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Prologue


The last few kilometres in darkness before the radio tower appeared at the end of the motorway, a steel needle of muted yellow light. Mike Reuter loved this view and, even it if were safe for him to fly, he would always choose to travel by car. On this occasion he’d driven all the way across the country from the south-west. These few minutes in pitch-black Grunewald, at the edge of which the illuminated tower loomed, were pure magic. As ever when he came to Berlin, he was filled with anticipation and an indefinable longing. As if this virtually dead-straight road suggested everything could be different, as if he could embark on a new life.


The motorway then took the slightest of curves and the radio tower emerged – a beginning, perhaps even an end, but at any rate a promise, and for a few moments Mike felt something akin to happiness.


*


Mike left the motorway at the Konstanzer Strasse exit. He’d got used to driving without his satnav, memorising routes in car parks and service stations. Cross Hohenzollerndamm, left into Brandenburgische Strasse, the hotel immediately on the right. He drove past it slowly. A wide pavement with a group of elderly tourists sitting at white plastic tables. On the other side of the street was the café where Gretzki was waiting for him. A table by the outside wall, a glowing red dot that briefly described a circle in the air; Gretzki had seen him.


Mike parked the car a couple of blocks further down the street, then wandered back to the café by a circuitous route.


*


Three young men of Turkish or Arabic origin engaged in a loud conversation, two elderly women, a stooped old man with long hair and a small dog; and by the wall in the dark, as still as a statue, Gretzki.


Sitting down beside him he said, “I hope you’re not thinking of giving up smoking.”


“Don’t worry,” Gretzki chuckled, nudging the pack towards him. Mike lit a cigarette. The tourists’ laughter drifted over and the tension grew, as it always did in the darkness. Too many blind spots, too many possibilities. Mike’s gaze flickered from face to face, from movement to movement, from dark windows to lit ones, until he forced himself to stop.


“Relax,” Gretzki said amiably.


They waited for the espresso to arrive.


While Mike stirred in some sugar, Gretzki began talking quietly. The plane had landed on time. To be on the safe side he’d taken two of his men along; after all, they’d only seen photographs of the target. No-one else was waiting at the airport apart from them. When Gretzki brought the cigarette to his lips, it lent his wrinkled face a reddish glow. The target had taken a taxi to the hotel, he went on, from Tegel to Wilmersdorf, not exactly the cheapest option. She’d arrived an hour ago and there’d been no sign of her since. No contact, no telephone conversations so far, not even during the cab ride.


They sat closely huddled, and Mike could smell the smoke that escaped from Gretzki’s mouth when he spoke.


“Anything else?”


Gretzki shook his head.


Without letting the entrance to the hotel out of his sight, Mike took a sip of his coffee. The tourists got up and went to the curb where a large taxi had pulled up. Fat men in polo shirts and pleated trousers, middle managers of insignificant companies, their wives of a similar stature and similarly dressed with flashes of fake gold. From the Ruhr or a small town far from any motorway. They squeezed themselves noisily into the taxi – time to see Berlin by night.


“You look tired,” Gretzki said.


“Very busy.”


“In Freiburg?” An affectionate smile: humour, Gretzki-style.


He didn’t like Gretzki. A short, slender man in his mid-fifties with lifeless eyes, a shadowy individual, ideal for this sort of work, but too arrogant and smug. About a decade ago Mike’s father had fished him out of a clique of former BND (foreign) and Verfassungsschutz (domestic) intelligence agents, and now he was running the Berlin office. There were no complaints, no mistakes. He had connections, experience, and Mike’s father trusted him.


Nonetheless he didn’t like Gretzki.


“What do I have to know?” Gretzki asked.


Mike turned to him.


They were listening in to Esther Graf’s telephone calls and reading her e-mails. They’d known which plane she was going to take and which hotel she’d booked. But they still had no idea why she’d come to Berlin. At the beginning of October she’d made two calls from a phone box, during her lunch break. Maybe these had been about her Berlin trip, maybe not.


“Understood,” Gretzki said.


Opposite, a hotel employee was clearing the tables of bottles and glasses. Mike could see the bar through the windows, empty apart from a lone customer. One of Gretzki’s men.


“Is she important?”


“Important and useful,” Mike replied.


“And if she loses her nerve we’ll be busted?”


“Yes.” He thought about the “we”. Gretzki had nothing to do with the operation. He was only helping out because Esther was in Berlin for the weekend. Mike found the “we” too eager.


“Anyone else involved?”


