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There are fewer uglier traits in human nature than this tendency . . . to grow cruel, merely because they possessed the power of inflicting harm.


Nathaniel Hawthorne, The Custom House, and Main Street









Prologue


One glimpse of the dark, silent water of the Rhine and everything was momentarily forgotten. The hatred, the pain, the fear.


Eddie dropped his bike onto the grass, wandered down to the river and sat. What would he do without the Rhine? For a few minutes it made everything go away, leaving only his thoughts.


His thoughts and the beating of his heart.


Killing his father.


Eddie lit a cigarette, stretched out his legs and dangled his feet in the water. As his Nikes got soaked a coolness crept up his legs.


Whenever he felt overwhelmed by the hatred and the thoughts inside his head he would go for a night-time swim. Into the water in Germany and out in France. First the Old Rhine, then the island, and finally the Grand Canal of Alsace. The canal was dangerous. One hundred and fifty metres of darkness and cold, straight across the waterways between barges, fishing boats and pleasure cruisers, all the time battling a strong current. Sometimes an angry voice might bark at him from one of the vessels, but mostly nobody ever saw him. Then he would swim back, freed of the hatred and his thoughts.


In winter, when the water was too cold, he ran.


As he filled his lungs with smoke, Eddie allowed his gaze to wander. The forest in the sunshine opposite, the moorings downstream on the German side, then a slight bend to the left up to Breisach. Upstream a splash of white on the riverbank – Dennis, who was always the colour of mozzarella even though he spent every spare minute of the day sunbathing. Who always looked like a wobbly jellyfish even though he ate next to nothing.


A flabby white arm was raised aloft. Eddie waved back. When he heard a man’s voice he held his breath. A woman laughed. The noise of bicycle tyres on the path above. Then it went quiet again.


He flicked away his cigarette, sank back down into the grass and imagined what life would be like without his father.


*


“Eddie?”


He opened his eyes and sat up. His heart was pounding and he could feel how tense his muscles were.


But it was just Dennis, a yellow bag in one hand, the other holding his bicycle. He carefully laid the bike onto the grass and came down the two metres of bank to Eddie. “I’ve got beer. Want one?”


Eddie nodded, Dennis took a bottle of Ganter from his bag and opened it.


The bottle was cool and wet. Even Dennis’s voice was white and fat, Eddie thought as he sipped the beer.


Letting out a burp, Dennis sat beside him. He burped and farted every few minutes – because he was so white and fat, it seemed to Eddie. Dennis must think that if you can’t help being ugly, you might as well go the whole hog.


Eddie didn’t care. He swam in the Rhine at night; Dennis burped and farted. You had to do something.


Dennis farted. “You’re bleeding.”


Eddie touched the wound on his left cheek. He’d scratched it open in his sleep and now it was hurting again. He held out his blood-smeared hand and they both looked at it for a while.


“Cool,” Dennis said. “Mine’s much lighter.”


“White?”


They grinned. Eddie leaned forwards and dipped his hand in the water. The Rhine washed the blood away.


He turned his head and their eyes met.


Although they didn’t discuss it, Dennis seemed to have guessed how the wound had appeared. Which was why Eddie never wore shorts or short-sleeved T-shirts, not even in summer.


It struck Eddie that he liked Dennis without having any inkling why. Perhaps because he didn’t ask questions. Or because he burped and farted all the time. Or because they were almost like brothers. His father was fucking Dennis’s mother.


She never went into the sun, ate like a horse and was just as white and fat as Dennis. Nobody knew what Dennis’s father looked like. Not even his mother, Dennis said. I was made from behind, he said, as if that explained everything. The white skin, the fat, the poor grades at school, and why life was so shitty.


Eddie turned away and washed the blood from his cheek.


“You can watch the match at mine tonight if you like,” Dennis said.


The second semi-final. Mexico against Argentina in Dolby Digital on a plasma screen that took up half the sitting-room wall. Lots of men fucked Dennis’s mother and some left her money.


“O.K.”


Eddie stared at his distorted reflection in the water and his heart started racing again. The first semi-final was yesterday. Germany had played well, but the Brazilians had won. When the final whistle went his father had leaped up and struck him.


“Mama’s making goulash.”


“O.K.”


Eddie sat back down, took a sip of Ganter and for a moment he felt almost happy. Watching football, drinking beer, smoking and eating goulash from huge soup bowls. Later he would come home, wait for it to get dark and then swim across the river to the French side.


