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            Whose dark or troubled mind will you step into next? Detective or assassin, victim or accomplice? How can you tell reality from delusion when you’re spinning in the whirl of a thriller, or trapped in the grip of an unsolvable mystery? When you can’t trust your senses, or anyone you meet; that’s when you know you’re in the hands of the undisputed masters of crime fiction.

            Writers of the greatest thrillers and mysteries on earth, who inspired those that followed. Their books are found on shelves all across their home countries – from Asia to Europe, and everywhere in between. Timeless tales that have been devoured, adored and handed down through the decades. Iconic books that have inspired films, and demand to be read and read again. And now we’ve introduced Pushkin Vertigo Originals – the greatest contemporary crime writing from across the globe, by some of today’s best authors.

            So step inside a dizzying world of criminal masterminds with Pushkin Vertigo. The only trouble you might have is leaving them behind.
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            THE EXECUTION OF JUSTICE

         

         

      

   


   
      

         
            
I


         

      

   


   
      

          

         Granted, I’m putting all this down in an orderly report—it’s the pedant in me maybe—so that the case can be closed. I want to force myself to go over one more time the events that led to the acquittal of a murderer and to the death of an innocent man. I want one more time to think through the steps I was lured into taking, the measures I took, the possibilities left undone. I want conscientiously to gauge whatever chances may still remain for the justice system. But above all I am writing this report because I have time, lots of time, two months at least. I’ve just returned from the airport (the bars I visited on the way don’t count, nor is my present condition of any consequence. I am dead drunk, but I’ll be sober in the morning). The huge machine, with Dr. honoris causa Isaak Kohler aboard, was rising into the night sky, howling, bellowing, toward Australia as I leapt from my VW, the safety off my revolver. It was one of his finest maneuvers to get that phone call through to me in time. Presumably the old man knew what I was up to; everybody knows I haven’t got the money to follow him.

         So I have no choice but to wait till he comes back, sometime, in June or July maybe, to wait, to get drunk now and then, or frequently, depending on my finances, and to write, the only appropriate activity for a lawyer whose career is a total shambles. But the canton deputy is mistaken about one thing: Time won’t mend his crime, my waiting won’t mitigate it, my being drunk won’t blot it out, my writing won’t excuse it. By presenting the truth, I’ll fix it in my mind, enabling me at some point—in June, as I said, or in July or whenever he comes back (and he will come back)—to do deliberately, whether drunk or sober, what I was going to do just now purely on impulse. The report is meant not just to provide evidence of a murder but to prepare for one as well. For a just murder.

         Sober and back again in my study: Justice can be restored only by a crime. That afterward I’ll have to commit suicide is unavoidable. Not that I intend to avoid responsibility; on the contrary, it is the only responsible way to act—if not in a legal sense, then in a humane one. Possessing the truth, I cannot prove it. I lack witnesses to the critical moment. If I take my own life, it will make it easier for me to be believed even without witnesses. I do not approach death like some scientist executing himself in an experiment for the sake of science. I die because I have thought my situation through to its conclusion.

         
             

         

         Scene of the Crime: It plays a role very early on. The Du Théâtre with its rococo façade is one of the few showpieces of our hopelessly overbuilt city. The restaurant is located on three floors, something not everyone knows, most people think there are only two. On the ground floor, as morning drags on—everybody is up early in this town—you find sleepy students, and business people as well, who then often stay through midday; later, after the coffee and kirsch, it gets quiet, the waitresses become invisible, and not until around four do the weary teachers drop by, the tired civil servants settle in. The crush, of course, arrives for dinner, and then, after ten-thirty, besides the politicians, managers, and creatures of finance, come the various representatives of the free professions, some very free, plus a few slightly shocked strangers—our city loves to put on international airs. On the second floor, then, everything turns so swanky it stinks. “Stink” is the right word for it: The two low rooms with their red wallpaper are like a steamy jungle, but people put up with it all the same, the women in evening gowns, the gentlemen often in black tie. The air is saturated with sweat, perfume, and more to the point, the odor of our city’s culinary specialities, scallops of veal with home fries, etc. People meet here (essentially the same folks as downstairs, only in gala costume) after premieres and after big business deals, not to pull them off but to celebrate their having been pulled off. On the third floor, however, the character of the Du Théâtre changes all over again. You’re taken aback by a whiff of dissipation. There’s an ostentatious nonchalance. The rooms here are high and bright, look more like those of a cheap tavern—ordinary wooden chairs, checkered cloths on the tables, beer coasters everywhere, right beside the stairway a half-empty cabaret with mediocre magicians and even more mediocre strippers, people playing cards and billiards in the main room. Here sit our city’s fruit-and-vegetable dealers, contractors and department store owners, auto sales execs and demolition experts, often for hours, making phenomenal bets, and the kibitzers crowd around them, odd and dubious characters, and there are always several hookers hanging around as well, three, four, of them, always at the same table by the window, more than just tolerated, they belong to the decor and come cheap. Relatively. Really rich people pay attention to the small change.

         The first time I met the canton deputy, I had just taken my state exam, written my dissertation, been awarded my doctorate and admitted to the bar, but I was still working, as I had while a student, as a high-class gofer for Stüssi-Leupin. The latter had gained a reputation well beyond the borders of our country by the acquittals he had managed to get in the murder cases of the Ätti brothers, Rosa Pick, Deubelbeiss and Amsler, and by the agreement he had arranged between the Trög Amelioratory Works and the United States (very much to the advantage of the Trög party). I was to make a delivery to him at the Du Théâtre, a brief for one of those dubious cases that only he could love. I found the star lawyer on the third floor at the billiard table, where he had just ended a game with the canton deputy. Dr. Benno and Professor Winter were playing at another table, and only now as I write this does it occur to me that at that point the main characters of the drama to follow were assembled, as if in a prologue. It was very cold outside, November or December—I could easily determine the exact date—and I was frozen to the bone because as usual I wasn’t wearing a coat and had had to park my Volkswagen several blocks away from the Du Théâtre.

         “Have yourself a glass of grog, young man,” the canton deputy said to me. He eyed me observantly and waved to a waiter. I obeyed automatically; besides, I had to wait for instructions from Stüssi-Leupin, who had gone off with the brief and was paging through it at his table. At the front of the room, the grocers were gambling, dark silhouettes against the front windows. The hollow trundling of the tram could be heard from the street. The canton deputy was still watching me, candidly, making no attempt to hide it. He might have been going on seventy. He was the only one who hadn’t removed his jacket, wasn’t even sweating. I finally introduced myself, suspecting that I was standing face-to-face with a man of some prominence, though I couldn’t think of his name.

         “Related to Colonel Spät?” he asked, without mentioning his own name, whether because he considered that unimportant or because he assumed I already knew it. (Colonel Spät: militaristic farmer, nowadays member of the federal cabinet. Demands atomic weapons.)

         “Hardly,” I answered. (To take care of this matter once and for all: I was born in 1930. I never knew my mother, Anna Spät; my father is unknown. I grew up in an orphanage and recall it fondly—especially the vast forest bordering it. The administration and the faculty were excellent, my youth happy; it is most decidedly not always an advantage to have parents. My misfortune began with Dr.h.c. Isaak Kohler. Before that I had some difficulties, true, but not hopeless ones.)