Mike hesitated. “Hard to say.”


Gretzki didn’t probe further; he knew what this meant: keep your eyes open. He sat there motionless, an element of the darkness, superior, invulnerable, so it seemed to Mike. There had been times when he would have loved to have been like Gretzki.


“She’s in room 34, you’re number 35.”


“Do the rooms face the street or out back?”


“Out back.”


Mike sensed Gretzki’s eyes running over him. It felt like leeches on his body.


“What if you bump into her in the corridor?”


“She’s never seen me,” Mike said.


He thought of the radio tower and the indefinable longing, one element of which was his desire not to be involved with individuals like Gretzki anymore. All those figures from the past, from East and West, the warriors who populated his life. Who were part of the “we”.


“Bugs and cameras have been installed. The list of locations and the devices are in a suitcase under the bed.”


Mike nodded, trying to ignore the conceited tone in Gretzki’s voice. They’d fitted out the room even before Esther had arrived at the hotel.


No mistakes, bags of experience.


All of a sudden he felt the urge to hit Gretzki. Drag him into a side street and punch him over and over again. As if this might free him from everything Gretzki stood for.


“She’s ordered a taxi from reception for nine o’clock tomorrow morning.”


“Do you know where she’s going?”


“No.” Gretzki placed the room key on the table. “How long do you need us for?”


Mike took the key. “Until we know why she’s here.”


“Here’s a theory. She’s a pretty little thing, but uptight and lonely. She’s come to Berlin to let her hair down.”


Mike pulled the ashtray towards him and stubbed out his cigarette.


“Swingers club, lesbian party, gay bar. Or drugs.” Gretzki’s eyes gave him a bleak look.


“And?”


Gretzki felt for the pack of cigarettes without taking his eyes off Mike. “Or someone she’s met online.”


“We’ll see.”


“That’s Berlin,” Gretzki said.


Mike turned away and tried to control the anger brewing inside him. Maybe, he thought, he ought to do it – give Gretzki a thrashing.


The anger subsided when he pictured the Grunewald once more and the radio tower with its friendly light.


That, he thought, was Berlin.


*


A small room, wood-panelled, with curtains that stank of cigarette smoke and a huge water stain on the dirty carpet outside the bathroom door. When he sat on the bed he sank deep into the mattress. Whether or not the room had woodchip wallpaper, whether it was rundown or luxurious, with a hard or soft mattress, smelly or fragrant, it was always unfamiliar and always next to another, similar room where someone was staying who had no idea they were being watched.


He’d enjoyed this life in the early years. Being a stranger, invisible, but nothing happening that escaped his notice. He’d enjoyed the power.


The bedsprings creaked as he bent down and pulled out Gretzki’s aluminium case.


*


One camera in the ceiling rose of the overhead light, one in a picture frame on the wall in-between their two rooms and one in the ventilation shaft above the door in the bathroom. Bugs in the telephone, beneath the desk and on the back of the heated towel rail. No blind spots; even a whisper would be audible – a perfectly prepared room. Not for the first time Mike thought his father was right to have such a high opinion of Gretzki.


The lights in her room were switched off and it took a moment before he could see Esther in the dim glow of the moon on the small black-and-white monitor. She’d opened the window and was sitting on the sill, a cigarette in one hand and a glass in the other – red wine, probably, the only alcoholic drink she liked. She was wearing jeans and the light-blue blouse he really liked. Her hair was down, her legs outstretched and her head leaning back. In the large window she looked even more petite than usual. Her movements were slow and he imagined she was fairly relaxed.


She’d booked the hotel and flight from the office on October 20. Going to visit relatives, she’d told her colleagues. She didn’t have any relatives in Berlin.


Esther hadn’t made any phone calls to Berlin and hadn’t written any e-mails relating to the trip, neither from the office nor at home. Two days passed during which they waited, scratching their heads. Then they hit on the idea of checking her movements prior to that point, which was when they came across the calls from a telephone box at the beginning of October. “We’ve rumbled her,” his father said, and got in touch with Gretzki.


Movement on the monitor: Esther sliding off the windowsill. She stopped beside the bed and put on a sweater, then returned to the window with the bottle of wine.


When some clouds drifted across the moon she disappeared into a greyish-black haze. Then a hint of white – her cheek, her neck, her décolleté.


They could dismiss the likelihood that she’d already talked to someone. There’d been no meetings, no secret new acquaintances and no changes in her behaviour. But they couldn’t discount the possibility that she’d come to Berlin because she’d been contacted – two short calls from a phone box: one minute fifty seconds and one minute ten.