*


They sat there for a while in silence, watching solo canoeists on the water. Eddie’s moment of happiness had passed. His wound was sore and the hatred had returned. Adriano’s goal. His father’s rage, the apathy in his mother’s eyes.


This morning began with the usual poking, shoving and threats. Then his father started laughing: What’s that on his face, did he fall out of bed? Come on Eddie, his mother said, you’ve got to laugh, it’s funny. Then his father said, Look at him pouting, and didn’t stop laughing. Eddie went to the door, turned and said: I’m going to kill you one day. His father wasn’t laughing anymore.


“I’m off, then,” Dennis said.


Eddie nodded.


“Do you want to come to the village with me?”


“I’m going to stay here for a bit.”


“I’ll leave you a beer if you like.”


“O.K. Got any fags?”


Dennis opened another Ganter. “I’m out,” he said. There was a curious expression on his face and Eddie wondered what he was thinking.


“You can come to my place if you like.”


Eddie shook his head.


“Alright, then. See you later.”


“O.K.”


He heard Dennis get on his bike on the path above. A fart, a burp, a screech, then the noises faded away. Now he realised what Dennis had been thinking and he hated him for it. Dennis felt pity for him – you only felt pity for the weak.


*


It looked as if his father had been waiting for him. He was sitting on a chair in their narrow front garden, a bottle of beer within reach, his cowboy hat pulled down over his face. Eddie couldn’t enter the house without brushing past him.


Then Eddie heard snoring and thought his luck was in.


He followed the fence around the house until he found the fist-sized, almost round stone that he’d put here months ago. He wiped away the mud and rubbed it clean on his trousers so it wouldn’t slip from his hand. Holding the stone in his right hand he went back to the garden gate. The stone felt cool and calming, as cool and calming as the water of the Rhine. The stone was made for him, just like the Rhine, he thought.


At the garden gate he stopped and looked at his father. He was wearing shorts and a vest, allowing a view of his muscular arms and legs. Eddie gripped the stone tightly. The key thing was to hit him as hard as possible with the first strike; even if his father tried to defend himself he wouldn’t have a chance.


A movement in one of the upstairs windows made him glance up. Although the white curtain was drawn he could see the shadow of his mother behind it. She stood there motionless, her face turned in his direction. Then she raised a hand and grabbed the curtain, before standing motionless again.


Eddie took a few steps towards his father. His heart was thumping and the hatred was throbbing inside his skull. He stopped again and looked up at his mother. Her hand clutching the curtain had twisted the material.


In his sleep his father grunted softly and deeply, like a pig, and Eddie turned back to him. His father was going to die in a very apt way, he thought: grunting like a pig.


He advanced. Again he heard a grunt, but realised that his father had woken up and was grunting now because he’d seen the stone. At that moment he raised his head slightly and Eddie could see his eyes beneath the brim of the hat. They stared at him expectantly and full of scorn. Come on, they were saying. Just you try it.


Eddie froze. All of a sudden he knew that, like him, his father had been waiting for the right moment.


And now it had come. Finally, the eyes said, and it dawned on Eddie that he’d lost and his father had won. Everything was decided; there was nothing he could do to affect the outcome. As ever, his father was too strong and he was too weak.


His father smiled, looking very pleased with himself.


Eddie lifted the stone, drew back his arm and hurled it at his father. But the stone missed by a metre. When it crashed against the wall of the house his father jumped up. Eddie turned and fled.


*


His father didn’t follow. For several minutes Eddie stood at the other end of the village in the shadow of a tree. His heart was racing, the hatred was back, accompanied by even more fear. But his father didn’t come. Why would he bother? Eddie thought. All his father had to do was wait and see if he dared come home.


For a moment he pondered what to do. He had no money or clothes. To run away he would have to go back home first. But how could he go back home?


Banishing these thoughts, he followed the road to the centre of the village to retrieve his bike, which he’d left by the dovecote. The Rhine would have some answers.


As he was taking off the lock his mobile played the opening bars of 50 Cent’s “Candy Shop”.


Dennis.


“I’ve got something to show you,” he said, and now his voice sounded mysterious rather than white and fat.


Eddie didn’t respond. The hatred and fear of his father sat in his throat like a fist, preventing him from speaking.


“Come to the old barn.”


Eddie shook his head to get rid of the fist. “I’m going swimming.”


“You can do that later.”


He thought of the pity in Dennis’s face. An hour ago he’d hated him for that, but now Dennis was the only person he had left.


“I’ve found something.”


“What?”


“Come,” Dennis said again, “but make sure nobody sees you.”


