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She sent the car for me. That’s what you say, isn’t it? The car. The chauffeur merits no special mention.

Well, so she sent the car for me. His car, her husband’s car, but she was the one who had made the appointment with me in advance. And she had asked how I was planning to get to them.

I’d said that was no problem, my car would be at the garage for its service that day, but I’d take a taxi. No, no, she replied, that wouldn’t be necessary. She’d have me picked up. I tried to decline the offer, but it proved difficult, and in the end I gave up because it occurred to me that it was uncivil to reject the offer of a lady who, as I assessed it, must be forty years older than me.

And sure enough, around ten-thirty in the morning a middle-aged man in a grey chauffeur’s uniform, carrying a peaked cap, turned up in the secretaries’ office. I was standing beside Simone Berger; I’d come in to ask her to make a change in a letter I’d dictated. Frau Enke asked the man how she could help him. He replied that he had come to pick up Dr Zabel at Frau Klofft’s request. Frau Enke and Simone looked at me. I told the man I’d only be a moment, would he mind waiting? The man said of course he’d wait, but out in the car if that was all right, because he had left it outside the door on the no-parking lines. With a slight bow he left again.

When I came out of our office entrance, he was not sitting at the wheel of the car, a sturdy, gleaming black limousine,  but standing on the pavement beside it. He took off his cap, appeared to line up the hand holding the cap with his trouser seam, and put his other hand out to open the back door of the car. All this startled me so much that, against my own preference, I got into the back seat with my briefcase and sank into the comfort of its luxurious mouse-grey leather upholstery.

I’m almost sure that Simone had opened the tall window on the first floor to look down, and that Frau Enke couldn’t resist the temptation either and was peering over Simone’s shoulder. I guessed they were cackling with mirth over all the ceremony of which I had so surprisingly become the object, or do I mean the subject? But I wasn’t going to let myself look up at our office windows while the limousine purred smoothly away.

The upholstery in the back seat was soft, and at the same time smooth and firm. Calf? Lamb? Cowhide? No idea. Expensive, anyway. And extremely comfortable. The panelling in the back of the car also looked expensive, some kind of high-grade wood with a reddish glow to its graining. Between the two spare seats opposite the soft upholstery where I was ensconced, both of them folded up, there was a little cupboard made of the same wood. The on-board bar, probably.

“Is that a bar in the middle there?” I asked.

The chauffeur did not react, but kept looking straight ahead down the road, unmoved. I was beginning to wonder why when I noticed that a glass panel between the driver’s seat and the back of the car was up. There’d be a switch somewhere to allow loudspeaker contact between the chauffeur and his boss sitting behind him. “Can’t you take a detour, Georg? How long are we going to crawl along like this?”

Hochkeppel had said this client might well be a little difficult. Herbert Klofft had begun in a small way, building  up a business, not very large but soon flourishing, and had never been able to shake off the autocratic manner that maybe he’d needed back then. The not very large business must indeed be flourishing if its boss had himself driven around in a limousine like this. But if he was so fond of letting everyone know that he was in charge, why did his wife not only fix his appointments, she also had the use of his car without asking him?

The chauffeur wasn’t going the way I had expected. Coming out of the city centre he did not turn into the lively main street of the old suburb where, almost a hundred years ago, the well-to-do had built their villas in the outskirts of the woodland beyond. Instead of taking the direct link, he drove down to the expressway running along the bank of the river. You make faster progress there, of course, but there’s less to see. Not the densely inhabited, four-storey apartment blocks dating from the late nineteenth century, nor the crowds outside the colourful shops opened in the suburb by the Turks. All you see here is a barge now and then making its way laboriously upstream, its broad bow wave out ahead of it, or another moving fast and almost silently down to the valley.

From the expressway you rather abruptly reach the villa district. A solitary traffic light suddenly gives you the chance to filter out of the main stream of traffic and into a narrow side street. To the right and left of this turn in the road a few crumbling houses still stand, and on the corner there’s an old inn with low window sills, which must once have been the first place where carriers stopped to rest on their way downstream to the city with their horse-drawn carts. But less than a hundred metres further on the road suddenly changes again, becoming a narrow avenue lined on both sides with tall elms.

It was a hot day in late June, and under the arching foliage I suddenly felt that I had reached some kind of  refuge. The fitful roaring and humming of the traffic going along the road in the opposite direction died away, silence fell. A long-buried memory of one of the few times I’d been in these parts before surfaced in my mind. My great-aunt was housekeeper for a university professor who lived here. She had visited our home for coffee one Sunday, and I had been told to go back with her, carrying a package containing some kind of unusual kitchen utensil that my father had got for her.

I would rather have stayed at home in front of the TV, and the package didn’t seem to me worth the trouble. My aunt could easily have carried it herself. But no, I not only had to take it to the oak front door under the projecting roof but into the house, and then to make matters worse she told me to sit down in the kitchen, have a glass of blackcurrant juice, which I didn’t like, and wait for her a moment.

It was quiet in that house, in fact deathly quiet in the incredibly large, shining kitchen with its tiled floor, the evening sun outside cast a pink, melancholy light, and then she came back with the professor in tow. By now I’d realized that she wanted to present her clever little great-nephew to him. The professor, I suspect, had been resting after lunch, had fallen asleep, and my aunt had roused him from the sofa at a bad time. White hair tousled, with a white moustache, he came into the kitchen at a doddery pace, knocked his shoulder against the doorpost, rubbed it with a wry expression and managed a smile when his glance fell on me. He nodded and muttered something I couldn’t make out.

I got to my feet, but before I could say anything, he had made his way past me, opened the door of the enormous fridge, took out a carton of milk and opened it. He got no further, because with two steps my aunt was beside him, taking the carton from him and filling a glass that she handed him. He emptied it, gurgling slightly as he drank,  held the glass out to her again, and she refilled it. He went on to drink a third glass, still gurgling, before he had had enough. The two of them stood there for a moment, my aunt with the milk carton, the professor holding the glass and looking into space as if expecting to find inspiration of some kind there.

Unexpectedly, he puffed out his cheeks. My aunt straightened her shoulders and turned an unmistakably severe glance on him. The professor hesitated for a second, then let out the air through his nose again with a suppressed grunt. Saying no more, he turned away, hesitated as he spotted me again, nodded and smiled once more and left the kitchen.