They knew she was fragile. That’s why they’d approached her seven months ago.


Making approaches at the right time and going into hiding at the right time was a fine art. They’d waited too long. No matter what happened in Berlin, they would have to drop her. Far too much was at stake.


Mike’s mobile vibrated in his coat pocket – Gretzki. Got everything you need? he’d written.


This thought again: too eager for Gretzki.


He took off his right glove and wrote back, Yes.


The flash of a cigarette lighter on the monitor. They sat there, smoking in silence, connected to each other for the past seven months and yet not at all.


*


Esther in the bathroom, taking a shower, rubbing cream into her body, at the sink in a flowery nightie and socks. As ever when brushing her teeth, she supported herself with her left hand on the rim of the sink. Four minutes, two for the top, two for the bottom – the bug even picked up the beeping of the electric toothbrush. Then flossing, facial care, every evening the same economical movements, the same procedures, as if she were following a fixed plan.


Every evening and every morning since he’d known her.


Later, when she was sleeping, he picked up the little rucksack, left the room and went down to the ground floor. A threadbare rug muffled the sound of every footstep; pop music was coming from the bar. Through the glass of the double doors he saw Gretzki’s man at the end of the bar – a huge, stiff body without a face; his head was outside the beam of light. For a moment he looked like a lurking reptile, and Mike cursed himself for having brought people like him and Gretzki into Esther’s orbit.


He stepped out onto the pavement. Gretzki too would surely be somewhere close by still, in a car, a doorway – close enough, at any rate, to notice him. He turned to the right. Adrenaline tingled beneath his skin; his heart rate had quickened. All of his senses alert, taking in sounds, movements and reflections of light which could be important. No contacts, no phone calls, Gretzki had said, and nothing had caught their attention in Freiburg either. But he knew this meant nothing. He’d spent long enough observing people, getting informants to change sides, being part of a second or third ring around a target. No – an absence of contacts or phone calls meant nothing, and until they knew why Esther had come to Berlin, anything seemed possible.


Including that someone else was on to her – or on to him.


I’ve left the hotel, he wrote.


OK, Gretzki replied.


With the detector he discreetly checked to see if his car had been bugged in the meantime. Then he drove to Kurfürstendamm, headed into town, turned off and turned off again. He slowly coasted down cobbled streets, his eyes darting from the road to his rear-view mirror and back again. Faces caught momentarily in the headlights, indistinct movements out of the beams. Although he no longer wanted to be like Gretzki, he envied the man’s serenity. Gretzki was what he did, which made him superior, and his superiority made him calm. He could cast off the shadows. He could forget, and maybe he was even able to trust other people.


*


After half an hour Mike was convinced that nobody was following him. Back onto Kurfürstendamm, where the traffic was at a standstill; a car had crashed into one of the yellow double-decker buses and was blocking the road. Tourists streamed down the pavements, and at the front of one building the blue neon letters of a cabaret club flashed on and off, always in the same rhythm. He thought of Gretzki’s disparaging comments about Berlin. Mike, by contrast, liked everything about this city. The opportunities it offered, the rudeness, its vast size, the side streets lined with trees, even the sluggish buses and the sour faces of their drivers.


The fantasies that Berlin gave rise to, in which everything was possible.


*


Twenty minutes later he stepped into Brandenburgische Strasse and immediately sensed Gretzki’s eyes on him.


Gretzki, who saw everything and knew everything, including what he was planning, of course.


Mike wandered slowly up to the café where he’d met Gretzki. The tables and chairs had been cleared away, and even the old man with the long hair and restless dog had disappeared.


When a light came on in a stairwell on the same side of the street as the hotel, he double-backed. A woman hurried onto the pavement; he caught hold of the closing door. In the narrow hallway that smelled of damp he watched the door click shut. Mike silently made his way up to the third floor and stopped at a window facing the street.


He took the night-vision binoculars from his rucksack when the hall light went out and began scanning the buildings opposite, window by window.


Five minutes passed without his noticing anything unusual. Then his mobile vibrated.


Left of café, Gretzki wrote. Steps to basement.


Mike put the binoculars to his eyes again. A building with wrought-iron railings, steps leading down to the basement, the windows partially hidden by the pavement. Not a blind spot, but plenty of darkness.


Now, Gretzki wrote.