Eddie put the phone in his trouser pocket. As he cycled through town he thought of the old barn. There had been good days in his life and many of these had involved the barn. Getting drunk, fights with boys his own age from Hausen and Oberrimsingen, fumbling with girls, watching porn films on a mini T.V. until the batteries gave up the ghost. For a few weeks they’d abducted dogs and cats and battered them to death in the old barn. It was here too that they’d shared out the money they’d stolen from the offertory boxes and collection bags in church.


And then all those quiet nights after he’d been beaten by his father.


*


The old barn stood two hundred metres to the west of the village, in the middle of an uncultivated field. Crows flew up from the knee-high, parched grass as Eddie cycled down the narrow path across the field, accompanied by their shadows and greedy cawing.


He laid his bike beside Dennis’s and entered the barn. Sunlight broke through the endless cracks and gaps in the wooden walls. Dust danced in the shafts of light.


Dennis was sitting cross-legged, leaning against a wall. Eddie sat next to him. “Well?”


Dennis pointed his chin at the wall facing them. Only now did Eddie realise they weren’t alone. On the floor lay a woman. Her face was pointing upwards and she wasn’t moving. She looked as if she was dead.


“Who’s that?”


“No idea.”


“Is she dead?”


“No.”


Eddie went over. The woman was wrapped in a red blanket and her eyes were closed, but now he could hear her breathing. The blanket had slipped; he saw a bare shoulder and bare legs. Bruises and scabs were visible on the tops of the legs. There was blood on her face too, one eye was swollen, and the nose looked crooked. Her lips were split and from the copious amount of blood Eddie reckoned her teeth must have been knocked out. The face was so disfigured that he couldn’t have said whether the woman was pretty or not. Only that she was in her early twenties at most and slim.


“Pretty cool to be honest,” Dennis said.


Eddie said nothing. He wondered why Dennis had called him rather than an ambulance or the police. Why he’d sat against the wall and done nothing.


“Check out the left leg,” Dennis said.


Eddie bent forwards. From the knee down the leg was bruised on one side. The woman was barefoot and her feet were covered in mud and dirt.


Now she moved her head slightly and her eyes opened, one fully, the other halfway. They stared at him in sheer terror. He got the impression she was trying to move, but without any success. As if all she could move were her head and eyes.


He couldn’t help thinking of the dogs and cats that had lain tied up on the floor in the barn. They’d looked similar to this woman: helpless and utterly terrified.


He kneeled beside her. The blanket wasn’t fully covering her tummy and he could see a narrow strip of skin. He lifted the edge of the blanket. She had bruises and scabs on her stomach too.


When he pulled back the blanket he thought he heard the woman whimper briefly, but he wasn’t certain. He stared at her left breast, which was now uncovered and was red with bruises. He pushed the blanket away from her other breast, then from her waist. The woman made a strange sound, but that was all. He could make out blood between her legs, which were slightly apart. Holding his breath, Eddie laid his hand on her right thigh. Beneath his palm he felt a shudder run through the woman’s body. Again, that was all.


It struck him that he could do what he wanted and nothing would happen to him.


He inched his hand up her body. Because of the bruising and scratches he only faintly touched her skin, even though he’d have liked to have a better feel of it. He knew how painful wounds like that were and he didn’t want to hurt her.


It was only when his hand reached her breast that he gave in to his urges and cupped it. Another shudder shot through the woman’s body and her shoulders spasmed, but not her arms. When Eddie took a closer look he saw that there was bruising on her arms too. Again he heard the peculiar, soft sound from her mouth, and when it stopped so did her movements. From the corner of his eye he saw that the woman had turned her head away and closed her eyelids. Once more he thought he could do what he wanted and nothing would happen to him.


With his hand still on her breast he wondered how he could touch the woman all over without hurting her, because he really didn’t want to cause her any pain. Seconds passed without him finding a solution. At some point he stopped thinking because all other sensations were blanked out apart from the sight of his hand on her breast, the feel of that breast, and the idea that he could do more without anything happening to him.


“Eddie.” Dennis’s white, fat voice brought everything else back.


He turned around. Dennis eyed him with one of those inscrutable Dennis looks, and it crossed Eddie’s mind that he’d love to bash that look from that face.


“We’ve got to go now. Dinner will be ready soon.”


“You go ahead.”


“Eddie . . .”


They looked at each other in silence.


“You go ahead,” he said again.


Dennis awkwardly got to his feet, supporting himself on both hands, and knocked dust and bits of hay from his shorts. Eddie fancied he could see him trembling, but he might have been mistaken. Perhaps it was just the fat wobbling. Then Dennis looked at him again and his expression was no longer inscrutable, but uncertain and perhaps a little shocked. “Come on now.”