         “You want to become Stüssi-Leupin’s partner, do you?” he asked.

         I looked at him in amazement. “Never entered my mind.”

         “He thinks a lot of you.”

         “Not so that I could notice thus far.”

         “Stüssi-Leupin never lets people notice,” the old man observed dryly.

         “His mistake,” I answered casually. “I want to work for myself.”

         “That will be difficult.”

         “Possibly.”

         The old man laughed. “You are in for some surprises. It isn’t easy to get to the top in this country. Do you play billiards?” he then asked out of the blue.

         I replied I didn’t.

         “A mistake,” he said, giving me the thoughtful eye all over again, gray eyes full of astonishment, but without mockery, or so it appeared, humorless and hard, and led me to the second table, where Dr. Benno and Professor Winter were playing. I knew them both, the professor from my university days—he was chancellor when I matriculated—Dr. Benno from our city’s nightlife, which in those days went on only till midnight, but if for that reason alone, with some intensity. His profession was uncertain. He had once won an Olympic medal in fencing—which was why people called him Olympic Heinz—had once been Swiss master in pistol-shooting, and was still a well-known golfer; at one point he had run a gallery that hadn’t turned a profit. Now it was said he mainly managed other people’s fortunes.

         I greeted them, they nodded.

         “Winter will always be a greenhorn,” said Dr.h.c. Kohler.

         I laughed. “Meaning you’re an expert?”

         “But of course,” he answered calmly. “Billiards is my passion. Give me the cue, Professor, you’ll never make that shot.”

         Professor Adolf Winter gave him the billiard cue. He was in his sixties, a heavy man but of the shorter sort, with a gleaming bald head, gold rimless glasses, a well-kempt black beard with streaks of gray, which he kept stroking worthily, always impeccably dressed in a sophisticated conservative way, one of those liberal arts blowhards who populate our university, member of PEN and the Usteri Foundation, author of the two-volume tome Carl Spitteler and Hesiod, or Switzerland and Greece: A Comparison (Artemis, 1940). (The liberal arts faculty has always got on my lawyer’s nerves.)

         The canton deputy worked the leather tip carefully with the chalk. His movements were calm and sure, and however abrupt the shots he made, nothing about him seemed arrogant, simply deliberate and composed, all of it suggesting power and imperturbability. He regarded the billiard table with his head tilted slightly, then made his shot, decisive and quick.

         I followed the rolling of the white balls, how they crashed against each other and bounced off.

         “A la bande. That’s how you have to beat Benno,” the deputy said, as he handed the cue back to Professor Winter. “Got that, young man?”

         “Don’t know anything about it,” I answered and turned to my grog, which the waiter had set down on a little table.

         “You’ll understand it someday all the same.” Dr.h.c. Isaak Kohler laughed, taking a newspaper scroll from the wall rack and moving away.

         
             

         

         The Murder: What happened three years later is public knowledge and will not take long to describe (nor do I have to be absolutely sober to do it). Dr.h.c. Isaak Kohler had already vacated his seat, although his party wanted to nominate him for canton senator (not for the federal cabinet, as several foreign newspapers had it), had withdrawn from politics entirely (and from his law practice long before that), was managing a brick trust that was more and more assuming worldwide dimensions, and was serving as president of various corporate boards, working as well for a UNESCO commission; sometimes you didn’t see him around town for months. One unseemly springlike day in March of 1955, he was guiding B., a minister in the English cabinet, around the city. The minister had come on a private visit, had been treated in a private clinic for stomach tumors, and was now sitting beside the canton deputy emeritus in the latter’s Rolls-Royce and reluctantly allowing himself to be shown the city, having firmly resisted for four weeks, only to yield now, was sitting there yawning at the sights as they slipped past, the Institute of Technology, the University, the Münster, “romanesque” (the deputy offered the catch phrases), the river quivered in the soft air (the sun was just setting), the quay was crowded with people. The minister nodded off, on his lips the taste of the countless servings of mashed potatoes and granola porridge that he had enjoyed in the private clinic, while dreaming of straight shots of whiskey, and hearing the voice of the deputy as if far in the distance, the rumble of traffic as an even more distant rustle; a leaden exhaustion lay within him and perhaps already the suspicion that the stomach tumors had not been benign after all.

         “Just a moment,” said Dr.h.c. Isaak Kohler and had Franz, his chauffeur, stop in front of the Du Théâtre, climbed out, instructed him to wait a minute, pointed mechanically with his umbrella at the “eighteenth-century” façade, but Minister B. did not react at all, dozed on, dreamed on. The deputy went into the restaurant, passing through the revolving door into the large dining room, where the maître d’ greeted him respectfully. It was nearing seven, the tables were all occupied now, people eating dinner, voices babbling, lips licking, tableware clattering. The deputy emeritus looked about him, walked toward the middle of the dining room, where Professor Winter was sitting at a small table, busy with a tournedos rossini and a bottle of Chambertin, pulled out a revolver and shot the PEN Club member dead, not without having first greeted him amiably (the whole thing was played out in the most dignified fashion), then walked past the petrified maître d’, who gaped at him speechlessly, and past the confused waitresses, who were scared to death, walked through the revolving door and out into the mild March evening, climbed into his Roll-Royce, sat down next to the dozing minister, who had noticed nothing, who hadn’t even been aware that the car had stopped, who, as mentioned, was dozing on, dreaming on, whether of whiskey, or of politics (the Suez crisis later washed him away with it too), or of some definite premonition in regard to his stomach tumors (his death was announced last week in the papers, only briefly noted, and most of them were not all that scrupulous about the orthographics of his name).

         “To the airport, Franz,” Dr.h.c. Isaak Kohler ordered.

         
             

         

         The Intermezzo of the Arrest: It cannot be related without a certain schadenfreude. Several tables away from the murdered man, the commandant of our canton police was dining with his old friend Mock, a deaf sculptor so self-absorbed that he took not the least notice of the whole incident, not even afterward. The two were sharing a pot-au-feu, Mock with satisfaction, the commandant, who did not like the Du Théâtre and visited it seldom, with an ill humor. Nothing tasted right: The broth was too cold, the stew meat too tough, the lingonberries too sweet. As the shot rang out, the commandant didn’t look up—which is possible, at least so it’s said—since he was just about to do some workmanlike sucking of bone marrow, but then he stood up after all, even tipping his chair over as he did, which, as a stickler for law and order, he set back upright. When he got to Winter, the latter was now lying in his tournedos rossini, his hand still clenched around the glass of Chambertin.

         “Wasn’t that Kohler just now?” the commandant asked the helpless maître d’, who gaped at him, distraught and pale.

         “Yes, sir. Indeed it was,” he murmured.

         The commandant regarded the murdered professor of Germanics with a thoughtful air, gazing gloomily down at the plate of fried potatoes and green beans, let his eyes glide across the bowl of tender lettuce, tomatoes, and radishes.

         “Well, there’s nothing more to be done,” he said.

         “Yes, sir. Indeed not.”