The clouds parted to reveal the moon, and a woman’s face appeared. Narrow glasses, concave nose, eyes focused on the hotel entrance. Her closed mouth was moving; she was chewing. Strap around the neck, maybe a camera, maybe binoculars. No ordinary citizen, that was clear to see. The consciousness of being on the government’s side shaped people’s faces and postures. A particular form of confidence that excluded any doubt.


Mike cursed silently. He was certain that the woman was there because of Esther. The avalanche had been set in motion and they hadn’t noticed.


Can you find out who she is? he wrote.


We’ll know tomorrow, Gretzki replied.


Mike kept looking at the woman for a while longer, then he put the binoculars back in his rucksack. He didn’t get the impression she knew about him and Gretzki. The question was whether Esther knew about her.


*


On Saturday morning it was drizzling; the city was uniformly grey, as if all colour had been sucked from it. It won’t change until April, Gretzki had said with a weary shrug, and Mike wondered whether this might be the weak point in Gretzki’s armour of superiority: that he’d become tired of his home city.


Twenty to nine and they were sitting in Gretzki’s Passat, fifty metres from the hotel entrance.


“Tell me,” Mike said.


At one o’clock the woman with the glasses had been relieved by a man in a crumpled suit. Bad posture, carelessly shaven, a lacklustre officer lacking in ambition and style. Gretzki bet he was from East Germany. More likely Kripo or Verfassungsschutz than BND, he said, foreign intelligence has still the odd bit of self-respect.


Mike pondered how a Berlin government agency – whichever it was – had become involved in this. Were two short phone calls, without anything prior to those, enough to establish contact and make an appointment?


Gretzki seemed to have read his mind. “They don’t know we’re here. They’re on to her, not us.”


“Where are they now?”


Gretzki pointed to a blue Audi parked near the basement apartment on the opposite side of the street. Because of the rain it was virtually impossible to make out who was in the car. Two figures, driver and passenger, one holding a newspaper.


“The same as last night?”


“No, two new ones. The union makes sure they all get enough sleep.”


Mike gave a polite smile.


The old man was pacing up and down outside the café, hands behind his back, followed by the dog. “Not a day goes by in this city without rubbing shoulders with a nutter,” Gretzki said. “They study in Freiburg, then they come to Berlin and go crazy.”


At that moment Esther came out of the hotel, her head and shoulders shielded by a bright-yellow umbrella with GOSOLAR written on it. She held the umbrella at an angle so she could keep an eye out for the taxi. Her hair was tied into a plait; a few strands had come loose and were sticking to her brow. She was pale and looked even more twitchy than normal.


“Do you want us to step in if she meets someone?” Gretzki asked.


“No.”


“We could easily have her disappear for a few days. Then she’ll reappear at Kottbusser Tor with the junkies, and the junkies will tell anyone who asks that she’s been knocking around with them for a while, and because there’s still a bit of heroin in her veins—”


“No,” Mike interrupted. “We just need to know who she’s meeting.” For the first time he wondered if Esther was in danger. Maybe he’d misread his client’s interests. Gretzki might not be the only one who would have her disappear for a few days. And many people had been killed for less.


The taxi arrived. Esther wanted to get in the front. “He’s got his sandwich on the front seat,” Gretzki said. Mike saw the taxi driver gesticulate and Esther quickly opened the rear passenger door. Gretzki giggled.


They drove in convoy – the taxi, the Audi, and he and Gretzki.


*


Gretzki’s Berlin networks were in operation; the call came less than ten minutes later. He took the mobile from the hands-free dock and put it to his ear.


They were at traffic lights by the Grosse Stern, the taxi and the Audi concealed by other cars. The Victory Column, which shone so brightly when it was sunny, rose dully into the sky. Mike thought about how Berliners called the column “Goldelse”, Kurfürstendamm “Ku’damm”, the congress hall “the pregnant oyster”, and what this said about them. Names that sounded at once affectionate and disdainful.


“Well, well,” Gretzki said into the phone.


The lights switched to green. Esther’s taxi headed north, followed by the Audi. Just behind, in the adjacent lane, was a small car with a driver who Mike vaguely recognised. Gretzki’s reptile man.


The phone call came to an end.


“We were right,” Gretzki said, plucking a cigarette from the packet. “Verfassungsschutz, Berlin office. Baden-Württemberg has asked for support.”


Mike nodded. That changed everything. “Have you got anything else?”


Gretzki exhaled smoke. “The names of the investigators. And a copy of the request from Baden-Württemberg.”


“I’ll need that.”


“There’s not much in it.”


“Does it say how long they’ve been tailing her?”


“No.”