Eddie didn’t respond.


“Someone’s going to be looking for her, and if they find us here . . .”


“You go ahead.”


Dennis shook his head and Eddie realised that he wasn’t going to leave him alone with the woman. That he knew what was going through Eddie’s mind and that he’d been thinking the same thing at first too, but not anymore.


Eddie took his hand from the woman’s breast, stood up and left the barn.


Dennis followed him. No sooner was he outside than he burped and farted prodigiously, as if he’d been keeping it all in inside the barn. “To be honest, I think we should call someone.”


“I’m not asking you.”


“A doctor, I mean. Or the police.”


“Later,” Eddie said, thinking that Dennis might become a problem and he didn’t yet know how to deal with that.


Near to the barn he found a plank which must have come from one of the walls or the roof. He slotted it behind the handles of the double barn doors so that they couldn’t be opened from the inside unless you threw your entire weight against them. He didn’t think the woman was in a state to be able to do this.


“Because of the animals,” he said.


“Uh-huh,” Dennis said quietly. Then they got on their bikes and rode back across the field to the village. Once again the crows flew into the air, cawing angrily, their shadows swishing beside them across the grass.


*


During dinner the only thing on Eddie’s mind was the woman and the thoughts that had entered his head in the barn: he could do what he liked and nothing would happen to him. Whenever his gaze met Dennis’s he knew that his friend was thinking about the woman too.


Dennis’s mother didn’t notice any of this. She barely said a word. Pale, fat and sweaty, she sat between them, focused on the giant portion of goulash she’d heaped into her bowl. After dinner she went to her room. Eddie heard her talking on the phone for a while, then crying, and then she seemed to have fallen asleep.


The football match began at six o’clock and even during the game all Eddie could think about was the woman in the barn. On a couple of occasions he was about to get up and go, but changed his mind.


At half time Dennis turned down the volume and said, “I wonder what’s happened to her?”


Eddie shrugged. He was thinking how he might be able to stay in the barn for a few days. At some point during the night he would slip back home to fetch food and clothes, then he would stay in the barn with the woman for a few days.


“To be honest . . .” Dennis didn’t finish his sentence, and instead said, “Hopefully she won’t snuff it.”


“She won’t.”


“But we ought to call—”


“Tomorrow,” Eddie interrupted him. “O.K.” Dennis went into the kitchen and came back with some beer and his mother’s cigarettes. They drank and smoked in silence. The second half had begun and Dennis turned the volume back up. Eddie felt himself being carried away by the beer, the huge T.V. screen and the stadium noise coming from five speakers. Despite this the woman was still in his head, lying naked in the dim light of the barn.


Dennis burped and said something.


“What?”


“I wonder if anyone’s looking for her.”


“Who?”


“The guy who did it.”


They looked at each other. There it was again, the pity in Dennis’s face.


“We’ll look after her,” Eddie said.


*


The game went on for ever. There was extra time and penalties, then Argentina scraped victory.


Eddie stood up. “Let’s go.”


“I’m not sure,” Dennis said, not moving. As he sat there pale and flabby, Eddie knew that he really had become a problem. “I’m not sure,” he said again. Then he switched off the television and was about to get up.


“If you don’t want to come,” Eddie said, “I’ll go on my own.”


Surprised, Dennis sank back into his chair, as if dragged down by his own weight. “I’m not sure,” he said a third time. “To be honest, we shouldn’t.”


“Shouldn’t what? You’re not doing anything.”


“But we ought to call someone.”


“Yes,” Eddie said. “And then they’ll ask why we waited so long.”


Dennis looked at the black screen as if to say, “Because of the football.”


He let out a loud, long fart – a fart of despair, Eddie thought. “I’ll tell you who she is. One of those French gyppo slappers.”


“Do you think?”


“She made trouble and the other gyppos beat her up.”


“But she doesn’t look like a gypsy.”


“Of course she does. Didn’t you see her eyes? Gyppo eyes.”


Dennis didn’t reply.


“Right then, are you coming or not?” Eddie waited another moment. He knew Dennis was thinking about the woman. About the opportunity suddenly on offer, which no girl would ever freely give to him, the fat, ugly fifteen-year-old.


But then Dennis shook his head.


“You’re not going to call anyone, do you hear me?” Eddie warned him.


Dennis turned to him. “What about you?”


“Later. In the morning.”


“Alright.”


