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Prologue


April 2004


They took the usual route, into town via Südstadt, stopping from time to time, chatting to people – “our people”, as Timo always said, “our streets, our people” – chatting about football as if everything were normal. And for Timo, Stefan Bremer thought, everything was normal.


At around eleven o’clock a report came in over the radio about an attempted aggravated robbery, Werderstrasse, less than a couple of hundred metres away. “Finally something’s happening,” Timo said, switching on the siren. He liked to arrive accompanied by a battle cry.


Bremer sped up only slightly. He’d barely slept and was blinded by the harsh morning light. He’d left his sunglasses at home, having stood in the hallway for several minutes, waiting for the familiar movements and sounds that now wouldn’t come. In a wave of panic he’d hurried out of the apartment without his sunglasses, wallet or mobile.


Timo on the radio, Bremer not listening.


His first night without Nicky; her warmth was gone, her body, her fitful breathing. Only her smell was still there, in the duvet and the sheet – the fragrance of springtime wherever he turned his head. At around three o’clock he’d lain down on the sofa in the sitting room, but her smell had come with him, on him, in him, in the memory of that day seven or eight years ago when they’d bought the sofa. In the images before his eyes.


Eventually he did fall asleep.


“Over there,” Timo said. An elderly man was waiting by the side of the road, red-faced, his chest pumped with agitation, waving his hands about. He was wearing a green apron.


Bremer braked and brought the car to a leisurely standstill.


I’m going now, Nicky had said the evening before. He was staring at the kitchen clock, twenty-five past eight. For some unfathomable reason that was important. At twenty-five past eight on the evening of 29 April, 2004, Nicky left.


They got out. “You do it,” Bremer said.


“Are you Herr Fink?” Timo said to the distressed man.


Attempted aggravated robbery, the thief – armed with a knife – long gone, routine. Bremer was going to write notes, but his hand was shaking and the white paper was painfully reflecting the sunlight. His eyes half closed, he focused on the essentials. 11.15. Prob. East European. Shoved. Knife.


“What did he do?” Timo asked. After eight months he still struggled to understand people who spoke with the hard Baden accent from Karlsruhe. It was tricky for someone from Brandenburg an der Havel.


It had taken Bremer a year to understand it, a whole year and Nicky. “He shoved Herr Fink against the shelves and threatened him with a knife,” he said.


“Are you injured?”


“No!” Fink exclaimed, more angry than frightened.


They entered the small shop. Newspapers, sweets, lottery tickets, tobacco, some stationery. A fridge with drinks, but no food. Bremer wondered why Fink needed an apron. When he blinked, the harsh light from outside still lay over his pupils like a veil.


Timo let Fink show him where and how he’d been threatened with the knife. Bremer sketched, wrote, shook.


Brandenburg, he thought. Almost the only thing he and Timo had in common. Two Brandenburgers in Karlsruhe.


Look after him, the boss had said. He’s not here entirely of his own free will, if you get what I mean.


No, I don’t get what you mean, Bremer replied.


Whatever. Perhaps the two of you know the same girls from back then.


Bremer had a sudden urge to go home. Visit his parents and siblings, the girls from back then. Drift on the Breitlingsee in a rowing boat, like he did in his life before Nicky. In the evening he would row back to the shore, tie up the boat, April 1994, no jogger with short blonde hair tripping over him, cursing as she stumbled, yet still somehow smelling of spring.


“Did he touch anything?” Timo asked.


“Me!” Fink said.


“Anything else?”


Bremer wrote: Door handle outside/inside. Shelf bracket below the magazines. Herr Fink’s shirt collar, shoulder.


“Why did he run away?”


“Because I told him he wouldn’t be getting a cent, unless it was over my dead body!”


“Not advisable, Herr Fink, when someone’s got a knife.”


Bremer looked up and asked, “Why the apron, Herr Fink?” Silence descended on the room. He heard the hum of the fridge. Somewhere a clock ticked.


Eventually Fink raised his hands and showed them his palms. “Because I sweat so much.”


Bremer wrote: Apron – sweat.


“That’s some information,” Timo said in a friendly tone.


Their Kripo colleagues, a man and a woman, came into the shop and took over. Timo became monosyllabic; he didn’t like detectives being women.


Bremer went out onto the pavement and shooed away a few bystanders from the door and shop window. He caught sight of a cyclist the same age as him, around thirty, jeans, black coat, baseball cap. The man was standing beside a kiosk, straddling the crossbar, perusing a magazine. Bremer was sure he’d seen him before, somewhere else a few minutes earlier.


Our streets, our people.


Timo came out. “Falafel?”


