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            ‘I had my favourite easy chair right near the elevator and smoked my cigar. When I got sleepy, I retired to the Missing Persons office for a little snooze, leaving word with the cop at the information desk not to disturb me unless something really hot came over the teletype’

             

            —Weegee (Arthur Fellig), police photographer in

New York from the 1930s to the 1960s.
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         A kick in the right kidney brings you to your knees.

         A kick in the belly, and you go down.

         Kidneys again, left one this time, to really shut you up.

         Then they whip the coshes out from under their jackets.

         Three jackets, three coshes.

         Left leg, right leg.

         Left arm, right arm.

         And six feet for twelve pairs of ribs.

         Your very own many-headed demon.

         Tailor-made to order.

         Then out come the pliers.

         Right index finger.

         A clean crack.

         But you’re left-handed; they don’t know everything.

         One final kick to something broken.

         Then they leave you lying there.

         It took one minute, maybe two.

         The pain is clear and confusing and hot and cold all at once and everywhere; your blood runs almost comfortingly warm from your right hand.

         So this is what it’s like. 2
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            CANDLES ALL ROUND, PLEASE

         

         Under a dark sky the engine gives one last cough, clears its throat like an old man, then floods.

         I get out, sit on the rusty-gold bonnet and raise my face to the heavy, cold air.

         Cigarette.

         First things first: I’m going to smoke this damn fog dry.

         A weekend in the country: bullshit.

         What was I thinking? It was a bloody stupid idea in the first place. So much for get yourself a car, get yourself out, have a change of scenery.

         Bloody marvellous.

         The car’s a heap of junk and my driving’s worse than a cow on ice. Which means, if I want to drive anywhere, nobody will come with me. So there’s nobody but me. I can deal with that in town – better than anywhere else, anyhow. Driving through the countryside alone is like eating Sellotape.

         Someone’s waiting for me in town – I’m finally needed again – but now I’m trapped out here. Of course, the guy who’s waiting for me doesn’t know that he’s waiting for me, because he’s lying in hospital, smashed to bits. They called me because they always call me in cases like this.

         They haven’t called anyone else, because they don’t know who he is.

         I phone Faller, thanking God we still know each other. Nothing’s happened yet that could have forced us apart.

         He answers after the second ring. ‘Good morning, my girl.’4

         ‘Good morning, Faller.’

         ‘Well?’

         ‘The Ford’s dead.’

         ‘Oh.’

         ‘Can you pick me up, please? I need to get into town – urgently.’

         ‘Where are you then?’

         ‘In the middle of fucking nowhere,’ I say.

         ‘Where exactly?’

         ‘Mecklenburg. Between Zarrentin and Wherethehellever. Somewhere on the B195, north of the motorway.’

         ‘Aha.’

         He’s in the west of Hamburg, having breakfast probably. He could be here in an hour or so, if he puts his foot down.

         ‘Don’t go anywhere,’ he says. ‘I’ll be there. Might take a while though.’

         ‘I’ve got cigarettes. Call me when you get close, yeah?’

         I hang up and grab the bonnet with both hands – it’s already nearly cold. We’ve just never hit it off, this old car and me. Maybe it looked pretty good at first, maybe there was a superficial spark, maybe you could have been forgiven for thinking: genius! Why didn’t anyone think of getting those two together! But in the end it was just one of those briefly exciting bar encounters, the kind that don’t last ten sentences on closer inspection, and definitely not in daylight.

         I turn up my coat collar, grab my bag from the boot and start walking down the road. Heading west. A vast landscape lies ahead of me: farmland and meadows and fields and a few isolated trees – a bit of ochre here, a bit of green there. I light my next cigarette and listen to my boots. We soon find a rhythm; we like walking on asphalt, my boots and me.

         Faller will find me.

         Behind me to the east, behind the wet, grim clouds and a long way away in this uniquely big Mecklenburg sky, there’s a miserable scrap of morning sun.

         I feel like a cowboy whose horse has been shot.

         
             

         

         5Faller’s currently going through some kind of belated midlife crisis. I still can’t believe he’s bought a Pontiac. Sky blue, Catalina model, from the seventies. When he started spending more and more time openly checking out pretty young things his wife asked him if he wouldn’t mind getting himself an unsuitable car instead. In fact, to put it another way, when he started claiming that the pretty young things were checking him out, his wife told him, ‘You need something to do.’

         And he’s got that now – the Pontiac’s always broken down. I’m in luck that his banger happens to be running just when mine isn’t. ’Cos who the hell else could I have called?

         Calabretta’s got a big sign up saying No Servizio; it’s nailed to his heart. I couldn’t have dealt with that kind of misery this morning.

         Klatsche will still be asleep. And he will have been behind the bar until just a few hours ago, so even if he were awake I couldn’t assume he’d be able to drive.

         And then there are Carla and Rocco. But they don’t have a driving licence between them, and anyway, they’re still officially on Calabretta-watch.

         Seems me and my friends are a pretty immobile bunch.

         
             

         

         He drives up slowly beside me, the Pontiac spluttering. He stops and rolls down the passenger window.

         ‘I said to stay where you were.’

         ‘Couldn’t help it,’ I say.

         ‘But apart from that? Have a good weekend?’

         I open the door, chuck my bag into the back seat and drop onto the black leather.

         ‘Fantastic. That was definitely my last bloody trip out into the bloody country.’

         He looks at me and shakes his head. ‘Why do you do these things, Chastity? Just take off out of town? You need your concrete.’

         6What do I know? I thought I’d listen to my friends for once. Something had to give. All that sitting around just isn’t for me. Since the business at the port, I’m still officially a public prosecutor, but unofficially I’m sidelined. They took a long time fretting over what to do with me. From the outside you’d imagine accusing your boss of corruption would get you promoted, but it’s not looked on so kindly within the service.

         And then there was the unauthorised use of firearms.

         Having saved Calabretta’s life is one thing; having shot a loser in the crown jewels instead of the leg is quite another. I don’t know what happened to the guy after that; I never heard another word about it, and there wasn’t even a murmur in the press. No idea how they wangled that, and I don’t want to know either. They assured me that I had nothing to fear – just swiped my dad’s army pistol and took me out of circulation for a while. And then, after months and months in the arse-end of nowhere, up they popped with the offer of a new job. A position created specially for me: victim protection.

         If anyone gets half killed in a beating or a shooting or a hit-and-run anywhere in Hamburg, if anyone gets pushed off a bridge or a building and survives, it comes under my jurisdiction.

         But only the victim, not the investigation.

         Thrilling job.

         Let me through, I’m here to hold his hand.

         For the first few weeks, I stayed out of sight like a good girl and did as I was told. I’ve widened my horizons since then. Now I get a firm grip on the few cases that fall at my feet, even if that wasn’t really the plan. Nobody’s said anything yet though. What could they say? We’re all in the same boat, after all, and the boat’s called ‘the good ship Let’s Just Not Make a Fuss about the Bloke with No Balls’.

         So there you are.

         All things considered, no wonder I’m not wild about my temporary role.

         All things considered, I was going stir-crazy.

         Hence the crackpot idea of going away.

         7‘Where to, then?’ Faller does his taxi-driver voice. ‘Home?’

         ‘I’ve got to go to St Georg. To the hospital.’

         ‘Aha,’ he says, ‘new patient.’

         ‘New client,’ I say.

         ‘What about your car?’

         ‘Let it make someone else happy.’

         He accelerates and the Pontiac roars under my arse. It’s a bit like driving a tank.

         
             

         

         Always follow your heart. Or bury it at Wounded Knee.

         My dad liked to trot that one out whenever I asked him what I should do. An old Native American proverb, I guess. Those boys had a snappy one-liner for every situation.

         My heart says: Sit down and hold his hand. He doesn’t look as though he’s got anyone else to do it. I can recognise a lonely face from ten miles off.

         The hand is warm and dry, and surprisingly soft for its size – it’s a proper paw. I try to put both my hands round it. Ridiculous.

         He was brought to the ward in the early morning, just after four. There are multiple fractures to his arms, legs and ribs; his right clavicle is smashed. There’s a thick bandage round his right hand. The nurse says he’s lost his index finger, but you can’t just lose an index finger. He has no head injuries and his lungs aren’t damaged. His kidneys are swollen but basically working. There’s a single main doorway in his neck. That’s where the drugs go in – the glittering disco stuff from the bags hanging on the drip stands. He’s getting something to make him sleep and presumably all kinds of stuff for all kinds of pain. It’s clearly working ’cos he looks strangely peaceful, and his face is unscathed, apart from a few scratches from the asphalt.

         Forensics took his clothes; he had no papers on him.

         He’s really tall: with all the splints on his arms and legs he hardly fits the hospital bed. His hair shines silver-grey and it’s close-cropped at the sides, a bit longer on top. His face is one of those angular 8models that men only grow into at a certain age. I’d put him at early-to-mid fifties. A man in his prime, if he weren’t so broken.

         Yeah, if he weren’t so broken, he’d look a bit like a tall George Clooney.

         The machines on the wall behind his bed start beeping. The nurse comes in and presses a few buttons. She smiles sympathetically around the room, as if I were a relative, even though she knows I’m not.

         That keeps happening to me.

         I don’t always react to it very well.

         ‘What was he wearing?’ I ask her. ‘Before the gown, I mean?’

         She switches off her smile, question marks blinking dully in her eyes.

         OK. Sorry.

         ‘Where was he found?’

         ‘I don’t know exactly,’ she says. ‘Somewhere near here.’

         Her stare is getting harder.

         She seems to resent me: even if I’m not a relative, I could at least act like one.

         She idly moves a few things from one side of the bed to the other, then hastily leaves the room before I can ask any more impudent questions.

         I stay beside the tall, sleeping man and look at him.

         I stay by him until the clouds finally seize power in the sky and it grows gradually dark; then I head home.

         As I get out of the taxi in my road, cold rain falls on my head.

         Yellow light rolls from Klatsche’s window.

         
             

         

         He’s standing in the kitchen, making us cheese sandwiches; I’m sitting on the living-room floor watching two bottles of beer to stop them getting warm. We’ve turned the lights off and lit the candles. Klatsche started doing this a few years ago. A candle for each of us who needs it. Right now there are three: one for Calabretta, one for 9me, and one for Klatsche’s gran. She’s lying in bed in a care home in north Hamburg, with no idea what’s what. At night they strap her down because she keeps wanting to run to the Moorweide bunker to get away from the bombs.

         I never had a grandmother.

         ‘Maybe we could start skipping my candle,’ I say.

         He stands beside me at the window with the plate of sandwiches. He’s put gherkins on the cheese.

         ‘Can you open the beer?’ he asks. He says nothing about my candle.

         ‘I don’t need it any more.’

         ‘The beer?’

         ‘The candle. I’m fine.’

         ‘Sure,’ he says.

         We clink glasses and drink, then we bite into the sandwiches.

         ‘What’s our Italian friend up to?’ he asks, chews twice, swallows, next bite, big one. Big bloke, big appetite.

         ‘I rang Carla yesterday,’ I say. ‘Calabretta was watching sport on TV. Before that he spent the day on the sofa, but without a blanket. He even answered occasionally if she asked him something. And he ate a plate of pasta. Carla reckons he’s starting to pull himself together.’

         ‘Rocco says he looks awful.’

         ‘No wonder,’ I say, biting into a slice of bread and cheese. It tastes rich and deep. The gherkin crunches between my teeth. A good cheese sandwich can save lives, I’m convinced of that.

         Calabretta had actually tried his luck with Betty, our elegant pathologist. She’d given him the cold shoulder a couple of times in the last few years, probably because he’d acted like an idiot. In matters of the heart, Calabretta’s as big a loser as I am. But this time she’d gone with it, for whatever reason. And then it had actually worked out between them; maybe it was the stars, or the moon, or the harbour air, or maybe Betty had just gone soft. They’d been glued to each other for a whole year – he was at home with her, and she  10with him and everything was full of happiness. There was something almost creepy about it – as if they’d ordered the sun to takeaway. But then, overnight, Betty switched to a better sun, at a forensic medicine conference in Munich. A Swiss professor. She chucked in her life in Hamburg. And Calabretta.

         That was last winter, and since then he’s been black inside.

         We drink beer.

         I mention that I was at the hospital and what was going on.

         ‘You don’t know who the guy is?’ asks Klatsche.

         ‘Nope. And nobody seems to be missing him yet.’

         ‘What are you planning to do?’ he asks.

         Do my job, I think. I say: ‘Have a look at his stuff. And sit by his bed and wait for him to wake up.’

         ‘Is he under guard?’ asks Klatsche. He’s a street kid. He hasn’t lost the instinct for when someone’s in danger. His bristly hair pricks up like antennae; his green eyes have snapped to attention.

         ‘I don’t know why he was beaten up, but there’s always a policeman sitting outside his door,’ I say.

         Klatsche nods, settles his antennae again, swigs his beer and says: ‘Should we light a candle for him?’
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         1982, summer.

         FALLER, GEORG

         So two evenings a week, just before the cemetery shuts its gates, I go to visit Minou. There aren’t many people about between the graves at that time. Only the old trees look at me. Branches nodding towards me now and again are quite enough company.

         Nobody knows about me and Minou. My colleagues on the squad don’t and nor do my two-and-a-half friends. Nobody knows that she had to die because I fell in love with her.

         If you want a girl from the Kiez – the red-light district – and you’re not her pimp, you have to pay him for her. I knew that, of course. But I thought nobody would notice.

         It was almost nothing really. Whenever I saw her it was still under the heading of services offered. Nobody can look into people’s hearts, can they? Or so I thought.

         And suddenly she was dead.

         The price that Minou had to pay for me wanting her.

         They just shot her.

         Come on, boy, girls in the Kiez are part of a business model. You knew that. So don’t make such a fuss.

         But I do make a fuss. I miss her. She’s on my conscience. You can twist it how you like. I could bash my head through solid concrete for it.

         When I stand by her grave, I drop to my knees. Whether I want to or not.

         Sometimes, someone puts flowers on her plot.

         It isn’t me. I can’t. I write her little notes and bury them.

         And then I’m there at her grave, half kneeling, half curled in a ball, waiting for night to fall from the sky.

         12They won’t do anything like that to me again.

         Or to anyone who belongs to me.

         The girl from Herbertstrasse and the love-sick cop.

         Sounds like a shit story.

         RILEY, CHASTITY

         The last summer holiday before high school tears us apart. Some of us are going to one place, others are going to another.

         The last summer before things get serious, says Dad.

         As if it had been a barrel of laughs till now.

         I wear cut-off jeans and Dad’s old army shirts and sometimes clogs. Mostly I go barefoot. I like the warm streets under my feet. I like needing to be careful.

         We play James Bond on the banks of the Main. The boys want to play James Bond. Or we play World War II. Then we ride through Sachsenhausen on our folding bikes. Germans versus the Allies.

         I’m always the Americans.

         Of course.

         The boys go nuts for Dad’s army shirts.

         We play war or James Bond till the sun ducks behind the houses.

         All of Frankfurt glows gold and orange and pink. It comes from the red sandstone that they built the city from.

         At night in bed I think that sometimes I’d like a girl friend, but I don’t know how to get one. And I think that I’d like a mother – a mother who’s here, that is; here with me. Really, I want my mum.

         Every evening I think about her and ask myself over and over again how she could do that, just go off. And Dad stands outside my door and sheds secret tears for me and my childhood and our broken family. And I act like I don’t notice, and try to damn well pull myself together again.

         He really can’t help it.

         She just wanted to get away. Out of the country bombed by the war when she was a kid. 13

         
            
               And then this man – this other officer – took her with him.

               That’s what I tell myself. In bed at night.

               Dad really can’t help it.

               But he still thinks it’s all his own fault.

            

         

         KLASSMAN, HENRI

         I hadn’t even been born. So I’ve got nothing to say.

         Perhaps my mum had just met my dad. Whoever he was.

         I do know one thing: my mum wanted a son called Henri. Because of all the sailors she used to know.

         CALABRETTA, VITO

         Through the streets of Altona. Alone.

         I like running around alone. I run to and fro and to and fro. And whenever I go past my parents’ supermercato, I pop in.

         It sucks me in, the shop. Because an Italian can’t walk past his family, says my dad.

         But I don’t like to stay long. I usually go straight out again. It’s cold in the shop. The chiller’s too big.

         And if my mum catches me, I have to sort things. Into boxes, out of boxes, in and out. I hate sorting boxes.