On the way home in the tram I tried to make something of my impressions, but it was hard to decide which had been more remarkable – the aloof, perfect silence of that part of town, where no one ran about shouting, the special smell of the house and its kitchen, which was presumably the way posh, rich people’s homes naturally smelt, or the behaviour of the professor who, I felt sure, would have drunk the milk straight from the carton if my aunt hadn’t intervened. I rather felt that after those three glasses of milk he would actually have opened his mouth and belched if my aunt had not transfixed him with so stern a gaze.

Our client’s villa, which was in a winding side street, also had a roof that came down low and an oak front door. I managed to avoid any further attentions from the chauffeur by nipping out of the car as soon as it was through the entrance and stopping outside the door. I waved to him as he came around the bonnet, called, “Thank you very much!” and went up the three steps to the front door without my escort. However, he was having none of that, but caught up with me on the steps and rang the bell for me.

I expected to go through a question-and-answer ritual over the intercom fitted beside the door, and then be let  in by a black-clad housemaid with a little white apron, or even a butler. But the door opened at once, and a woman of medium height with thick grey hair cut short and grey eyes appeared. She offered me her hand, saying, “Hello, Dr Zabel. I’m Cilly Klofft.” Her hand was cool and dry.

She was smiling, but her eyes examined me thoroughly; I followed her while the chauffeur closed the front door from the outside. She was wearing a summer dress with a bright flower pattern, and sandals on her bare feet. This woman couldn’t be seventy, as I had assumed from what my boss told me about her husband. If her hair hadn’t been so grey, and you saw her from behind, you could have taken her for thirty or forty years old. I noticed how my nostrils suddenly picked up a faint, unusual aroma. No, this wasn’t the chilly smell of a rich household, it must be her perfume, and an attractive one too.

She led me into a spacious living room with its far wall almost entirely made of glass. Beyond it lay a terrace and a garden, apparently not very large but densely planted.

She offered me a glass of juice, which I declined with thanks, saying maybe afterwards. Then she asked if I would sit here with her for a moment before she took me up to see her husband. I sat down in the armchair she indicated, looked out at the garden and remarked on the pleasant sight it presented. “Yes,” she said, “the gardener comes twice a week.” She smiled and sat down opposite me.

Her face was browned, so were her arms and feet, and her legs to above the knee. She probably went to a sun-tan studio regularly. Or maybe she had a sun lamp at home here, next to a home gym in the cellar.

The skin just below and at the corners of her eyes was rimmed with tiny lines. So were the corners of her mouth. She was probably rather older than she looked after all.

Maybe she sunbathed out on the terrace, all the same. Of course no one could see into this garden from outside.

I suddenly realized that I was staring at her as if tonguetied. I took a deep breath, but she got in first. “Have you been working for Dr Hochkeppel long?”

“For a little over a year.” My voice sounded hoarse; I cleared my throat. “A year and three months next week, yes.”

She nodded. “He’s retired now, is he, more or less?”

“You mean Dr Hochkeppel?” Even as I asked I could hear alarm bells ringing. So she’d talked to Hochkeppel on the phone before he asked me to call her. I wondered, had he himself told her he had retired? And if so, why, when he hadn’t?

She nodded. “Yes, of course. I mean Dr Hochkeppel.”

“Well, yes… more or less, as you say. A kind of retirement, you might call it.”

She nodded again. After a brief pause she said, “Naturally. He’s reached retirement age, after all.”

I shrugged my shoulders and smiled – rather a foolish smile, I am afraid. “To be honest, I’ve no idea how old he is.”

“Seventy-seven.” She was silent again for a moment. Then she said, “A year younger than my husband.”

“Oh, I see.”

A bell rang twice, briefly, in the hall, but she seemed to ignore it. She glanced out at the garden, and then back at me. “But I hope he’s well?”

“Dr Hochkeppel?” There I went again – what a stupid remark! I could have bitten my tongue off. “Yes, I think so. He’s fine, so far as I can tell. He’s… yes, he’s in good health.”

She nodded, and said, after a while, “Give him my regards, would you?” Then she stood up, smiling. “Well, I’ll take you to my husband now. He seems to be getting impatient.”

I followed her out. She went ahead of me to the stairs leading up to the floor above, which had been extended.  At the top of the staircase a chair lift had been fitted, the sort you see in the small ads. Stairs to climb in your home? No problem!

At the last moment I remembered what my father had told me about his dancing lessons in the Sixties, recommending me to do as he had been taught then, if I didn’t want women to think me a lout. I hurried past Frau Klofft and went up the stairs ahead of her.

When we were at the top, she took my arm and stopped. I looked at her.

She said in an undertone, “My husband has… attacks sometimes. They’re unpredictable. Please don’t lose patience with him. Even if he happens to, well, to get abusive.”
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Herbert Klofft was sitting in an armchair out on the balcony. There was a medium-sized table for his work in front of him, with several books, papers and newspapers lying on it. Among them was the Bürgerliches Gesetzbuch or BGB, the civil code of Germany. And the thick, blue-bound Personnel Book, the legal compendium, widely used by the people who do the hiring and firing. Beside them stood a heavy crystal ashtray and a water tumbler, also crystal. On another, smaller table inside the balcony door I saw a laptop and a printer. The aromatic smell of the cigar that Klofft had obviously been smoking even at this time in the morning still hung in the air.

The entrepreneur wore an open-necked brown shirt showing part of his grey, hairy chest and leaving his sinewy arms bare. The hair on his head was still dark except for the grey at his temples. His thick, bushy eyebrows were dark as well. His skin was pale, but with a slight reddish flush on his forehead and cheeks.

He lowered his newspaper, waited until his wife had closed the door after me, fixed his eyes on me and said, “So you’re Herr Zabel?”

“Yes, I’m Alexander Zabel. Good morning, Herr Klofft.”

He made an elaborate business of folding the newspaper, put it down and looked at me. “And you’re Bruno Hochkeppel’s young man?”

“I’m not anyone’s young man. I’m a qualified lawyer, and I happen to work in Dr Hochkeppel’s chambers.”

He raised his eyebrows, kept them raised for some time, and finally asked, “How old are you?”

I put my briefcase down on his table, pulled out the chair beside it and sat down. “Twenty-nine.”

He stared at the briefcase for a while, then looked up. “And how long have you been qualified?”