         The guests, at first spellbound, had sprung to their feet. The cook and the kitchen crew stared over from behind the counter. Only Mock went on eating calmly. A lanky man pushed his way forward.

         “I’m a doctor.”

         “Don’t touch him,” the commandant ordered calmly. “We have to photograph him first.”

         The doctor bent down to the professor but obeyed the order.

         “Yes, indeed,” he determined. “Dead.”

         “Precisely,” the commandant answered calmly. “Go back to your table.”

         Then he removed the bottle of Chambertin from the table.

         “That’s requisitioned,” he said and handed it to the maître d’.

         “Yes, sir. Indeed it is,” he muttered.

         And then the commandant went to do some telephoning.

         When he returned, Public Prosecutor Jämmerlin was already beside the corpse. He was wearing a formal dark suit. He had been on his way to attend a symphony concert at the Tonhalle and had just consumed an omelette flambée in the French restaurant on the second floor when he heard the shot. Jämmerlin was not well liked. Everyone yearned for him to retire, both the prostitutes and their competition from the other camp, the thieves and burglars, treacherous junior partners, businessmen in difficulty; and the legal authorities—from the police on through the lawyers, even his own colleagues—had deserted him as well. Everyone told jokes about him: It was no wonder things were jammed up in this town; since Jämmerlin was in office, the justice system couldn’t get jammed up any worse, etc. The prosecutor was playing a losing game, his authority had long since been undermined, and his particular cross was the commandant, who, so people said, regarded the so-called criminal element of our population as its more valuable segment. And yet, Jämmerlin was a lawyer in the grand style—he didn’t always come out on the short end, his indictments and objections were feared, his uncompromising nature was so impressive that people hated him. He was the very picture of an attorney of the old school, personally offended by every acquittal, equally unfair to rich and poor, a bachelor, untroubled by any temptation, never once having touched a woman. Most detrimental, professionally speaking. Criminals were something beyond his comprehension, something downright satanic, who set him into an Old Testament rage; he was a relic of an unyielding but equally incorruptible morality, an erratic block in the “morass of a justice system that pardons all offenses,” as he expressed it with a vigor that matched his rage. And he was also extraordinarily agitated at the moment, all the more so since he was personally acquainted with both the murdered man and the murderer.

         “Commandant,” he shouted with outrage, his napkin still in his hand, “they tell me Dr. Isaak Kohler committed this murder!”

         “Correct,” the commandant answered testily.

         “That’s simply impossible!”

         “Kohler must have gone crazy,” the commandant answered, taking a seat on a chair beside the dead man and lighting one of his everlasting Bahianos. The prosecutor dried his brow with his napkin, pulled a chair over from the next table, likewise took a seat, so that the huge corpse now lay, head on plate, between the two massive, heavy officials. And so they waited. Deathly silence in the restaurant. No one was eating now. Everyone stared at the ghostly group. But then a fraternity entered the room, and confusion reigned. Singing loudly, they took over the place and, since they did not realize the situation right off, went on singing at full strength, then fell silent in embarrassment. Finally Lieutenant Herren arrived with his staff from the homicide squad. A policeman took pictures, a forensic physician stood around helplessly, and a local prosecuting attorney who had been brought along kept apologizing to Jämmerlin for being there. Orders, instructions in low tones. Then the dead man was set upright, gravy in his face, foie gras and green beans in his beard, laid on a stretcher, and put in the ambulance. It was Ella who, once she was allowed to clear the table, first discovered his gold rimless glasses in the home fries. And then the first witnesses were questioned by the local prosecuting attorney.

         
             

         

         Possible Conversation I: As the waitresses came back to life and the guests slowly and hesitantly sat back down, some of them beginning to eat again, as the first journalists started to move in, the public prosecutor and the commandant withdrew to the pantry next to the kitchen for a conference. The prosecutor wanted to speak with the commandant alone for a moment, with no witnesses. A Last Judgment had to be organized and carried out. The brief conversation next to shelves of bread, canned food, bottled oil, and sacked flour took an unfortunate course. According to the account that the commandant later gave before parliament, the prosecutor demanded a massive deployment of police.

         “What for?” the commandment objected. “Anyone acting the way Kohler did is not about to flee. We can quietly arrest him at home.”

         Jämmerlin became more emphatic. “I can expect, I presume, that you will treat Kohler like any other criminal.”

         The commandant was silent.

         “The man is one of the richest and best-known citizens of this city,” Jämmerlin continued. “It is our sacred duty” (one of his favorite turns of phrase) “to proceed with the utmost rigor. We must avoid every appearance of partiality.”

         “It is our sacred duty to avoid unnecessary expenses,” the commandant declared calmly.

         “No all-points bulletin?”

         “I wouldn’t think of it.”

         The prosecutor stared at the bread-slicer he was standing next to. “You’re a friend of Kohler’s,” he suggested finally, not maliciously at all, simply routinely and coldly. “Do you not think it possible that under the circumstances your objectivity might suffer?”

         Silence. “Lieutenant Herren,” the unruffled commandant answered, “will take over the Kohler case.”

         And that’s how the scandal came about.

         
             

         

         Herren was a man of action, ambitious and thus overhasty when he acted. He succeeded within a few minutes in alarming not only the entire police force but the whole population as well, managing to launch a special report of the canton police just before the seven-thirty radio news. The apparatus was moving full steam ahead. They found Kohler’s villa empty (he was a widower, his daughter, a stewardess with Swissair, was in the clouds, his cook at the movies). They concluded he was attempting to flee. Patrol cars stalked the streets, border stations were informed, foreign police forces notified. From a purely technical standpoint, all this was quite praiseworthy, except that they were forgetting the one contingency that the commandant had suspected all along: They were searching for a man who had no intention of fleeing. And so disaster had already struck when, shortly after eight, news came in from the airport that Kohler had delivered the English minister to his plane and then had been driven at a leisurely pace back to the city in his Rolls-Royce. The prosecutor was hit especially hard. Reassured that the mighty machinery of state was functioning, and buoyant following his victory over the detested commandant, he was getting ready to listen to the overture to Mozart’s Abduction from the Seraglio, was stroking his cropped gray beard with great pleasure as he leaned back in his seat. Mondschein had just raised his baton when, at the side of one of the richest and also most unsuspecting widows of our fair city, the Dr.h.c., sought and hunted with every modern device known to the police, came striding down the center aisle of the Tonhalle, past the packed rows of the audience, calm and self-assured as ever, with the most innocent air, as if nothing had happened, and sat down beside Jämmerlin, even shaking the incredulous man’s hand. The stir, the whispers and, sad to say, the giggles as well were considerable, the overture fell not unnoticeably flat, since the orchestra had taken note of the event; one curious oboist even stood up, Mondschein had to give the downbeat twice, and the prosecutor was so flummoxed that he sat there frozen stiff, not just for the Seraglio overture but for the second piano concerto of Johannes Brahms, which followed. He did, it is true, finally comprehend the nature of the situation, but only after the pianist had started in; then, not daring to interrupt the Brahms, his respect for culture being too great, he was painfully aware that he ought to have intervened, and that now it was too late, and so he sat there until intermission. Then he acted. He shoved his way through the curious crowd encircling the canton deputy and ran to the telephone booth but had to come back to get some change from one of the women checking coats. He called the police station, got hold of Herren, a major deployment came swooping down. Meanwhile Kohler played the unsuspecting innocent, buying the widow champagne at the bar, and even had the outrageous good luck of the concert’s second half beginning before the police arrived. So that Jämmerlin, along with Herren, had to wait behind closed doors, while inside Bruckner’s Seventh was presented, endlessly. The prosecutor stomped back and forth irritably, had to be reminded several times by an usherette to keep quiet, and was generally treated as if he were a barbarian. He cursed the entire Romantic movement, cursed Bruckner, they still hadn’t got beyond the adagio, and when finally at the end of the fourth movement the applause began—it likewise seeming to know no end—and the audience came streaming out through the cordon of deployed police, no Dr.h.c. Isaak Kohler appeared. He had vanished. The commandant had ushered him through the artists’ exit and into his car and had driven with him to police headquarters.