         It’s not complicated or anything, but it makes me crazy. Because it seems so pointless. As if I only have to do it so I’ll stay in the shop. So I won’t run around outside.

         But running around outside is the only thing that untangles my brain. When I’m running around outside I can cope.

         It’s my way of sorting things, I tell my mum.

         She doesn’t understand. She wants me to sort the boxes.

         VELOSA, CARLA

         Early morning at Grandma’s in Lisbon. Down in the Alfama.

         14She beats octopuses against the wall. As many as she can, she beats against the wall.

         It softens the brutes up, she says.

         My grandpa caught them. The octopuses.

         But me too, says Grandma.

         Later, Grandpa sells everything at the fish market.

         But not Grandma, he says.

         The wall next to the door to my grandparents’ ground-floor flat is all black. From all the ink.

         Soon, when I go to school and finally learn to read and write, I’ll pinch a bit of ink, then I’ll write things on the road.

         The sky over the Tejo is purple and red. From all the octopus souls, says Grandma.

         Is the sky a different colour everywhere in the world?

         Yes, says Grandma, because it depends who is dying under that sky.

         MALUTKI, ROCCO

         My mum is the most beautiful hooker of all. Not just in St Pauli. In the whole world.

         She has the biggest and most beautiful boobs in the whole world.

         My dad played the violin in an orchestra. Nobody knows where he is now, but that’s not so bad, says Mum.

         She says: Some people weren’t meant to stay put.

         We manage just fine as it is. Fresh money comes in every night.

         In the morning, when she gets in from work, she stands at the ironing board and irons the money.

         There, she says, when she’s finished and has folded up the board, now it’s clean again.

         JOE

         Hey.

         Hamburg.
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            ONLY THE ROAD (AND ABOVE IT THE PRETTY LIGHTS)

         

         Watch out.

         Early-rising day in the Klatsche household.

         The Blue Night is shut on Mondays and the boss goes shopping. Schnapps, pretzels, butter, liquorice. Then in the mornings, there’s the beer delivery. Bottled beer. Klatsche had draught beer poisoning a few years ago. Badly cleaned beer lines. It happens, I said at the time.

         ‘Not at my place,’ he said when he took over from fat, old Ali at the Blue Night.

         So there’s been a sign hanging over the bar ever since:

         
             

         

         ‘drink with confidence

no draught beer poisoning here – guaranteed’

         
             

         

         He brings me a coffee in bed, drops a kiss on my brow.

         What a lovely alarm clock.

         Then he’s gone.

         I get up and gather my clothes from last night. My jumper’s in the living room, right next to the window sill, my jeans too. My underwear is somewhere else entirely. He always does that. I put some clothes on and go over to my flat to shower. I take the coffee with me.

         Later, in the taxi, the city slips past the corners of my eyes. It’s like somebody intentionally thought up the dirty grey of advanced February but then just spewed it out instead of putting their heart into 16it. Outside, it’s so sunless the streetlamps are on the point of coming on but not quite dark enough for them to make it.

         A lousy fake of a day.

         
             

         

         The suit feels heavy and black in my hands. Expensive fabric, no label. Clearly made to measure. The black shirt is a British brand, the shoes come from the USA.

         The walls around me are light grey and they glisten. The smooth lino under my feet swallows up every sound and every odour; the neon light absorbs all warmth.

         I’d almost like some company.

         It’s always the same when I hold this kind of thing in my hands: clothes, or a murder weapon, or some bloodstained item from a person who didn’t get out of an incident in one piece. I think that these things ought to tell me a bit about what happened. As if objects have a memory. But as always there’s only a feeling. This time it’s:

         It wasn’t a surprise.

         I put everything back in the plastic wrappers, take off the gloves and thank my colleagues from forensics, hunched over a couple of microscopes in the room next door. Then I get into the lift at the end of the corridor and go up a couple of floors to have a closer look at Calabretta.

         Once I went in and out of police headquarters all the time. Now I avoid coming here. Because it makes me feel watched. A few years ago I couldn’t shake off the feeling that I was screeching round the bends all the time, but really I was going dead straight compared to the lurching zigzag of my current life.

         
             

         

         Calabretta looks like shit, of course, but at least he’s more than just physically present now. I can actually make out signs of life in his eyes. In the first few weeks after he and Betty split up, they were just two glowering holes, scattering darkness, and not entirely belonging 17to the body curled in a foetal position under the blankets on Carla and Rocco’s couch.

         But something seems to have happened since Saturday. Carla hinted as much.

         At least Calabretta’s no longer lying on that couch. Calabretta’s sitting at his desk and tapping at his computer keyboard. When he spots me, he looks up.

         I lean against the wall opposite him. ‘Well?’

         ‘Nice to see you,’ he says.

         ‘Nice to see you,’ I say.

         He breathes in deeply, and out again, and looks out of the window.

         Ah. End of conversation. In my imagination, I can hear the half-fossilised heart in his chest. It’s trying to knock on the walls, to send a signal perhaps, but nothing’s coming through properly.

         He starts typing again.

         I look at him a bit longer, but there’s no further reaction. I head into the room next door, to my colleagues Schulle and Brückner.

         ‘Hey, boss.’

         ‘Mornin’ boss!’

         ‘Hello gentlemen. I’m not your boss any more. Remember?’

         ‘Don’t matter, boss.’

         ‘Yeah, fuck ’em.’

         I like these two so much that I could buy them an ice cream every time I see them.

         ‘How’s business?’ I ask, sitting on the ripped, black leather sofa in the corner.

         ‘Fine,’ says Schulle. ‘We’re watching a guy who’s probably taken out his wife, but we’re still looking for the body.’

         ‘Are you still looking after your depressive colleague?’ I ask quietly.

         ‘Naturalmente,’ says Brückner.

         ‘Does he go out with you now and again?’

         ‘Jesus!’

         They slap their thighs as if I’ve asked if they’ve heard the rumour that the moon’s been seen wearing ears and a false nose. 18

         
             

         

         Schmilinskystrasse. Right on the border between the squalor behind the station and the elegant surroundings of the Aussenalster Lake.

         A white turn-of-the-century house; the ground floor façade’s painted grey and merges almost seamlessly with the asphalt. Two trees stick out of the pavement right and left of the door, their bare branches stretching towards the sky. Ghostly fingers. Across the road is a tree hung all over with fairy lights; its suggestion of homeliness strikes me as no less spooky.

         They found the man here. He was lying on the pavement, his broken arms and legs at unusual angles to his body; he’d probably fainted from all the blood flowing from the wound on his right hand, as well as the pain in the rest of his body.

         The blood has gone now. They’ve been and scrubbed it away, as fast as ever. Now things look almost like they did forty-eight hours ago, before he was beaten to a pulp on Saturday night. All you can see is a large, faint stain; all that distinguishes the cleaned grey from the rest of the grey is its slightly chemical nature. The colour doesn’t smell of the street.

         I stand on the steps by the front door and sigh at the pavement. Look left and right along the road.

         One man?

         Hardly.

         A gang attack?

         More likely.

         I look up at the façades; people live here, although not many – most of the flats are offices now. If you attack someone here you want things to quieten down quickly because it’s always quiet here the rest of the time. You want things short and sweet. Not too much of a struggle. So you’d do better as part of a group. Besides, the man in the hospital is too tall and broad-shouldered for a single attacker. There must have been at least two of them, if not three or even four.

         I pull a Lucky from the box and light up. Where did they come from? From all sides, I think. And then they left him lying outside the house. I scan down the doorbells and note the names. There are 19people with names like bad weather: Rainier and Fogdt. And then they shack up together.

         
             

         

         ‘He woke up briefly last night,’ says a doctor who looks barely seventeen. ‘Spoke to the nurse on duty.’

         ‘What did he say?’ I ask.

         ‘He said: “It takes over from everything you love.”’

         ‘Sorry?’

         ‘“It takes over from everything you love.”’

         ‘Nothing else?’

         ‘Nothing else.’

         The teenage doctor is standing by the man’s bed, looking at him, his hands in his pockets. His white coat hangs loose on his body; he wears it like a trench coat.

         I sit down on the man’s bed and look at him. Between his eyes is a frown line that wasn’t there yesterday. He doesn’t look peaceful any more. You could say that he looks a little dangerous.

         ‘How is he?’ I ask.

         ‘He’ll need a lot of physio,’ says the doctor. ‘And he’s not a young man any more. With all those broken bones … it might be a while before he can walk again.’

         ‘I mean, how’s he doing now?’

         ‘His body has got over the initial shock quite well. Everything’s doing its job. We’ll gradually phase out the soporifics.’

         ‘But he’s still on painkillers…?’

         The seventeen-year-old says, ‘Of course.’ He frowns and stares at me, and his look says: Do you take me for an idiot?

         I give him five of my cards and say: ‘I’d like you to put them up in the nurses’ station and on all the toilet mirrors. I want one of you to call me right away if he wakes up, even at night.’ My look says: Or there’ll be trouble, kid.

         He gets it and departs in official silence. If he weren’t even younger than Klatsche, I’d go out for a beer with him like a shot. 20

         I watch the child-doctor for a moment longer through the closed door, then I take the hand of the man I’m responsible for. Dry and warm. Unchanged.

         We sit like that for a long time. Outside, someone – the late winter or the early spring or just the north – is whistling a quirky tune. The wind at hospital windows sounds different from a breeze swinging past a cinema, for example. Or a café. There’s something comfortable about an outdoor sound like that. Maybe you pull your collar a bit tighter and hunch your shoulders a little, and then you sigh and feel cosy and happy that you’re wherever you happen to be. The wind at hospital windows, on the other hand, inspires yearning. Although you know that the wind out there would only whistle in your face – and you must be too weak for that or you wouldn’t be in here, would you? – there’s nothing you’d rather do than get out and into the whistling.

         The man suddenly takes two rather deeper breaths and winces as he breathes out again. Something tells me that he’ll wake up tomorrow morning.

         I pick up a water glass from the window sill, hold it over my mouth, wheeze into the glass and whisper: ‘Luke, I am your father.’

         Classic displacement activity.

         
             

         

         As I leave the hospital, the day’s clocking off too. A deep sigh falls over the city. The streetlights now have a right to be on and the asphalt relaxes. I walk along the Alster and the canals that take me to the port. Walking beside water always seems so much easier than taking some road. The water moves with me, sweeps me along.

         And sweeps out my messed-up head.

         
             

         

         The windows in Carla’s café are fogged up, the chandelier and candles are lit. The place is like a perpetual Christmas tree, shining tirelessly on the concrete outside the windows. 21

         The door opens; two guys in woolly hats come out. They nod to me and I let myself be drawn in by the warmth.

         Carla threads her way through the tables in her high heels, serving up steaming plates of food. She’s wearing a tight black dress with a neckline as deep as the harbour basin, her long, dark curls tumbling down her back. She twinkles at me and blows a kiss across the room. Rocco is standing in the tiny, still-improvised kitchen right behind the bar. He’s busy with pans, pots and plates, his disorganised hair flying out behind him, followed by tiny droplets of sweat. His performance looks like a cross between Flashdance and the Muppet Show chef. He’s got no time for anything. The kitchen’s too tense and too crowded even for the heat, so it comes to stretch and settle down out here with us. Inspector Calabretta is sitting at the bar, drinking beer. He’s wearing the same grey jumper and jeans as this morning, his once-black hair is greying nicely; slicked back this morning, it’s come loose over the day and wavy strands have fallen into his face. He just needs a fag in the corner of his mouth, a hand raised to heaven, a twist of the hips, and it’s a perfect Celentano impression. Seeing him sit there like that, I realise he’s lost weight. Not the slightest hint of a belly, not anywhere. Broken heart, cold kitchen. Poor bloke. I sit next to him, look at him. He doesn’t look back.

         Carla slips behind the counter, glances at Calabretta and shrugs. ‘You want a beer too, darling? If you want to match your neighbour you’ve got some catching up to do.’

         ‘Yes,’ I say, ‘I’d like a beer too, please.’ And I put a hand on Calabretta’s forearm. ‘What are two pretty things like us going to get up to this evening, eh?’

         He turns to face me, looks at me, eyes full of nothing. Then he looks back at his half-full bottle of beer and I can tell from his expression that right now, for him, every bottle is definitely half empty and not half full. Carla passes me my beer and we clink bottles. She’s grabbed herself a knolle, a stubby bottle of Astra, from the fridge, which means it’s about an hour till closing time. I show my Italian pal how fast I can drink then put my bottle down next to his.   22

         ‘Snap,’ I say.

         ‘If you’ve just secretly emptied three more, then yeah,’ he says.

         There it is again: empty.

         I let my head drop onto the bar; it doesn’t hurt. I lift my head again and we sit side by side in silence for two more beers. The people at the tables begin to ask for their bills, Carla starts polishing glasses, and I turn to Calabretta:

         ‘Have you eaten anything?’

         He shakes his head.

         Rocco comes out of the kitchen, strokes his hair out of his eyes and then wipes his greasy hands on a towel.

         Looks like someone needs a bath this evening.

         ‘Can we still get something to eat?’ I ask.

         Rocco pulls a tired, stressed face.

         Since the two of them turned the café into a daytime restaurant, both the owners’ skills and the kitchen capacity have been permanently overwhelmed. But they cope and the place is buzzing.

         ‘Just something quick and easy,’ I say.

         ‘Sure,’ says Rocco with a forgiving smile as he vanishes into the kitchen, coming back a few minutes later with two serious sandwiches: one ham and mozzarella, one mozzarella and parsley. The rolls are warm. He wraps them in thick paper.

         ‘Thanks,’ I say, leaving a twenty on the bar for everything, before Calabretta and I vanish into the night, while Carla and Rocco set to work rounding off the day and the mayhem.

         Riley, you take over.

         
             

         

         ‘’S good to walk a bit,’ says Calabretta. He’s dug his hands deep into the pockets of his brown leather jacket.

         We walk down the glittering Reeperbahn. On a cold Monday evening the place is dead. All shut, nobody at the ready. Not even the homeless. They headed for the city’s less draughty corners, or even the emergency shelters, at the beginning of winter. They’ll 23be back in late April, early May. Only our boots clatter over the cobbles.

         There’s only the road.

         And above it the pretty lights.

         Below them is the memory of the weekend, when there was singing and dancing, when there was kissing and whooping and beating into the early hours, like there’s been on this stage for more than a hundred years. Places notice these things and hold onto them.

         Now and again a couple of tourists come towards us, wondering as much about the scenery as about themselves. They feel instinctively that this isn’t their night. We turn right, then left and right again, and we’re back at a bar. We drink an arsenal of long drinks. Cuba libre for Calabretta, vodka and tonic for me. The outline of a guitar-playing cowboy shines in the window in blood red and citrus orange and late-summer yellow; the bass from the speakers over the bar smacks me in the gut. There needs to be more smoking. That’s what I want to say, the way you have to say that kind of thing when you get a phrase on the tip of your tongue after three beers and four vodkas, but all I can get over my lips is the ‘more’, and the cigarette just makes it into my mouth, whereas something comes over Calabretta, as it so often does when you drink a lot for a long time: he’s flooded with a sudden clarity.

         ‘There’s a problem with Faller,’ he says.

         ‘What problem?’

         I can’t make anything of his speech. Nothing.

         ‘He’s getting more and more restless,’ says Calabretta.

         Oh, right.

         ‘Oh, right,’ I say. ‘He’s having … a … thing … midlife crisis … you know…’

         ‘I don’t mean that,’ says Calabretta. ‘Although that might be part of it.’

         A sudden whistle goes off in my head.

         ‘I think,’ he says, ‘he wants another go at the Albanian. He wants to do something himself – take action, you see? He’s said stuff like 24that recently, more than once. He’s planning something. But I’ve got no idea what it could be.’

         And I’ve got no idea where Calabretta’s suddenly getting all these words from.

         I look at him. His eyes spin before my eyes, and I feel the information spilling out of my ears; it hasn’t even made it as far as my brain; the only thing that sticks is a difficult feeling. I pull my colleague down from his barstool, haul him out onto the street and then on to the next bar. I put him down next to me and order two aquavits.

         ‘Ah,’ he says. ‘Linie.’

      

   


   
      
         25

         1987, autumn.

         FALLER, GEORG

         Homicide squad. I’m new here.

         And spending more time in the red-light district than ever.

         There’ve been so many deaths since coke hit the Kiez.

         First the pimps snort holes through their noses, then they shoot holes through the other pimps’ faces.

         The gangs and bosses are new too. They speak Turkish or Kurdish or Lebanese.

