. And both had something in their earlobe. I wouldn’t mind having Hardy’s diamond, that was quite a dazzler on his ear.”

         He gave a hoarse giggle. Then he spat into the water.

         It was a black travel bag,” he said. “It belonged to Hardy. He brought it back from a trip to Zagreb. He deposited it here in the hut. It was his property. Hardy was my friend.”

         “Do you know what was in the bag?”

         “Underwear, pyjamas, that kind of thing. Probably also some kind of drug that he was going to sell. From his trips to the Balkans. But you’ll know that. Anyway, are you allowed to pursue your investigations on French soil?”

         “I’m not pursuing any investigations. I’m just having a little chat with you.”

         Again Bachmann giggled. Then his body suddenly tensed, his look became fixed. The float out on the pond went down. The man counted out loud to twelve. Then he pulled the rod up, making the line vibrate. He slowly turned the reel and pulled a fish, a silvery gleam under the water, to the bank. He pulled it up onto the sand: it was a carp. The man bent down and tore the hook from its mouth. Then he watched the fish leaping up with powerful thrusts of its tail, trying to save itself. You could see the golden scales on its thick-set body, its wide-open mouth, its dark fins.

         “An eight-pounder,” the man said. “I pull them out and make them dance. Some need up to ten minutes before they’re back in the water.”

         “You don’t eat them?”

         “I haven’t eaten any carp since my wife died. I watch the way they open their mouths wide, as if they were gasping for air. Of course, it’s not air they’re gasping for but water. It only looks like that. My wife died in the middle of August, by the way.”

         He shook his head as if he thought that was funny.

         “Someone strangling a person’s just unacceptable. We all need air.”

         The fish lay there quietly, only its rear fins quivering slightly. Then it shot up, several times, fell into the water and disappeared. The man giggled, picked up the hook, put fresh maggots on it and cast the line.

         “I wouldn’t help you if Hardy wasn’t my friend. But throttling, that’s just unacceptable.”

         They both watched how the float was pulled into position by the weight and stayed there.

         “It could be that you were lucky just now, when the man was here. He could have killed you as well.”

         “That wouldn’t have bothered me. There’s nothing worth living for any longer. I sit here fishing the whole day. It calms me down. I’m not afraid of these Albanians anyway. They’re show-offs, there’s nothing behind it.”

         “Is it your opinion Hardy was killed by an Albanian?”

         “I know nothing about that,” the man said. “I don’t care about anything any more. You don’t need to come back. If you want, you can have a look round the hut. The bag was under the rear bunk bed. Go now.”

         He leaned forward, resting his lower arms on his knees. He seemed to have fallen asleep in a second.

         Hunkeler went into the hut and looked under the bunk bed. There was no black bag there.

         
             

         

         He drove back down into the valley of the Hundsbach to his village, in second gear, keeping well to the right on the bends: Schwoben, Hausgauen, Hundsbach, Franken, Jettingen. By the side of the road he could see sweetcorn as high as a man, with withered leaves and yellow cobs. At one point the headlights of a corn harvester shone across the road, he saw the red monster in the fog. At St Imber’s Cross, where he ought to have turned off, he continued straight ahead to Knoeringue. Münch’s inn wouldn’t be closed, he knew, it was Tuesday. He parked outside the inn, right beside the church. There were a good dozen vehicles there, cars and vans of suppliers and tradesmen who had come from the surrounding area to have lunch.

         Before he went in he looked at the maxim that had been carved into the lintel of the house opposite:

         
            
               Sure is Death, unsure the Day.

               And know the Hour no man may.

               Therefore do Good. This thought hold fast:

               That every Hour may be thy Last.

            

         

         A good maxim, he thought. And somehow comforting. For how could you live if you knew the hour of your own death in advance?

         He waited a moment. Again there wasn’t a sound to be heard. The fog seemed to swallow up every noise. And yet Alois Bachmann, waiting for his golden carp, had heard everything.

         The restaurant was almost full. All men, some in overalls by which you could distinguish the carpenter, the plasterer, the chauffeur. The tables were covered with white paper, carafes of Côtes du Rhône and water. Lively chatter, some French, some Alsatian.

         The plat du jour was semolina soup, veal tongue with capers, stewed apples as dessert. “Yes,” Hunkeler said, “with soup and dessert. And a glass of wine.”

         He sat on the right, beside the entrance. He watched the landlord’s wife bringing in the bowls and plates from the kitchen on her powerful upper arms, the waitress, no more than five foot tall, serving the men, putting the soup down in front of him and ladling it out.

