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Where are we going?


Ever homewards.


NOVALIS, HEINRICH VON OFTERDINGEN




Prologue


He was awoken by Brahms, “A German Requiem”: a swell of dark, distant voices washing into the living room from upstairs. With a yawn, Paul Niemann felt for his glasses and put them on. Three o’clock in the afternoon, it was still raining and the garden lay half hidden in a misty grey. No matter where you looked these past weeks, life ended after thirty metres in a wall of rain and fog. Brahms weather, he thought as he got to his feet – yes, but not if you’re only fifteen, surely . . .


At the bottom of the stairs he stopped and listened. For here we have no continuing city, but we seek one to come . . . Why would a completely unmusical fifteen-year-old listen to a requiem?


He went into the kitchen, took the coffee pot from the warming plate and poured himself a cup.


Coffee in hand, he stood by the living-room door, humming along to the baritone solo and gazing out at the garden. The conifer hedge along the fence vanished into the fog, and the hawthorn and lime were invisible in a distant world.


Golden October, saturated in rain and the grey . . .


Rainy days had been more bearable in Munich. Not quite so relentless.


Noises from behind jolted him from his thoughts. A cloud of cool perfume, then Carola’s voice from the front door: “Don’t wait for me for dinner, Papa.”


He turned his head but said nothing; the door was already closed.


Occasionally, when she was within reach, he would have loved to hold Carola tight. If anybody could put into words what was happening to him and the family, it was she.


Tell me Caro, what do you think? About the four of us. I mean . . .


He didn’t know what he meant.


He sat at the low table by the broad window, sipping his coffee and thinking of Munich, of the evenings with Henriette and the Lutheran church choir, of bright, friendly rainy days.


Another world, another life.


And now? A son isolated from humanity with a requiem; a daughter ever more spectral, fugitive; the mother away, without giving an indication of where or until when; and the father . . .


The father.


He bent to switch on the standing lamp. Light helped against the heavy grey of the Breisgau.


Tell me, Caro, what do you think about me? I mean . . .


He shook his head, picked up his cup and paused. Outside, in the garden, something had changed. The fog seemed to be drifting, and for a moment he fancied he could make out the dark trunk of the lime tree. Then the fog thickened again and the trunk disappeared.


He took a sip and listened to the music. Perhaps he meant the anger that sometimes raged inside him, unable to escape because he couldn’t find the words or gestures to express it. Or the boredom that occasionally overcame him, no matter what he was doing.


Boredom, tiredness, reluctance.


When he put the cup down on the table, the dark voices broke off and there was silence. The oppressive, timeless silence of weekends in Merzhausen, when the two women were not there and the two men didn’t know what . . .


He removed his spectacles and rubbed his eyes. Maybe he should stop thinking about Munich so often.


“Papa?”


He put his glasses back on and turned around. Philip was standing in the doorway, his fingers on the handle, pale, pimply and thin. Tell me, Caro, what do you think about Philip. He’s so . . . I feel he’s so . . .


“There’s someone in the garden.”


“Hm?”


“I think I saw someone in the garden.”


“In our garden?”


The two of them peered out into the grey. But there was only the rain, the fog, a section of conifer hedge. And somewhere, far away and invisible, the lime tree and the hawthorn he had brought from Munich.


“I can’t see anyone, Philip.” He turned back to the door, thinking of Brahms, of the chorus’ penetrating voices, and wondering what these voices might trigger in the mind of a fifteen-year-old.


Philip shrugged. His shoulders clenched, his mouth tense, as if he didn’t know how to stand there and look, how to . . . “I thought there was somebody there.”


“Mama, perhaps?”


“But she’s not back till this evening.”


He nodded and gestured: Of course, I forgot, she’s not coming back till this evening. But he had the impression Philip wasn’t taken in by his charade. “I don’t know either, then. You must have been mistaken, I mean, it’s not surprising with all that fog.”