         We don’t understand their language. We don’t understand what they do. Or how they do it.

         A colleague always says: Shit, they’re wired differently from Hein and Klaus and Johnny.

         I say: Calm down. We’re still getting to grips with them. We just need to get deeper into the business.

         RILEY, CHASTITY

         Everyone keeps falling in love now.

         What’s that all about?

         CALABRETTA, VITO

         Mum cries in Italian. She cries loud and she cries a lot.

         Because Dad’s a womaniser, she says.

         I hold her hand and then we smoke Aldi cigarettes together. 26

         VELOSA, CARLA

         We’re not in Lisbon any more.

         Only Grandma stayed in Portugal.

         She didn’t want to go anywhere any more. She didn’t want to come to Hamburg. She wasn’t going anywhere without Grandpa, she said. And Grandpa can’t go anywhere, because Grandpa’s in the cemetery.

         My parents wanted to come here even though no one hits octopuses against the walls by this harbour.

         Here, the wind hits you in the face. But from my parents’ restaurant I can see and hear the ships. I like them.

         And the gulls.

         First thing in the morning, when Mum and Dad head for the kitchen to prepare the fish and peel the potatoes, Dad gets out his fado records and the sound fills the whole restaurant.

         The day starts like that, and the day stops like that. With songs of longing.

         KLASSMAN, HENRI

         I play with keys a lot.

         Those plastic keys.

         MALUTKI, ROCCO

         My keys are metal ones. You can cut them to any shape you want. Then you really can get into anywhere.

         Other things I can do:

         A standing somersault.

         A wicked BMX stunt.

         Send a dead ball scorching down the pitch.

         And that trick where you steal people’s wallets on the train and they even thank you for it.

         Don’t you know that trick? 27

         Well, I’ll come round and show you then.

         JOE

         Nobody knows my name.

         They only know my way of dancing with them. In the moment it happens. Quick and quiet.

         I mostly work in St Pauli. My room’s the other side of town. There’s wallpaper with mountains and a cold lake in the middle.

      

   


   
      
         
            WHAT THE FUCK DO YOU CARE HOW DARK IT IS OUTSIDE MY WINDOW?

         

         I don’t know what to do with the telephone. It’s too loud.

         It’s got to stop.

         I thrash around with my hand, raising my arm as far as I can, and try to find the thing. There. Left of my bed. That takes so long, a thought filters through to me: throwing the phone at the wall would not be good.

         Answering it would be good.

         Cough, breathe, hack. I feel dizzy. Lying down.

         ‘Yes?’ Oh God. My voice sounds like an old crow making a crash landing.

         ‘St Georg Hospital here, surgical ward. Good morning. Am I speaking to Ms Riley?’

         ‘Yes, I think so.’

         ‘He’s awake,’ says the hospital voice, sounding a bit offended. ‘You wanted us to call you immediately.’

         ‘I did,’ I say. ‘What time is it?’

         ‘Half past five.’

         I see. No wonder I feel dizzy. I only went to bed three hours ago and not with particular aplomb. More of a stumble really. I think I can vaguely remember crashing into a door frame between the bathroom and bedroom. I feel my head. Right. There’s a bump. I open my eyes a crack; the full moon glitters right in my face. Not a cloud in the sky.

         Unusual for the time of year.

         My current condition is not. Alcohol helps me through the winter. I was overjoyed when I was finally old enough to drink properly. 29

         ‘Has he said anything?’ I ask.

         ‘No. He doesn’t speak. He just looks at us strangely – sort of … annoyed.’

         ‘Hasn’t he even asked where he is?’

         ‘He seems perfectly aware of that.’ The hospital voice is becoming impatient.

         ‘I’ll come as soon as I can,’ I say, although at the moment I’m not quite sure if that’ll even be today. ‘If he speaks, will you please take note of what he says?’

         ‘I can’t remember everything patients come out with.’

         ‘Then bloody well write it down.’

         I hang up and feel guilty. Firstly because I’m not sitting at the beaten man’s bedside, which is the only job I actually have at the moment. And secondly, because I was rude to nursing staff, a dying breed. I sit on the edge of the bed and realise that I shouldn’t even start thinking about the day without a serious batch of headache pills.

         I try to stand up and cling onto the wall.

         Uh-huh.

         Oh boy!

         On the other side of the wall, Klatsche’s asleep in bed. The wall feels like one big heat pad. I go even wobblier at the knees and have to watch myself or I’ll fall on my face.

         I could just lie back down again.

         
             

         

         It seems like there are lots more white coats wandering around here than usual. And they’ve picked up the pace. They zoom past on either side of me, as if Old Nick himself was at their heels.

         It’s probably just a change of shift.

         Day is breaking, even if there’ll be only moonlight outside for some time yet.

         Ward B2, room 5. Outside the door is a chair, and sitting on the chair is one of the officers posted to make sure that no one but me 30and the hospital staff gets in. I give a tiny salute and show my pass; the policeman nods back. He looks tired. I reckon he’s still the night shift, like me.

         The man in room 5 is sitting up slightly in bed – the head end’s been raised and a couple of pillows shoved under his neck, one flowered and another chequered. From the look of the pillows, nobody’s been to shake them out for a while. They probably don’t dare. The man looks like he might bite. It almost sounds like he’s growling at me. When I actually have the nerve to step through the doorway into his room, he turns away and stares out of the window as if to say: She’s all I need.

         ‘It’s still dark out there,’ I say. ‘What’s so fascinating, apart from your own reflection?’

         ‘What the fuck do you care how dark it is outside my window?’ he asks.

         He was more charming asleep.

         He speaks with an accent, but I can’t place it. I pull a chair up to his bed and sit down.

         ‘I don’t remember offering you a seat,’ he says, and now he’s clearly an Austrian.

         ‘I’m not the type to wait for an invitation,’ I say.

         He’s still looking out of the window.

         ‘My name is Riley,’ I say. ‘I’m a public prosecutor and I take care of people like you.’

         ‘People like me?’

         He starts to laugh. It’s not a crazy laugh; he seems genuinely amused. Then he looks at me for the first time. Blue eyes. Bright blue, forget-me-not eyes with a pale ring around the pupils. With his down-to-earth face they could make him look like an outdoorsy type, a guy who lives for the water or the mountains, but he’s a touch too elegant for that. Something tells me he’s rooted in civilisation. It’s that George Clooney thing. Perhaps I just have the tailor-made suit on my mind, but it’s got me a bit confused, and I don’t know what to focus on. How to approach him. I need a clear message when 31I’m getting to know someone. An unambiguous signal to heart and mind, an unmistakable clue about who I’m dealing with. Otherwise it’s too complicated for me. I’m not very good at that stuff. When it comes to relationships, I’m an amateur.

         ‘My job is to protect you,’ I say, ‘and to make sure that we catch the people who beat you up.’

         Of course I know how corny that sounds, but like I said, it’s hard for me. It’s easy to end up sounding like a cop show.

         ‘Bullshit,’ he says. He glowers at me. ‘What was your name?’

         ‘Chastity Riley,’ I say.

         ‘Funny name.’ Flawless Austrian accent.

         ‘I know. I’ve learnt to live with it. And what’s yours?’

         His gaze strays back to the window; the dark blue in the sky is growing paler with every minute and the reflection of the room is starting to fade. The moon is still shining brightly and it’s coming in through the window now.

         ‘Pick something,’ says the Austrian.

         ‘Rumpelstiltskin?’ I ask.

         ‘Not bad.’ A soft Austrian smile.

         ‘You won’t get rid of me that way,’ I say.

         He looks at me; no, he stares at me, and then he whispers: ‘I’m Joe.’

         ‘You’re Austrian. Your name’s not Joe.’

         ‘Have you ever been to Austria? Skiing?’ he asks.

         I shake my head.

         ‘You see,’ he says. ‘You’ve got no idea.’

         ‘About skiing?’

         ‘About everyday naming customs in the Alps.’

         ‘OK,’ I say, ‘Joe. Who broke all your bones?’

         ‘Life,’ he says, shutting his eyes, turning his head away and acting like I’m not there. Seems he makes a habit of pathetic posturing. Seems our conversation’s over.

         There’s no rational reason to feel like this, but it’s pretty clear: I like this Alpine son of a bitch. 32

         I stand up and say: ‘I’ll leave you in peace for today. But I’ll be back.’

         He frowns and deep wrinkles form on his brow.

         ‘I can bring a couple of beers,’ I say, already halfway out of the door.

         As I close it behind me, I think I hear someone mumble, ‘Prosit!’ but I’m not quite sure.

         The policeman on the chair looks at me and says: ‘You’re brave.’

         Clearly he’s been in for a visit too.

         It’s light at last. A pale but bright sky. And, very slowly, my inner light bulbs are coming on. I walk a little way down Lange Reihe, the city’s most colourful street. No two of the old townhouses are the same, and every one of them houses a café or a restaurant or a shop selling clothes or pots or chocolate or books or tea or gay porn or floor lamps, and often a bit of everything, over two floors where they can. And it seems like there are signs everywhere: We kindly ask you to enter this world in as many colours and shapes as possible.

         But the street is still sleeping. And without its people, the brightly coloured road has lost its cheer.

         It’s hard at the best of times in a north-German port city in wrinkly March – laughing, I mean. The rest, i.e. everything you can do without laughing, is almost easier here than anywhere else. We just let ourselves fall into the mist and all the sad things run under their own steam. Loneliness, for example. Or fear. Or being cut off from everything. Things like that.

         So he’s an Austrian. Traditionally, Austrians up here are in one of two industries: publishing and the red-light business. No idea why that is, or who was the first to move north to work for a magazine or for a Reeperbahn boss, or to become one themselves. That’s just the way it is.

         The Austrian in the hospital looks like a big editorial beast, but acts like a big shot in the Kiez. Of course he might still work in a smart office, but people who don’t want to give their names generally don’t even trust themselves – not an inch. And people who mistrust 33themselves mistrust others. They have no friends. People don’t know them. They don’t join in with normal stuff. And if you don’t join in, you’re practically not there.

         And then you’re perfect for crime.

         Klatsche always says: If you see a gangster, they’re no good.

         I think Klatsche quit his career as king of the burglars because he realised – in jail, if not before – that as a criminal he could crack safes but not hearts. And he loves doing the hearts. He tries it with me every day. I’d like to say he’s biting on granite but that’s not quite true. I’m more like toast in his hands: a bit chewy, but generally rather brittle.

         Before Klatsche was Mr Barkeeper, back when he was the most popular locksmith in St Pauli, he tried out his skills on closed doors. Since he stopped doing that, he’s been working on my locked-up soul. He thinks it’s good for me. Carla thinks so too. I think there’s nothing I can do about it.

         Not being able to do anything about it reminds me of Calabretta and our wild night yesterday evening. I make a mental note: call Calabretta. Because there was something. Something he said was important, but I can’t quite grasp it. I can feel it though – there’s a dark patch on my brain, stuck on my thoughts like an exploded black felt-tip.

         I flag down a taxi. Now I need coffee and cigarettes and a warm face. Somebody happy. I like sleepy places, but the empty Lange Reihe is doing me in. On top of the foul-mouthed Austrian in the hospital it’s just a bit too much UGH, NOT YOU this early in the morning.

         The taxi drives through the city and while the sun tiptoes surreptitiously past the clouds, while the knot in my head works tentatively looser, someone adds a soundtrack to my hangover, which until then I’d barely noticed. As I get out of the car outside Carla’s café, there’s something buzzing in my ear like an old David Lynch film. If you could put a punchy beat over it and sell it, it would go like hot cakes.

         I stretch and my spine cracks. Someone desperately needs to go for a run again. That’s the thing: when winter comes to an end, 34everything’s a bit askew. I keep stretching on the pavement gym. It cracks again. I resolve to lace on my running shoes as soon as possible, and my hangover muscles through, adding fuel to my resolution; but then the door opens and Carla pops out and presses a thick glass mug of steaming latte into my hand and says she’s put the sugar in already, and, whoops, everything’s slid back to a whole lot more horizontal again. I light a cigarette to go with the coffee, puff little clouds into the air and relax, which is easy with Carla’s place behind me.

         Wonder where Faller is; I call him.

         He doesn’t answer, which never happens. I blink into the sun a bit longer as it reflects off the window opposite, accept the buzzing in my head as a given and go in to order another coffee.

         I like my friend’s café best in the mornings, when you’d never guess that it’s a restaurant in the afternoons and evenings now. In the mornings, time slows down here – Carla’s just too tired for stress before ten. She’s getting everything set with careful movements that shift the air cautiously from here to there. The fado streams from the speakers as dark and soft as the coffee from the silver espresso machine; a slight smile billows through the room. Rocco is standing in the kitchen, beating eggs in a bowl. He looks freshly showered, almost freshly hatched – his hair is wet and shining and combed smoothly back. Only later in the day will the curls on his head assert themselves and start giving incomprehensible orders to the kitchen utensils stacked all around.

         ‘Ah,’ he says, beaming at me, ‘the prosecution! It’s about time justice put in an appearance round here.’

         Carla is standing behind the bar now, moving glasses and plates from one place to another and back again.

         ‘He feels unfairly treated,’ she says, unleashing a meaningful glance.

         ‘I don’t feel unfairly treated,’ says Rocco, ‘I am unfairly treated. I have to spend every hour of the day standing in this kitchen. And when I’m finally allowed out and start looking forward to being with my wife, she’s, and I quote, “too tired for everything”. Every time.’ 35

         I sit down at the bar. Carla sees the dangerously low coffee level in my glass, points at it and asks: ‘One for the road, right?’

         I nod and turn to Rocco: ‘Whose idea was the restaurant again?’

         ‘Some guy,’ he says. ‘I’ve forgotten his name.’

         ‘You see,’ I say, ‘we have too. Wait for the name to come back to you, and then complain to him. Can I have some scrambled eggs, please?’

         He sighs and reaches for the heavens. ‘What did I do to deserve this?’

         ‘With mozzarella,’ I say.

         Rocco shakes his head, looks at me and says: ‘You’re nuts, Calamity Jane.’

         ‘Riley,’ I say. ‘Chastity Riley.’

         ‘Love you too,’ he says, starting to make my scrambled eggs and cheese. Then he mumbles something about taxes, which he doesn’t pay, but if he did, then he really bloody would.

         Carla takes two cups of espresso to the table left of the window. She walks like a conquering hero.

         Love is war, once you let yourself get sucked into it. Which is precisely why Klatsche and I won’t be doing that. Well, I won’t be.

         ‘Well, my girl?’

         Faller.

         Suddenly standing next to me.

         ‘I rang you a couple of minutes ago,’ I say.

         ‘Oh. I haven’t got my phone on me.’

         ‘Faller, you always have your phone on you. You’re a cop.’

         ‘I was a cop,’ he says. ‘Now I’m a man of private means. And on course to loosen up a bit.’

         Loosen up? This old stickler?

         ‘I don’t think it’ll suit you,’ I say.

         ‘Just you wait and see how relaxed I can get,’ he says. ‘You’ll be in for a surprise.’

         He lets Carla stroke his shoulder and give him a coffee. Americano, black, no sugar. He puts his hat and coat down on the stool next to him but keeps his scarf on. 36

         I’ll be in for a surprise? And then I remember what Calabretta was talking about yesterday evening – there was something wrong with my dear old colleague Faller. He was up to something. Something difficult. I still don’t know exactly what it was about and, given how tentatively my system is recovering from the excesses of last night, I imagine there’s not that much extra information lurking in my aching head.

         ‘What are you up to, Faller?’ I ask.

         Faller blows on then sips at his hot coffee.

         ‘Nothing. Why?’ He looks indignantly at me. He really is up to something then.

         ‘You just said I’ll be in for a surprise, so I’m wondering what it’ll be.’

         ‘Me?’ he says. ‘Relaxed as hell and resplendent in all my glory.’

         ‘Faller?’

         ‘Yes?’

         ‘I don’t believe a word of it.’

         ‘I’m devastated,’ he says. ‘We should have breakfast together to console me. We haven’t done that for ages. What will you have?’

         ‘Scrambled eggs,’ I say. ‘It’s on its way.’

         ‘If I order croissants and jam for both of us, can I have some of your eggs?’ He lays his hand on my forearm and gives me one of those whatever-happens-I’m-on-your-side looks.

         ‘Sure,’ I say and postpone my investigation till later. That dad trick gets me every time.