         
             

         

         Possible Conversation II: At police headquarters, the commandant took the Dr.h.c. to his office. They had not spoken a word to each other during the drive, and the commandant led the way down the empty, dimly lit corridor. In his office he pointed without speaking to a comfortable leather armchair, bolted the door, took off his jacket.

         “Make yourself comfortable,” he said.

         “Thanks, I’m already comfortable,” the canton deputy answered, having taken a seat.

         The commandant placed two glasses on the table between the two armchairs, fetched a bottle of red wine from the cupboard. “Winter’s Chambertin,” he declared and poured, sat down himself, stared into space for a while, then began carefully to wipe the sweat from his brow and the back of his neck.

         “Dear Isaak,” he finally began, “tell me for heaven’s sake why you shot that old ass.”

         “You mean—” the canton deputy answered somewhat hesitantly.

         “Have you any clear notion of what you’ve done?” the commandant interrupted him.

         The other man took a long, slow drink from his glass and did not answer on the spot, instead regarding the commandant with some astonishment, but with gentle mockery as well.

         “But of course,” he then said. “But of course I’ve a clear notion.”

         “All right, why did you shoot Winter?”

         “Ah, I see,” the canton deputy answered and appeared to ponder something, then laughed. “Ah, so that’s it. Not bad.”

         “What’s not bad?”

         “The whole thing.”

         The commandant didn’t know what to reply, was confused, angry. Whereas the murderer had turned downright cheerful, laughing to himself softly several times, apparently amused for some incomprehensible reason.

         “Well. Why did you murder the professor?” the commandant began questioning him stubbornly again, insistently, and again wiping sweat from his neck and brow.

         “I have no reason,” the canton deputy admitted.

         The commandant stared at him, perplexed, thinking he hadn’t heard right, then emptied his glass of Chambertin, poured himself some more, spilling some wine.

         “No reason?”

         “None.”

         “That’s utter nonsense, you must have some reason,” the commandant shouted impatiently. “That’s utter nonsense!”

         “I beg you, do you duty,” Kohler said and carefully emptied his glass.

         “My duty is to arrest you,” the commandant explained.

         “Just so.”

         The commandant was desperate. He loved clarity in all things. He was a sensible fellow. To him, a murder was an accident over which he pronounced no moral judgment. But as an orderly man he had to have a reason. A murder without a motive was for him not a contravention of morals but definitely one of logic. And there was no such thing.

         “The best thing would be for me to put you in an asylum for observation,” he declared in a rage. “There is no such thing as your committing murder for no reason.”

         “I’m quite normal,” Kohler responded coolly.

         “Shall I call Stüssi-Leupin?” the commandant suggested.

         “What for?”

         “You need a defense lawyer, for chrissake. The best we have, and Stüssi-Leupin is the best.”

         “A public defender will do for me.”

         The commandant gave up. He unbuttoned his collar, took a deep breath.

         “You must be crazy,” he gasped. “Give me the revolver.”

         “What revolver?”

         “The one you shot the professor with.”

         “Don’t have it,” the Dr.h.c. declared and stood up.

         “Isaak,” the commandant implored, “I hope you’ll spare us a body search!”

         He was about to pour himself some more wine. The bottle was empty.

         “That damned Winter drank too much,” the commandant growled.

         “So get on with it, have them march me off,” the murderer proposed.

         “As you like,” the commandant responded, “and you’ll be spared no indignity.” He got up as well, unbolted the door, then rang.

         “Take this man away,” he said to the policeman as he entered. “He’s under arrest.”

         
             

         

         Belated Suspicion: In trying to reproduce these conversations—“possible” because I was not personally present for them—I do so not with the intention of writing a novel but rather from the necessity of delineating an event as faithfully as possible. But that is not the real difficulty. The wheels of justice turn, in fact, behind the scenes for the most part, and behind the scenes jurisdictional authorities that seem so clearly defined to the outside world become blurred, roles are exchanged or divided up differently, conversations occur between people who appear in public as irreconcilable enemies—on the whole, a different tone is predominant. Not everything gets put down in black and white and added to the records. Information is handed on or suppressed. And so, for instance, the commandant has always been candid with me, talkative, telling me everything voluntarily, letting me have a look at important documents, and often going beyond his authority, and even today is generally well-disposed toward me. Why, even Stüssi-Leupin was quite civil to me, even long after I had joined the other camp; only recently the wind has shifted, though for a totally different reason, to be sure. So that I don’t have to invent these conversations, but rather to reconstruct them. At worst, to surmise them.