After a brief pause I said, “Two years. Why?”

He began shaking his head slightly, the trace of a smile showed on his face as if he were amused, then he suddenly broke off this performance and stared at me. After some time he asked slowly, and with emphasis, “Do you have any experience worth mentioning of industrial tribunals?”

I said, “I tell you what, Herr Klofft. Why not call Dr Hochkeppel and tell him to send you another of our colleagues?” I stood up and took my briefcase off the table.

He raised both hands. “Hey, wait a moment! Are you out of your mind? What the hell’s the idea of this?”

It occurred to me that the pleasant Frau Klofft had warned me about this shit and asked me to be patient with him, but it was too late now, and I don’t know whether I’d have reacted any differently if I’d remembered in time. I said, “It’s perfectly simple. I can’t act for you if you consider me unsuitable.”

“Who said I did? You’re imagining things.”

“You said so, more or less clearly. And kindly note that I am not imagining things, nor am I out of my mind, and I can hardly say the same of you.”

He threw both hands up in the air. “Good heavens, what a sensitive little flower you are! Calm down, do!” He pointed to the chair. “And sit down again!” Seeing that I stayed where I was, he looked up. After a moment’s hesitation he said, “All right, for God’s sake, I apologize! Of course you’re not imagining things! And you’re not out of your mind either!” Another short pause, and he added, “Right, is that enough for you?”

I sat down again deliberately slowly.

He let out a sigh as if he’d just been hauling a refractory donkey into its stable, pushed the papers on the table apart and pulled out a folder, stared at it and then looked at me. The red on his forehead and cheeks had turned a little darker. He took another deep breath. “Right, this is what it’s about.” He stared at the folder again and then looked up. “I suppose you know about my business?”

I hesitated. “Not in detail. I’ve—”

“What does that mean? Hasn’t that old windbag told you anything except that we used to go hunting together? Or maybe a couple of stories about our skittles club?”

I said no, of course not, Dr Hochkeppel had said only that he, Klofft, had taken over a small workshop nearly fifty years ago and built it up into a company operating all over the world, with almost a hundred employees, most of whom —

He waved this aside. “Yes, yes, never mind the soft soap. We don’t have almost a hundred, we have exactly sixty-two permanent employees.” And he held up the folder. “Well, sixty-one now that I’ve chucked that… that lady out.”

I saw the folder in his hand beginning to tremble, and after a moment’s hesitation he let it drop to the table, put his hand on it and seemed to be pressing his fingers firmly  on the cover, as if to stop them shaking. His glance moved away and wandered over the treetops outside, then returned to me.

“Specialists,” he said. “We’ve specialized, that’s why the business runs so well. And of course we’re better than the competition. Technical measuring devices, control engineering, I don’t know if that means anything to you. Pressure…” He hesitated. His eyes became fixed, then he said abruptly, “Pressure gauge systems. Flow sensors.” He stopped and stared at the folder. After a brief pause he added, “Valves. Klofft’s Valves. We sell them abroad too. Take a look at the brochures; I had them put into this file.”

He raised his hand, pointed to the folder and immediately put his hand back on it. “And we… and we have sole agency in the German-speaking countries for two leading foreign manufacturers. A British company and a Swedish company.”

Suddenly he reached for the tumbler, which was half full of water, raised it to his lips and drained it. His hand was shaking; I heard the faint rattle of the glass against his teeth.

He put the glass down a little too hard, bent to one side and picked up a bottle of mineral water that had been standing beside his chair. Then he hesitated, glancing at the bottle. It looked as if he were wondering whether he could refill the tumbler successfully.

I put out my hand for the bottle. “May I?” Obviously surprised, he let me take the it. I filled the tumbler, put it on the table and left the bottle beside it.

He looked at me in silence. Then his gaze wandered out into the garden again. After a while he began to move his lips silently.

“What department did the lady work in?” I asked.

He looked at me as if he didn’t understand the question.

I said, “The lady you… dismissed.”

“Oh, yes. Yes, of course.” He nodded. “A qualified engineer. Very promising girl. I hired her eleven years ago. She had… she’d just taken her diploma.” He smiled. “She still had long hair then. A mane of it, right down to her bum… Like that weather girl on TV. Really very beautiful. Or shall we say… well, never mind that!” He laughed. “Of course I didn’t hire her for her mane of hair.”

He thought of reaching for the glass, interrupted his movement, put his hand back on the folder. For a while he said nothing but just looked into space. Then he rubbed his forehead and suddenly looked up. “Yes, well. I’d put an ad in Der Ingenieur. Over the first three days I had three dozen or so applications… three dozen or thereabouts. All men. She was the only woman, but she had the best exam results.” He laughed.

It took quite a long time. In the end, after several odd digressions and pauses in which he simply said nothing, I had at least a rough idea of the story of the legal dispute in which I was to represent him before the tribunal.

He had fired the deputy head of his production department, Katharina Fuchs, a qualified engineer, aged thirty-four and unmarried, without notice. She had done impeccable, even outstandingly good work for him for ten years, he said, and then matters had changed. She had repeatedly been late for work, he said, she had taken to leaving her desk for an hour or two in the middle of the day, or went home before the office closed at five. In general she had made it obvious, he claimed, that in contrast to the last ten years she was no longer particularly interested in her job, and considered the work more of a tedious necessity.

He had no alternative but to warn her, he said. Her conduct did improve then, but it didn’t last long. Two weeks ago, in the middle of the month or around then, anyway on a Wednesday, but I would find all that in the file, well, that  Wednesday she had gone to see Herr Pauly, his business manager, and said she had to take the following week off. For urgent private reasons. The whole week.

Pauly had asked what those reasons were. At that, apparently, she had turned awkward, asking if he hadn’t heard her say they were private, wasn’t that enough? No, Pauly had replied, it wasn’t enough, so he couldn’t decide whether or not she could take the week off himself, she would have to ask the boss in person.

Next morning she had turned up here and told him the same story, she wanted time off for private reasons, and like Pauly he had asked what did she mean, private reasons, he needed to know in a little more detail. Thereupon she had said insolently no, he definitely did not need to know in more detail, private reasons meant private reasons, they were nothing to do with anyone but her. And then…

Here he suddenly fell silent, looked out at the garden again and suddenly began nodding his head.

After a while I said, “And then you refused to give her time off?”