“Yes,” he said.


This was something else they had in common. A falafel wrap, every lunchtime when they were on duty together.


They headed south from Werderstrasse, waiting at the next junction as a Turkish family hurried across the road – father, mother, three young daughters, everything a bit chaotic, the mother hectic, one of the children stopping in the middle of the road.


“In fifty years we’ll have a Muslim chancellor,” Timo said. “Bets on?” Bremer turned the corner. “No.”


“No what?”


“I don’t want to bet.”


Out of the corner of his eye he could see Timo shrug. “I don’t care, and my children can move to New Zealand if they don’t like it. I’ve heard there’re hardly any Muslims in New Zealand.”


“That’s all happened very fast with the children. On Friday you didn’t even have a girlfriend.”


“Purely hypochondriacally, I mean.”


Bremer smiled; he liked Timo’s word play. Swapping similar sounding words, sometimes funny, sometimes not. Last month Timo’s neighbour died. He bought a bunch of flowers for the widower and said he’d come to offer his indolence.


Did he really say “indolence”? Nicky had asked.


He was trying to cheer him up.


Strange chap, your colleague.


Bremer parked close to the Lebanese takeaway.


“Same as usual?” Timo said.


Bremer nodded and watched him wander off. Over the past couple of months Timo had adopted a slow, menacing walk like cops from American TV series. Small-town officers in New Mexico or Texas who have to look intimidating if they want to make it to retirement age. Why Timo felt the need to be intimidating, Bremer had no idea. Testosterone, maybe. Or the sense that as a Brandenburger he didn’t get enough respect around here. Bremer felt this too sometimes.


“Strange” is the wrong word.


Oh really? What’s the right word then?


I don’t know. “Unpredictable” perhaps.


Unpredictable and friendly, unpleasant and funny, Bremer thought, focusing his gaze on Timo’s back to stop thinking about Nicky. In his head, however, she kept talking, even now a few weeks later on 29 April, 2004, just before half past eight in the evening: I don’t want you to call. Or write.


OK.


I don’t want any contact for the time being.


No contact, he thought. From one day to the next disappearing so completely from his life, as if she’d never existed.


His mouth was dry and goose pimples were creeping up his arms. He undid the seat belt and got out of the car, unfastening the top button of his shirt. Sunlight assailed his eyes from every angle, dazzling reflections from car roofs, windows. All of a sudden he felt tears on his cheeks. He forced himself to think about the lake and the rowing boat, alone on the water, no jogger, just the girls from back then, and today merely being the day after then.


His breathing calmed. Everything’s familiar, everything’s the same, he thought, at least that: the squeaking tram brakes at the Augartenstrasse stop, the smell of frying oil. Timo going into the Lebanese takeaway at midday, as he so often did. The cyclist back again, looking over at him, his bike leaning against a streetlamp, the magazine the only thing missing.


All normal, he thought. Nothing had changed. Almost nothing.


Timo was now at the counter, a rough hulk of a man in a black leather jacket with POLIZEI written on the back in white. His thumbs in his waistband, his upper body moving faintly, rocking back and forth. They needed to talk, Bremer thought. It wasn’t their job to intimidate people. They were supposed to make them feel safe, not scared.


He was just about to turn away and get back into the car when a man, who hadn’t been visible before, came up behind Timo and put a hand to his head, and Bremer wondered why he was doing this, why Timo had suddenly disappeared from view, then realised that the man was holding a pistol with a silencer which now pointed down at the floor where Timo must be lying. Bremer opened his mouth and tried to call for help, but no sound came. He tried to move, do something, but in vain. He was trapped in a leaden state of shock that had begun on 29 April, 2004, at 8.25 in the evening, and which still robbed him of his breath and every ounce of his strength. Confused, he registered that the man with the pistol was no longer standing where he had been, but was now outside the takeaway, looking in his direction, and to his left the cyclist was hurrying towards the police car, towards him, armed with a pistol too.


When Bremer heard muffled shots, the fear of death chased through his limbs and finally he was able to move, to drop to one knee. But it was too late; he couldn’t even get a hand to his gun. He saw the driver’s window shatter, then went crashing into the body-work, no longer hearing or feeling anything. In a strangely crackling silence he lay on his back, the silver flash of the patrol car in the corner of his eye, and above him the evening sky, waves rocking the boat, now it was time to row back to shore, he thought. When he tied up the boat he noticed that something was missing. He looked along the footpath, there was nobody there, no jogger stumbling, falling with a supressed curse, rolling over and bringing the aroma of spring into his life. Spring was now gone for ever, he thought, before he lost consciousness.
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April 2006


A Sunday evening on the balcony, night already creeping across Annaplatz. In the distance she heard piano music, in her head she saw a film, memories laden with melancholy. Not a moment when you want visitors.