“Can you get me the surveillance records?”


“You’ll have it all on Monday or Tuesday.”


“And the conversation records, if there is a conversation.”


They were now driving eastwards, passing a junction with a sign pointing to MITTE. Gretzki was frowning, seemingly wondering where Esther might be going. But then he said, “Keep in mind the thing with the junkies, Mike.”


“No, that’s not an option.”


When the cold eyes fixed him, Mike suddenly realised that Gretzki knew everything there was to know about him and Esther.


*


Soon afterwards the taxi turned into a development of red-brick buildings and stopped. Gretzki stopped too, pointed to the buildings on either side and said, “Look. Charité Hospital.”


“What illnesses do they specialise in?”


“All of them.”


Esther got out. When the yellow umbrella sprang open the Audi cruised past. They watched in silence as she walked up to the main entrance. The Audi turned into a side road, but Gretzki’s reptile man was suddenly there and entered the building right after Esther.


Two calls: one minute fifty, one minute ten. Enough time to arrange a doctor’s appointment? Or to establish contact and fix as inconspicuous a meeting point as possible?


Two trips to the dentist in Freiburg in the last seven months. One visit to the gynaecologist, one to the internist. She’d been off work for a week with flu. And now the Charité.


“I need everything you can get me,” Mike said.


“I’ll have to make a few phone calls, then. Maybe meet someone.”


Gretzki didn’t move; Mike got the message. “Call me if you’ve got anything.”


“Of course.”


His eyes darted to the taxi which was still double-parked a few metres ahead of them. “And don’t lay a finger on her, you get me?”


“Yes. It’s not an option, Mike.”


He got out. It was raining more heavily now and it felt cold.


A flight all the way across the country just for a hospital examination? He’d seen photocopies of Esther’s medical file. No unexplained symptoms, no need for further tests. So why the Charité?


And since when had the intelligence service been involved?


*


Not sandwiches on the front seat, but newspapers and a well-thumbed book. And the driver was a woman, not a man.


On the smooth, light-coloured leather of the back seat, where Esther had put her umbrella, water droplets quivered with the unevenness of the road and ran when the taxi took a bend. Her scent still hung in the air.


Mike felt the driver’s eyes on him in the rear-view mirror before she spoke. “What now? Have you made up your mind?” A torrent of hissing sounds, Swabian dialect uttered with fervour.


“Left again up there.”


A shake of the head, a grunt, another hiss.


He made her pull over before the next junction and handed her twenty euros. “Keep driving straight until you’ve clocked up ten euros. The rest is a tip.”


He got out and walked the few paces to the crossroads. Dark-red buildings that looked unbelievably sad in the rain, no sign of the Audi, and Gretkzi’s Passat had vanished too. He resisted the urge to follow Esther and the reptile man into the hospital, crossing the street instead. Once more he felt eyes in his back, eyes that moved with him wherever he went. Which he couldn’t shake off, not even when he slept; his dreams were full of eyes.


*


A bit further on he found a café. Self-service from the counter, halfhearted staff, pallid faces in the artificial light. Angry voices came from the kitchen. The espresso smelled as if it had been brewed twice.


He sat in a corner opposite the windows and door, and took out his mobile.


His father answered at once.


“We’ve got official visitors from Stuttgart and Berlin.”


The click of a lighter, a deep inhalation. Eventually his father said, “We need to tidy up, then.”


“Yes.”


A moment’s silence.


“Not a good time for visitors,” his father said. “Do they know us?”


“Probably not, only our friend.”


“Close acquaintances?”


“Doesn’t look like it.”


“Are you sure?”


“No, I’m not sure.”


Two young women entered the café, ring notebooks sticking out of their shoulder bags – students. He’d heard stories of students who’d been recruited by one of the services in university corridors. But these two looked harmless; their giggling sounded genuine.


“When are you coming home?” his father asked.


Home, he thought. That meant Frankfurt, not Freiburg. “Tomorrow afternoon.”


“Good. We need to make new plans.”


The students left with their take-away coffees. The argument in the kitchen seemed to have died down, and pop music suddenly blared from the speakers.


“What about our Berlin friend?”


“A great help, as ever.”


“Yes,” his father said. “He’s always reliable.”


Mike put his mobile down on the table and picked up his espresso. The waiting had begun.


*


Gretzki arrived three hours later. The self-satisfied smile, the confident movements – he’d found Mike even here, in this nondescript café.


“Come on,” Gretzki said amicably.


They left the café and got into the Passat.