         So, he thought, as he finished his soup, you spend the whole night walking round the block where your woman lives. She’s thrown you out for drinking too much beer in the local bars. You try living in your own apartment, but it’s too empty, especially at night.

         You stop drinking beer. You want to keep a clear head, as you know you need this woman. And since she also needs you, she’ll forgive you after a few days or weeks and let you back in.

         That was all normal and logical. And Hunkeler helped himself to a couple of slices of the veal tongue.

         One evening you go to the Milchhüsli as usual and have an apple juice. Two Turkish mafia guys are there as well. They’re playing darts and laughing too loud, but you guess that’s not important. At nine you go out, do one or two circuits, but you can’t keep going round in circles. So you sit down on the corner outside the Cantonal Bank, looking across at the apartment where she lives. You see the glimmer of the TV in her sitting room, a pale light that makes you feel jealous. You know you have to wait. You wait until the light goes out. The sitting room’s dark, Hermine’s going to bed.

         That’s the way it will have been, every evening the same. He took a mouthful of wine. It had a sour taste, but it was what everyone drank there.

         It must have been like that every evening for two months. Apart from that particular evening. You’re not looking across at Hermine’s room, since the square is full of fog. You roll yourself up in your jacket, you lean back in the corner and you fall asleep. Never to wake again because someone strangles you while you’re sleeping and cuts the diamond out of your ear. With a pair of scissors.

         Was that still logical? No, it was unexpected and surprising. Who would do such a thing? What sort of person crossing the square shortly before midnight would have scissors on them anyway?

         Hunkeler nodded as he pulled over the bowl of stewed apples. That was it, the scissors. That was the striking point, the detail that stood out.

         The stewed apples were sprinkled with cinnamon and heavily sugared, and the tartness was refreshing.

         Right. Then there were the other things, his journeys across the Balkans, the black bag in the anglers’ hut. They were astonishing enough. Who would have believed Hardy was still working at his old job, going to Zagreb or Split, to Sarajevo or Tirana, to bring back a truck full of Bulgarian bolts or Turkish secateurs and get them safely across the border with his Swiss passport? And somewhere among the bolts or secateurs would be a few kilos of heroin. Who would have thought the old tramp had even managed to siphon off part of the stuff for himself, hide it in a hut in Alsace and sell it on his own account?

         Hunkeler was almost certain that was the way it must have been. The man had disguised himself as a washed-out alcoholic living on a modest disability pension. Quite a guy then, that Hardy. He’d even managed to give a clue and have a diamond stuck in his ear. And no one had suspected anything.

         Hunkeler grinned as he sipped his coffee with a sense of well-being. Bitter and sweet, those went wonderfully well together. It had been a long time since he’d felt so happy with himself. He’d eaten well. And he’d thought things over well. In the first place it wasn’t very likely that he’d been murdered by the people for whom he’d made the journeys. They would have done it differently, more professionally, they’d have got rid of the corpse, at least for a few days or weeks, in order to gain time. In the second place there was the possibility that the scissors that had been used to cut his earlobe would give them a clue sooner or later. A clue that would possibly take him back to the Barbara Amsler case.

         He was only marginally interested in trips to the Balkans and drugs. That was a lot of effort, he was too old and tired for that. He knew from experience that such cases usually remained unsolved. Those people were usually two or three steps ahead of the police. That was something for Detective Sergeant Madörin, that sharp hunting hound who would get his teeth into it. Moreover, Hunkeler wasn’t even in charge of the investigation.

         The second point interested him even more. He’d almost given up. True, he’d read Barbara Amsler’s farewell letter again and again, he knew it off by heart. But so far the letter was all he’d had to go on, nothing else.

         He’d get going on it again, patient and dogged, as was his way.

         
             

         

         Hunkeler drove back to St Imber’s Cross, turned off, crossed the stream and parked outside his house. There were still a few leaves on the walnut tree, the nuts were on the ground.

         He went to the house, opened the door and let in the two cats that had heard the noise of the engine and run over. He went into the living room, put some kindling in the stove and lit it. He did the same in the kitchen, adjusting the damper so that it would warm the tiled stove. He put on some water to make tea and opened a tin of cat food. He added some beech logs and sat down at the kitchen table.

         He looked out into the garden. The cherry tree and the meadow could still clearly be seen, the pear tree was just a silhouette and the poplar had disappeared in the fog. He saw the cock scratching about under the willow, the hens beside it, he could hear them cackling. He poured the water for the tea into the pot, waited and then filled a cup for himself. He just sat there for quite a long time, until one of the cats jumped up into his lap.
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