The doorbell rang again.


Louise Bonì took the blanket off her legs and got up. The candle, which had burned halfway, flickered with her movement. A birthday candle, fat and with a blue rim, virtually no smell. Occasionally it crackled and spat into the evening, which suited the occasion.


The birthday of a dead person.


Squeezing past the little table she peered over the window boxes, which had been empty since anyone could remember, and down to the entrance. To begin with she couldn’t make out anything in the dark, then a silhouette moved slowly into the light of the streetlamp. Leather jacket, shoulder-length hair, a man’s face she hadn’t seen in months – half a year to be precise.


She pressed the button to open the door. Kilian came up quietly and quickly.


“Hi,” he said softly.


“I do have a phone,” she said.


He pushed her into the apartment and closed the door. She realised he hadn’t come to celebrate the birthday with her. His eyes appeared exhausted and twitchy, his skin rough. He looked gaunt. Not the surfer boy of six months ago, when she’d envied his youthfulness and sense of adventure.





She followed him into the kitchen. No light, he indicated.


“OK,” she said, feeling tense.


He stood right beside her, talking under his breath. A few weeks ago, a man, probably from Freiburg, had ordered some illegal weapons, two pistols with silencers: a Makarov and a Tokarev. They’d been picked up yesterday.


“Slowly, slowly,” Louise said. “Start at the beginning.”


“It’s a long story.”


“Keep it short – I want to go back onto my balcony.”


Kilian rubbed the sides of his nose with two fingers. “You know I’ve changed sections?”


She nodded. From surveillance to organised crime, an act of youthful despair. He’d made mistakes in investigations half a year earlier. Over the winter she’d occasionally wondered why she never bumped into him at police HQ, in the cafeteria, on the stairs, not even at the Freiburg Kripo Christmas party. Now she understood. He’d gone undercover in December and was now on secondment to the regional Criminal Investigation Bureau.


“Who are you after?”


“Russians up in Baden-Baden.”


“Do they have names? There are loads of Russians in Baden-Baden.”


“Forget it,” he said. “We’ll nab them in a couple of weeks. Until then you’re not to even think about Russians in Baden-Baden.” He smoothed back his straggly hair. “But that’s not what this is about.”


“So the weapons aren’t connected to your case?”


“No.”


“How do you know?”


“From my informer.”


“Does he know the buyer?”


“No.”


“How does he know he’s from Freiburg?”


“Because of the number plate. He wrote it down. Or part of it, at least.”


“Does he know what the buyer is planning to do with the pistols?”


“No.” Kilian turned his head and the light from the hallway fell on his face. For a moment she fancied she could see something in his expression other than exhaustion: fear.


Kilian and fear – this was new too.


“Maybe just someone who collects weapons.”


“No,” he repeated. A man had ordered the guns by phone and someone else had picked them up. Two pistol buffs? Unlikely. The weapons were needed for something else. And why would you need illegally acquired pistols with silencers?


Louise said nothing. She sensed her thoughts and body getting into gear. Her soul was dragging behind, still sitting on the balcony, remembering a bear of a man who was no longer around. His death last October had silenced the corridors of Freiburg police HQ, and the heart of Kripo had been beating more slowly ever since. In fact it wasn’t beating at all anymore, and she wasn’t the only one who felt this; lots of her colleagues did too. A large proportion of the organism’s energy and strength had emanated from this man who’d always been there, and now was there no longer. Whether you bowed to him or opposed him, the result was the same: the willingness to give it your all.


“Will you deal with it?”


She sighed. “Have you got anything else?”


“No.”


“That’s not going to be enough for me.” She raised her hands, at a loss. “I need to talk to your informant.”


Kilian gave the hint of a smile. “Alright then, let’s go.”


“To Baden-Baden?”


He nodded and put a hand on her arm. For a moment she sensed the intimacy from before, but the fear and exhaustion in his eyes remained. He said they had to be very circumspect, they couldn’t put the informer in danger. If he were exposed, his life wouldn’t be worth a damn and the entire operation would be wrecked, which would be a disaster for all concerned. “Five minutes, not a second longer. And nobody’s to find out you’ve spoken to him, not the Russians nor our lot.”


“OK.”


He took his hand away. “Have you got anything to drink?”


“Water.”


“That’ll do.”


He took the glass she’d filled from the tap. His hand was shaking slightly.


When he put it down she came over and gave him a hug. His body felt cold, bony and strangely timid. “You look awful,” she said. “You smell awful. Your hair . . . my God.”