         We sit side by side, drinking coffee and eating scrambled eggs with jam croissants. Outside a few confused snowflakes tumble out of a properly bright sky. They’re probably just as surprised as I am by this sudden light. Although you can’t actually see the sun. It’s probably just a shimmer left behind over the city from when it appeared for a moment. Some northern cities can do that. Put a little bit of sunshine aside so they can get it out later if they need it. It’s an idea I could do with in my life. I glance sideways at Faller. He notices and grins, but doesn’t look at me. I stop thinking about the mistrust I felt earlier. I’m just grateful that he’s here. 37

         But later, once Faller’s gone again and I’m on the phone to Calabretta, I get a shock because he tells me again what he told me yesterday evening – the thing that slipped through the cracks: the old man’s worrying again, picking at the same sore spot.

         
             

         

         My new office in the public prosecution department is only half as big as my old one. It’s more of a storeroom than an office really. The idea was probably to come up with a special cell, just for me, one where only I – and they – know it’s a cell. Every time I look out of the narrow window I’m amazed that it isn’t barred.

         Officially, I have a secretary, but because there’s no anteroom to my office, only a corridor, the secretary sits in the outer office belonging to my colleagues in drugs. So obviously she’s mainly their secretary and not mine. It doesn’t really bother me, if I’m honest. It’s just another excuse to crawl out of my cubbyhole. And obviously you don’t need a secretary for most things. I’m perfectly capable of phoning the archive myself, for example.

         ‘Morning.’

         ‘Riley here, hello.’

         ‘Yep.’

         ‘I’d like everything relating to Gjergj Malaj, as soon as possible, please.’

         ‘Everything?’

         ‘Everything.’

         ‘From the early nineties to now?’

         ‘Anywhere the name appears.’

         ‘It’ll take a while; that’s almost a hundred and fifty files.’

         ‘I know,’ I say, hanging up.

         I open the arrow slit in the wall and light a cigarette.

         I hope to smell a faint hint of spring or hear a bird twittering in a tree. But the only thing I notice is the disaster galloping down on us.

         
             

         

         38‘Calabretta thinks Faller wants to shaft the Albanian. All by himself.’

         I’m standing at the bar at Klatsche’s place, a beer in front of me and the boss in person behind the bar.

         ‘Calabretta thinks what?’ Klatsche’s clattering around, filling the fridge with bottles.

         ‘That Faller’s hatched a plan,’ I say. ‘And that he’s about to put his plan into action. He seems to have decided that it’s bang out of order to have the Albanian still running around free, especially now he’s putting on society airs.’

         ‘It is out of order,’ says Klatsche. ‘I’m with Faller on that one. That guy’s the biggest skunk in town. He ought to be banged up, not going to receptions at the Hotel Atlantic.’

         He’s stopped putting the bottles away. He’s opened a beer and lit a cigarette. There’s not much light in the Blue Night; the friendly shimmer in the room mainly comes from the candles on the tables and in golden holders on the red walls. And there’s a warm yellow tinge to the blue neon sign above the liquor shelf. It makes no sense. Klatsche insists it’s tinged with red, but that’s not true. It’s yellow. Yet it doesn’t turn the blue green. It’s nuts.

         ‘Of course he ought to be banged up,’ I say.

         I’d like to add something clever starting with ‘but’ to explain why he hasn’t been. I can’t think of anything. I’ve been chewing on it for years; we’ve all been chewing on it for years – decades, it feels like. And Faller won’t get the Albanian banged up now. He’ll just get himself into trouble. Gjergj Malaj sent him a vicious warning years ago. Faller’s suffered for it ever since. Malaj won’t warn him off again.

         Klatsche knows all this. I don’t need to explain it to him. He just watches us as we throw ourselves at windmills and run into brick walls. He’s the one who scrapes us out of the corners each time and patches us up with a palette of strong drinks and kind words.

         I sigh; we clink bottles.

         ‘You’re worried about Faller,’ he says.

         ‘He’s starting to crack up,’ I say. ‘He feels too strong. It’s not 39good to feel too strong. You forget to take cover. I mean, we’ve been through all that…’

         ‘Has he done anything that could be dangerous yet?’

         ‘No idea,’ I say. ‘According to Calabretta, he hinted that he’s planning something soon.’

         ‘Faller was boasting? Doesn’t sound like him.’

         ‘He wasn’t. Calabretta reckons he’s going to need him, and that’s why he let him in on it.’

         I light a cigarette; Klatsche pushes over an ashtray.

         ‘We’ve got a top mole on the team then,’ he says. ‘And I’ll keep my ears open in case anyone’s noticed any, er, disturbances in the Force, or whatever.’ He waves his beer bottle and makes lightsaber noises. ‘But he didn’t say anything to you?’

         I shake my head. ‘I met him this morning, and he was just brewing up mysterious stories,’ I say. ‘Nothing specific. I thought he was feeling good, that’s all. Not as crumpled as usual. More like he was having a second spring, if you see what I mean.’

         ‘That all fits,’ says Klatsche. ‘And if we assume that Faller’s not in love, it must be his second spring as a cop.’ He draws on his cigarette. ‘Fair enough … But the idea of Faller as a lone avenger against organised crime … He’s scaring me.’

         ‘Faller or the Albanian?’ I ask.

         ‘The combination, sweetheart.’ He raises his beer bottle and drinks. ‘What’s the story with your car, by the way?’ he asks.

         ‘Why mention that now?’

         He shrugs. ‘Talk of fear, maybe.’

         ‘Bollocks, Klatsche. I’m not scared of driving.’ I swig my beer. ‘The car broke down,’ I say. ‘I left it in Mecklenburg.’

         ‘And?’

         ‘Garage,’ I say, because I don’t dare tell him I just left it where it was.

         ‘Garage, uh-huh.’ He looks at me.

         He knows perfectly well that that’s not true.

         He says nothing. We drink up our beer. Outside we can hear a police siren on the Reeperbahn. 40

         Then the door opens and a bunch of customers come in. Three women, five men, early thirties, dressed like hipsters. Klatsche’s bar is transforming slowly but surely from a red-light dive to a trendy hangout. I bet next year people will come in the mornings and ask if this is a sober rave.

         I nip behind the bar, give Klatsche a kiss on the cheek and say, ‘Slip me a couple of beers, I’ve got to go.’

         
             

         

         I get the bus to the central station – getting a bus is a bit like going for a stroll. Then I walk down the Lange Reihe; the lights are on now and everyone’s out, and I let myself be swept along by all the life around me. This must be what Spiderman feels like when he swings from building to building.

         As I walk past the hospital door, the porter greets me almost too cheerfully and I wave back. It’s amazing how quickly it happens, how quickly you start to feel like you know each other. The door to room 5 is shut; a policewoman is sitting on the chair, flicking through a magazine. She looks at my pass, we nod to each other, I knock. No reply; I go in anyway.

         The man in the bed glares at me. ‘You again,’ he says hoarsely; I bet it’s all he’s said all day.

         ‘Yes. Me again. Don’t worry, I only came to bring you something.’

         Something in his face changes, as if he were entitled to presents in general and he’s relieved to see that I’ve finally grasped that.

         I try not to grin and plonk two Astras down on the bedside table.

         ‘Nightcap,’ I say.

         And I’m gone.

         
             

         

         It’s rammed in the Blue Night now – there are the hipsters from earlier and a couple of dozen friendly types aged between twenty and fifty, and even a few of the old guard – Ali’s regulars, who’ve never stopped treating the bar like their living room just because 41Ali’s moved from St Pauli to the Turkish Riviera. Klatsche didn’t just take on the furniture and the greasy bar, there was also the entire human stock. He didn’t polish or otherwise renovate the noisy ladies and hard-drinking gentlemen though. Their faces have real patina and they’ve stayed nicely jagged; sometimes you can snag yourself on an awkward corner.

         I sit at the far end of the bar, on the last free seat. Actually, it’s not even a seat, it’s just the draughty corner by the window, which is why no one else is sitting here. I like this corner though. It’s close to the alcohol and to Klatsche, and has a good view of the whole pub. And if you really stare, and have a beer or two inside you, you can make out what the Herbertstrasse ladies are saying as they negotiate their fees behind the smeary red glass.
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         1993, winter.

         FALLER, GEORG

         He came to Hamburg from Tirana a year or two back. Started small, with gambling. They say he won so much money he was able to buy his first shop outright.

         By now, though, he doesn’t have to pay much if he wants a shop. Doesn’t pay at all, some people say. One of his cousins just has to mention his name. You’d rather give up your shop than your wife’s hands or your kids’ eyes.

         He has huge power. And a very secretive family. There might be sixty of them, or a hundred. We don’t know.

         We only know that he’s declared war on the Kiez.

         And on us.

         There’s an Albanian saying that goes: A wolf licks his own flesh but eats a stranger’s.

         Sometimes he sends the Italians to do the eating.

         They fly in from Palermo or Bari.

         Just last week they shot five bullets into the chest of some little adventurer.

         He insulted someone. A friend of the Albanian’s who’s married to a young woman from one of the poshest families in Hamburg.

         The Italians got fifty thousand marks for their bloodbath. Plus expenses.

         After the murder, they painted the town red.

         Or so people say. 43

         MALAJ, GJERGJ

         He insulted someone who belongs to me. Someone important. A wise man who married well.

         His wife does a lot for me.

         I had him slaughtered.

         CALABRETTA, VITO

         I’ve got exams.

         I’ve got civilian service to do.

         And I’ve got a German passport now too.

         My parents didn’t understand.

         That I don’t want to be an Italian any more.

         But I am an Italian anyway. I’ll be one forever.

         The pizza chef.

         Spaghetti.

         Parking the bus on the football field.

         But I’m a German too. This is my country; I live here. So say hi to English football for me.

         I don’t know what I’ll do after my civilian service. Wait and see what the other Germans do. Uni’s not for me, I reckon. Dad would love it if I went. But Dad’s hardly ever at home. So I don’t need to go to uni for him.

         RILEY, CHASTITY

         My Dad is dead.

         Bullet in the head.

         Head on the desk.

         I found him.

         Since then I’ve withdrawn from myself.

         Or into myself.

         Or: a bit of me died with him. 44

         VELOSA, CARLA

         I’m pretty. So damn pretty!

         Half the harbour’s at my feet.

         It can be a bit embarrassing sometimes, but basically I’m happy as Larry because everyone’s in love with me.

         MALUTKI, ROCCO

         It was when we were down at the jetties unloading a lorry. You know, ‘unloading’. At night.

         She cycled past. She was so pretty; I’ve never seen such a pretty girl. And her scarf blew in the wind as if she had a cloud of butterflies around her neck.

         KLASSMAN, HENRI

         School.

         Kiss my arse.

         JOE

         There was this woman.

         That evening in this hotel bar.

         She said I looked lonely.

         At that moment I didn’t know if I’d rather love her or shoot her. Because her first shot was a bull’s-eye.

         I ordered her a drink and disappeared up to my room.

         The next evening she was there again. She wasn’t afraid of me.

         I didn’t shoot her that time either; I loved her.

         I can’t let that happen to me again.

      

   


   
      
         
            WITH THE TIDES IN HIS FEET OR AFTER TWO VODKAS THE WORLD FITS A WHOLE LOT BETTER AGAIN

         

         I feel sick; I’ve eaten too many files. But it was the content, not the number of files, that did it. Not that I didn’t know, but swallowing down a hard ball of it all in one go sheds an extra-nasty light on the whole business. And shines a merciless spotlight on our authorities. It’s not the fault of the police that the Albanian’s had free rein in this city for as long as he wanted, and that he’s now sitting pretty in his villa in a classy suburb with a spotlessly clean slate. They did their job to the best of their ability. But in some funny way, it never quite worked out. Search warrants came too late, or not at all. Proceedings were protracted or dropped altogether; witnesses suddenly vanished, or better still, turned up dead.

         Of course, I was there – saw all the spanners that were thrown into our works in recent years; but when you’re in the middle of it, you can’t see the method as clearly as when you look at it from outside, from a little distance. The effect was as if someone had built a protective bubble – invisible to investigators – around the Albanian. As if someone was secretly making sure that nothing could be proved against him that would stand up in court. It can’t just have been Chief Prosecutor Schubert, who had more or less drifted into the case. Someone more powerful must have had a hand in it; someone who was much more able to direct the play being staged in our town. People with money and influence and a huge fear of losing both. After a certain point, rich people are no longer driven by their money, but by their fear.

         46The date on the last file that explicitly mentioned Gjergj Malaj was years ago. It looks as if he’d got right out of everything.

         Now he simply manages his empire and clearly has other people to do the work, and to do it so that there’s not the slightest connection to him any more.

         I can understand it driving Faller crazy, especially after everything that Malaj did to him, but I don’t understand why he has a sudden urge to collar him now. I don’t understand why he thinks it could work. And I’ve got no idea what he wants to do.

         However, I do understand why he thinks that now he can do it his own way, he might manage things better than when he was on the force. The state could poke its nose into Officer Faller’s enquiries, but not a private citizen’s. But … if it comes to aggro with the Albanian, a private citizen would be living far more dangerously than a policeman.

         Unless he’s still got a reliable partner and a loaded gun.

         And that’s where Calabretta comes in.

         I snap the last file shut and put it back in its crate – one of the many stacked around my office since this morning.

         It’s late afternoon. The soles of my feet are itchy; I want to get out.

         But there’s one more thing to do.

         I pick up the telephone receiver and call the Steindamm police station. Ask how enquiries into the Schmilinskystrasse GBH case are going.

         They are gathering evidence and searching for witnesses. No concrete leads as yet.

         ‘We have too few staff and too much drug crime, Ms Riley. The half-dead, like your hospital case, are our daily grind. And we have to ensure that we don’t get twenty more a week.’

         Understood.

         Nothing to be done there then.

         I thank him and say I’ll ring back, but the clerk on the phone and I both know that he probably won’t answer.

         I hang up, and then Calabretta calls.47

         ‘Hey,’ I say. ‘I’ve just chewed my way back through every file on the Albanian.’

         He doesn’t answer. He can’t. I can hear that from his breathing. He has no words today. The soft light of yesterday and the day before must have gone out again. Sometimes a wind gusting round the wrong corner is all it takes to blow out a light like that.

         ‘I can be at the Blue Night in two hours,’ I say.

         He exhales.

         ‘If that’s a yes, just hang up, OK?’

         Click.

         On the way to the hospital, I buy four bottles of beer. I have the impression that idea of mine went down well yesterday. The bottles clatter in my bag, and when I’m suddenly buffeted as my jacket fills with wind on Lombard Bridge, I feel as though those four bottles give me just enough extra weight not to stagger.

         
             

         

         His door is open; a rectangle of yellow light falls onto the squeaky grey lino floor in the corridor. I knock on the door frame for formality’s sake. The head of his bed is raised; he’s sitting motionless, his eyes closed.

         But he says: ‘Come in.’

         ‘Got a headache?’ I ask, pulling a chair up to his bed.

         ‘It’s amazing what you can see…’ he says. ‘Do you happen to have another couple of beers on you?’

         ‘Four,’ I say, putting the bottles one by one on the bedside table.

         ‘What else do you do all day, apart from supplying an old cripple with alcohol?’

         ‘I sit in my office at the prosecution service,’ I say. ‘Well, it used to be an office. Today it’s a bloody hole. And you’re not a cripple. You’re just out of action at the moment. The doctors say it’ll all be all right.’

         ‘Why has your office changed? Has someone put up a few walls?’ He opens his eyes and looks at me.

         ‘Something like that,’ I say, opening two of the beer bottles. ‘I 48pissed a few people off. And made a few other mistakes. Now they hide me in a cupboard.’

         I press a bottle into his left hand. Apparently only the lower part of his left arm is broken; the upper arm and shoulder seem to work reasonably well. At least, his arm is splinted in such a way that Mr Austrian Joe can get his hand to his mouth. Perhaps they actually took care to do it that way. So he didn’t have to be fed. So he could hold onto his dignity. At least I hope that was one of the reasons they did it that way.

         ‘You’re one of the good guys, aren’t you?’ He looks at me and swigs his beer.

         ‘Sometimes,’ I say.

         ‘Sometimes what?’

         ‘Oh. Good guy, bad guy,’ I say. ‘You can’t always say for certain…’

         ‘Oh yes you can,’ he says.

         We drink and sit in silence. For the whole of the first beer.

         It’s a bit like drinking with Faller.

         On the second beer, I say: ‘Now, why don’t you just tell me who wanted you in here?’

         He looks at me like I’m bad weather. He doesn’t like it when I ask questions.