         No, my “auctorial” difficulties lie elsewhere. Though I am well aware that even the murder and suicide I’m planning can provide no strict proof of my credibility, nevertheless, I continue to be seized by the mad hope that I can establish it by recording these events: by discovering, for instance, how Kohler’s revolver was disposed of. The murder weapon has never been found. At first, a secondary matter. It played no role at the trial. There was no doubt who the culprit was, there had been witnesses enough: the staff and customers of the Du Théâtre. And though at the start of the investigation the commandant left no stone unturned to recover the revolver, he did so not to further incriminate Kohler—for which there was no need whatever—but for the sake of order; it was part of his criminological style, so to speak. But the commandant had no success. Inexplicably. Dr.h.c. Kohler’s route from the Du Théâtre to the Tonhalle was known, its tiniest details verified. As we know, after shooting the professor in mid-gulp of tournedos rossini, he had immediately climbed into his Rolls-Royce and sat down beside the minister, floating mid-dream in whiskey. At the airport, the murderer and the minister got out of the car, the chauffeur (who of course knew nothing of the crime) did not notice a revolver, nor did the Swissair official who had hurried over to greet them. They had chatted in the lobby, dutifully admiring the architecture, or better, its interior design, then sauntered to the plane, with Kohler giving the minister a helping hand. Formal farewell, return with the official to the lobby, a final brief glance at the taxiing plane, a purchase at the kiosk, Neue Zürcher Zeitung and National-Zeitung, traversal of the lobby, still in the company of the Swissair man, though without a glance at the interior design, then into the waiting car, from the airport to Zollikerstrasse, two honks of the horn in front of the house of the unsuspecting widow, who appeared at once (time pressed), from Zollikerstrasse straight to the Tonhalle. No trace of the weapon. The widow had not noticed anything either. The revolver had vanished in thin air. The commandant ordered a meticulous search of the Rolls-Royce, then of the route Kohler had followed, plus his villa, his garden, the cook’s room, the chauffeur’s apartment on Freiestrasse. Nothing. The commandant pressed Kohler several times, thundered, tried hour-long interrogation. In vain. The Dr.h.c. passed with flying colors; only Hornusser, the pretrial judge who took over the interrogation, suffered a collapse. Then a protest from the prosecutor that the police and the pretrial judge needn’t be so pedantic—with revolver, without revolver, it was not all that important, to continue the search was a waste of taxpayers’ money, the commandant and the pretrial judge would have to abandon the search; and the vanished weapon took on meaning only later, via Stüssi-Leupin. That the weapon instills me with new hope these days is another story, is part of the difficulty of my enterprise. My role as Savior of Justice is a wretched one. I can do nothing but write, and if in the distance I spot some other possible way to intervene, some other mode of action, I abandon my Hermes portable, run to my car (a VW again now), start it up, roar off—like the day before yesterday, in the morning, to see the personnel manager of Swissair. An idea had struck me, a grand solution. I drove in a frenzy, it was a miracle that I reached the airport unhurt, and that others were unhurt. But the personnel manager would give me no information, wouldn’t even see me. The return trip proceeded at a moderate tempo; at one intersection a policeman yelled at me: Did I intend to push my car through town? I felt as if once again I had played out my hand. It was impossible to hire Lienhard, the private detective, for further research; he cost too much and would, well, as things stood, probably not be interested—who gladly slices into his own flesh? So there was nothing for it but to try Hélène herself. I called her. Was out. Had “gone into town.” So I just take off, hit or miss, on foot, think, check the restaurants or the bookstores, and I run into her, right into her, except she’s sitting with Stüssi-Leupin, in front of the Select, having a cappuccino. I saw the two of them only at the last moment, was standing right in front of them, in some confusion, since I had been looking for her only, and angry that Stüssi-Leupin was sitting with her, but what difference did it make, the two had probably been lying in the same bed together for a good while, the sweet daughter of a murderer and her father’s savior, she my former lover, he my former boss.

         “If you please, Fräulein Kohler,” I said, “I’d like to have a word with you for a moment. Alone.”

         Stüssi-Leupin offered her a cigarette, put one in his own mouth too, lit them.

         “Is that all right with you, Hélène?” he asked her. I could have punched the star lawyer.

         “No,” she answered without looking at me, although she did put down the cigarette. “But he can speak if he likes.”

         “Good,” I said, pulling over a chair and ordering an espresso.

         “What do you want now, worthy genius of the law?” StüssiLeupin asked amiably.

         “Fräulein Kohler,” I said, barely able to hide my agitation, “I have a question for you.”

         “Please.” She went on smoking.

         “Ask it,” Stüssi-Leupin suggested.

         “At the time your father took the English minister to his plane, were you still a stewardess?”

         “Certainly.”

         “And on board the plane that flew the minister back to England?”

         She put out her cigarette.

         “Possibly,” she said.

         “Thank you, Fräulein Kohler,” I said and got up, offered my regards, left my espresso undrunk, and departed. I now knew how the weapon could have disappeared. It was all so simple. How silly. The old man had stuck it in the minister’s coat pocket as he sat next to him in the Rolls-Royce, and his daughter, Hélène, had plucked the revolver from the coat pocket on the plane. That would have been easy for her as a stewardess. But now that I knew it, I felt empty and weary, drifted along down the quay, endlessly, with the stupid lake and its swans and sailboats on my right. If my theory was correct—and it had to be—Hélène was an accomplice. As guilty as her father. Meaning she had left me in the lurch, had had to know that I was right. Meaning her father had already won. He had proved stronger than I. Arguing with Hélène was pointless, because she had already decided, because the outcome was already decided. I could not force her to betray her father. What appeal could I make to her? To her ideals? What ideals? To the truth? She had suppressed it. To love? She had betrayed me. To justice? To which she would reply: Justice for whom? For a local giant of the intellect? Ashes rest easy. For a weak-kneed, lying skirt-chaser? He’s been cremated, too. For me? Not worth the trouble. Justice is not a private matter. And then she would ask me: And why justice? For society in general? Just one more scandal, just stuff for gossip—come the day after tomorrow and other things will be the order of the day. Result of my cogitation: The value of justice did not weigh as heavily for Hélène as did her father. An enervating revelation for a lawyer. Should I therefore drag God into the affair? An admirable gentleman, no doubt, but pretty much a stranger of dubious existence. And then: What all the fellow had to worry about! (Measurement of the universe à la de Sitter—obsolete, much too modestly calculated—in centimeters: a one with twenty-eight zeros.) But the crux was to carry on, pull myself together, choke the philosophy back down, go right on with my battle against society, against Kohler, against Stüssi-Leupin—and take up battle with Hélène. Thinking is a nihilistic trait, putting all values in question, and so I doughtily turned back to the active life, wandered back into the center of town refreshed—lake, swans and sailboats on my left now—past lovers and pensioners, illumined most curiously and pleasantly by a sunset—drank Klävner right on through the evening (a wine I don’t handle well at all), and when, around one o’clock, I disappeared with a rather notorious but nonetheless saliently built lady into her apartment house, there at the entrance stood Stuber from the vice squad, jotting down addresses, bowing courteously—the gesture was meant ironically, I suppose, hot coals on the head of a dissipated lawyer. A piece of bad luck. Possibly. (But the lady herself was decent enough, it was an honor, she said, I could pay next time, about which I expressed my doubts, confessing that next time as well I would hardly be in a position to pay, and admitting my profession, whereupon she hired me.)

         
             

         