She heard him breathing; his hands were clenched behind her back. After a while he mumbled, “Only a few more weeks.”


“Or months or years.”


“So be it, then.”


“Want a shower?”


“No time.”


In the hallway she turned towards the balcony. The candle had gone out, maybe a draught when she’d opened the door to her apartment. The quirks of fate, she thought. That Kilian should turn up on Rolf Bermann’s fiftieth birthday. Six months ago he was on the investigation team and she’d last seen him at Bermann’s funeral.


When she reached for her bag Kilian said, “No gun, no police ID. Absolutely no ID.”


“Naked, then?” she said, putting the bag back.


“As God created you.”


She laughed. “God created me with a police ID, Kilian.”


*


Spas, thermal springs, casino, festival theatre, parks and, of course, Russians since the nineteenth century. Not much more than that came to mind when Louise thought about Baden-Baden. Of the towns in Baden with more than fifty thousand inhabitants, it was one of the few she didn’t know. She’d never been here before, not even driven through it.


And a remarkable crime statistic: not a single homicide last year, 2005 – the only district in Baden-Württemberg to record zero. In Freiburg, five times bigger, the corresponding figure was ten.


They’d driven via the A5 but didn’t come off until the Rastatt exit, to be on the safe side, then doubled back to approach Baden-Baden from the north. Kilian took labyrinthine detours to end up in one of the posh parts of town and for the last ten minutes they’d been waiting, parked in a quiet little street, beneath the dense foliage of a tree. Behind hedges Louise could see the odd light, but most houses were in darkness – the ladies and gentlemen of the district were already asleep.


“Tell me about the informer,” she said.


“Later. I want you to be impartial.”


“Tell me about yourself instead.”


“Can’t do that. Right now I don’t exist.”


“Not even privately?”


“Especially not privately.” He shrugged. “Well, I suppose the holiday wasn’t bad.”


“Girlfriend?”


“Gone, I think,” he said, giving her a fleeting smile. “What about you? Ben?”


“In Potsdam, I think.”


“You’re not together anymore?”


“He comes down sometimes. We’re together then.”


Just before midnight a text message pinged.


“We’ve got to be quick,” Kilian said.


*


They walked as quietly as they could between hedges down a narrow, cobbled path that lay in the cold glow of a few streetlamps. After a hundred metres they turned off and headed up a dark slope between lighter gables. Muffled voices from somewhere, Kilian immediately stopped, put an arm around her shoulders and Louise clasped his waist. They kept wandering in silence; she felt his pounding heart and tensed muscles. They took another turning, then Kilian stopped at a head-high garden gate set back in a hedge and hugged her hesitantly.


Ben, Louise thought, closing her eyes. You can come down more often.


But it didn’t work. She only loved him when he was here. When he was away she didn’t miss him. What she was missing was the great love, the partner for the second half of her life. As if youthful dreams returned when you were in your mid-forties. A bit of hope.


When she heard the hinges of the gate squeak softly she realised they weren’t alone. Kilian pulled her into a garden, past a woman dressed in dark clothes who rapidly shut the gate again.


The woman led them along the hedge and away from an elaborately decorated villa beyond trees and shrubs. She stopped by the rear wall of a garden shed and turned around. She could be in her mid-thirties and her face was so bright that even without any light Louise could clearly make out her features.


“Irina,” Kilian whispered. “The informer.”


As Louise nodded in surprise she felt Irina’s hand in hers. A note: the registration number.


“The two last numbers are missing,” Irina whispered. “A white Polo or Golf, very clean, how do you say it . . . well looked after.” Her breath smelled of alcohol – red wine, perhaps – and espresso. Her voice was breathy; she appeared to have a cold. A classically beautiful woman, 1950s Hollywood, only Russian-style, everything a bit more powerful, more proud, confident.


But frightened, too.


“Ask your questions!”


“The buyer . . .” Louise began.


“Slim, as tall as Alex, no older than thirty-two.”


She was about to ask who Alex was but caught herself in time. It must be Kilian. “German?”


“From here. Baden-Württemberg.”


“Did he speak in dialect?”


Irina nodded. “Keep asking. Quick!”


“What does he look like?”


Irina put her hands to the sides of her head. “Light, short hair, almost bald, but not completely. Simple man, bit nervous. A . . . courier, not a boss.”


“When and where did he pick up the weapons?”