Eddie went to the door. “Come later if you want.”


Dennis nodded. For a moment there was a glimmer in his eye and now Eddie knew that there wouldn’t be any problems later. That Dennis would come and take advantage of the opportunity.


*


Outside it was getting dark. Eddie found himself keeping an eye out for his father as he cycled through the quiet streets of the village. But there was no sign of him.


When he got to the field he stopped. It was hard to make out the barn against the dark woods behind. For a moment he thought he could see a light moving where the barn stood. But he was mistaken. There was no light.


He cycled along the path. The wind whistled through the tall grass and in the distance he heard a car engine. The crows seemed to have gone; either that or they were hiding silently in the shelter of darkness.


Clouds gathered and suddenly it was dark.


It was only when Eddie got off his bike that he realised one of the double doors to the barn was open. He gave his bike a shove and it fell to the ground. On his way to the barn he felt the plank underfoot. Bending down, he saw it was intact. The door must have been opened from the outside.


He spent a while just staring at the entrance. It was even darker inside than outside. Eddie couldn’t hear any noises. He thought of the light he fancied he’d seen from a distance. But there was no light.


Finally he went in. Although he was enveloped by darkness, he’d been here so often that he could have found his way around blindfolded.


He walked over to the wall opposite. The woman had gone. The stench of urine filled his nostrils and he thought she must have pissed herself. He slowly made his way along the rear wall, then one side, the front, the other side, before finally zig-zagging his way across the barn a couple of times. After a few minutes he was convinced that the woman was no longer there. He wondered whether to look for her outside. But if someone had come and taken the woman he wouldn’t find her.


Eddie turned to the entrance and froze in shock. A human figure stood out against the bluish shimmer of the night. Blood rushed to his ears and he was covered in goosepimples. But he remained calm.


Too tall to be the woman, he thought. Too slim to be Dennis.


A man, at any rate.


His father?


Without making a sound, he kneeled. He wasn’t scared and this pleased him. The barn was his domain. And he knew the man couldn’t see him.


But he must have noticed the bicycle.


“Come out,” said a deep and friendly voice he didn’t recognise. Then the man vanished from sight.


Eddie didn’t move a muscle. This was the strangest day of his life, he thought. A day on which so much had happened, but in some respects also nothing at all.


He crept to the door and peered outside. The man was standing beside his bike. Wearing jeans and a leather jacket, he looked large and old. “Come here,” he said, beckoning him over with his hand. A curt gesture, and yet one with a certain familiarity. Even his voice sounded trustworthy. The voice of a tired, gentle, old man.


“Come on then,” the man said, and Eddie stepped out of the barn. He saw the man nodding. “What’s your name?”


Eddie just raised his eyebrows.


The man wiped his eyes. In his jeans and leather jacket he almost looked like a copper. “You know . . .?”


“What?”


The man pointed at the barn.


“Oh, right,” Eddie said. “Yes, very well.”


The man didn’t understand at first. Then he smiled, but said nothing. They looked at each other in silence.


“What’s your name, then,” Eddie asked.


“Willie Reimer.”


Willie, Eddie thought, then giggled. Willie and Eddie. “Are you a copper?”


The man smiled again. “Kripo.” He held up something that in the darkness looked like an I.D.


Eddie grinned. Willie – if that was his real name – must think he was really stupid. “What are you doing here?”


Willie pointed at the barn again. Eddie nodded and said, “Are you going to buy it?”


Once again Willie didn’t understand straightaway. Then he said, “I saw the blood.”


“That’s from the cats and dogs.”


Instead of responding to this, Willie just stood there very still, waiting.


“The kids from the village kill them in there.”


“Yes,” Willie said.


Eddie wondered if Willie had been responsible for the state the woman was in. The way he stood there – weary, gentle, friendly – it seemed most unlikely.


“The barn’s empty now. Was that your work?”


“The cats and dogs?”


“You know who we’re talking about, young man,” another male voice said behind him.


Eddie spun around but couldn’t see anybody. The second man must be in the barn.


“Another copper?”


“Yes,” the invisible voice said, but it didn’t sound convincing.


Eddie wasn’t going to hang around to see what the two men would do. Head down, he began to run towards the woods, because Willie stood between him and the village. To begin with he heard footsteps and panting behind him, but the sounds soon fell back. It wasn’t until he got to the woods that it struck him the men might have pistols. But they hadn’t fired a shot so it didn’t matter.


He leaped into the undergrowth and kept running without looking back. He wasn’t going to stop until he reached the Rhine, and even then he wouldn’t stop; he would jump into the river and swim to the island. They definitely wouldn’t follow him there.