         ‘Why don’t you tell me when I’ll get a wheelchair so we can go on an excursion down the hallway?’

         ‘Shall I take care of it?’ I ask.

         ‘Care is the word.’

         He looks at me, his eyes askew. As if he’s just been off in another world and has surfed his way back.

         
             

         

         Calabretta seems to have been halved over night. There’s a concertinaed matchstick man at the bar. His dark hair is hanging blearily over his forehead; the top half of this half-man has tipped face first onto the bar. You couldn’t use him for anything, whichever way you held him.

         49Standing behind Calabretta, by the jukebox, is Klatsche, both thumbs pointing downwards. Standing in front of Calabretta are an empty glass and half a bottle of vodka. Great, well done.

         ‘How long has he been like this?’ I ask, pointing at my Italian colleague.

         ‘Weeks,’ says Klatsche. ‘Haven’t you noticed?’

         ‘I meant the head on the bar.’

         ‘He arrived about half an hour ago. He was already fairly well oiled. Then he ordered the bottle of vodka.’

         Klatsche reaches for me and pulls me into his arms. He smells of man and freshly mown grass. I could so easily let him eat me up.

         ‘Why give him a bottle of booze?’ I ask.

         ‘Because I’m not a monster. Our friend here looked like Betty had sent him an invitation to her wedding.’ He lays a hand on Calabretta’s head. ‘The stupid cow should have ripped out his brain along with his heart, so he wouldn’t have to keep missing her. Women are brutal.’

         I know that he knows what he’s talking about. Klatsche’s had plenty of experience of women. My own inner brute is always on the point of breaking out. She’s scratched his face a couple of times already. But she shies away from his heart, because she knows that wide-boy hearts have superpowers. If you want to hurt them, with a bit of bad luck you only end up hurting yourself.

         Klatsche’s hand is still resting on the Calabretta head.

         ‘Shall we bring him back to ours tonight?’ he asks.

         ‘Sure,’ I say. He puts two highball glasses on the bar in front of us and fills them with ice, lemon, vodka and tonic, then he stows the vodka bottle back on the shelf. We’re about to clink when his phone rings. He says hello; he listens, nods then he says: ‘OK, I’m on my way.’

         He pushes my drink over to me. ‘Can you take over for me till Rocco gets here?’

         ‘Your drink or your bar?’

         ‘Both. Gran’s run away. They’ve rounded her up already, but now she won’t stop crying. I’ve got to go over there.’

         50I give him a kiss and make my way round behind the bar. I’d better polish the glasses.

         ‘How does your gran keep doing that?’

         Klatsche shrugs. ‘How would I know? Secret plane. Propeller in her nightie. Or she’s got an accomplice.’

         I know that he wishes she had one. His parents were drunks and are dead. He didn’t have much to do with them. His gran was the only constant in his life. His value system – unshakeable, if not exactly off-the-peg – came from her. Now she’s strapped to her bed and can’t tell day from night or her grandson from her nurse.

         He grabs his leather jacket from the hook and leaves.

         He’ll spend the night by her bed, hold her hand and tell her stories. When he comes back tomorrow morning, he’ll say that she’s thinner and more translucent than ever.

         He hopes she’ll die soon, and he hates himself for hoping that.

         I bend over the bar to Calabretta, stroke his hair and say: ‘It’s shit needing nursing. You get yourself back on your feet, you hear.’

         Then I familiarise myself with the situation behind the bar and wonder what actually happens if customers come in. Realisation: I’m mistress of the alcohol, but not mistress of the situation.

         But after two vodkas the world seems to fit me a whole lot better again. When a group of young people arrives, I manage to get beer from the fridge without incident and even remember to take money for it. Note: for the first time in what feels like an eternity, I feel really useful for something.

         Things run on merrily for a good while. Mostly I sell beer; sometimes I mix a stiff drink. I don’t need to worry about the jukebox; right at the start I decide on Screamin’ Jay Hawkins on an infinite loop. ‘I Put a Spell on You’, over and over; a wall of noise in between whiles. Nobody moans, and Calabretta sleeps deeply and peacefully, and I think to myself that we’ll get him home and straightened out a bit too. And so, slowly, I start to really enjoy my new job as a barmaid.

         Just under two hours later, I’m really in the swing of it, including a 51corner of a tea towel tucked into my waistband, when the door opens and Carla and Rocco are there. They look tired, but freshly showered and everything, as if they’ve got plans. Carla’s wearing a black roll-neck jumper, skinny jeans, an oversized, dark-grey coat and dizzyingly high heels. Her dark curls gleam radiantly in the candlelight, like her eyes. Rocco’s wearing one of his perpetual pinstripe suits, a particularly well-fitting one. He has neither a jacket nor a coat on, just a woollen scarf round his neck and a flat cap on top. His ankle boots are brown and set the tone for the whole outfit. Together, they’re stunning: a dark brilliance. You just can’t look away when they show up. It was wise of them both to marry each other. They’re carved from a single piece of wood.

         They come through the room towards me, and it occurs to me again that the most beautiful thing about them, by far the most beautiful human feature of all, is when you can read someone’s story in the way they move. Rocco walks like you walk when your dad was a street-corner violinist, when you grew up a hairsbreadth from the kerb yet despite all the hardship there was always a warm bosom to embrace. He walks with the tides in his feet and freedom in his face. Great Freedom – both the best name for a street ever and heartbeat of this city.

         Everything about Carla is water and sunset and olive oil and Lisbon.

         ‘Interesting barmaid this evening,’ says Rocco, looming in front of me, his hands in his trouser pockets.

         ‘Meaning?’ I ask, lighting a cigarette. Time for a well-earned break, I feel.

         ‘Interesting barmaid,’ says Rocco with a grin.

         Carla has squeezed in next to Calabretta, but it looks more like she’s holding him up.

         ‘What’s up with Sorgenboy?’ she asks, stroking his hair.

         ‘Worry Boy’s downed half a bottle of vodka and pressed the off switch on his brain,’ I say.

         ‘Oh,’ she says. ‘Has something happened?’

         52‘Nothing in particular,’ I say.

         Rocco waves it off. ‘Part of the process, girls. Classic reset, when a man thinks he’s suffered enough. You wait. He’ll be much better tomorrow.’

         His words settle above our heads like a sermon, and Carla says, ‘Right.’

         Then we decide that Carla will take over the bar while Rocco and I get Calabretta back to my place.

         She takes off her coat, and every eye watches.

         It’s always an impressive sight.

         I hand over my tea towel, Rocco wraps one of Calabretta’s arms around his own neck, I take the other, and together we drag our beloved drunk to the exit.

         Screamin’ Jay Hawkins sings as we go:

         ‘I shot the sheriff but I swear it was in self-defence.’

         
             

         

         The moon hangs outside my window; it’s waning, and the harbour dust has layered one of its special filters over it. It looks like a large, yellow potato.

         I sit on the windowsill. As always when I don’t know where to put myself. Lying on my couch is Calabretta; earlier he was waning too, but now he’s giving off amazingly strong vibes. He’s breathing calmly, he’s breathing quietly. He thanked Rocco and me briefly after we’d hauled him up the stairs, then he just lay down, pulled my grey woollen blanket over himself and closed his eyes. It seems to me that he’s starting to take care of himself. To sort himself out. It’s a bold claim, of course, when he’s just drunk himself unconscious, but something’s telling me he’s on the right path. Perhaps it’s just Rocco’s diatribe about the self-healing powers of wounded men that he subjected me to in the taxi on the way home.

         I tilt the skylight, light a cigarette and look up at the gibbous moon. If I were a wolf, I’d howl. I find myself thinking about Faller, who’s always hounded on and on by his hunting instinct. I find 53myself thinking about the Austrian – about Joe, if that is his name – but nothing much comes to me about him. I find myself thinking about Klatsche’s gran and light a candle in my head. Maybe I should pay a visit to the old lady with my victim-protection hat on. I find myself thinking about my dad, who’s no longer here; about my mum, who was never there; and about the fact that I never had any proper friends until I had Faller, Calabretta, Klatsche and Carla.

         I can’t stop staring at the damn moon.

         I smoke another three to eight cigarettes, and someone knocks on the door, two long, three short. I stand up and let Klatsche in, and now the moon is no longer the only thing to hold on to around here.
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         1995, autumn.

         FALLER, GEORG

         There’s a law that applies in every system where people earn a lot of money. It’s this: money is earned quietly, we don’t make a big deal out of it, and everyone who’s in on the earning, kindly shut your gobs.

         It’s the same for boardrooms, public authorities and mafia families.

         It’s more than a law for our Hanseatic businesspeople: it’s in our DNA – a knowledge, an attitude that people here have had for centuries.

         Maybe that’s why guys like the Albanian can do better business here than in Naples.

         I’m always saying it. I shout it to everyone. But nobody listens. Nobody wants to hear it.

         Bollocks, they say. Not on our patch.

         Oh man, Faller. Stop that, they say. Never mind about the Albanian.

         I ought to stop provoking him. I ought to keep out – out of the Kiez. I ought to shut my mouth and worry about normal dead people.

         They can piss right off though. Not the dead – they can’t help it. The others. All the ones who don’t get it.

         Every evening, before I go to sleep, I take aim at him in my mind, at his power and his despotism. Annoy him, disturb his comfort zone, make myself a nuisance to him. Stop him getting past me. And make sure he knows about it.

         MALAJ, GJERGJ

         He’s annoying. 55

         CALABRETTA, VITO

         They actually accepted me.

         I’m joining the police.

         RILEY, CHASTITY

         It doesn’t matter what I do. It won’t bring my dad back.

         But he once said: You could be a lawyer.

         OK, then. I’ll do that. Even if it doesn’t help me.

         Amazingly, law doesn’t bore me. Lawyers do though – they bore me rigid.

         VELOSA, CARLA

         They want to go back to Lisbon.

         I can understand that. But I don’t want to go back.

         I belong here now. By the harbour. To the gulls.

         It’s my harbour.

         They’re my gulls.

         What would I do in Lisbon? I don’t even speak decent Portuguese any more.

         I told my parents to go if they want to. Not to be sad. I’ll take over the shop.

         KLASSMAN, HENRI

         You pocket the comics.

         Then you smile.

         Then you walk out again.

         Then you sell the comics at school for half-price and now everyone wants to buy their comics from you.

         It’s that easy. 56

         MALUTKI, ROCCO

         It works best with rich women from Eppendorf, aged thirty or so. They like to splash the cash. They like a little rascal on their arm.

         And if the little rascal gets into a jam and has no idea how it could have happened, they help him.

         Of course they never have to do that twice. By then, the little rascal’s long gone, he’s never coming back.

         JOE

         I’ve got a new client.

         Can’t get his measure. Doesn’t matter. In the end, I get everyone’s measure.

         But we could make something solid of it.

         We’re equally invisible.

      

   


   
      
         
            RADIO SCHIZO

         

         Klatsche’s still asleep. My colleague Calabretta and I are drinking coffee on the balcony. It’s cold but dry, and diving into this icy cold air is good for our heads. At first I thought Calabretta had finally flipped when he said we should drink our coffee outside – when he took my arm and said he always does it, even if it’s snowing. Now I think his idea is fabulous. I feel like I’m in pole position for the day. Last night I’d have bet that my first coffee of the morning would only have silently blown my head off, leaving me helplessly roaming the streets in the hope that nobody noticed its absence.

         Now I breathe in the cold air and say: ‘I’m going round to Faller’s. He doesn’t like people visiting him at home. It’s a neat way to put him off his stride.’

         Calabretta looks down to the sleepy street.

         ‘Perhaps I’ll find out what he’s actually planning.’

         Calabretta looks at me. ‘And then?’

         ‘What do you mean, “and then”?’

         ‘I’m not at all sure,’ he says, ‘that what Faller’s up to is actually that bad.’

         ‘Well, on the face of it, he’s a nice, old grandpa who wants to pick a fight with the biggest predator in town,’ I say. ‘Of course it’s that bad.’

         ‘He’s not a nice, old grandpa. He’s a cunning old dog. And I’ve been thinking.’

         ‘When? Yesterday evening with your head on the bar?’

         ‘That’s unkind.’

         ‘Sorry.’ 58

         Calabretta slurps his coffee and eyes the houses opposite. There’s a gang of tradesmen turning cheap flats into expensive ones. Polish the floorboards, replaster the walls, shove in a spa-style shower head, and, wham, seventeen euros a square metre. Excl. bills.

         ‘I don’t reckon we could stop him,’ says Calabretta, ‘whatever he’s planning.’

         ‘Maybe,’ I say. ‘But if we knew a bit more, we could keep a bit more of an eye on him.’

         ‘Or help him,’ he says.

         I stir my coffee.

         Maybe Calabretta has gone mad after all. Sure – let’s help Faller take the Albanian down. All on our lonesomes. What a superb idea.

         ‘You’re not serious?’ I mutter.

         He finishes his coffee and stands up. ‘Well, I’ll be off then. Thanks for taking me in and looking after me so well.’

         He stands erect and very straight on my balcony, raises his arms in the air, stretches briefly, and then he’s gone.

         If I didn’t know better, I’d have said he spent yesterday evening weight training.

         I finish off my coffee, suck another load of cold air into my lungs and wonder whether to smoke a cigarette or run a lap of the park.

         I decide on running. Running time is thinking time.

         I don’t usually get any results, but it’s worth a try.

         
             

         

         The good thing about this city is that if you don’t feel like getting a bus or a train or a taxi, you can just take the boat. Faller lives close to the Elbe beach, so I get off the ferry at Övelgönne. I watch it sail on for a while because I like the way the old ships tramp over the water. Then I walk the few hundred metres to Faller’s house. A white fence, a couple of pruned rose bushes, an apple tree with an old wooden ladder leaning against its trunk. The house is slightly askew – a little beachside idyll. To the left of it is a kind of courtyard. It used to be home to benches and a table; now it’s home to the Pontiac. It looks 59a little wistful here, in this spotlessly swept paradise. As if it were still hoping for this not to be quite the end, please. Hoping that, one day, it will go back to the wide, endless roads on the other side of the Atlantic.

         I prefer not to speak to it. I don’t want to lie.

         Faller comes to the door in slippers, a mug of coffee in his hand.

         ‘Aha,’ he says.

         ‘Good morning,’ I say.

         He looks at me, wrinkles his brow, grimaces, turns away, heads towards the hallway and says: ‘Well, you’d better come in.’

         I’d love to, thanks: he hates having visitors.

         Or maybe he only hates having me visit.

         Because it mixes up his two lives: the filthy murder squad life, where he was always having to tackle death and the devil, and where he ended up knocked out, humiliated and shot at; and the nice life where he can climb up a wooden ladder to pick apples. I can understand that. I have two lives too. There’s my professional blend of grey and clouds and a wooden feeling in my soul; and then there are the other moments of steaming food at Carla’s or a light on still at Klatsche’s.

         We stand in the kitchen, at the counter under the window. Hanging in front of the window are eggshell-coloured curtains, stopping about halfway down and all flounced and ruffled. It’s funny how men always put up with what their wives want.

         I don’t think Faller’s the type to care much about the house. So long as nobody from his other life visits him here.

         ‘Coffee?’ he asks, holding up a mug. There’s a cat on it.

         ‘Lovely,’ I say.

         He pours filter coffee into the cat mug; it smells sour – my belly twitches. But I’ve got to go through with it now.

         Faller hands me the mug. I add a little milk and a lot of sugar.

         ‘But you didn’t just come round for a coffee,’ he says.

         ‘True,’ I say, stirring the cat mug. ‘I came because I know you’re planning something to do with the Albanian.’

         He recoils slightly, then says, robotically: ‘Also true.’ 60

         It’s just how I imagined it playing out – knocking him down with it, leaving him so gobsmacked and softened, he’d crumble and be dead easy to crack.

         ‘I’m worried about you,’ I say.

         He looks at me, serious, honest and without a trace of mockery in his eyes. Takes a sip of the dishwater coffee. Leans his elbows on the worktop so that he can stare through the window under the half-curtains for a round.

         After a long five minutes, he says: ‘And?’

         ‘And what?’

         ‘What do you want from me?’

         ‘I want you to leave it,’ I say. ‘It won’t get you anywhere. It’ll just get you into trouble.’

         He carries on staring out of the window.

         We drink our coffee in silence and the longer we say nothing, the more it dawns on me that this is a different silence from normal. Normally it feels great to sit in silence with Faller. Now it’s like this: instead of not saying anything, we’re not talking to each other, and that doesn’t feel good at all.