“Yesterday evening, perhaps eleven thirty, in my husband’s restaurant in old town: Iwan and Pauline. Already closed, I was doing till, my husband already gone, then he came.” A bodyguard had taken the buyer to her husband’s head of security, Niko. Few words were exchanged. An envelope full of money was placed on the table, followed by a tightly sealed shoebox containing the pistols that Niko had put in there earlier: a Makarov and a Tokarev, as per the order. The buyer didn’t open the box; he just took it and left.


“Ordered by phone?”


“Yes. Beginning April.”


“And you don’t know who ordered them?”


Irina shook her head; her hands signalled regret. All she knew was that Niko at least knew the caller and must have vouched for him. Otherwise her husband would never have let the deal take place; it wasn’t at all lucrative for them. But Niko didn’t know the “courier” who’d come to pick up the guns.


Having wandered to the corner of the shed, Kilian now came back and said, “You’ve got to go back in.”


Irina returned his glance, then looked at Louise. “Quick!”


“If Niko knows the caller, surely it means—”


“Not Russian. Not business partner. Niko said to my husband: ‘A German acquaintance. You don’t know him.’”


The muffled laughter of two men drifted over from the villa. Then a faint buzzing: an electric blind.


“Irina,” Kilian urged, his hand on her right arm. Irina placed her left hand on his and took a step back.


“Can you find out who the caller is?”


“How? I cannot ask!”


Before Louise could thank her, Irina had turned away and was heading back to the house.


“Come on,” Kilian whispered.


“Do you know Niko?”


Without responding he pushed her towards the gate. His hand remained at her back as if he were trying to ensure she didn’t stop.


“So?” she said when they were on the footpath.


A disgruntled sideways glance, then he put a finger to his lips and pulled her along.


When they were back inside the car he said, “He’s not called Niko. Just like Irina isn’t Irina.”


“A ‘German acquaintance’, Kilian. That must narrow it down.”


“Forget it.”


“And after you’ve arrested them?”


“If Niko’s still alive then you can interrogate him.”


They left Baden-Baden via a different labyrinthine detour and Louise felt she knew a little more about this small town. Now Baden-Baden had a face, a beautiful, pale face full of gentleness and fear.


*


“Irina and Alex,” she said when they were on the motorway.


Kilian didn’t react.


“Are you in love with her?”


His eyes flashed at Bonì. “Promise me you won’t try to contact her. That you won’t come here on your own. If you need anything, text me.”


“Yes, yes, I promise. Well, are you?”


His focus back on the road, Kilian didn’t reply. Awkward and aloof – he’d never been like that in the past. His worry for Irina couldn’t explain this alone. Of course, it was also down to the debilitating investigations, working undercover against organised crime, and for months on end. But most of all, Louise thought, it was down to Kilian himself; in his enthusiasm for the job he hadn’t been sufficiently equipped to deal with his own mistakes. Six months earlier, a witness whose house he was watching had tried to take her life. The light had been on in her bathroom for three hours, and Kilian did nothing. And why should he have? Who hadn’t forgotten to turn off the bathroom light once in a while? The man they were looking for at the time had pulled the witness out of red bathwater, and Kilian said, “I fucked up.” And because he was a daredevil he then rushed into the dirtiest job Kripo could offer, to make up for his mistake.


*


When they were back in Freiburg Louise said, “Let me out in Stühlinger, at Babeuf.”


“Didn’t you want to go back to your balcony?”


“The bosses are at Babeuf.”


“You’re taking it seriously then?”


“No idea . . . Yes.”


“Good,” Kilian said, sounding satisfied.


They were in Egonstrasse and stopped outside Babeuf. Above the door hung a sign saying PRIVATE PARTY. Through the windows, amongst clouds of smoke, were a few faces she knew, a few familiar ones – they seemed to be having a good time. Louise was pleased she hadn’t joined in.


“Is it someone’s birthday?”


“Rolf’s.”


“Rolf? Which section?”


“Rolf Bermann.”


Kilian gave her a look of astonishment.


“He’d’ve been fifty today.”


He looked away and said, “The candle on the balcony?”


Louise didn’t respond. None of his business, she thought. The old Kilian, yes, but not Kilian now; she wasn’t going to talk to him about things like this.


“Could you keep my name out of it?”


“We’ll see,” she said. “Graeve will ask.”


“OK. So long as it’s just him.” When she opened the car door he stroked her hand. “People die. It happens.”


“There are people who shouldn’t die – don’t you know that, Kilian?” She got out and bent to look at him with a tired smile. “Yes, I think you do.”


*


Two drunk bosses stinking of cigarette smoke, not something you saw every day, certainly not the distinguished Reinhard Graeve with tie askew and rolled-up sleeves. The other was Leif Enders, who Bonì hadn’t known long enough to be either surprised or not. He’d arrived in the southwest from Aachen only a week earlier, to succeed Bermann as section head. The bigwigs spent four months looking without really trying, until Louise told Graeve, “There’ll never be another Bermann, why don’t you just have D11 shut down?”