“Yes, of course,” he said, without looking at me.

“You refused to give her time off because she didn’t want to tell you what her private reasons were?” I asked.

He turned back to me and smiled. “Of course not.” Another glance out into the garden, and then he said, “I informed her that the next week, I mean the week she wanted to take off, I was expecting a very large order. From a very interesting foreign customer. And that I wasn’t sure of the conditions yet, but I expected to have to deliver very quickly, so we’d need all hands on deck. And so I told her I was afraid she’d have to postpone her holiday.”

After a ponderous nod, he added that the lady… that apparently that woman wouldn’t see reason. She had actually objected that Herr Pauly hadn’t said a word to her about any such order. To which he had replied that indeed  Herr Pauly couldn’t have said a word about it; he didn’t know about the order yet. He himself, Klofft, had had the final discussion with the customer only that morning, and hadn’t had time to tell Pauly because, instead of dealing with the really important and necessary business in hand, he was obliged at that very moment to argue with her about her unreasonable wish to take time off.

Yes, well, that was it. She had marched out in a towering fury.

He fell silent, and then began moving his lips as if gnawing something with his front teeth.

“But that wasn’t the end of the story,” I said.

“No, it was not the end of the story. God knows it wasn’t.” He pulled the folder toward him, opened it as if to find something but didn’t even look at the contents. “After that, I mean after that conversation I’d had with her, she went back to the works office and got on with her work as if nothing had happened. She didn’t say another word about time off. Not to Pauly either. And not on the Friday, which was the next day.”

He closed the folder and began nodding again, stopped after a while and said, “But then, on the Saturday!”

Nodding, he said that on the Saturday after his conversation with her, she had dropped her bombshell. In a very underhand way. And as I would see from what followed, she had staged the whole thing, cool as a cucumber: Pauly, as was his habit, had gone to the works on the Saturday morning, which he really had off, to get a few things done. Before he went home at midday he had looked in the letterbox at the entrance of the works building, so as to keep everything in order. And there he had found a letter, obviously delivered by hand and not by the postman – at least, it had no stamp and no postmark on it.

“Yes.” He leaned forward. “And the lady said in that letter, right out of the blue, that she was off work sick.” She had  written claiming to have lumbar vertebral syndrome or LVS. “In the old days you called it plain lumbago. And you went to bed with a hot-water bottle or a heating pad and you got up and went back to work next day.” But not that lady, oh no! She had enclosed a medical certificate. And the doctor who drew it up and was her GP, as he happened to know, obviously had no scruples about saying she would have to be off work for the whole of the coming week. “The whole week! Notice anything about that?”

I asked what he meant. He meant, he replied as the red flush on his face grew conspicuously darker, he meant that the lady was going to be off work sick for the very week she had wanted to go on holiday. And if I thought by any chance – as he would point out in case I still didn’t see anything odd about the coincidence – if I thought by any chance that she had spent that week in bed at home, I was mightily mistaken.

“Why?” I asked.

“Why? Why?” he stared at me. “Because she didn’t take her sweet little arse, her poor dislocated behind to bed, she flew to Switzerland! To Geneva, and not economy class, you could bet. A fellow with a BMW 6 coupé met her at the airport. And the pair of them went together to a luxury hotel in the Vaud near Lake Geneva. Five stars, no less, or she’d never have gone there! I mean, you’d need a bit of luxury to make up for being so sick!”

With an abrupt movement he reached for the tumbler. A few drops of water slopped out as he raised it to his mouth. He leaned forward, lips snapping as they searched for the rim of the glass, drank half the contents with loud gulps, put it down rather too hard. Still leaning forward, he studied the drops of water he had scattered. Then he took out a handkerchief, mopped them off the table, mopped his shirt, wiped the table again and put the handkerchief away.

I said, “And then you fired Frau Fuchs without notice.”

“Well, what else?” He looked at me. “I took the liberty of doing that as soon as I found out where the lady was nursing her poor back. You want to know where? In the Beauté du Lac, that’s what they call the place!” His mouth twisted into a nasty grin. “That’s to say, before the letter firing her went out, of course I informed myself of the correct procedure. But then the letter went to her as quickly as possible. It was put through her letterbox at home on the Friday. By a messenger who had a witness with him.”

“Where did you inform yourself of the correct procedure?”

He pointed to the books. “In the statutes, where else? I wrote to her saying that… that she…”

For a moment his glance wandered back and forth, he put his hand out to the folder as if to turn to it for advice, then withdrew it again and said quickly, “…saying that she had obviously obtained a medical certificate by devious means! Yes. Of course!” He leaned back, laughing. “I mean, if she wants to deny that, she can always say her GP offered to give it to her of his own free will although she wasn’t sick at all. Or he did her a favour because she promised him something nice. And I assume she won’t want to proclaim that from the house tops! Or do you see the situation differently, Mr Lawyer?”

He laughed and then leaned forward. “And secondly, I wrote saying that she took time off on her own initiative after she had been told it would not be allowed! And that she had thus provided two substantial reasons, and two are needed for dismissal without notice.”

He looked at me in silence, smiling, obviously pleased with himself.

I asked, “Did you listen to what your works committee had to say?”

He looked at me. “Do you think I’m lacking in the brains department? Of course I listened to what they had to say.”  He gave another of those unpleasant grins. “And guess what, they agreed.”

I nodded. Then I asked, “You hadn’t cautioned Frau Fuchs first?”

“No.” He raised his eyebrows. “In this case that wasn’t necessary, as I am sure you know!”

“No, I’m sorry,” I said. “I don’t know.”

He gave me a venomous look, sat up in his armchair and said, “A caution is not essential in the case of particularly severe dereliction of duty on the part of an employee!” He pointed to his papers. “Want me to look up the legal ruling?”

“No, thank you, that won’t be necessary. You see… the question is whether the judge we get in a hearing before the industrial tribunal will think what Frau Fuchs did a particularly severe dereliction of duty.”

He stared at me. “There can hardly be any question of that!”

“I’m not so sure.” I smiled at him. “Give me a little time to study this case. But also I’d like to know how Frau Fuchs reacted to being fired. I suppose she’s back from her trip to Switzerland?”

“That added insult to injury!” He shook his head vigorously, then suddenly stopped. I saw perspiration breaking out on his forehead within seconds. He fished the handkerchief out of his pocket, rubbed his now deep-red cheeks and brow, but a little later his skin was glistening with sweat again.