         Half an hour later, I give up and pack away my silly idea – the idea that he’d talk to me, that at least he’d want my concern, or at the very least understand it. I shove all those visions back into my badly equipped communication toolbox and make tracks. When there’s nothing to be gained, you should stop digging – give up the desperate hope that just maybe you might find a stupid worm after all.

         As I leave, I think: I’m watching you, Faller. He stands in the front doorway with a mug of cold coffee in his hand, looking right through me. We don’t often part like this.

         At the beach, I get on the next ferry back to town.

         I stand on deck and breathe in the pictures.

         The gulls.

         The waves.

         The wind.

         The dusty light. 61

         The ballet of bustling boats.

         The Blohm & Voss shipyard.

         There’s a rusty ocean giant, only held together by good will.

         On the other side are the tourists. They struggle down the jetties in all weathers. They sometimes make it past the souvenir shops, but usually get sucked in by not quite the best fish sandwiches in town. Actually, it’s like this: half an hour on the jetties and you start feeling sick. I get out at Bridge Three and head up to the street and take a taxi to St Georg, leaving the tourists to the fish sandwiches and their fate. It’s not that I don’t want to help. As always, I gave a couple of challenging looks, and as soon as anyone looked back, I said quietly: ‘You can go to other places, you know.’

         But, as always, nobody reacted; they all – mainly the ones with southern German accents – looked at me like I wasn’t quite all there.

         Some stupid, big-city bitch.

         And they’re not far wrong.

         My taxi driver is a punk. Not just a fashion punkanista but the real deal. Smell and all. You run into one now and again. He asks briefly where I want to go, then turns his music on again. Fierce, a din that blows your ears out. It’s quite something.

         ‘What is this?’ I yell.

         ‘Radio Schizo!’ he yells back. ‘Berlin!’

         Radio Schizo.

         Berlin.

         I don’t know why, but in a sick kind of way I feel in a very good place with that band name running through my head and the back seat of this taxi under my arse. We dispense with conversation; the roar of Radio Schizo will only tolerate a city rushing past the window, although Bucharest might be more in keeping with the sound than Hamburg.

         Four quick songs later, the taxi spits me out again at the Steindamm police station. The punk driver can barely hide his disdain for my destination, but I don’t mind that. There’s a home port for everyone. 62

         I pull myself together just in time to not accidentally wave after him when he does an illegal U-turn and bombs off towards the railway station.

         
             

         

         Inside the police station, a single word flashes at me from every eye I meet: OVERLOAD. It’s accompanied by constant questions: Who? Where? What? When? Excuse me? Could somebody just…? Can’t you speed it up a bit?

         I pause on the threshold for a moment and watch. My colleagues look as though they’re trying to lift enormous beams that it’s vital to keep up in the air. But the beams aren’t all that stable, and there are heavy loads weighing them down: drugs, child prostitution, violence and insanity.

         When one of the desk clerks notices that I’m standing there, he looks frantically at me, and then, in despair at the prospect of new jobs to do, asks how he can help me. I say: ‘It’s fine. I’ll come again another time.’

         He’s already gone, turning his attention to the next ringing telephone. I vanish as if I were a ghost. I’m now certain that I won’t make any progress on the Austrian here, whatever his name actually is.

         On the way to the same mysterious Austrian, I decide to refine the business with the beer, so I pop into the nearest deli to buy a bit of ham and cheese, and a loaf of bread and a bottle of wine. It’s lunchtime after all.

         
             

         

         ‘Does he speak to you?’ the policeman outside the hospital room asks, looking ruefully at me. ‘For days I’ve been wishing the man a good morning, or a good afternoon or a good night. And all I get in return is a scowl.’

         ‘Don’t take it personally,’ I say. ‘He only speaks to me when I force him to.’ I hold up the bag of grub, the wine bottle peeking out of the top. 63

         ‘You’re bribing him,’ the policeman says sternly.

         ‘Wait a minute or two,’ I say, ‘then you can have some too.’

         I slip into the ward kitchen, fetch three plates, three glasses and look for a reasonably sharp knife. The thing I find is a joke. A knife like you used to get in aeroplanes, but don’t any more, because somebody actually thinks you could seriously injure someone with one, which is an even bigger joke. Any child in St Pauli has sharper knives. I leave the knife in the drawer. As well as his army pistol, my dad left me a mountain of Swiss Army knives; I always have one on me.

         I divvy up the food between the plates: cheese, ham and bread for the Austrian and his guard, cheese and bread for me. Red wine for everyone, even though two of us are on duty. When I present the officer in the hallway with his set menu, he gives me a brief look of surprise. I look wryly back at him, and with that the matter is settled.

         ‘OK, then,’ he says.

         ‘Enjoy,’ I say.

         Instead of ‘Hello’ or ‘Thank you for the delicious food and good company’, the Austrian says: ‘There’s no need.’

         ‘Are you that keen on hospital slop?’

         ‘I mean your colleague outside,’ he says.

         ‘It’s for me to decide whether he’s necessary or not.’

         ‘No one will do anything to me,’ he says.

         ‘Looking at you,’ I say, ‘I beg to differ.’

         He puts his head slightly to one side, as far as he can in his current plastered condition. ‘I mean, nobody will kill me.’

         ‘Why are you so sure of that?’ I ask.

         ‘I’ve got life insurance,’ he says, and with his Austrian lilt it sounds almost like he’s said ‘honoured to make your acquaintance’.

         I put a slice of ham on some bread for him and press it into his left, unbandaged, hand.

         ‘Do you have what they call “life insurance” in the Kiez,’ I ask, ‘or a piece of paper with the name of a big company at the top?’  64

         He bites into his bread and chews. He seems to be enjoying it.

         ‘Something in between,’ he says; chews, swallows. ‘Could I have some of the cheese please?’ He opens his mouth.

         Somewhat taken aback, I nod and pop a bit of cheese between his teeth.

         ‘“Something in between”? What’s that supposed to mean?’

         ‘That,’ he says, chewing, ‘can mean whatever you want it to. Aren’t you eating? And what about the wine?’

         ‘Tell me what you mean about the life insurance,’ I say, ‘and I’ll give you a glass.’

         He looks out of the window for a while. A tiny bit of the sun is about to break through the clouds.

         ‘I’ve got a bank box in Switzerland,’ he says. ‘If I die, sooner or later people like you will come and have the box opened. There are a couple of other people who know that I’ve got the bank box, you see – and it is not in their interests for that to happen.’

         I don’t believe it. A bank box full of great, big secrets. And I don’t even know the man’s real name.

         ‘Which other people?’ I ask.

         He screws up his forehead, twists his mouth, shakes his head a fraction and says: ‘Mh.’

         I’ve only seen this way of not talking about things from Calabretta. And certain gentlemen in the vice squad. I make a note of it and hand him the glass, half full of red wine. As I do so, I notice his right hand, which seems to have been freshly bandaged.

         ‘How’s your hand?’ I ask.

         ‘How should it be? There used to be five fingers and now there are only four.’

         ‘Why did they do that?’ I ask.

         A grin plays around the corners of his mouth. ‘Because they didn’t know I’m left-handed.’

         ‘Who didn’t know?’ I ask, sliding a little closer to his bed. ‘Come on, spit it out. Who are you talking about?’

         ‘Have you got a cigarette?’ he asks. 65

         ‘You’re not allowed to smoke in here,’ I say with growing impatience and point at the bandage. ‘Joe, who did this?’

         He empties his glass and holds it out to me. I refill it.

         ‘Thanks,’ he says, downing it again. In one. The whole glass.

         I can guess what’s going to happen in the next second, and it does: drinking red wine so fast, on top of the painkillers – it’s like liquid tar on his eyelids. I can actually see them getting heavier.

         ‘You’re one of the good guys,’ he says. ‘Like I said, just believe me.’

         I put my hand on his arm. ‘Joe,’ I say.

         He’s not really trying to keep his eyes open, but I think he’s listening.

         ‘Who did you mess with?’

         ‘I underestimated them,’ he says quietly. ‘I thought I was too big for them.’ He yawns. ‘But they have no respect.’ He yawns again. He yawns like he wants to eat me. ‘That’s very bad.’

         I scent the chance to catch hold of his subconscious and maybe get some information.

         ‘What’s your name, Joe? What’s your real name? Tell me who you are, please.’

         His eyes are shut.

         ‘I were a good boy,’ he whispers. ‘I were a very good boy.’

         Then he falls asleep.

         He breathes slowly and deeply, and great peace spreads over his face.

         Who could have known the guy drinks red wine like apple juice?

         I refill my own glass, take a piece of bread and a lump of cheese and chew away in frustration.

         Then something occurs to me.

         Going out of the door, I’m glad to see my colleague on the hard chair is enjoying his lunch. I look for the nurses’ station and, because no one’s there, I simply call down the corridor:

         ‘Could I speak to a doctor for a moment, please?’

      

   


   
      
         66

         2002, spring.

         FALLER, GEORG

         He won’t get rid of me.

         HE.

         WON’T.

         GET.

         RID.

         OF.

         ME.

         And there’s something not quite right about this prosecutor.

         MALAJ, GJERGJ

         There he sits. Mr Public Prosecutor. In front of an expensive glass of wine.

         His pale suit has dark stains under the arms.

         The guy is made of fear and arrogance. I swear he’ll lick my balls yet.

         RILEY, CHASTITY

         Going to Hamburg soon. Got a job in the public prosecution service.

         I don’t think I’ll stay long. I really want to get to Berlin.

         CALABRETTA, VITO

         Murder squad, four weeks now.

         All OK there.

         And I like my boss.  67

         He’s snappish as an old watchdog.

         KLASSMAN, HENRI

         That was a dead cert, a sure thing. Copier out of the lobby and into the car and out of the car again to the fence.

         No partner. No one to talk. Nothing to go wrong.

         For the life of me, I’ve no idea who grassed me up.

         Now I’m sitting here with this weirdo cellmate. Hey ho. I’ll stick out a couple of months. Jail doesn’t break you that fast.

         I’ll be fine. I hope.

         MALUTKI, ROCCO

         I know him by reputation. I thought he wanted to be the next burglar king. He thought so too. Seems it didn’t quite work out.

         I give him half my bread every evening. The kid’s always starving; must be still growing.

         I don’t like this ugly rye bread you get here. And there’s no one to bring you a decent white loaf. Or a slice of cake.

         That’s all.

         VELOSA, CARLA

         My first slice of cake.

         My first latte.

         My first customer.

         Six months renovating. Alone. The works.

         Now there are old chandeliers hanging wonkily from the ceiling. That means the walls aren’t straight either, but they glitter so prettily.

         I spend the whole day taking photos of the first day. 68

         JOE

         The longer I do this job, the more I disappear. Sometimes I don’t even know myself if I’m actually still there.

         Fine by me.

      

   


   
      
         
            I’D LIKE TO GO SOMEWHERE, RIGHT NOW, WHERE I CAN SMOKE

         

         It rains and squalls, and then the sun shines again. The sky’s in motion, spring’s showing its forceful side. On the radio they say there’s a storm coming in this afternoon. I’m standing in my kitchen, a glass coffee mug in my hand; the clouds outside my window are racing eastwards. It’s just beautiful. When the weather’s all turned inside out. The hair stands up on the back of my neck and I get an age-old feeling in my belly. Like there’s a fight ahead. Like something’s really about to go off.

         But it’s usually wrong.

         It usually is really only the weather.

         I go for a shower, get dressed and walk to my office. See if there’s anything on.

         Of course there’s nothing on.

         I don’t exist in the department any more. I’m as invisible here as I was yesterday at Steindamm police station, but there’s a subtle yet toxic difference. Here, it’s deliberate. As if there was a new regulation: wherever possible ignore Riley, so that one day she’ll simply dissolve into thin air all by herself.

         Nothing being on doesn’t take long, and now it’s raining like the angels have knocked over their bucket, so I take a taxi to St Georg.

         The wheelchair is standing outside the hospital room, as discussed. I really had to work hard on the young doctor yesterday to get it. At first he acted like he didn’t want his patient to leave his bed, but then he blurted out the real issue:

         ‘Who’s paying for all this?’ 70

         ‘We’ll talk about that tomorrow,’ I said, and we will. The child doctor and me.

         Today he looks a little older than yesterday; he doesn’t look seventeen any more: he looks more like nineteen, or maybe twenty. He looks like he’s just off a hard night shift and he knows there’s another night shift ahead, and he won’t get home before tomorrow morning. And that’s probably precisely the case. He’s standing next to the wheelchair, holding the thing with his right hand gripping the backrest. As if to say, ‘This is my wheelchair’.

         ‘We still have no idea who the man is,’ he says. ‘We have no personal data, no insurance information, nothing. Social security will pay if he’s homeless. But this man arrived in a fancy suit and won’t tell us his name. We won’t get anything out of them, I can tell you that much.’

         ‘What does he say about it?’ I ask the infant doctor, and fall deeper than I was really intending into his tired eyes.

         ‘He said he’d pay cash. I said that he’d have racked up quite a bit on the meter by the end. He said, “That’s fine”.’ He shakes his head ever so slightly. ‘The guy’s a puzzle to me.’

         ‘Me too,’ I say.

         He smiles at me.

         OK.

         I smile back.

         He lets go of the wheelchair, slips his hands into the pocket of his demigod coat, inhales deeply and breathes out again.

         ‘Have a good trip,’ he says, and then: ‘See you.’

         Er, yeah.

         
             

         

         Carting someone from a bed to a wheelchair when nearly all his bones are broken is almost impossible. Especially when the patient to be carted is tall and imposing, and understandably mostly concerned with preventing his hospital gown, tied on only with two strings at the back, from slipping off. I can understand that. Those 71gowns are degrading enough when you’re lying still. When you’re moving, they’re just plain mean. So I shove and pull and push carefully – but with all my strength – at the gentleman held together by splints; my neck muscles hang out the stop signs and I get the feeling I’ll need a few splints myself in a moment, or at least some drugs. It’s only when I tell him there are cigarettes waiting if he gets into the chair that he gives his body a decent shake at the hips, and all at once there he is, actually sitting in the thing. Legs propped up, arms out at an angle.

         Lying down, there was something pious about his posture; now he looks more like a big cartoon character who’s been bashed about by an even bigger cartoon character. He looks as though someone has grabbed him and hurled him against a wall with all their strength.

         But what I say is: ‘Looking good.’

         He gives me a tormented glance. ‘I’d like to go somewhere, right now, where I can smoke.’

         ‘I know,’ I say and pull his blanket off the bed, laying it over his legs.

         He growls.

         I say: ‘It’s cold out.’

         We head off. In front of me is the back of his big head, his short, silvery hair, all kinked from lying down, his powerful neck, his constantly surprisingly broad shoulders. I sense that he’s tense, that he feels watched – by everyone and everything. I notice that he’s in exactly the same state as I’ve been in every time I’ve found myself at police HQ since I became a kind of outsider – the state of having slipped out of the world.

         I wonder if even he actually knows exactly which world is his.

         
             

         

         In the old days, hospitals still had smoking cages – those glass boxes like you get at airports. Generally a shabby waiting room with the window open, whatever the temperature. After all, if people smoke, they’re not going to have anything wrong with their lungs, are they? Or at least, not yet. 72

         Of course there’s nothing like that in hospitals any more. If you want to fuck yourself up, you have to put a bit of effort into it. Or at least stand outside, right in the wind.

         We take the lift down. I stand next to his wheelchair; we don’t look at each other. I stare at the ceiling; he looks straight ahead.

         Down at the bottom, I weave him quickly left then right. I wish it was Klatsche in the wheelchair, or Carla, or some other Ernie type, so I could be Bert and we could have some fun.

         No idea if Joe notices me using his wheelchair for rally driving. I don’t know how Austrians think about that stuff. He ought to appreciate it, because of Niki Lauda. He says nothing.

         Outside the door, I park him by a bench. It’s pretty windy, but the sun’s just shining now; it’ll be all right for a couple of fags. I pull a cigarette from my coat pocket, light it and stick it in his mouth.

         He goes at it like he went at the red wine yesterday evening. He does things the way someone does the things they always do alone. Without caring about incidental noises. If nobody’s ever there to do the normal stuff with you, you just march more ruthlessly through whatever you do. He smokes like an efficient machine. I look at him and suddenly it all becomes clear: I’m the first regular company he’s had for years. Probably the first for decades. And it’s because he can’t run away.