A week later she heard Enders’ name for the first time.


They were standing outside Babeuf, Enders with a beer and a cigarette, while Graeve – tall, slim and visibly peeved – rolled down his sleeves. “Quite a lot of unknowns,” he said in a low voice.


Louise nodded impatiently. “That’s what it’s like.”


“A fellow officer with no name. An informant with no name. An organisation with no name. I’m just saying.”


“They’re not so much trouble when you’re sober.”


He gave a sour laugh.


“Alcohol, dangerous territory,” she said to Enders.


“I know, I’ve read your file, Frau Bonì.” He had a nice voice, warm, slightly hoarse.


“Here in the south we use first names.”


“Leif.” He blew out smoke. “I don’t care what’s in it, your file.”


“We’ll see.”


Enders grinned, he jerked his hands and spilled some beer. Louise and Graeve made a swift retreat; Enders kept drinking to avoid any more hazards. There was a pause in the conversation while Graeve was preoccupied with the buttons on his sleeves and Enders with his beer. Louise stared at him, his features, his eyes. Something about this face wasn’t right. Something was missing.


The moustache. The head of D11 without a tache – absolutely inconceivable. And he drank differently from Bermann, oblivious to the world, with slightly too much relish.


They huddled together again. “The officer and informant, are they reliable?” Enders asked.


“As far as I can tell.”


“What if you’re being used?”


Louise shrugged. “I’m not going to rule out the possibility, but I don’t think so.”


“Where do we go from here, then?” Graeve asked. He was having difficulty doing up his buttons because his jacket was wedged awkwardly between his elbow and ribs. “Half the force is busy with the World Cup. The Dutch are going to be staying in Hinterzarten.”


“I only need Natalie for now.” Louise took his jacket, laid it over her arm and smoothed it with her hand like a housewife from a 1950s film.


“You have my blessing,” Enders said.


Graeve, the Kripo head, was slower, maybe drunker. She sensed he wasn’t able to deal with the situation – work matters on an evening like this that had probably got a bit out of hand. His greatest strength was his rationality, which, like the moon’s halo, shone in every direction and took account of absolutely everything. At the moment it wasn’t up to much; he knew this and it unsettled him. “What is it that you’re worried about, Louise? An assassination? A murder?”


“There’s no point speculating, boss, not in your state.”


“Might be connected to the World Cup,” Enders said. “The intelligence services are already warning of attacks.”


“We ought to notify Stuttgart, then.”


Louise sighed. “Let’s start by looking into the owner of the car.”


“I want the name of the officer,” Graeve said, smoothing down his tie. “You can tell me tomorrow.”


“OK. But only you, nobody else.” Again she looked at Enders, who reacted calmly, briefly closing his eyes and shrugging. “Nothing against you,” she said.


“I won’t know the officer, so what would I do with their name?”


“Right,” Graeve said, taking his jacket from her arm and slipping it on. “Taxi?” He felt for his mobile.


Louise nodded.


“See you, then,” Enders said, heading back into Babeuf.


Graeve ordered the taxi, then asked Bonì, “What do you think of him?”


“He’s going to have a tough time.”


“Give him a chance, will you?”


She couldn’t help grinning. A boss who understood her insinuations.


*


Half past two on Monday morning. The night lay heavily over Annaplatz. Louise glanced at the extinguished candle and went back inside. She began to get undressed, the phone clamped between her ear and shoulder, listening to it ring. She tried again but Ben didn’t answer.
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Natalie, twenty-three-year-old IT expert and aspiring inspector, a happy, hard-working girl who loved life and men, but at eight o’clock every Sunday morning was in a meadow next to the Rhine, patiently shooting arrow after arrow from a simple longbow into straw targets. Louise had gone along once last summer to watch. At nine o’clock she’d fallen asleep in the sun. Natalie had woken her at eleven, a look of utter satisfaction on her face that Louise would never be able to feel.


“Three,” Natalie said, putting some printouts on the desk.


Louise took them, got up and grabbed her coat from the back of the chair. Three white Polos or Golfs, fewer than she’d feared. One woman’s name, two men’s names. One of the men was eighty-four. “Doesn’t quite match the description.”


“Maybe the informer was mistaken,” Natalie said.


“Play around with it a bit. Swap the numbers around, that sort of thing.”