         My Country and Its People: A few remarks are unavoidable. A murder brings its ambience with it, its nearer and farther environs, the yearly average temperature, the mean frequency of earthquakes, and the human climate. All of this is interwoven. The enterprise that sometimes goes by the name of our country, sometimes by that of fatherland, was founded a little more than twenty generations ago, roughly calculated. Region: At first it was, for the most part, a play of limestone, granite, and molasse, with the addition of later Tertiary phenomena. Climate: Tolerable. History: At first mediocre, the Hapsburgian dynasty set itself abrewing, law-of-the-jungle chiefly, the idea was to club your way to the top, and club they did, cracked open knights, cloisters, and castles as if they were safes, prodigious plundering, booty, no prisoners taken, prayers before battle and orgies after slaughter, huge drinking bouts, war was profitable; but then, unfortunately, came the invention of gunpowder, big-power politics met with evergrowing resistance, thrashings with halberds and spiked clubs found their limits, close-quarter soldiers were banged silly from a distance; after less than eight generations, then, the famous retreat, followed by another seven generations of relative savagery, in part a matter of people murdering one another, subjugating peasants (freedom was never taken too seriously) and battling over religion, in part a matter of hiring out as mercenaries on the grand scale, spending blood for the highest bidder, protecting petty princes from the citizenry and all of Europe from freedom. Then finally the storm of the French Revolution gathered, the hated Guards were mowed down as they bravely fought a forlorn fight in the service of a system gone rotten by the grace of God, while one of their aristocratic officers sat secure in his garret and penned poetry: “Forests now are dappled, stubblefields turned gold, and autumn has begun.” A little later, Napoleon made a final clean sweep of all that rubbish about gracious lords and vassal states. Defeat was good for the nation. The rudiments of democracy appeared and new ideas: Pestalozzi, poor, shabby, and hot with passion, moved about the country, from one misfortune to another. A radical shift to commerce and trade began, draped in the appropriate ideals. Industries began to show their stuff, railroads were built. To be sure, the earth was not rich in natural treasures, coal and ore had to be imported and processed, but everywhere there was antlike diligence, growing wealth, but without any waste, nor, sad to say, any brilliance. Thrift established itself as the greatest virtue; banks were founded, at first hesitantly; debts were considered a disgrace; where once mercenaries had been the chief article of export, now came the bankrupts: Whoever went on the rocks had another chance across the ocean. Everything had to turn a profit and turn one it did, even the boundless heaps of stone and gravel-slides, the glacier tips and precipices. For once nature had been discovered and every idiot could feel sublime in mountain solitude, the tourist industry became possible. Our country’s ideals were always practical ones. And for the rest, the populace lived so encapsulated that every conceivable foe found it more useful to leave them in peace—an immoral but healthy mode of life, granted, revealing little grandeur but considerable political common sense. People molted their way through two world wars, maneuvered between the beasts, always got out with their hide. Our generation appeared.

         
             

         

         The Present (A.D. 1957): Major segments of the population live their lives away with hardly a care, secure and insured; churches, education, and hospitals are available at moderate cost, cremation ensues, if need be, without charge. Life glides along on solid tracks, but the past rattles the edifice, shakes the foundations. He who has much fears he will lose much. People climb down from their horses after some danger has passed like the proverbial rider after his ride over ice-covered Lake Constance. People are too timid to see that their own intelligence is a necessity, they can no longer accept the fact that they have been, if not heroes, at least reasonable; they rank themselves among the victors, the saga of warlike ancestors rises up, and out of those myths comes the danger of a short circuit; people dream of the ancient battles, rewrite the epics with themselves as fighters in the resistance, and behold! here comes the general staff conjuring up a world of Nibelungen, dreaming of atomic weapons, of a heroic war of extermination in event of attack, the goal of the army is to prepare the way for the end of the nation, root and branch, inexorable and final, while all around peoples subjugated long ago learn ways to squeak through with courage and cunning. But wait, the probable end may be taking another, droller course. Foreigners are buying up the land that people are out to defend, the economy’s momentum is in alien hands and only administered by native ones; paying hardly any taxes, the citizenry is forming itself into an upper class, while below them thrifty and diligent Italians, Greeks, Spaniards, Portuguese, and Turks—often penned up together in quarters for which they pay shameless rent—are taking root, despised to some extent, often still illiterate, helots (indeed, in the eyes of their masters, subhumans) who, once they have become an aware proletariat, confident of its own vitality, may loftily demand their rights, in certain knowledge that half of the shares of the corporation that calls itself our nation have already been bought up by foreign capital and that it is dependent solely on them. In reality our little country, so people suspect, rubbing their amazed eyes, withdrew from history when it went into big business.

         
             

         

         The Reaction of the Public: Against this background, the murder committed by the Dr.h.c. stood out in relief. Its effect could be calculated: Since we have depoliticized our politics—in this regard we point to the future, only in this are we truly modern, true pioneers, the world will either perish or be Swissified—since, then, nothing can be expected from our politicians, no miracles, no new life, only some gradually improved highways, since the country is behaving in a biologically refreshing fashion and refraining from conceiving children (that we are not numerous is a great asset, that our race is slowly improving thanks to our foreign workers, our greatest), every interruption in the daily rat race is greeted with gratitude, any diversion is welcomed, particularly since the stiff, dignified annual procession of our guilds can in no way provide a substitute for the carnival we lack. Dr.h.c. Isaak Kohler’s deed had, then, a liberating effect, people could laugh unofficially at something at which they were officially outraged, and already on the evening of Professor Winter’s demise, the rumor spread—ascribed to a high official in city government if not to the city president himself—that Kohler deserved another honorary doctorate for having prevented Winter’s next speech on the First of August. Likewise, the bungled actions of the police yielded hardly any added moral outrage, the schadenfreude was simply too great. The relation between the populace and the police is strained; for some time now our city has not lived up to its reputation in that regard. Having unexpectedly become a metropolis, it wants to preserve the coziness, the middle-class sedulity, the virtue it always ascribed to itself, continues to ascribe, wants to remain personally impersonal, in the grip of tradition, even though tradition has long since gone to hell. Time has grown mightier than the city, for all her diligent deportment, it does with her what it will. And so we are neither the people we once were nor those we now need to be, we live at war with the present, do not want to do what we must do, obstinately never quite doing what must be done, but at best only doing things halfway, and even that grudgingly. The outward expression of our miseries is the growth of police operations, for he who lives at war with the present regiments things. Our community has for the most part become a police state that interferes in everything, in our morals and in our traffic (both in a chaotic state). The police are a symbol not so much of protection as of bullying. Enough. Under heavy influence of alcohol. Besides, the lady from the apartment has just entered my office (I’m back in my garret on Spiegelgasse), needs the protection of the law. I’ll advise her to get a dog. She can take it and herself out for two walks per night (recommendation of the humane society, accepted by Jämmerlin with much gnashing of the teeth).

         
             

         

         Prosecutor Jämmerlin: He hated the canton deputy. The fellow’s nonchalance grated on his nerves. He could never forgive Kohler for having shaken his hand in the Tonhalle. He hated him so much that he found himself at variance with himself. The tension between his hate and his sense of justice had become unbearable. He considered declaring himself biased, but then again, he hoped the canton deputy would object to his serving as prosecutor. In his perplexity he confided in Chief Justice Jegerlehner. The chief justice sounded out the pretrial judge, who sounded out the commandant, who sighed and had the deputy brought to his office from the district jail, just to make things more sociable. The Dr.h.c. was in the best of moods. The Cheval-blanc was splendid. The commandant approached him again about Stüssi-Leupin, adding that his public defender was a notorious washout. Kohler replied that that was of no consequence. The commandant finally came around to the issue of Jämmerlin’s scruples. The canton deputy assured him that he could not imagine a more impartial prosecutor, an answer which, when passed on to Jämmerlin, elicited a cry of rage, he’d show the canton deputy now, would bury him for life, whereupon the chief justice came close to dismissing the prosecutor but let matters rest for fear that in his fury the latter would have a stroke—Jämmerlin, he knew, was not in the best of health.