         When he’s finished smoking, he looks at me.

         ‘Thanks,’ he says.

         ‘What for?’

         ‘For being a good guy,’ he says, pulling up the right-hand corner of his mouth.

         ‘Stop that,’ I say. ‘I want to get something out of you, that’s all.’

         ‘I know.’

         ‘And?’ I ask. ‘Am I in with a chance?’

         He looks at me.

         One minute.

         Two minutes.

         Three minutes. 73

         Roughly.

         I light another cigarette and give it to him. Then one for me. We look each other in the eye again.

         We smoke.

         After a few deep drags, there’s nothing left of his cigarette but ash and smoke and a crushed filter. He chucks it away and says: ‘I need to think. Come again tomorrow evening.’ And after a brief pause he says: ‘Please.’

         Course I’ll come again tomorrow evening. I’ve got nothing else on.

         I wonder if he knows that.

         
             

         

         Rocco’s cooked for everyone. The café door is shut and there’s a sign in the window saying ‘closed’. But people still knock. It looks so lovely in here. It’s warm, almost humid, we have no jackets on, and red cheeks. Outside, Hamburg’s caught in a storm. It’s been pouring since late afternoon; the fire brigade keeps getting called out to pump out the cellars near the Elbe. Now it’s gradually calming down, it’s only drizzling puppies and kittens now, but the city’s not exactly at its most welcoming. I can understand people wanting to come and join us. But sadly I can’t help them there.

         We’ve pushed a few of the small tables together; we’re sitting by five big plates, Carla, Rocco, Calabretta, Faller and me. There’s a tin waiting for Klatsche in the kitchen; we’ll fill it later and take it round to him. In the middle of the table there’s an Indonesian salad with loads of vegetables bathed in a thick peanut sauce. And two grilled octopuses, crisp outside, tender inside, the colour of rust. We drink rosé from thick glasses.

         We don’t talk much. Carla and Rocco have talked and yelled and shouted enough today, and Faller, Calabretta and I aren’t generally what you might call chatterboxes.

         We’re eating.

         We’re together.

         74It warms our hearts as well as our bellies.

         Rocco and Carla call it mixing the glue. Holding the family together. We do this every few weeks. And every few weeks, something’s different. A different person needs a bit more glue than the rest. For months, it was me. Then it was Calabretta. Today, nobody really knows. Calabretta’s turned in on himself, but seems stable and fairly solid, staring out at the world as if he were a sphinx. Faller looks a bit like his Pontiac. Not pale blue, but a glittering sort of silvery grey, with a face out of late-sixties America. And when he does say something, it’s the same rumble.

         There’s schnapps for dessert.

         After two glasses, Faller stands up, picks up his hat and coat. ‘I’ll be off then.’

         We stare.

         ‘Where to?’ I ask.

         He shakes his head and just rumbles: ‘Got to go out again.’

         ‘OK then,’ says Carla, going to the door and opening it.

         She hugs Faller and comes back to the table. Rocco starts clearing up.

         Outside we can hear a dark spluttering. Faller’s starting the Pontiac.

         ‘Something wrong?’ Carla asks when she sees my face.

         ‘Maybe I should go after Faller,’ I say.

         She looks blankly at me. She has no idea.

         ‘I thought we’d take Klatsche something to eat and stretch the evening out at the Blue Night,’ she says, and then, to Calabretta: ‘Should she go after Faller?’

         ‘No,’ says the Sphinx. ‘She shouldn’t. If anyone should go after Faller, it should be me.’

         Carla shrugs. ‘Suit yourselves,’ she says. ‘I’ll go to the kitchen and pack up the food for Klatsche. You’ve got that long to figure out if you’re coming with us.’

         She grabs the rest of the plates and shoves the chair hard enough with her hip it crashes – gently – into the table. She 75always does that when her mood’s tipping from busy towards I’m-not-sure-I-can-take-any-more.

         I try to avoid Calabretta’s Egyptian stare and ask: ‘Smoke?’

         He nods and before I can reach for my coat, he’s got it in his hand and is laying it across my shoulders. He holds the door for me; I offer him a cigarette. Calabretta only smokes when I smoke.

         I give him a light.

         ‘So what’s he doing now?’ I ask. ‘He’s not heading home to watch the NDR Talk Show.’

         ‘I don’t know what he’s doing,’ says Calabretta. ‘But it’s none of our business, is it? Or he’d tell us about it.’

         ‘That’s how you see it?’

         ‘That’s how I see it,’ he says. ‘A man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do.’

         ‘James Stewart?’

         ‘Gary Cooper.’

         He reaches out his hand and catches a couple of rain ribbons. His dark eyes gleam. Very slowly, life is reawakening within him.

         ‘Aren’t you at all worried about Faller?’ I ask.

         ‘Is there anyone who doesn’t need worrying about?’

         I think. Nobody comes to mind.

         ‘Let’s not deceive ourselves,’ he says, chucking away his cigarette. ‘The times when you could save anyone from anything are over. Good night.’

         ‘Where are you going?’

         ‘Home,’ he says. ‘I’m going to try and spend a night at my flat for a change.’

         ‘And if you can’t?’

         ‘I’ll ring you,’ he says. ‘Say goodbye to Carla and Rocco for me.’

         He briefly lays his hand on my shoulder, then he does up his leather jacket and vanishes towards Altona. I watch him go, until he’s swallowed up by the drizzly haze. His boots make cowboy noises on the wet cobbles.

         I smoke another cigarette and feel abandoned by Calabretta. The 76way you always feel when someone you’ve spent a while caring for is getting back on their feet. And, hey, it was him who put the bee about Faller and his Albanian hunt in my bonnet. Now he’s acting like it’s nothing.

         Thanks for that.

         
             

         

         Carla’s café windows are almost completely misted over; I can just about see in through the clear space left in the middle. Carla and Rocco are behind the bar, standing opposite each other and talking. I can’t hear what they’re saying but I can see that it’s a serious conversation. Carla’s shaking her head. Rocco’s gesticulating. They’re not getting anywhere; Carla’s started gesticulating now too – she throws her hands up in the air, the cloth that she was presumably about to wipe a table with almost landing in Rocco’s face. They’re both talking louder now, but I only hear fragments. And then Carla suddenly turns round. Turns her back on Rocco. Lifts up her hair and holds the bare nape of her neck towards him. The tension ebbs out of his body. He pushes a hand into the dark curls. They stand like that for a long second or two. Then he pulls her to him with his free hand and lays his mouth on her neck. It looks a bit like he’s biting her, but their little dance is too tender for that. I’ve smoked my cigarette to the end but daren’t go back in.

         Whatever they’re doing, it’s very private.

         They pull away from each other. Carla turns around, kisses her husband on the lips and goes to wipe the table. Rocco disappears into the kitchen. I hold my breath for a moment, then, slowly and noisily, I open the door and walk back in.

         ‘Calabretta sends his regards,’ I say. It’s meant to sound casual. I don’t think it succeeded.

         ‘Has he gone?’ asks Carla. There’s a strange expression in her eyes. her cheeks are slightly flushed. She looks as though she and Rocco have just had sex.

         ‘Yeah, he’s gone home,’ I say. 77

         ‘Well, how about that?’ she says. ‘Are we cool with it?’

         ‘I think it’s OK,’ I say.

         ‘Then it’s OK,’ she says, smiling at me. She goes to the bar, picks up a brown-paper bag and presses it into my hand.

         ‘Here,’ she says. ‘Can you take Klatsche something to eat?’

         ‘Aren’t you two coming too?’ I ask.

         ‘Er…’ She ums and ahs a bit.

         I see. They’ve got plans.

         ‘I see,’ I say.

         ‘Thanks,’ she whispers. ‘And now, clear off.’

         ‘Thanks for this evening,’ I say, but she’s already vanished into the kitchen.

         I turn the light off, go out and pull the door to behind me.

         It’s stopped raining. The clouds suddenly break up. You can even see a few stars in the sky.

         I turn up my coat collar, light a cigarette and get on my way.

         
             

         

         People are bunched outside the door at the Blue Night, and they’re standing in the doorway too, so it looks like they’re spilling out. The joint is boiling over. Inside it’s all Motown classics – Klatsche’s weekend music.

         I say ‘excuse me’ and ‘sorry’ and ‘could I just?’ and work my way through the door and bit by bit over to the bar. Klatsche’s brown shirt is open, the white vest he’s wearing underneath is clinging to his chest and his dark blonde hair is wet, but because it’s so thick and so all over the place, it’s still sticking up from his head. He’s sweating and toiling, and he’s smiling at me. He’s so busy with glasses and bottles it’s like he’s got eight arms.

         ‘Hey, Mr Octopus,’ I say.

         ‘Hey,’ he says from the other side of the bar.

         I hold up the paper bag.

         ‘Food!’ he cries

         ‘Do you want it?’ I ask. 78

         He nods, reaches an arm across the bar, takes the bag from me and puts it behind him on the shelf below all the liquor bottles.

         ‘Where is everyone?’ he asks.

         ‘Oh, them,’ I say. ‘They had other plans.’

         ‘My girl’s here, that’s the main thing,’ he says, leaning over the bar again; he reaches for my head with his long arms, pulls me to him and gives me a sweaty kiss.

         Then he piles on the pathos: ‘Could you help me out a bit, please?’

         I squeeze past people, which works out OK because everyone’s moving to the music, and they’re actually all on the same beat. Behind the bar, I take care of the bottles – beer, cola, lemonade and water – while Klatsche deals with all the drinks in glasses. He’s mainly mixing long drinks. It’s still early, a long way off midnight. So the twenty-schnapps orders aren’t due for another couple of hours or so.

         We dispense drinks, making it a party. One day, I’ll pack in the whole bureaucratic lark and open a pub. I’ll call it The Last Cigarette.

         ‘I’ve got to pop downstairs,’ says Klatsche, opening the hatch to the cellar. ‘Out of gin.’

         I hand four beers over the bar to a woman in a grey coat and cash ten euros.

         Before I can take the next order, I hear Klatsche yell from the cellar: ‘Come down a mo, babe!’

         I climb down through the hatch. It’s cool and damp and dark – I can hardly see. There’s only a fragment of the dim light prevailing upstairs. And only half the racket makes it down here too.

         ‘Klatsche?’

         ‘Over here.’

         He’s standing right at the back on the left, in the darkest corner.

         ‘What are you doing there?’ I ask, but instead of answering, he takes two steps forward and pulls me to him in the corner. He presses me against the wall and sticks himself to me. At my back is the cold stone, in front is his warm, charged body, sizzling under the beads of sweat. His eyes gleam as dark green as Loch Ness. I remember 79standing there once, years ago; he took my hand by the deep, cold loch and said: ‘Imagine if this were forever.’

         It gave me a shock and I pulled my hand away.

         In the evening, it cost us a bit in beer and whisky until we were OK again.

         He presses me harder against the wall. He thrusts one hand under my T-shirt and undoes first my belt buckle and then his; he does all this very quickly and skilfully, and there’s a weight behind it, an urgency – there’s no way, absolutely no way at all, of resisting it, and he keeps on, and then he lifts me up a bit, and I say ‘Oops’, and for a second I think: seriously, now? Against the wall? And then there’s no more thinking and I hear the people up above calling for beer and Klatsche hears them too, but we don’t care.

         We’re back up there again before they can leave.

         Later on, when it’s almost morning and all the customers have gone, we go back down to the cellar again. Because it feels like that’s our hot new place – a place that suits us better than anywhere else. And before we go home, Klatsche takes a thick, black felt-tip and draws a bed on the damp wall.

         ‘So it’s more comfy for you next time,’ he says, although he knows I’m not much into cosiness.

         When we turn down our street, the sky’s just turning pink and the first birds are twittering their crazy songs.

         Just for the record: this is a highly unusual night and unusual nights are always giving notice of something.
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         2003, summer.

         FALLER, GEORG

         They say he wants to take a back seat. Get out of business operations.

         I can imagine why. He’d rather sit in his comfortable villa on the Elbe and let his army of gangsters do the work. The main job being to spread fear and terror through the Kiez. Stop anyone from thinking this’d be a good time to start anything.

         As for his other important job – his property businesses in the Hafencity – he’s got the city Senate to do that for him.

         You just have to keep shaking the right hands and tormenting the right souls.

         Everyone knows, but shush.

         Don’t talk about it.

         It could be bad for business. It could screw up the money.

         That’s the general plan, and his particular plan too.

         But I’m going to take you down, you arseholes.

         Sweated through three shirts today.

         MALAJ, GJERGJ

         Five cousins from Tirana. Boys, hungry guys.

         I said they can show me their moves for a while. Do a few things for me. Whoever does best can try for my legacy. I’ve had it up to here with scummy nightclubs. I’m getting into the better clubs now.

         They’ve sorted out the public prosecutor. It was all getting too obvious with him. But a new one’s on order.

         And a new pool.81

         CALABRETTO, VITO

         I’m the chief’s right-hand man.

         The other two are fine with that. They act as his legs and do a lot of running around outside. It suits them down to the ground. They’re both the more outdoors type anyway.

         Meanwhile the chief and I do a lot of sitting in the office and talking about the Albanian and the structure he’s built up. We’re looking for holes in it. Places to stick in our fingers and winkle out information. Perhaps we’ll even make a few holes in it ourselves.

         We investigate with sharpened pencils behind our ears and our minds racing.

         I think the boss sees me as the Neapolitan Camorra specialist. Hmm. OK, so I spend my summers with my family near Vesuvius, but I really don’t have much to do with the Camorra.

         I once mentioned in passing that my uncle was killed doing antimafia work. Perhaps it made too much of an impression on the chief.

         I barely knew my uncle. But I always thought his carabinieri uniform looked ultra-smart in most of the photos. And I liked the fact that his patrol car was an Alfa. A dark blue 165. All carabinieri drive Alfa Romeos. There’s one outside every barracks, ready to roll. When you’re a carabiniere, you just jump in and drive off, blue lights flashing, to drink your coffee. Otherwise they don’t get themselves worked up over much. Or that’s always my impression.

         But when I watch my boss with the Albanian business eating away at him, it worries me a bit.

         I don’t know if he’s still got enough distance from it. Maybe he should be a bit more of a coffee-carabiniere.

         Sat in the office in a vest and shades today.

         RILEY, CHASTITY

         Nobody wanted the job.

         Red-light district, organised crime.

         82Too much politics, my colleagues said. But you’ll be fine, Ms Riley.

         My predecessor was an impenetrable guy. My colleagues say that too. ’Cos of all the politics, they reckon. You don’t want to go round being too transparent, or it’ll come back to bite you.

         Dunno what they mean. I’ll keep well out of it. I’ve always kept out of that kind of stuff. Politics and criminal prosecution are two different kettles of fish.

         If you mix them, the end result will taste weird.

         It just sounded interesting, especially after all the pretty criminality. So I waved my straight As around. You can always leave. And I live in St Pauli, don’t I?

         That works, said the attorney general. Schubert, that creep.

         Whatever. So long as I don’t have to sit on his lap.

         I’m glad about Faller. He’s a bit like my dad. A Robert Mitchum type.

         I have to be careful that I don’t just lay myself down by him one day. Head on his shoulder. Daddy. But he always looks so kindly at me.

         We’ll be working together a lot from now on, he says.

         Why, I asked, are you organised crime as well as the murder squad?

         So he tapped his hat, turned and said: You know.

         Oh, right, yeah. So I’ve heard. There must be overlaps.

         There was a time when the Albanian mafia were bumping people off almost like a production line. And then it did get political; even I heard about that.

         Well, I’ll see; find the most sensible way to keep out of it.

         Talking of keeping out – last week, I got a new neighbour. Very young. Bristly dark-blonde hair. Green eyes, freckles. Over six foot tall. Kind of a cross between a skater and a small-time gangster. Wears a rank leather jacket and oversized self-confidence.

         On the stairs yesterday, I felt like he was staring at my arse. I didn’t know what to do.

         I mean, that’s not my style – flirting on the stairs etc. And I’m at least ten years older than him. 83

         It’s insanely hot again today, everyone’s going round in unbuttoned shirts and tiny, thin dresses. I’m wearing jeans and a T-shirt and boots.

         I’m not making a spectacle of myself.

         KLASSMAN, HENRI

         New gaff.

         Plus new neighbour. Classy girl. But dressed like she was on an expedition to the North Pole.

         Maybe someone could give her a bikini.

         Well, now. I don’t have time for women. Got to look after my new business. I’m a businessman now. Yessir.