He said, “She got back last Sunday. And she turned up at the works on Monday saying she was better. And then she made a terrible scene to Pauly because… because of being fired. Typical of the woman! Pauly had to throw her out. More or less.” He took a deep breath.

I nodded. I hesitated for a moment and then asked, “Are you all right? Or should we take a break?”

He drew his eyebrows together. “What’s that supposed to mean? I’m OK. Go on, go on!” And he quickly passed his handkerchief over his forehead again.

After a little while I asked, “And she told your manager she was going to take legal action against you for wrongful dismissal?”

“Of course she did!” He laughed. “I’d have been very surprised if she hadn’t threatened us with that on the spot!”

I nodded, and then fell silent. I was going through his account of the incident again in my mind. He watched me, clearly suspicious.

In the end I said, “How do you know, by the way, that Frau Fuchs went to Switzerland?”

He smiled. “On that Saturday a week ago, when Pauly found her medical certificate in the letterbox, I hired a detective then and there.”

“A detective?”

“Why, yes! Anyone wanting to go one better than that woman has to think of something good!” He laughed. “Pauly told me at midday, and I hired the detective. He took up his position outside her apartment on the Saturday afternoon. He had another man take over for the night and then followed her on the Sunday morning. When she went to the airport, understand? He called me from there and told me she was flying to Geneva, and I told him to get on the same plane.” He laughed. “Next morning, when it was obvious that she was going to stay until the next Sunday, he came back.”

I nodded.

He said, “Any more questions?”

I thought for a moment and then said, “Yes, one more.”

“And that is?”

I said, “Did you have to get a stand-in for Frau Fuchs? To deal with that large order?”

He threw his head back as if remembering something unwelcome. “Ah, the order, yes.” He looked at me and shook his head. “I’m sorry to say I didn’t get it. A competitor snapped it up from under my nose at the last minute. Offered the customer a rock-bottom price. These things happen in business today.” He shook his head. “But I won’t go along with that kind of approach, not me!”

I sat there for a little longer and then got to my feet.

He looked at me keenly. “That’s it?”

“Yes.” After a pause I said, “Unless you have anything else to tell me?”

He shook his head. “Not that I know of.”

I picked up my briefcase. “Please let me know as soon as you hear from the tribunal.”

“Yes, of course. I’ll do that.”

I indicated the file folder. “Is that for me?”

“Yes, sure.” He picked it up, held it in mid-air and looked at me. “And… how will the hearing go?”

I said, “I don’t know.” After a pause, in which he stared at me with obviously increasing resentment, I said, “I’m not sure that we shall win.”

“What?” He glared at me. “Then can you tell me why you’ve been hanging around here so long?”

Before I could answer that, he threw the folder down on the table in front of me. “Oh, devil take it! Here, take the thing and have fun with it!”
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As I went down the stairs the bell rang in the hall again, twice. Cilly Klofft came into the living room and toward me. She said she hoped I could stay a little longer; would I please wait for her? She wouldn’t be long, she added. I stood aside on the stairs to let her go by.

As she passed me I caught the scent of her perfume again.

Before I went into the living room, I suddenly heard a distant voice from above, Klofft’s voice. I couldn’t make out what he was saying, but he seemed to be raising his voice and speaking abusively. Then I heard a door latch. I quickly went into the living room and sat down in the same chair as before.

Cilly Klofft was smiling as she came in. She asked if I’d like a glass of fruit juice now, and I said yes, although time was getting on. She poured the fruit juice from a crystal carafe, brought it to me and sat down opposite me, crossing her legs. I drank and put the glass down. When I looked back at her, I saw that she was still smiling. The little lines on her face showed a little more distinctly.

After a moment she said, “You contradicted him, didn’t you?”

I very nearly asked, “You mean your husband?” But I immediately knew that evasions would not appeal to this woman; she wasn’t going to let me wriggle out of it.

I said, “I told him that in my opinion we hadn’t won the case yet.”

“Ah, yes.” She nodded. “That doesn’t surprise me. I knew at once that his – his temperament had run away with him. To put it kindly.” She looked out at the garden. “Or one could say he lost control of himself yet again. He always thinks he can simply steamroller anyone who doesn’t do as he wants.”

She turned back to me, smiling. “I’m glad you told him what you thought! Carry on like that! People who give in to him have lost the game. He thinks he can do as he likes with them, and generally he’s right.”

I was feeling uncomfortable. I liked this woman, yes, but was she trying to recruit me as an ally against her despotic husband? I didn’t care for him, but he was my client, after  all. By taking the file folder that had landed in front of me I had more or less explicitly agreed to take on his case.

I stood up. “I’m sorry, but…”

“Of course. I’m sure you have other things to do than worry about… about this spot of bother my husband had at the works.” She rose, still smiling. “Just a moment, I’ll tell Karl you’re ready to leave.”

Karl then, not Georg. But Karl was just as outmoded. Who was called Karl these days?

When she returned from somewhere at the back of the house, maybe the kitchen, she took my arm and led me to the front door. “Please don’t forget to give Herr Hochkeppel my regards.”

“Of course I won’t.”

At the door she let go of my arm, turned to face me and smiled. “And when shall we see each other again?”

The little lines showed. Maybe I was just imagining it, but they didn’t make her look old – they made her look alert and at the same time enigmatic, a woman of experience seeing through her interlocutor and secretly laughing at him a little.

I said, “I don’t know… probably when the other party’s lawyer has been in touch.”

“Of course.” She laughed. “You won’t be coming here again of your own free will in a hurry.”

“Oh, please, I…”

She offered me her hand. “Goodbye for now, Dr Zabel.”

I took her hand. I wanted to finish what I’d started to say, but now I couldn’t think how to do it. I said, “Goodbye, Frau Klofft.”

Karl was already standing by the car, cap in his left hand, and he opened the door to the back seat. I went over to him, heard the gravel crunch underfoot, but I hardly noticed because I was absorbed in wondering whether that goodbye  had a meaning I didn’t understand. Had she expected me to contradict her remark about not coming to her house again more firmly? But why should she set store by such a feeble compliment?

I was about to get into the back of the car when I stopped. I looked at Karl, who returned my glance, a little surprised. “Do you mind if I join you in the front?”