         
             

         

         The Trial: It took place before five appellate judges of the appellate court, an early trial by our standards, in nothing flat, so to speak, one year after the murder, again in March. The crime had been committed in public; who the murderer was need not be proved. There was, however, no way to settle on a motive. There appeared to have been none. They could get nothing out of the canton deputy. They stood before an enigma. Even the painstaking interrogation of the accused by the judge whose task that was failed to bring the least indication to light. Relations between murderer and murdered could not have been more correct. They were involved in no business relationship, jealousy was out of the question, there weren’t even conjectures in that regard. In view of this strange fact, there were two interpretations: Dr.h.c. Isaak Kohler was either mentally ill or an amoral monster who murdered for the pure joy of killing. The public defender, Lüthi, took the former position, Prosecutor Jämmerlin the latter; contradicting the former was the patent fact that Kohler made a thoroughly normal impression, contradicting the latter, his glorious past—a politician and captain of industry was of necessity a man of lofty morals. Besides which, for years he had been praised for his leanings toward policies of social (not socialistic) improvement. But this was Jämmerlin’s most ambitious case. The hate, the ignominy, the jokes told at his expense, gave the old lawyer wings, the judges were no match for his irresistible momentum, the colorless Lüthi proved ineffective. To everyone’s astonishment, Jämmerlin’s theory of Kohler as inhuman monster prevailed. The five judges believed they had to set an example, even Jegerlehner yielded. Once again everything was done to preserve the façade of morality. The people, so the argument of the verdict read, must not only expect and demand morally impeccable conduct from the financially and socially privileged classes, but also be able to see that conduct lived out. The canton deputy was sentenced to twenty years in prison. Not quite a life sentence, just practically a life sentence.

         
             

         

         Kohler’s Behavior: Everyone was impressed with the accused murderer’s dignity. He entered the courtroom well rested, having spent his pretrial detention primarily at a psychiatric clinic on Lake Constance, governed by some loose police regulation to be sure, but under the care of Professor Habersack, a close personal friend. He was allowed to move about; the caddy on the golf course was the village constable. When finally brought before the appellate court, Kohler rejected all preferential treatment, demanding “to be handled like an ordinary man of the people.” The start of the trial was itself typical. The Dr.h.c. fell ill, the flu, the thermometer climbed to 102 degrees, he rejected any postponement, refused to use an invalid’s chair in the courtroom. To the five judges he declared (trial transcript): “Here I stand, so that you can pass judgment on me according to your consciences and the law. You know what I have been accused of. Fine. Now it is for you to judge and for me to submit to your verdict. I will acknowledge it as just, however it may turn out.” After the verdict, he was deeply moved and thanked them for the humane manner in which he had been treated, even thanked Jämmerlin. Actually, people listened to these effusions with more amusement than compassion; the general impression was that in Dr. Isaak Kohler’s case the rolling wheels of justice had set an exceptional example, and as he was led away, the curtain seemed to have fallen on an unambiguous, though not thoroughly elucidated, affair.

         
             

         

         Concerning Myself, Then and Now: This, then, the rough outline of the background, disappointing, I know, an event that came with the day, remarkable only for its participants and for those more intimately informed about it, the basis for gossip, for more-or-less tired jokes and for a few moralistic reflections on the crisis of Western civilization and democracy, a criminal case, dutifully reported by court reporters and commented upon by the editor in chief of our world-famous local paper (a friend of Kohler’s) with customary national dignity, the topic of conversation for a few days, hardly the stuff to go much beyond the city limits, a provincial scandal that quite rightly would soon have been forgotten had there not been a plot hidden behind it. That I was to play a decisive role in that plot is my own bit of bad luck, though I must also admit I smelled something rotten from the start. But at this point I have to insert a few words about the state of my own affairs after Kohler’s trial. Their state was not all that happy even then. I had tried to set myself up on my own after all and had established an office on Spiegelgasse, above the assembly hall of the Saints of Uetli, a pietist sect, in a room whose roof slanted toward its three windows, with a few armchairs grouped in front of a desk from Pfister Furnishings, with “aerial view” prints on the walls—I prefer to pass over the wallpaper—and with a telephone that was not yet functioning: a hole-in-the-wall that had been created when the owner had torn out the wall between two garrets and had had one of the two doors bricked up. The third garret was inhabited by Simon Berger, the preacher and founder of the Uetli sect, who looked like Saint Nicholas of Flüe and with whom I shared the corridor toilet. Granted, my office was situated ever so romantically, Büchner and Lenin had lived in the neighborhood, and the view out to the chimneys and television antennas of the old city stirred your admiration for the hometown, making you feel cozy in your own little parlor, lusting to start a cactus window-garden—and yet it was as unsuitable as imaginable for a lawyer, not just because it is difficult to reach by car, but because the cubbyhole is well-nigh impossible to ferret out: no elevator, steep creaky stairs, a rat’s nest of corridors. (Addendum: At the time, this office site was inconvenient, but I was ambitious then, wanted to get a foot in the door, get ahead, become a respectable citizen; nowadays, for the down-at-the-heel specialist in whores that I have in fact become, this closet has proved ideal, even though the built-in couch makes it frightfully cramped; I sleep, screw, live, even cook here now, surrounded by the nocturnal drone of the psalms of the Saints of Uetli, “Search thy heart, O Christian man, save thy soul immortal, save, oh, save whate’er thou can, become a sinless mortal.” At any rate, Lucky, the fellow who protects the lady of remarkable build and aboriginal profession and who just now dropped by, partly to satisfy his curiosity and partly to take care of some business problems and study the general situation, was of the jovial opinion that you could really breathe in here.) And so, even back then, clients stayed away in droves, I was essentially unemployed, had nothing to work on except a few shoplifting cases, debt collections, and the bylaws of the Prisoners’ Gymnastic Club (a commission from the Department of Justice), soon took to lazing about, sometimes on the green banks of the quay, sometimes in front of the Café Select, played chess (with Lesser, both of us insisting on the Spanish opening, so that for the most part it was always the same game ending in stalemate), dined on an unimaginative but not unhealthy diet in the restaurants of our ladies’ clubs. Under such circumstances, I could hardly afford to reject Kohler’s letter requesting me to visit him in prison at R.; not that the request didn’t seem somewhat fishy, since I couldn’t imagine what the old man could want with an unknown, unestablished attorney, and also because I was afraid of being dominated by him; I repressed all such hollow feelings of dread, had to repress them. The decent thing to do. As a product of our work ethic. No pain, no gain. Root, hog, or die. So I drove out there. (Still in my VW in those days.)