“Referral from an internist in Freiburg,” Gretzki said. “Suspected depression and anxiety neurosis. She had two appointments today, one with a behavioural therapist, the other with an anxiety specialist.” He shook his head. “Amazing, what’s on offer.”


“Might they be bogus?”


“The appointments are genuine.”


“What’s the name of the Freiburg internist?”


Gretzki smiled patiently. “Köpfler.”


Mike nodded. Köpfler had treated her flu in late summer. It was strange, though, that he hadn’t noted any suspicion of a psychological disorder in her medical file, or the referral.


“On the other hand . . .” Gretzki said.


Their eyes met, and of course they were thinking the same thing. None of this necessarily meant anything – the Charité, the depression, the appointments.


They’d stay on Esther’s tail until she was back on the plane.


*


Just after 2.00 p.m. she left the hospital and hailed a taxi. Reinhardtstrasse westwards, south to Strasse des 17. Juni, then back to the Victory Column. They followed fifty metres behind, this time on their own; the intelligence agents had vanished and there was no sign of Gretzki’s reptile man either.


“I’ve got to get out of here, Mike,” Gretzki said suddenly. “Out of Berlin.”


Mike looked at him without offering a reply.


“I’ll find someone for the office. And maybe you could use me somewhere else.”


“Like where?”


“Freiburg wouldn’t be bad.” Gretzki gave an embarrassed laugh.


Mike nodded as he tried to dismiss the thought which had entered his head: that Gretzki’s comment had something to do with Esther.


“Be nice to have some hills around, you know? It’s all open here, in every direction, you feel . . . you feel like the stress is coming into the city from every direction.”


“Stress?”


“Stress, filth. All the nutters and weirdos. If you’ve got a few hills around you, they stop all that, at least . . .”


“. . . symbolically.”


“Exactly.” There was relief in Gretzki’s smile.


“I’ll have a word with my father.”


“Thanks.”


The taxi turned into Brandenburgische Strasse and stopped outside the café opposite the hotel. Esther stood beneath the umbrella, waiting for a break in the traffic, her face red. All of a sudden the old drunk was behind her, holding his dog, towering above Esther. Rainwater dripped from his head and nose. He bent down to her; Esther spun around and recoiled.


“Would you believe it?” Gretzki said in astonishment.


The old man offered her his hand and said something. His dog started yelping and flouncing. Esther shook her head and eventually the old man turned away. The dog jumped down and they plodded off together.


Gretzki laughed. “The Verfassungsschutz aren’t recruiting nutters yet – it hasn’t got that bad!”


Mike took his left hand off the seatbelt buckle and his right off the door handle.


Gretzki turned into Konstanzer Strasse and braked. “What now?”


“We’ll keep on the case. If the Verfassungsschutz turn up again, get another two or three people. And have the old boy checked out.”


Gretzki nodded. “Relax, Mike.”


“Yes,” he said, getting out and following the yellow umbrella into the hotel, Gretzki’s eyes boring into his back.


*


The rain didn’t stop, a constant drumming on the window. The same sound came more softly from the speaker. Ever since she got back Esther had been lying on the bed, dressed and curled up in a ball. At some point she’d fallen asleep.


At 4.00 p.m. a text message from Gretzki: The nutter is just a nutter.


At half past four it began to get dark. With every passing minute Esther vanished further into the darkness.


His mobile buzzed again. We’re alone, Gretzki wrote.


By now the image on the monitor was grey and grainy. Mike switched from the camera in the ceiling rose to the one in the picture frame, and back again. He couldn’t even see the outline of Esther’s body.


Suddenly other sounds mingled with the pounding of the rain – footsteps in the corridor, getting closer. A man’s footsteps.


Mike felt a tingling sensation and his heart was racing. He stood up, head bowed, the Walther already in his hand. Gretzki would move silently. The reptile man? Just a guest?


The footsteps stopped outside Esther’s room. A faint jangling, maybe keys, maybe coins in a trouser pocket, a lighter. A knife, a pistol knocking against a wedding ring . . .


Mike lifted his Walther and knocked on the wall to Esther’s room with the grip, once, twice. He heard a rustling through the speaker, then on the monitor he saw a light was on. Esther sitting on the bed, looking shocked in his direction.


Silence in the corridor.


Mike moved to his door without making a sound. More jangling, quieter this time. Now he could hear the man breathing.