He hesitated briefly and then said, “No, of course not.”

I couldn’t prevent him from opening the door to the passenger seat for me. I got in. As we were driving away I said, “I’m Alexander Zabel. What’s your name?”

“Karl Schaffrath,” he replied. “You can call me Karl.”

After a little pause I said, “Well, you know… Herr Schaffrath, I don’t think I ought to do that.”

He smiled without looking at me. I asked, “How long have you been working for Herr Klofft?”

He glanced at the rear-view mirror, then looked ahead down the shady street again. Finally he said, “Over forty years.”

“Good heavens! That’s a whole working lifetime!”

“Yes.” He smiled. “You could say so.”

I said nothing for a while, and then remarked, “It can’t always have been easy for you.”

His own silence lasted a little longer than mine before he replied, “I can’t complain.”

He probably assumed I wanted to pick his brains about his employer, as indeed I did. But I could see that I wasn’t going to get much out of the attempt. “That’s good,” I said. Then I ostentatiously closed my eyes.

Through the reddish film of my closed eyelids I could just see the flickering light cast by the sun, shining through leaves as we drove along the avenue under the elms.

Was Frau Klofft lying out on the terrace by now, helping her suntan along? I only just suppressed the shake of my head that was my instinctive answer to that.

What on earth made me think of such a thing? Cilly Klofft sunbathing! She wasn’t the type who could find nothing to do but bother about her appearance. And in addition… well, she was too old!

Really? What did age have to do with it?

I opened my eyes as we were going along the expressway again, and looked out over the glittering water. Several lighters were slowly making their way upstream past the green bank on the opposite side of the river. The coloured pennants hung limp from their masts.

Suddenly I realized why Hochkeppel had told her he’d retired. He had been friendly with her, just as much as being a friend of her husband’s, that was it! And that was also why she had told me to give him her regards – twice, in fact. And for the same reason, when she had called the chambers earlier and asked him to represent her husband before the tribunal, he had not wanted to say an outright no to her: no, I will not act for that obnoxious man you married.

In no circumstances did he want to represent him. He knew the obnoxious Klofft. They had played skittles together, later they’d gone hunting together – as I had already heard from Hochkeppel himself – and later, when they had both made their reputations and enough money in their very different professions, they had belonged to the same golf club.

They must share various memories, full-blooded robust memories of the masculine kind, maybe of outings in some Polish or Czech game preserve, or golf in Andalusia, or of some pleasant Portuguese or Tunisian destination. And if I had judged Herbert Klofft accurately, in his leisure activities he would forget himself as forthrightly and with as little inhibition as he did in conversation with a lawyer he assumed to be immature. Maybe he and Hochkeppel had quarrelled at some time, maybe over a black-eyed lady  sitting at the hotel bar where they played golf with an eye open for visitors from Germany.

Hochkeppel did not want to take on board this client who kept his shirt sleeves rolled up. He had told Cilly Klofft he was sorry, but in fact he had retired, he just happened to come to the chambers now and then and it was coincidence that she had found him there. But if she agreed, he would send her a young lawyer who had been working for his legal practice for some time and was very able. And she had said yes, and he had put her in touch with me, and then she had fixed the meeting. Oh, and sent the car for me too.

When we had reached the city centre and stopped at traffic lights, Karl suddenly turned to me and asked, “Is this going to be a difficult trial?”

I shrugged my shoulders. “Could be. But it’s difficult to predict these things in advance.”

He nodded and then looked back at the street.

Had that been an overture of peace?

When the lights changed to green he said, “Well, old Klofft has a number of difficult cases behind him already.” He laughed. “It’s nothing new for him.”

I was right, he didn’t want to break contact between us. I waited for a while and then said, “He’s something of a pugnacious character, right? That’s my impression anyway, pugnacious.”

He laughed. “And you can say that again. Ah, here we are.”

He stopped the car outside the chambers. I gave him my hand. “Don’t get out, Herr Schaffrath. I rather think we’ll be meeting again.”

“I think so too.” He shook hands with me.

I got out and leaned into the car once again. “And keep your ears pricked, would you?”

He smiled and gave me the thumbs-up sign.
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Contrary to my expectations, Hochkeppel was still at his desk. He seemed to have put off his lunch break because he wanted to know about my visit to his friend.

He sat leaning slightly forward, raised only his eyes from the document he was reading, and smiled. “Well, how did it go?”

“I’d assume you have a pretty good idea of how it went.” I sat down in his visitor’s chair and took Klofft’s folder out of my briefcase. “But before I forget, I’m to give you Frau Klofft’s regards. She told me to say so. In fact she told me twice.”

“Oh, did she?” He shifted in his chair. Then he slowly leaned back in it. “And what kind of impression did you get of her?”

“What kind of impression?” I shrugged my shoulders. “A very pleasant lady. Clever too, I’d say. But I don’t think she has an easy time of it with her husband.”

“You’re probably right, yes.” He suddenly sat up straight and looked at me. “Did he… I mean, I hope he didn’t treat her badly in front of you?”

“No, no, she wasn’t in on our conversation at all. She took me up to him and then went away. I only meant the man isn’t… well, he obviously isn’t well. And I wouldn’t be surprised if he sometimes takes it out on her.”

He nodded, his mouth twisting. “I wouldn’t be surprised either.” It almost looked as if he had to make an effort not to say something worse about his friend Klofft.

After a moment’s pause I asked, “What’s the matter with him?”

“Inability to respect other people!” He cleared his throat thoroughly and adopted another position in his chair. Then he said, “No, she thinks he’s getting Parkinson’s disease. Or has it already.”

I nodded. “I don’t know exactly what the symptoms are, but I did notice that his hands tremble. And he sometimes seems to lose the thread of the conversation. That was my impression, anyway.”

“Yes, shakiness is part of it. And the mind sometimes misfires too. Also – how to put it? Difficulty moving about. She’s told me he fell over a few times recently for no good reason. It upsets his balance, so to speak.” After a brief pause he said, “That’s why he doesn’t go out any more. Certainly not to his works.” He looked at me with a grim smile. “He’s afraid his people will see what’s wrong with him. He couldn’t bear that.”

“I’d say that’s understandable. Only… you said his wife assumed he has Parkinson’s?”

He nodded. “But what does his doctor say?” I asked. “Or doctors?”