Arms aloft, he ran through the woods. Twigs and branches lashed his forearms, shoulders and head, but he didn’t care. He’d been through worse.


Soon he could see lights ahead of him – the lamps along the riverside path. He laughed to himself. The Rhine was waiting for him.


He’d almost reached the edge of the woods when a body rammed into him from the right. He went crashing into a tree and there was a crack as something in his arm broke. He fell with a cry. Pain was shooting through his left elbow, but he got back to his feet. All that mattered was to get to the Rhine. The Rhine would save him as it had so often before.


Two hands dug into his T-shirt and hurled him to the ground. Now he knew that he’d lost.


He lay on his tummy. At first he thought that his father had attacked him. But it wasn’t his father and it wasn’t Willie either. It must be the man from the barn.


“Out with it,” the man whispered.


Eddie gasped for air. “Go fuck yourself.”


When the man kicked him in the side with the toe of his shoe Eddie realised that he would have to talk if he didn’t want to end up like the woman.


*


He said that he’d seen the woman in the barn that afternoon and that by the evening she’d gone. He didn’t know her and they hadn’t talked because she was too badly injured to speak.


Eddie didn’t say anything else.


As he spoke he wondered who the woman could be. Whether anybody else had found her. He wished they had. In some funny way, he thought, they belonged together, the woman and he, and he didn’t want anyone else to have her.


He was still lying on his tummy, the man beside him.


“Did you tell anyone else about her?”


“No.”


“Why not?”


Eddie said nothing.


The man gave him another kick. “Did you lock her in, eh? What, did you think you could fuck her later?”


Eddie didn’t answer.


The man laughed. “Why didn’t you just there and then?”


“Dinner was ready. And then the footy was on the box.”


“So you were going to come back after and fuck her?”


“Yes.”


The man laughed again. “Were you alone with her?”


In his mind Eddie saw Dennis’s fat, white face and for some reason he found this image comforting. He thought that maybe he liked him because he was a kind of brother or because Dennis never stopped burping and farting. Whatever the case, he liked him and the truth was that Dennis was the only person he had left after today.


“Yes.”


Bending over him, the man pulled up his head and slapped him again and again. Now Eddie was certain he had lost, but so long as he didn’t betray Dennis then he’d won a minor victory too.


So he didn’t.


*


At some point Eddie must have lost consciousness. He came to because there was something cool on his head.


Water.


He tried to breathe, but took water into his lungs instead of air.


Water from the Rhine, he thought, and there was something comforting about this too.


Then came desperation and he began to defend himself against the hands that were holding him underwater with the strength of iron.


But it was too late.









I


Eddie and Nadine









1


A narrow strip of light in the darkness, barely twenty metres away on the other side of the road. In the middle of the light, the outline of a man, blurred in the pouring rain, but not a soul about apart from him. No dogwalkers, no drunks, not even any homeless people strayed here.


A virtually empty car park, a brightly lit security guard’s cabin. A sad place, Louise Bonì thought, in happy Freiburg.


In the twenty minutes she’d been watching him, the uniformed security guard had hardly moved. No-one had come, no-one had left.


Night shift in St Georgen.


Fifteen minutes ago, when he picked up his mobile phone and dialled a number, she wondered who he was calling. A short conversation – four or five minutes – then he put the phone down.


When she switched on the ignition the L.E.D. display on the radio came to life. All those buttons and dials for a bit of music. All those tiny symbols. Too small for the eyes of a forty-four-year-old.


She pressed this and turned that. When nothing happened she switched off the ignition. A new car after so many years – the changeover couldn’t be completely smooth. A factory-new Peugeot that stank of plastic, paid for by an unpleasant, autocratic Bavarian, for whom it was worth the fifteen thousand euros to finally get her out of her apartment in Gartenstrasse so it could be renovated.


Her gaze fell on the glowing numbers of the digital clock. A quarter to twelve, fifteen minutes left. She felt a strange tingling run up and down her arms and legs. The molecules were on the move again.


Louise leaned back. Much was new in that summer of 2005: the car, the apartment, a zest for life. A man she could definitely try to make a go of it with.


In that order, she owed it to herself.


Actually, she thought, life was pretty good. Apart from all the new things, it was a bespoke summer: hot days, followed by cooling storms at night. No danger of a relapse. No serious crimes: a case of arson in Littenweiler; a burgled villa, everything removed; and a missing student who, so it seemed, was just taking some time out. Nothing that would be likely to open up the abysses inside her again.