The click as Mike unlocked the door sounded deafening to him. Just be quick, he thought, slipping into the corridor. A broad, expressionless face stared at him – not the reptile man, nobody he’d ever met before. There was no visible weapon; the man’s hands were in his coat pockets. By the time he’d pulled them out Mike was already beside him, hitting the man with the hand holding the pistol, then again. The man shrank back with a whimper. Mike caught him when his knees gave way and shoved him towards the stairwell. The stench of sweat and frying oil assailed Mike’s nose as he kept one hand over the wide-open mouth while the other pushed the back of the man’s head. Mike saw tears in his eyes. Pressed closely together they stumbled to the door. Once inside the stairwell he pushed the man away, hit him again, then again and yet again.


The man collapsed, groaning.


As Mike was bent over him he felt a draught at his back. Within a split second arms were thrust around his chest like steel claws and a huge body was up against him. A voice in his ear whispered his name, then said, “You’ve got to get out of here, Mike.”


He let the man pull him up.


The arms released him. “We’ll look after this guy,” the voice whispered. Mike turned around, looked at the reptile man and nodded.


“Is he alive?” asked Gretzki, who was standing in the doorway.


Blood from the split lip, from the broken nose, a dark-red pool beneath the head, the temples stained. Arms and legs twisted, no obvious signs of breathing.


The reptile man kneeled down and felt for a pulse. “Just about.”


“Let’s go, Mike,” Gretzki said.


*


A quarter of an hour later he was back in his car. Brandenburgische Strasse, past the hotel, and after a few minutes he was sitting in Saturday-afternoon traffic on the city motorway. He’d thrown his things into the travel bag and left the hotel via the back entrance. Gretzki was going to dismantle the equipment, pay the bill and clean Esther’s room tomorrow.


As he was leaving, Mike had taken one final look at the monitor. The light was off and Esther couldn’t be seen.


“Don’t forget,” was Gretzki’s parting shot, said with a smile. At first Mike didn’t understand what he was getting at – Berlin, stress, Freiburg, the hills.


His mobile buzzed. Another text from Gretzki: Hans Peter Steinhoff, Hamburg, freelance journalist. More soon.


Mike didn’t reply. He hadn’t been expecting Steinhoff.


Everything seemed to be getting out of hand.


The radio tower – from the east this time – but he gave it a mere glance. Then he was on the motorway, crossing the Grunewald in dense traffic.


Steinhoff was alive and he would wake up in the lavatory on the third-floor corridor. If the police put the guest from room 35 on their wanted list they wouldn’t get very far. The name was false, nobody had set eyes on him, and right now he was heading back into the darkness.
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The Guardian Angel
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The doorbell tore Louise Bonì from the dream that had haunted her every night since her return. Thirty-five jaded faces, seventy apathetic eyes, all gazing at her. She was standing by a green board, chalk in the white-dusted fingers of her right hand, staring at an oversized clock on the wall behind the police cadets, counting the seconds and dying of boredom. Nobody was saying a word, nobody was moving – hours passed like this. Wertheim in provincial Franconia had sneaked its way into her sub-conscious and refused to leave.


She threw back the duvet and sat up. It was 2.45 p.m., maybe Saturday, maybe Sunday already, but definitely November. Annaplatz was wreathed in mist, the church a dark shadow, and raindrops fell diagonally in the light of the streetlamps.


Since returning to Freiburg she’d been sleeping fifteen hours per day. Some days she found two editions of the Badische Zeitung outside her door. More than one dawn was followed immediately by dusk. Two months of boredom perverted the very course of time.


An attempt to make atonement. In summer, while on duty, she’d hit a rapist in custody. Rolf Bermann had talked her out of reporting herself – if found guilty she would have lost her job – and worked hard behind the scenes. In the end he’d been able to convince Marianne Andrele, the public prosecutor, and Reinhard Graeve, the Kripo head, that Louise hadn’t been thinking straight due to exhaustion and shock. The compromise they reached was a few weeks’ leave and Wertheim.


If she’d had an inkling that she might die of boredom in provincial Franconia, she might have not let herself in for it. The weekends with Ben in Freiburg were her salvation.


She staggered into the hallway, wearing Ben’s favourite T-shirt and shorts. On the floor were dust balls, shoes, clothes, newspapers, pizza boxes, and in the mirror she saw a ghost moving beneath a jungle of dark hair. A few months without the glaring neon-lit corridors of Kripo, stressed colleagues, everyday tension, and her entire life was in chaos.


The doorbell rang again, then a tentative voice from the past said over the intercom, “Louise? It’s us.”


*


Two short, bashful males, one now hanging around her neck, the other holding flowers and cakes, unsure where to put them.