He laughed. “You don’t suppose that idiotic macho man would ever let a doctor examine him properly, do you? Not him. ‘Never had a day’s illness in my life.’ You know some fools like that, I’m sure. ‘Never been off work for a day either.’” After another pause he said, bitterly, “He’d rather be a burden on his wife.”

He fell silent, staring into space. I’d seldom seen him in a mood like this, in fact I’d never seen him like it. And there was more behind his gloom than annoyance with a friend whose overbearing nature made demands on people.

I’d already had a slight suspicion, a kind of feeling when I heard Cilly Klofft talk about Hochkeppel, but now I was almost sure of it: there’d been something between the two of them, maybe just affection, or maybe something stronger that they both kept under control, or perhaps only she did. Or maybe there’d been an uncontrollable outburst of passion, an actual affair. Very risky, considering her husband; if he’d got on the trail of any lover of his wife he would presumably have dealt summarily with the other man.

It surprised me to think Hochkeppel might have been bold enough to run a risk like that. But who knew what he’d been like in his younger days? And it seemed to me perfectly possible that Cilly Klofft had been capable of it. Hadn’t I been thinking that even now she might still be ready for an adventure?

I was startled when Hochkeppel suddenly and audibly cleared his throat again. He asked, “What did he have to say to you?”

I said that Klofft had started by casting doubts on my competence. I was obviously too young for his liking, I said, and too inexperienced.

Hochkeppel laughed. “Don’t let it bother you. If it hadn’t been that, he’d have thought of something else. And how did you react?”

“I told him to ask you to send him someone else.”

“But he discussed his problem with you all the same?”

I nodded.

He laughed. “Well, well! Pretty good for a beginning!”

As with his friend a little while ago, it was some time before we came to the point. He kept straying into his memories of the lack of consideration that Klofft had shown all his life in carrying his own wishes through against all resistance and all opponents, not least against the wishes of his own wife.

Finally, and after I had glanced at my watch as if casually, he said, “Well, so how about the case in which we’re to represent him? All his wife told me was that he’d fired a female employee of many years’ standing without notice, and now he’s apparently afraid he’s got himself into difficulties.”

I said that was the nub of the story, although I still had to look through the file that Klofft had given me, and we didn’t have the details of the charges the woman was bringing yet. But from what he had told me, his grounds for  dismissing her were very shaky. I told him the background to the incident just as Klofft had told it to me, and then said that in the entrepreneur’s opinion his employee had, first, obtained a medical certificate by devious means, and second, had taken time off when she had not been given permission to do so.

Hochkeppel stared at me. “And who told him those would be sufficient grounds to oppose a charge of wrongful dismissal?”

“No one. Or rather, you might say he told himself so. Anyway, he says he looked it up in the Civil Code.”

“Has he gone right round the bend?”

I shrugged my shoulders.

“He’s surely not seriously going to attack the doctor too, is he?” Open-mouthed, he looked at me. When I shrugged my shoulders again, he leaned forward. “I advise you very forcibly to steer clear of that argument. I’ve never yet won a case by managing to prove that a doctor made out a medical certificate for someone in defiance of the facts.”

“I believe you. Only… of course he doesn’t need that argument, he just can’t let it drop.”

He went on staring at me for a moment, then nodded. “I understand.”

I said, “If he accepts that the medical certificate was correctly made out for Frau Fuchs, then his second reason for firing her falls through as well.”

He nodded. “Yes, of course. Because then the lady didn’t take time off just because she wanted to, she took time off because she was sick.” He shook his head. “This is a definitely gloomy prospect.”

“That’s what I told him myself.”

“And how did he react?”

“I thought he was going to throw me out, but then he just chucked this file at me.” I picked up Klofft’s folder and made as if to throw it Hochkeppel’s way.

Apparently he was tempted to laugh, but he suppressed the urge. After a while he said, “How are you going to set about the case?”

“First I’ll study this file at my leisure. And then I’ll try to think what might be dug up and exploited for our benefit. For instance, it may be possible to claim that Frau Fuchs’s conduct was injurious to her health. I know she spent that week in a de luxe hotel, she’ll have been waited on hand and foot, but the whole trip might perhaps be represented as too strenuous for her; we could say that at the very least it delayed her recovery. It might be necessary to get an expert opinion.”

He raised one finger, “Careful! An expert opinion can get you quite a long way, but the courts are rather broadminded in such cases. As I’m sure you know. If you have a medical certificate saying you must take time off work sick, it doesn’t necessarily mean you have to stay in bed. Or even at home.”

“I know.” I laughed. “Wasn’t there once a case of someone who was off work sick and went away to take part in a pilgrimage?”

He waved this aside. “Well, yes, and that’s only one of a whole series of judgements. Only one or two years ago there was one, I think it was the Hamm case, a woman, someone’s common-law spouse, who was off work sick, went to a football match and moreover put on a steward’s jacket because she’d worked for the club before as a steward now and then, so her employer thought he could fire her without notice or any previous warning, for conduct liable to aggravate her state of health. Nothing doing! He lost spectacularly in the employment tribunal. Lost the appeal in the provincial employment tribunal too.”

After a brief pause he added, “That woman had something the matter with her back too.” He smiled. “Probably another case of lumbar vertebral syndrome.”

“OK, I’ll take a good look at everything.”

He nodded. “Keep me in the loop. And something else.” He sat up straight in his armchair and looked intently at me. “Do everything necessary in this case, won’t you? And everything possible.” He stroked his chin. After a little hesitation he said, “Whatever happens, I’d like to avoid the impression that I… or rather we… let the case fail when it could have been won. For which I would ultimately be responsible.” Another pause, and he added, “It would look as if I’d wanted him to lose. To get my own back on him.”

“I’ll do my best.” I stood up, nodded to him, took Klofft’s folder and went to the door. As I was going out, he said, “Wait, Alexander – wait a moment longer.”

I stopped and turned back. He was sitting there in his chair, hands on its arms, rubbing his forehead. “What did you say the woman was called… Frau Fuchs?”

I said, “Yes, that’s right. Frau Fuchs.”

“Not by any chance Katharina?”

“Katharina Fuchs, yes. A qualified engineer.”

He groaned, “Oh no!” and looked away. “That puts the lid on it!”

“What?” I asked.

He beckoned me back. “Come here, please. And close the door.”