She took the photograph of the student from the file that lay on the passenger seat. Nadine Rohmueller had an elegant face, pretty in a childish way, and looked more like a schoolgirl than a student. Shoulder-length, chestnut hair, enviably full lips. A touch of the spoiled brat and pride in her eyes. A rich Bonn family: the money flowed without the daughter having to do any more than go to the cashpoint. American Studies, German and Psychology, in her sixth semester, middling grades, she’d had enough now, a friend of hers said, she hadn’t been enjoying her course for quite a while.


Louise browsed the documents.


Her parents had rung that morning. They hadn’t been able to contact their daughter for three days, they said, and no-one at the university had seen her since Friday. The father was expected tomorrow lunchtime. They would go with him to the apartment, two bedrooms with a kitchenette on Wintererstrasse in Herdern, owned rather than rented, of course, to prevent the daughter from succumbing to the temptation of soaking up real life in a flatshare.


Quite clearly she’d just done a runner.


Louise glanced at the security guard, still immobile, staring into the darkness beyond the window of his cabin. What could he see? Tel Aviv? Priština? Sarajevo?


Years as a detective, then deployment abroad in crisis regions. Now a tin shack in St Georgen, Freiburg . . .


And yet it was a job. At some point the shift began and at some point it finished. In-between lay nine hours during which you knew you were needed, even if it was just to guard an empty car park at night.


It was a beginning.


She looked at the documents again. I reckon Florida, the friend had said. Apparently Nadine worshipped Jack Kerouac.


Does he live there? Thomas Ilic had asked.


He’s buried there, the friend had said. In Saint Petersburg.


Saint Petersburg in Florida, Ilic had noted.


Louise smiled. This was new too – Illi had been back at work for a few weeks. Still slightly awkward, pale because of his medicines and quiet, but he was back.


American writer, 1922–1969, he’d noted.


Karin, a trainee inspector, checked out the car hire companies, airlines and the railway. Although Nadine had a car, it was important not to rule anything out.


The alarm on her mobile started beeping. Midnight. She put on some lipstick, reached for the umbrella and paper bag and got out.


*


“Hi,” she said.


Ben Liebermann smiled. “Hi.”


“Lunch.” She passed him the paper bag through the opening in the glass.


He looked inside. One cheese roll, one salami roll, as ever. She shrugged. “You dare complain!”


He laughed, closed the bag and stood up. “Shall we take a little stroll?”


A kiss, then they linked arms. She still found all of this slightly strange, and Ben Liebermann must think so too. Out of practice, both of them. But the molecules were leaping wildly all over the place.


At the edge of the car park they walked a rectangle in the darkness. Around them the rain was hammering down, the puddles sploshed beneath their feet. When they’d gone halfway she said, “You were on the phone.”


“Yes.”


She waited. This was what she feared most: shadows from the past. Ben had lived in Hamburg, Cologne, Berlin and Freiburg, not to mention Tel Aviv, Priština and Sarajevo. His past must be full of all manner of shadows.


Quite apart from the fact that he’d been married twice. Somewhere were two women who’d spent years with him. Who knew him in a way she might never do. Who’d been with Ben to places she would never go with him.


They hadn’t talked about their past histories, but that would come at some point. Then she would also explain why she couldn’t trust him yet and why she asked for night-time phone calls. She would tell him about Mick, who’d been married to a gullible chief inspector and had abused her trust dozens of times.


“A friend in the Ministry of the Interior. I want to know why they won’t take me.”


She nodded.


Ben had applied to regional police headquarters in Freiburg. If possible he wanted to work for Freiburg Kripo, but he was prepared to go anywhere, even to a village outpost in the High Black Forest. Hunting poachers instead of Bosnian war criminals.


No vacancies, police H.Q. replied weeks later.


In truth they knew the real reason why. Ben Liebermann had left the police service in May 2004, and they didn’t want anyone back who’d left of their own accord.


They returned to the cabin in silence, then did another round of the car park.


Still, no shadows from a past life. Just the darkness of the night.


*


At half past midnight she was back home and opened the window wide. The new car smelled of plastic, the new flat of paint.


And the new man?


She got into the shower. Of Zino Davidoff, cigarettes, worry and possibly of pain from some period in his life.


But also of possibilities.


She washed her hair. This was a peculiar urge too. After all these years she wanted to be beautiful and feminine again. Wanted to dress elegantly, buy nice things. Wanted to feel beautiful and feminine.


Danger alert. She resolved to watch out.