“What about your mama?” Louise whispered.


“She’s a little bit sick,” her brother whispered back.


“She sends her regards,” her father said.


“What’s wrong with her?”


“Oh, just a cold.”


“She’s sad,” her brother whispered.


“Women are sad sometimes,” she whispered. “And now you get down.”


The dark locks flew back and forth, the thin arms tightened their grip around her neck. “Not the sadness with blood.”


“Louise, where . . .?”


She turned to her father. “In the kitchen.”


Together they watched him, cheek to cheek, the big sister, the little brother whose name she still found it difficult to say out loud, even after two years. Like the dark locks and wary eyes, the name belonged to her other brother, her real one. Who’d died in a car accident in 1983 and who’d been replaced without much ado in 1996, insofar as that was possible with another woman.


Ever since, there had been two Germains – a dead and a living one, who couldn’t help it that the first was dead. Or that it had taken their father seven years to tell Louise about his new family.


“Had you forgotten we were coming?” her father called out from the kitchen.


She didn’t reply. Germain, who refused to let go, her father amidst the mess in her kitchen – all a bit much for these sluggish moments after waking up from her Wertheim dream.


Louise had a good yawn.


Noises were coming from the kitchen. Something rattled and was pushed across wood. Rustling. Cupboard doors closing, water running. Drawers opening, closing. A clearing of the throat, silence. Then water again and the amusing gurgle of the almost empty plastic bottle when you squeezed out the last of the washing-up liquid.


With a sigh she closed her eyes and pictured her father at the sink. He rolled up his sleeves fastidiously, then his small, flaccid hands plunged into the water. And this was only right, she thought; her father ought to atone too. For the rest of his life, if she had a say in it.


“Alright, then,” she said, dragging the new Germain into the bathroom with her and shutting the door.


*


The flowers arranged in a vase on the dining table, a lit candle, the aroma of fresh café au lait. Plus half a dozen slices of cake and pastries, which looked as if they came from the French president’s private confectioner. When it came to food and drink, the French element in her father, which he’d been trying to eliminate for forty years, still came to the fore. His accent was polished, his German smugness well honed, his French family ignored, and all this merely to forget the 1960s and ’70s, the arguments with her mother, the failure of his life plan, and of course Germain’s death a few years afterwards.


They ate in silence; it was becoming increasingly difficult to talk to her father. Some things couldn’t be discussed in the presence of the new Germain – the fact that there’d been another Germain, his mother’s sadness, but not the sadness when she bled – while other things weren’t her father’s business – Ben, the problem, Wertheim.


He meekly pointed his fork at a note beside the vase. “Are you flying to Berlin?”


She frowned and picked up the note. Words jotted down and flight info for Monday – tomorrow. From Karlsruhe/Baden-Baden to Berlin-Tegel. Vague memories formed in her mind. A call from Rolf Bermann one morning – perhaps this morning – a request from their colleagues in Berlin for help with an investigation. A trail that led to Freiburg.


“Looks like it.”


“For work?”


She nodded.


“With your gun?” Germain asked.


“You’re not allowed to take guns on aeroplanes,” her father said.


“Louise is.”


“No, I’m sure not even Louise is allowed to do that.”


“The police can do anything.”


“Not anything, Germain.”


“Anything.”


“Louise, would you please—”


“Do you have to arrest a killer in Berlin?”


“Germain . . .” Her father broke off. She saw resignation in his eyes and for a moment she almost felt sorry for him.


Then she couldn’t resist a smile. It had taken him years to accept that she’d joined the police. One child dead, the other with Kripo – could there be anything worse for someone like him?


The fact that his new child was fascinated by the police.


*


Because Germain insisted on hearing it all in detail, she told him, to her father’s visible chagrin.


No, she wasn’t going to arrest a killer, but to talk to a man who’d been beaten up by another man in a Berlin hotel and threatened with a gun. Because this other man had registered at the hotel under a false name and nobody had seen him, her colleagues in Berlin were at a loss and—


“And because they don’t know what to do they ring Louise,” Germain said, raising his eyebrows in triumph.


“It won’t be quite like that,” her father said.


“It is.”


“Well, they checked the other guests,” Louise said, “and staying in the room outside which one man attacked the other one was a woman from Freiburg. But she’s got no idea what was going on. And because the whole thing’s rather strange and my colleagues don’t know what to do, they get funny ideas . . .”
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“Bottini is a terrific
storyteller and he evokes
his setting with skill”"