When I was finally sitting in front of him again, he cleared his throat, leaned over the desk and said, “He’s had a relationship with this Frau Fuchs for years. I don’t know exactly since when, but I think it began as soon as he’d given her the job.”

“But that was eleven years ago!” I said. “And he’d have been sixty-seven at the time, surely?”

“Yes, he was. But you needn’t think it was some kind of last-minute panic. The randiness of old age, or whatever you like to call it. He’d always slept around. Good old Herbert, never missed a chance. And when there wasn’t a chance, he  went looking for one. Usually found it, too.” He looked out of the window again, and then at me. “But this was different, this relationship with Frau Fuchs. I think he even bought her an apartment. Bought it and made a present of it to her, if I’m not mistaken.”

After a little while, when he seemed to be thinking, he said, “He didn’t talk about this liaison, unlike his other conquests. He did drop a word to me now and then, though. Maybe to make me envious.” He smiled. “Or because he couldn’t help it. Remarks about his Käthchen, as he called her. Käthchen, who was so capable at work. Who cast all the men into the shade but was still so feminine. A dream woman.” He smiled, and fell silent, looking at his hands, which he had clasped on top of his desk.

After a little while I said, “But the relationship seems to have foundered now.”

He looked at me as if he didn’t understand. Then he said quickly, “Yes. Yes, that does seem to be so.”

I said, “And when I think of the terms in which he spoke of her, I do very much doubt whether he ever really… really felt any deep affection for her.”

He looked at me. “In what terms does he speak of her?”

“Well… well, he doesn’t know me from Adam. But he literally talked about her bum, and that’s not all, he talked about her – er, sweet little arse. That doesn’t exactly sound as if he respects her.”

“Yes, well.” He rubbed his chin. I could hardly believe my eyes, but he was actually smiling, and he obviously had a lot of trouble in suppressing that smile. In the end, he said, “Well, you see, Alexander, maybe you don’t quite understand that. As he sees it, such expressions are a compliment. Her – the part of her body he described so coarsely…” – he shrugged his shoulders and smiled – “he loves her the way she is, in his own way. His Käthchen. And that part of the body is an important asset of hers. As he sees it.”

I looked at him in silence for a while, and then said, “OK. If you say so.”

He nodded, smiling. I asked, “So when you said that put the lid on it, you were talking about her?”

He sighed. “Yes.” Then he leaned forward. “Of course I’m also assuming that she’s dumped him. He himself,” he added, shaking his head, “wouldn’t have parted from her of his own accord. Wouldn’t have thrown her out of her job. But maybe she’s found someone younger. Someone who suits her better. And I can well imagine that firing her may have meant nothing but his personal reaction to that. Over the top and out of control.” He slumped back in his chair. “And if I’m right there, you will certainly have problems with this case. He’ll lie through his teeth, not just to you but to any and every tribunal. He’ll even forge evidence if he has to, just to get his own back on the woman.”

I thought about this for a while. Then I said, “Do you think it’s possible that he invented that order from a foreign customer? To give him a reason to say she couldn’t have time off? I mean the order that never materialized later because apparently…”

He interrupted me. “Yes, of course! Don’t underestimate him. He doesn’t need a legal adviser to know that he really couldn’t have forbidden her to take time off without some good reason.”

I stayed where I was sitting. I didn’t feel too good about this.

Finally he said, “I’m sorry, Alexander, but… you have to see this through! I know it’s a difficult case. And I’ll give you all the assistance I can. But this business is, well, very unpleasant for me. A very delicate matter.” He fell silent for a moment and then said, “I need your help. Do you understand?”

“Yes. Yes, I think I do.”
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I didn’t get round to a thorough study of Klofft’s file that afternoon. Gebhard Witzigmann, one of Hochkeppel’s partners, had asked me to join him in interviewing a rather overwrought female client. She was planning to take legal proceedings in an equally overwrought disagreement about an inheritance and, as she reacted less prudishly to younger men, I was supposed to help Witzigmann with the therapy session, and write him an account of it afterwards for the record. He wanted to take it home with him that evening.

The discussion went on for a good two hours, and while I was dictating my notes of it to Simone Berger, Frauke called. She was still at her editorial offices and couldn’t come to my place afterwards, as we’d agreed; she had to go to a private viewing of an art exhibition quite close to her apartment and write a piece about it. I realized that I felt relieved, and of course that made me feel guilty straight away. I said, oh, what a pity, and how about tomorrow evening?

Frauke asked, “What do you mean, tomorrow evening? I was thinking you might come to the art gallery with me. You might meet some interesting people there. And then we could go back to my place afterwards.”

I said I was afraid I couldn’t very well do that. I still had to make my way through a file that I’d received only today.

“Oh no!” snapped Frauke. “Was that your idea of how we’d spend the evening? You studying your file, me sitting beside you? Maybe massaging your back?”

I said, “No, of course not.”

“How else?”

Simone Berger was looking at her screen with a deliberately calm, slightly bored expression that showed how hard she was trying to guess Frauke’s part in this dialogue.

I said, “I’m sorry, Frauke, but I’m in the middle of a dictation. And I don’t think this is something we can really discuss over the phone.”

“Oh, is that what you think? Fine. Have a nice evening!”

“Frauke?” I said. “Frauke!”

She didn’t reply, but I hadn’t heard her hanging up. I said, “Are you still there, Frauke?”

“Yes. What is it now?”

“Where is it?” I asked.

“Where’s what?”

“This exhibition of yours, what did you think I meant?”

“How should I know what you mean?” She paused, but before my patience snapped she said, “At the Gallery Novotna. Bismarck, corner of Baumschulstrasse.”

“And when?”

“Seven-thirty.”

I looked at my watch. “I don’t know that I’ll make it in time.”

“Sorry, but that’s your problem. See you.” And she rang off.

I arrived outside the display window of the gallery at five to eight. Inside, the place was crowded with people who were all looking in another direction. A young man in a dark suit opened the glass door to me and, before letting me in, put a finger to his lips. A man’s voice could be heard in the background; he was delivering a kind of lecture in a conversational tone, ironically using the question, “What do we learn from this?” and similarly hoary old clichés. His audience laughed when he made another joke, which I didn’t catch. I made my way slowly forward along the wall, taking care not to touch any of the pictures. Their glaring colours seemed to me to be laid on a little too thickly.
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