Under the jet of water she thought once more of Nadine Rohmueller. The friend’s statement suggested that she’d absconded abroad for a few weeks or months of adventure. Rich, bored daughter, sick and tired of studying and the carefree life.


But perhaps Louise just wanted to see it this way. It fitted the picture. Young, rich, beautiful, bored, vacuous. The world was her oyster. Why not make a pilgrimage to Jack Kerouac’s grave in Saint Petersburg, Florida, rather than only ever going to St Tropez?


Nadine hadn’t withdrawn any money from her various accounts since Saturday afternoon. The last transaction: 16.34, Deutsche Bank A.T.M., 262 Kaiser-Joseph-Strasse, three hundred euros. No activity on her accounts from the past few months that pointed to a trip.


That could mean a lot or nothing.


Credit card? Thomas Ilic had noted. Tomorrow a financial investigator with the relevant contacts would make some telephone calls.


As she stood in front of the mirror, Ben Liebermann edged his way back into her thoughts. She saw him sitting in his guard cabin, staring into the darkness, eating rolls, cheese and salami like every night. His hair was now short, an unofficial condition of employment – well, that will have to go.


If you’re forced to get your hair cut at the age of forty-three . . .


You’ve got to start somewhere, Ben, she’d said.


Yes, Ben replied.


She wondered how long he would play along. She’d given him two months; it had already been four.


Which was good and bad at the same time.


The start had become day-to-day life.


*


At one o’clock she sat on her new balcony, looking out over Annaplatz. A one-bedroom apartment with a kitchenette. Period block, newly renovated with stripped floorboards, seventy square metres. Big enough for two, but you had to like living together, and neither Ben nor she did. He often came over as a guest, especially at half past five in the morning after his shift when she had to be at H.Q. early. They would have breakfast and then set off together. He had a small apartment in Stühlinger, slightly rundown and devoid of charm, possibly ideal for someone who claimed to feel most comfortable living in cities which had been through war.


The war in Freiburg didn’t count. Too long ago. Ben wanted to see war in the façades of buildings and in people’s eyes. One of the many puzzles about him which she’d yet to solve. The only one she couldn’t take quite so seriously.


Tel Aviv, Priština, Sarajevo, she thought with a shake of the head. For her the little wars were enough, those private wars that individuals conducted against others because for some unfathomable reason they’d decided to surrender to the urge for violence.


*


Ben arrived at half past five. His face looked pallid in the gloomy light of the stairwell. She knew that Freiburg wasn’t good for him.


But he smiled and she got the impression he was happy to see her.


Louise pulled Ben into the apartment and began undressing him. Clothes were sent flying through the darkness and floorboards creaked. The telephone table fell over, the sitting-room door crashed into the wall. Louise laughed. Two desperate individuals full of desire.


Some people said that a relationship shouldn’t be based on sex. But after meeting Ben she no longer gave a damn about such reservations, about caution and prudence. Frequent sex was definitely a good start for this relationship, into which both of them had plummeted without a safety net. She’d spent December with him in the Croatian town of Osijek and since February he’d been living in Freiburg. They were kindred spirits, both at risk of falling into the abyss. Having found each other they had to make the most of it, naked and entwined. Sex was a good way of banishing the fear of failure. Their bodies could get closer while their souls still had a few obstacles to overcome.


Ben was anything but a hero of women’s dreams, but what they did in bed, on the floor, in the bathtub or in the car was thoroughly satisfactory, because somehow everything fitted, because each body seemed to shape itself to fill the hollows of the other, because they just did what they fancied.


“Ow!” Ben said.


“What?”


“You bit me.”


“It was just a nibble.”


He laughed.


She bit him again.


“Ow!” Ben said, and it struck her that one day, in the very distant future, she might be able to love this strange, lugubrious, gentle, homeless man.




OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover Page



		Title Page



		Copyright Page



		Also by Oliver Bottini



		Prologue



		I: Eddie and Nadine



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12









		II: The Policeman and the Killer



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27









		III: The Magic Moment



		Chapter 28



		Chapter 29



		Chapter 30



		Chapter 31



		Chapter 32









		Acknowledgements



		About the Authors













		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Begin Reading









OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
MACLEHOSE PRESS
QUERCUS - LONDON





OEBPS/images/9781529409185.jpg
THE BLACK FOREST INVESTIGATIONS

NIGHT
HUNTER
.

 OF THE GERMAN
‘CRIME FICTION
\  AWARD

“Bottini is a terrific
storyteller”

JAKE KERRIDGE, Sunday Express