“Until we end up with a male owner around thirty years old?” Natalie opened the door and said, “Oh!” Leif Enders was standing there, about to knock. She left and Enders came in. He looked hung-over from the neck up and ten years older than he really was – late forties. But his shirt was pristine white with no creases.


“How many have you got?”


“Three.”


“Let’s go.”


Louise hesitated. “Let’s?”


“You and me.”


“Here in the south we have a hierarchy. Someone is head of the section – that’s you – and the others drive around – meaning me.”


“The hierarchies are flattening out,” Enders said.


They went down the corridor, its white walls gleaming in the artificial light. In the first few weeks after Bermann’s death Louise expected to see him turn the corner every time she wandered through the office. Rolf Bermann was a gloomy face in the neon light, a powerful voice behind half-open office doors, a moustache that twitched menacingly. Not someone who was just not here anymore.


“I’m not a fan of all this team nonsense,” she said.


Enders smiled. “Do you want to go on a training course?”


“In team nonsense?”


“Improving social skills, conflict management, dealing with bosses.”


She laughed. “Is my reputation that bad?”


“You spread fear and terror.” In the car park Enders gave her his keys and pointed to a silver Daimler. “You drive – residual alcohol.”


They got in, Louise started the engine, wound down the window and said, “If you ever stink of booze again I won’t travel in the same car as you.”


*


Marie Heim, resident of Merzhausen, not at home. “Marie and Nina Heim” read the nameplate above the bell. Nina’s the baby, the caretaker said and gave them the name of a travel agency in the centre. They drove back into town. In the company car park they found a white Polo, although Louise thought it looked neglected rather than clean and looked after. After Enders had taken some photos they went in. Although they hadn’t agreed on an approach, Louise sensed he wouldn’t stick his oar in. He didn’t want to control her, didn’t want to make his mark; he just wanted to be there, for whatever reason.


Marie Heim was thin and looked pale and completely exhausted. She sat in front of her computer with one hand on the tummy of the baby sleeping next to her chair in a carrier. When Louise introduced herself and Enders, Marie got up quickly and stood bent so as not to have to take her hand away from Nina. A breath of wind would have made her sway.


Louise asked her questions, probed. On the evening in question Marie said she’d driven the Polo to her brother’s in Lahr.


“Sweet,” Enders said, pointing at the baby.


“Yes,” Louise said. “Very sweet.”


Marie Heim nodded, aghast.


Outside Enders called the Lahr station and had officers sent to her brother’s house.


They waited in the sunshine.


“Fear and terror, did you say?”


“Admiration too, on occasion.” He laughed.


During all those years Bermann had reacted to her a bit like this. In terrified admiration.


Enders’ telephone rang. Confirmation from Lahr.


“Now there are only two,” he said.


*


Friedrich Krüger, the eighty-four-year-old, lived in a small, smoke-filled two-bedroom flat in the Haslach Estate, nine two-storey blocks in south Freiburg, built in 1962 by the American Economic Cooperation Administration with Marshall Plan funds and long since in need of refurbishment. Louise thought Krüger’s ground-floor flat was strikingly neat and tidy, as if he’d set all of his strength against the gradual decline of his surroundings. But he hadn’t been able to improve the material substance – the windows let in draughts, the whiff of mould hung in the air, and voices and noises from other flats could be clearly heard.


Krüger had grumpily shown them into the sitting toom. The overhead light was on; outside a sprawling bush in front of one of the two windows let in virtually no light. The furnishings were those of an unassuming, indifferent old person: functional, vaguely coordinated, from different periods. On the walls were faded reproductions of landscape paintings, while shelves housed many photos indicating a different time and a woman who probably no longer existed.


“Where am I supposed to have been?” Krüger sounded angry; his cheeks were red. He was tallish, his hair slicked back, light-blue shirt, beige cardigan.


Enders held up his hands to placate the old man. “It was just a question, not an allegation.”


“Baden-Baden,” Bonì said. “Saturday night around eleven, half eleven.”


“And what exactly are you implying I did?”


Enders sighed. “Nothing, Herr Krüger.”


Staring into the distance, Krüger took a packet of cigarettes from the breast pocket of his shirt, lit one and made them wait. The fingertips on his right hand were stained brownish-yellow, and there were yellow patches on his white hair and face too, whether from smoking or not. “I play skat on Saturday evenings.”


“With friends?” Louise asked.


“You don’t play skat on your own.”


“Here?”


“Of course not here,” Krüger said, pointing a finger at here. “Do you really think I’d invite friends to this shabby estate that the reds are allowing to fall into disrepair so that they can pull the whole lot down and sell off the land at a price?”


“It’s a nice flat you’ve got though,” Enders said.


“Did you drive there?”