         
             

         

         Our Penitentiary: Can be reached in about twenty minutes by car. Low valley, the village suburban, boring, lots of concrete, several factories, wooded horizon. By the way, you can’t say that everyone in our city knows our penitentiary, the four hundred inmates represent barely more than one tenth of one percent of the population. And yet the institution should be familiar to Sunday hikers, even if many of them are more likely to take it for a brewery or an insane asylum. Once you have passed the guarded entryway, however, and are standing in front of the main building, you might almost believe you are standing before an abortive architectural attempt at a church or a chapel of red brick. And the vaguely religious impression stays right with you once you get to the gatekeeper: friendly, gentle faces, à la Salvation Army; a devout silence everywhere, soothing to the nerves, though perhaps somewhat depressing, you automatically yawn in the cool half-light, Justice has assumed her sleepy face, no wonder, really, considering the lady always has her eyes bound. And then there are the other signs of charity and the cure of souls: a bearded priest emerges, busy and unwearied, then the prison chaplain, later a female psychologist, wearing glasses, you can sense that they’re out to save souls, to strengthen, to encourage; from the far end of the dismal corridor, however, comes a shimmer of a more menacing world, although the barred glass doors allow no clear view beyond, and the two men in civvies waiting submissive and somber on a bench outside the warden’s office likewise awaken some faint mistrust, a vague uneasiness. But once the glass doors are opened, you cross over the mysterious threshold, advance into its innermost region, whether as a slightly embarrassed member of a commission, or as a prisoner, delivered here by Justice herself, you stand in astonishment before a paternal realm of strictest, though not inhumane order, before three mighty five-storied galleries, which can be surveyed from a single point all at once, not gloomy at all, but rather flooded with light from above, before a world of cages and bars, yet not without friendliness and individuality, even from here you can spot through some half-open cell door a ceiling painted sky blue and the gentle green of a potted linden, or there, the amiable, contented figures in their brown institutional garb; the inmates enjoy excellent health, the cloistered, regular mode of life, the early lights-out, the simple diet, all work verifiable wonders; the library offers—in addition to biographies and books of travel, in addition to devotional books of both confessions—if not the latest literature, then the true classics, and the administration provides one film presentation per week, this week Whiz Kids Like Us; the percentage of those who attend the sermon substantially exceeds that of the population attending outside these walls; life unwinds slowly and regularly, moderation governs how a man is both kept and entertained, he gets his report card, good behavior pays off, makes conditions easier, though of course only if someone has only a decade or even a few years to serve, in which case the training pays. Whereas in hopeless cases, for those serving life, restrictions are eased without any obligation for self-improvement; such men are in fact the pride of the house: Drossel and Zärtlich, for instance, who, when they were busy at mischief, terrified and alarmed the citizenry, are handled by the guards with timid respect, they are the star prisoners and regard themselves as such. Which is not to deny that, as a result, envy looms up now and then among the ordinary criminals and one of them may, please God, decide that the next time he’ll be more thorough about his business; and the medal of honor that our penitentiary received has its reverse side, but taken as a whole, who wouldn’t grow virtuous there; broken men, fallen from their high positions and posts, begin to hope anew, cutthroats turn to anthroposophy, erstwhile sex offenders and perpetrators of incest take up intellectual endeavors; paper bags are glued, baskets woven, books bound, brochures printed, members of the federal cabinet even have their suits custom-made in the tailor shop; all the while the warm aroma of bread wafts through the place—the bakery is famous, its sandwich buns a marvel (the cold cuts for them are delivered); parakeets, doves, radios can be earned by hard work and good manners, there are evening schools for continuing education, and, not without some envy, it begins to dawn on you, you suddenly realize, that it is this world, and not ours, that is in order.

         
             

         

         Conversation with the Warden: To my surprise I was asked to see Zeller, the warden. He received me in his office, in a room with a respectable conference table, telephone, files. On the walls were bulletin boards, black ones, full of memos, lots of calligraphy—among prisoners, as unfortunately everywhere in our country, there are many teachers. The window had no bars, with a view of the prison walls and a piece of lawn—that, too, would have been schoolyardlike had not absolute silence reigned. Not a car horn, not a sound, like an old folks’ home.

         The warden greeted me, reserved and cool, and we sat down.

         “Herr Spät,” he began the conversation, “the prisoner Isaak Kohler has requested that you pay him a visit. I have approved this meeting, and you will speak with Kohler with a guard present.”

         I knew from Stüssi-Leupin that he was allowed to speak to his clients without witnesses.

         “Stüssi-Leupin has our complete trust,” the warden said in reply to my question. “By which I don’t mean to imply that we don’t trust you, but we don’t know you yet.”

         “I understand.”

         “And there’s something else, Herr Spät,” the warden continued, somewhat friendlier now. “Before you speak with Kohler, I’d like to share with you my opinion of the prisoner. Perhaps it’s something important for you to know. Please don’t misunderstand me. It’s no business of mine why people are under my supervision here. That’s immaterial. My job is to carry out their sentences. That’s my only job. And for that reason I shall say nothing about Kohler’s crime, but I must admit to you that I am personally confused by the man.”

         “In what way?” I asked.

         The warden hesitated a little before he answered: “The man appears to be completely happy,” he then said.

         “But that should please you,” I suggested.

         “Well, yes—I don’t know,” the warden responded.

         “Your operation is after all a model prison,” I said.

         “I do my best,” the warden sighed, “but nevertheless. A multimillionaire sitting happily in his cell, that sounds indecent.”

         Up on the prison wall, a large fat blackbird was out for a stroll, hoping apparently that he could stay on, having been lured by the twitters, songs, and whistles of the well-tended birds in their cages, whose occasionally overpowering calls could be heard coming from the barred windows. It was a hot day, summer appeared about to flare up again, above the woods clouds were gathering, and from the village came the booming strokes of the steeple clock. Nine o’clock.

         I lit a Parisienne. He shoved an ashtray over to me.

         “Herr Spät,” the warden continued, “imagine a convict who dares to tell you to your face that he finds his prison wonderful, the guards first-rate, that he is perfectly happy and needs nothing else. Incredible. It really disgusted me.”

         “But why?” I asked. “Aren’t your guards first-rate?”

         “Of course they are,” the warden replied, “but that’s for me to say, not the prisoners. People don’t shout for joy in hell.”

         “That’s true,” I admitted.

         “It made me furious and I ordered that the rules be strictly enforced, although the Ministry of Justice has instructed me to be as lenient as possible, and no prison regulations in the world forbid a prisoner to be perfectly happy. But it’s made a complete emotional mess of me. Herr Spät, you’ve got to understand this. Kohler was placed in our customary solitary confinement, cut off from daylight—well, I admit, that’s forbidden, actually—but even after a few days I was struck by how the guards took to Kohler, practically revered him.”

         “And now?” I asked.

         “Now I’ve got used to it,” the warden grumbled.

         “You revere him as well?”

         The warden gave me a thoughtful look. “You see, Herr Spät,” he said, “when I sit there in his cell and listen to him—damn it all, a power seems to come from him, a confidence, that could make a man almost believe in humanity, in everything good and beautiful, even our chaplain has been swept away by it, it’s like a plague. But thank God I was born a healthy realist and don’t believe in people who are perfectly happy. And least of all in the ones in penitentiaries, however much we try to make life easier here with us. We’re not beasts, after all. But criminals are criminals. And that’s why I tell myself: The man can be dangerous, must be dangerous. You’re new at your profession, and so be careful that he doesn’t set a trap for you; perhaps you’d best stay out of it entirely. Of course that’s just a piece of advice, you’re a lawyer after all and can decide for yourself. If only I didn’t feel so torn. The man is either a saint or a devil, and I consider it my duty to warn you, which I have done.”

         “Many thanks, Warden,” I said.

         “I’ll have them get Kohler for you,” the warden said with a sigh.

         
             

         

         The Job: The conversation with the perfectly happy man took place in an adjoining room. Furniture and view were the same. I stood up as the guard led in Dr.h.c Isaak Kohler. The old man was wearing his brown prison garb; his black-uniformed guard looked like a mail carrier.
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