         St Pauli Key Service. Quick, cheap and friendly. Open twenty-four seven!

         With your experience of locked doors, says Rocco, you’ll eat them for breakfast.

         I’m going for a beer, barefoot.

         MALUTKI, ROCCO

         I live in a little hut by the beach and I’m building a boat.

         I’m learning on the job. Mirko’s teaching me. I always wanted to learn. When the boat’s ready, I get my pay. Then we build the next boat.

         But before that we go out on the lash, says Mirko, in Dubrovnik.

         We drive over in the morning, drink all day and all night, and dance with the prettiest girls, and the next day we drive back to our beach.

         Our beach is pebbly. The water glitters turquoise and there are diamonds dancing on the tiny waves. It’s so hot and the air is so soft. This is the Caribbean, not Croatia, I tell Mirko every day, and he laughs and says: Perhaps.

         He used to have a restaurant in St Pauli. His parents went to 84Hamburg before the Iron Curtain closed. After the war in Yugoslavia, Mirko went back to Croatia, where he’d never been till that day.

         My home, he says, looking at the mountains behind the coastline.

         One evening, when we were sitting by the water with a couple of bottles of beer and a barbecue and two steaks, he asked me where my home was.

         Hmm, I said. St Pauli, maybe. Or maybe South America. Or Poland.

         South America? Mirko asked.

         Someone in my mother’s family is from there.

         Poland?

         My father was a Pole.

         Oh, Mirko said.

         My mother, I said, always told me I had gypsy blood.

         Then you’re in the right place with me, Mirko said, licking his knife.

         In the mornings, when I can get up and do, or not do, whatever I like, when I could go where I want; in the mornings when I have the strongest sense of not being banged up, that’s when I find myself thinking about Klatsche.

         I wonder whether his key business is working out. Whether he’s got a girl.

         Guys like him always have a girl.

         Klatsche Klassman and I were released at almost the same time. I picked him up when he got out.

         He took me to the station when I left for Croatia.

         We slapped each other on the shoulders and laughed. Now I miss him. Funny – in jail you usually make enemies, not friends.

         Oh boy, oh boy, oh boy, it’s hot here.

         VELOSA, CARLA

         A scorching summer.

         It’s been hot and dry for weeks now. At night you can see Mars gleaming. It shines more darkly than all the other stars in the sky.85

         It’s not a star, say the clever dicks, it’s a planet.

         I don’t care.

         I met someone, at a fish stall in Övelgönne.

         An odd woman. She’s got a funny name, something American, hard to remember. Her hair’s American too, so glossy and thick and shiny; her hair belongs in a TV series. She can drink like a man. And she’s a public prosecutor.

         Not at all what I was expecting.

         We laughed so much. When a big ship went past, followed by a big wave, the harbour water caught us. Everyone at the stall was soaked through. And I was feeling so silly that I stuck a herring in my mouth. Sideways. She was great.

         She’s planning to pop into my café at the weekend. Then I’ll make her the best coffee in the world and then she won’t be able to stop popping in.

         JOE

         Three at a stroke, and they didn’t notice till the last second that they were for it.

         That matters to me.

         I don’t want them to suffer for long.

         Hunter’s honour.

      

   


   
      
         
            ESPERANTO

         

         No idea how we made it home. It’s pretty impressive that we made it at all in our twisted condition. I wake up briefly when Klatsche gets up around noon to go shopping, but fall asleep again immediately. He’s always the one who goes shopping. He lugs food home, he fills his fridge, and he always brings me back the things I need – milk, coffee, vodka and a few apples and bananas.

         He looks after me and now I can actually bear to let him.

         When I finally wake up, because Klatsche’s come home from shopping, it’s half past three. That took him a while.

         He puts the paper bag of my things on the landing and drags therest of the bags into the kitchen, where he divides his booty between his caves – fridge, larder, kitchen table. I keep my eyes shut and listen to the racket. Family sounds, I think, and don’t know what to make of that.

         I open my eyes, look into the sky and see a tentative March sun. I turn over; my shoulder blades hurt. I remember the wall from last night again, and I’m almost a bit embarrassed. Klatsche and I have known each other for years, and for years we’ve been sometimes more and sometimes less a couple, more often more these days. But when we stood against that cold wall in the cellar yesterday it was like a stormy encounter between two strangers. Lights that had accidentally collided and become entangled in each other. A hasty miniature firework.

         I try to stretch my shoulders. It hurts. I shut my eyes again.

         Klatsche’s making coffee. It clatters and then starts bubbling. Between me closing and opening my eyes, he’s sitting next to me on the bed, holding out a mug.

         87‘Hot stuff, baby,’ he whispers.

         I’ve stopped bothering to tell him not to call me ‘baby’. He won’t stop anyway. He always says he’ll stop when I stop all the other stuff. And I don’t want to think about ‘all the other stuff’, so I scoot up a bit, take the coffee from him and say, ‘Thanks.’

         He looks at me as if it’s the first time I’ve woken up in his bed, as if we’ve only met yesterday, and it’s actually a bit like that. He looks at me like that for quite a while. I like it.

         I drink coffee and look back at him.

         Then it seems like he’s looked enough and he switches mode.

         ‘I spoke to a few people,’ he says, ‘about Faller.’

         ‘When?’ I ask, sitting upright.

         ‘Just now,’ he says. ‘I went back to the Blue Night because I wanted to check that we locked up properly this morning. And I bumped into some guys.’

         ‘And what do those guys say?’

         ‘They’re all wondering why old Faller is suddenly prowling round the Kiez so ferociously.’

         ‘What d’you mean, prowling ferociously round the Kiez?’

         ‘Well,’ says Klatsche, ‘he seems to be in a different joint every evening. Always drives up in style in his Pontiac, drinks two beers and drives off again.’

         ‘That’s it?’ I ask.

         ‘No,’ says Klatsche with a frown. ‘He tells stories.’

         ‘What kind of stories?’ I ask, instinctively knowing they won’t be funny ones.

         ‘He talks about the Albanian,’ says Klatsche. ‘He tells anyone he can get his hands on about everything Gjergj Malaj’s done in the last twenty, thirty years. He really does tell them everything.’

         ‘No,’ I say.

         ‘Yes,’ says Klatsche. ‘He talks and talks and talks. Every evening.’

         ‘What does that mean then?’

         Klatsche raises his eyebrows. ‘Pure provocation,’ he says. ‘Beats me what he thinks it’ll achieve.’ 88

         ‘Perhaps he wants to break through the Albanian’s reserve,’ I say. ‘Make him react to his blathering … so he slips up…’

         ‘But he can’t really think that’ll work, can he?’

         ‘It’s the only explanation I can think of.’

         ‘The most the Albanian will do is set one of his guard dogs on him,’ says Klatsche. He takes a gulp of his coffee. ‘And to be honest, that’s not so unlikely.’

         ‘To be honest,’ I say, ‘it’s highly likely. Malaj’s officially – and very skilfully – pulled himself out of everything these days, and gets invited to the very best parties. He’s not exactly going to let himself be screwed over by the cop he went to all that effort to get rid of, back in the day.’

         ‘So who’s going to get the old boy to drop the bullshit now?’

         Klatsche stares out of the window as if the answer to his question might just fly past.

         ‘I’ll try,’ I say. ‘Can you find out where he’s already been?’

         ‘I can,’ says Klatsche. ‘And I can light a candle for him now, to be on the safe side.’

         Let’s hope candles are like umbrellas – if you’ve got one, you won’t need it. If you haven’t got one, you’ll get soaked.

         
             

         

         The Austrian holds his face into the last remnants of spring sunshine. The wind’s moved on. The sun isn’t really warming, but it’s nice to know it’s there. It’s a first glimpse of what it’ll be capable of in six or seven weeks’ time.

         He looks pale. Hair and face almost seamlessly grey. Everyone’s pale at this time of year, and the effort of clinging onto a hard wheelchair when you’re so broken makes you a notch or two paler. This man, who acts like he’s made of granite, has a whole lot of cracks.

         But smoking seems to help a bit. I’m not so bad with a fag in my mouth, Doctor.

         We’ve been here in our smokers’ corner for a good half-hour. He was already sitting in the wheelchair when I arrived at his room. 89He didn’t exactly look like he was waiting for me, but it wasn’t far off.

         And now it doesn’t exactly look like he’s bursting to tell me something – but that’s not far off either. His face is turned more towards the sun than to me – I can only see his profile – but for the first time I sense that he might really be prepared to talk to me.

         ‘Go on,’ I say. ‘Spill the beans.’

         He opens his eyes a little, but keeps his face in the sunlight. ‘Hmm.’

         ‘Hmm?’

         ‘Mh.’

         ‘I’m not letting up,’ I say. ‘If you want me to stop pestering you, you need to tell me who beat you to a pulp.’

         ‘Well, listen up then,’ he says.

         ‘I’m listening.’

         ‘Really?’

         ‘Really.’

         ‘It won’t take long.’

         ‘I believe you.’

         He says: ‘OK.’

         He breathes deeply in and out again. Smoke into the lungs and smoke out of the lungs.

         ‘It’s to do with drugs. The bad shit. It’s meant to come to Hamburg and then go on to Western and Northern Europe, on a massive scale. Someone wants to build solid structures, east-west distribution channels. They’re not there for this stuff yet. But they soon will be.’

         He looks at me. ‘You can’t do anything about it, it’s all wrapped up already. You and your people might bust a delivery now and then, but it won’t bother anyone, the structure’s too big and too well constructed.’

         Pause.

         Cigarette.

         ‘But that’s not why I ended up in here,’ he says.

         I light another cigarette for myself too – feels like the seventeenth this afternoon – and look him in the eyes. 90

         Don’t cock up now.

         Don’t talk out of turn.

         ‘There are three little crooks. They’re just dogsbodies in the whole thing really – meant to pin a few people down, make a connection or two, get the Hamburg street business ready. But they want to do their own thing. And believe me, what they’re planning is way more fucked up than everything I already told you, and worse than anything you’ve seen yet. The drug these guys want to bring into Germany is sick. And just to make a fast million. They’ve got straw for brains.’

         I smoke evenly in and out so I don’t forget to breathe.

         ‘And it was those three boys,’ he says, holding up his left index finger, ‘that I underestimated.’

         He drags on his cigarette.

         ‘I’ll tell you their names. And then I’m saying nothing else.’

         The sun is about to vanish behind the hospital. I pull my coat more tightly around my body and turn up my collar. The Austrian still has exactly three rays of sunshine on his brow.

         He looks to the heavens. ‘Drob, Adlo and Ronny.’

         ‘Drob, Adlo and Ronny?’ I ask. ‘What kind of names are they?’

         ‘Fighting names,’ he says. ‘I don’t know anything else about them myself.’

         ‘You have to give me another lead,’ I say. ‘What drug is it? Who’s behind it? What exactly are these three – what are their names again? – planning?’

         ‘Drob. Adlo. Ronny.’

         ‘Yeah, them. What are they planning?’

         He gives one last drag on his cigarette and throws the butt away. ‘Message ends.’

         ‘Please. Joe.’

         ‘It’s cold. Take me back in.’

         ‘You have to keep talking to me.’

         ‘I don’t have to do anything except get out of the cold. And don’t even think about blackmailing me. Or I’ll never speak another word to you.’ 91

         Shame. It was a good idea.

         ‘OK,’ I say. I can see there’s nothing more to come.

         ‘Forward march!’

         I push him back through the door. To the lift, up to the ward, into his room.

         When he’s lying in bed again, his face gradually recovering from the pain of the wheelchair-to-bed campaign, I say: ‘By the way, I heard you’re planning to pay for all this in cash.’

         He nods.

         ‘Where did you get that kind of money? You know how expensive this stuff is, don’t you?’

         He looks at me. Flickering in his eyes is a healthy dose of derision.

         He grins and now gives me a look like I’m a particularly dim work-experience student.

         First I feel my carotid artery throbbing, then my lid flipping.

         ‘WHO ARE YOU, JOE?’

         He looks out of the window and says: ‘Not so loud, if you please, ma’am.’

         I drop onto the chair beside his bed. ‘Just tell me how you stumbled into this business and then we can work out how to get you out again. And then it’ll be fine.’

         He laughs, shakes his head and says: ‘Cute.’

         I stand up again, walk around his bed and stand in front of the window, blocking his view.

         Drob, Adlo and Ronny are doing something involving drugs, I think. Great. Give the wheelchair back, old man.

         We stare at each other. First one to blink is dead.

         ‘Do you speak Esperanto?’ he asks.

         ‘No,’ I say. ‘Do you?’

         ‘A bit,’ he says, continuing to hold my gaze rock solid. He’s very good at it. As if he’s done a course in gaze-holding. ‘There’s a village in the French Pyrenees where they only speak Esperanto, and they have a word there for people who abuse the rules of the community. Who harm others through antisocial behaviour.’ 92

         ‘What’s the word?’ I ask.

         ‘Krokodili.’

         ‘As in crocodile?’

         ‘As in crocodile.’

         ‘And?’ I ask.

         ‘Don’t be uptight now,’ he says.

         ‘I’m not uptight,’ I say. ‘I’ve just had enough of your puzzles. This is not a fairy tale. I’m not in the mood any more. Keep your shit to yourself.’

         He tries to sit up a bit, but without much success. Then he gestures towards the bedside cabinet with his head. ‘Look in the drawer there,’ he says.

         I open it, and there’s a piece of paper. On the paper, in girlish handwriting, it says ‘Wieczorkowski’.

         ‘What’s that?’

         ‘I got one of the nurses to write it for you,’ he says. ‘In case anything happens to me here.’

         ‘In case what, exactly, happens to you?’

         ‘Whatever,’ he says. ‘Ask the man about crocodiles. But don’t give him my regards.’

         ‘Where will I find this Wieczorkowski?’

         ‘At the State Criminal Police Office in Leipzig. He’s one of the best narcotics detectives in this country. If anyone can help you, it’s him.’

         I slip the note into my trouser pocket. ‘You’re an oddball,’ I say.

         ‘I’m a serious drinker,’ he says.

         ‘Meaning?’

         ‘I don’t like boxing matches that are decided on points. If you mess with me, you have to assume it’ll be the last time you mess with anyone.’

         
             

         

         I don’t like jogging in the park after dark. I’m not scared by a dark park, but I need points of light around me to be able to think. 93

         And without daylight, the park is a dark-green swamp.

         So I run through the Speicherstadt, the port, the Hafencity, the city centre. There are lights everywhere. And runners. A distinct species that only uses these districts at night. To run in peace through the dead streets. In fact I’m hardly ever here by day. And I reckon the others aren’t either, from what I can see in their faces. The people who come in the daytime have respect in their eyes – for the old warehouses in the old warehouse district, for the swaying ships at the jetties, for the monstrous buildings in the new part of town, for the blaring shop windows in the shopping district. The people here at night just use the whole shebang as a stage for their thing. There’s something noble about that. It’s one of those rare moments when humanity towers above the city, when we do what we want with it, and not the other way round.

         I run for a good hour – around me the red brick, the glass façades, the concrete. Above me, the sky. And in my head just Drob, Adlo and Ronny.

         I’m still going slightly nuts over all these endless fighting names.

         
             

         

         After showering, I’m dog tired; my legs are as heavy as a crane base. I could just fall into bed. But something’s pulling me outside. I feel like beer and music and Klatsche. I slip into the absolute minimum of clothes, pull on my boots, snatch up my coat and let the door fall into the lock behind me before sleep catches up with me after all.

         Out on the street, I latch onto the crowd heading for the Reeperbahn. I find my place between two little groups – a couple of young men in front and three women behind; they’re all in step, matching tempo, a still-things-to-do-today beat. We’re on our way to the Kiez.

         A pleasure-seeking pack. A human wave.

         I just let myself be swept along with it, wait and see where it takes me.

         We turn right and then left and then keep straight on. Past phone shops, tattooists, porn cinemas and old dives, past the Salvation 94Army and a travel agent’s, past people laughing and people lying in doorways. Past rich and poor people, and past plenty who’ll even forget their own names tonight, leave them lying around wherever they dropped them – under a sticky table or just down the loo. On the Reeperbahn, my walking group swells rapidly; it’s like cell division, suddenly there’s an insane number and now you seriously have to watch out that you don’t dock in the wrong place. I cross the Reeperbahn, and there’s clinking and clanking and clanging and jeering; dirty little Las Vegas, I think, what are you lot really looking for? And then I see a pale-blue Pontiac in front of the Silbersack.
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