“How else would I get to Zähringen? Walk?”


“We need a name and a phone number.”


Enders made a vague hand movement. “Clean and nicely laid out, probably not too expensive—”


“Every penny we spend on living here is one too many.”


“Herr Krüger,” Bonì said.


“These stoves – cost me a fortune!” He pointed his finger again, ash fell onto the carpet without Krüger realising. “If you leave me in peace I’ll give you a name and a phone number, but it’s under protest. It’s an outrage that you’re going to pester my friends!”


“Who’s J. Krüger?” Enders asked.


“My son.”


“Does he live above you?”


“As you were able to see from the nameplate, yes. With his wife and my grandson.”


“Is your car in the garage?” Louise said.


“I can’t afford a garage.” Krüger went into the hall. Louise heard him make a call, telling a “Herbert” that the police were going to be calling him and apologising for the bother.


Soon afterwards the door to the flat closed behind them.


By the side of the road was a white Golf, as well looked after as the flat.


When they were back in the car Enders called the number. Herbert confirmed what Herr Krüger had said: a game of skat in Zähringen on Saturday until midnight.


They drove slowly along the yellow buildings of the estate that were set at an angle to the road. The balconies were dark honeycombs, one of the awnings had half of its material missing and render was crumbling from the bottoms of the walls. The garage doors were made of wood and the area in front of them wasn’t tarmacked. Weeds and bushes grew everywhere. Lots of parched grassy areas, and on one of them a group of black boys were playing football. Like all Freiburg officers, Bonì came here occasionally as the police academy was on the other side of the road. Bermann’s second home, where he used to work out in the gym whenever he had a free moment, and take the little rooms by the hour for rendezvous with his blondes.


Ben had once taught at the academy.


Ben who hadn’t rung back. Who had gone away in a very different manner from Bermann, but away all the same.


“Krüger’s staying on our list,” Enders said.


“Absolutely,” Louise replied.


*


Twenty minutes later they were in the hallway of an expensive period apartment in Herdern, talking to the wife of the owner of the third car, who was in Stuttgart on business. At the weekend he’d been on business in Wuppertal and wouldn’t be back until Thursday because he had to go on to Heidelberg and Munich.


“What does he do?” Enders asked.


“He’s a salesman.” The wife, a plump, pretty woman, red in the face from cooking, cocked her head. “Insurance policies.”


“Who would be able to confirm he was in Wuppertal on Saturday evening?”


“Quite a few people, I’m sure.”


“Do you have an address? A contact?”


“For a woman, you mean? No.”


While Enders jotted down the husband’s mobile number, Louise peered through open doors into bright rooms with tall ceilings. The dining room was set for two: white placemats, champagne flutes, flowers.


Having noticed Bonì’s gaze, the woman smiled. She had a contact too.


On the stairs Louise said, “We can cross him off our list.”


“They’re cheating on each other. Maybe he plans to shoot her. Or she him.”


“With two pistols?”


They laughed.


“What now?” Enders asked when they were back out on the street. “Herbert in Zähringen.”


“Do you doubt Krüger’s alibi?”


“His car was in Baden-Baden on Saturday night. With or without him.”


When they were back in the car Enders’ phone rang. A brief conversation, then he said, “Shit, I forgot,” and put his mobile away.


“Correct,” Louise said. “Every Monday at noon. The section heads, their deputies and the boss.”


“A tip-off would’ve been nice.”


“If the bus comes soon you’ll make it in time.”


Enders laughed, rubbed his eyes and shook his head.


She pulled over by the bus stop and he got out. “Bye, then.”


“Get back in,” she said, smiling. “It’s on the way.”


*


Herbert, surname Nickel, was two years older than Friedrich Krüger and in a wheelchair. A slim, simple man who spoke softly in short sentences, and whenever he didn’t say enough his wife filled in for him.


The three of them were sitting at the kitchen table, each with a glass of water.


“More like a quarter to twelve,” Nickel’s wife said.


“Do you play too?”


“Oh no, no.”


“Ewald does,” Nickel said, pointing at the kitchen wall. “Ewald next door.”


“But he went away yesterday. He’s still young and likes to travel.”


“Ewald, Fritz and me,” Nickel said. “Almost every Saturday for the past fifteen years, from seven till midnight.”


“At eight o’clock I bring them a few sandwiches and beers.”


Louise took a sip. “Did Friedrich Krüger come by car?”


“He always comes by car.”


“He does live a long way away,” Nickel’s wife explained.


“Does he drive himself?”


“He always says he’ll keep driving until they lay him in his grave.” She smiled.


“Did you see him arrive by car on Saturday evening?”
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