“Yes,” Philip said, but he stayed where he was and looked outside again, as if gazing into the fog was enough to be doing at that moment.


“By the way, that music you were just listening to . . .”


Philip nodded without looking at him.


“We used to sing that, your mother and I. Did you know that?”


“Uh-huh.”


“When we were in Munich.”


“Uh-huh.”


“Every year at All Souls, you must have been with us in the church at some point.” He paused to ponder what he was aiming his words at. The silence? The distance between them?


At what had gone wrong.


“You know what’s peculiar about that requiem? . . . It’s not meant to be a prayer for the dead, but comfort for those who’ve . . .”


“That’s him,” Philip said softly.


Paul Niemann turned to the window. As before, the fog seemed to clear, revealing a dark shape. It wasn’t the trunk of the lime tree, but a man.


A man standing in their garden, peering in at them.


“You’re right . . .”


“Who is it?”


“I’ve no idea, Philip.”


The man didn’t move; he just stood there in the rain and stared at them.


“One of the new people opposite?”


“Maybe, yes. Could be.”


Philip came up beside him. “But he looks like a tramp.”


Paul Niemann nodded. Yes, a tramp, with torn anorak and trousers, both filthy and wet. All he was missing was the bottle of schnapps in one hand and a supermarket bag in the other. A tramp who’d been driven by the rain from the bushes of some garden or other on the estate.


“Or has Mama taken on a gardener?”


Niemann was just about to respond when Philip laughed quietly, a joke. Grateful, he laughed too. “I think we’d better ask him, don’t you?” He got up and went to the door to the terrace. For several seconds he stared at his reflection in the glass: a short, scrawny man with glasses, suit trousers, a shirt – dressed far too smartly for a Saturday afternoon. All he was missing was the tie . . .


He even disliked his reflection here.


As Niemann opened the door the cold made him shudder. The cold and a sudden feeling of uncertainty. What was this man doing in their garden? Why didn’t he go away?


“Can I help you?”


The man said nothing and did nothing; he merely stared at Niemann. They could see him more clearly now: unshaven cheeks, shaggy, ice-grey hair, an aged, weatherbeaten face with Slavic features, Russian features . . .


Niemann stepped outside. “Hello?” His uncertainty grew. The way the man was staring at him . . . He said nothing and did nothing, just stood there in the rain, twenty, thirty metres away, a squat, unkempt shadow in the grey, out of the grey. A bizarre thought flashed through Niemann’s mind: the man had always been in their garden, had always been a part of this garden, and before that part of this patch of earth; and he’d been waiting for years, decades for a day like this, when he could step into the light, into the consciousness of the people here, into the nightmare of every single one of them . . .


Saturday afternoon daydreams.


“Do you need help? Is anything wrong?”


No response. Just the gaze fixed on him.


Philip stepped up to the window. “Tell him it’s our garden. Tell him to get out of our garden.”


“I don’t know, Philip. Maybe he does need help.”


“Go away!” Philip shouted, sticking his arm out and flapping his fingers up and down.


They waited. The man didn’t react.


“That stare of his,” Philip said.


Niemann nodded. That stare, the way he just stood there. As if angling for an argument. As if he were here to . . . He rubbed his eyes beneath his spectacles. To what?


“Tell him to go, Papa.”


“Shh, Philip, everything’s O.K. I’ll go over to him and . . .”


“Wait, Papa, there’s something strange about him.”


“No, no, everything’s O.K.,” he repeated, even though he was no longer sure this was true.


At that moment the man began to move, approaching the house slowly, approaching him. He felt a tinge of fear in his chest and he thought that there was something peculiar about this guy. “Everything’s O.K., Philip,” he said again, but was struck by the certainty that this wasn’t right, that something wasn’t O.K. “Hello?” he called out. “Can I help you?”


The man continued walking towards them in silence.


“Shut the door, Papa.”


“Philip . . .”


“Please!”


Niemann stepped back into the living room and closed the door. Now the man was barely ten metres from the terrace and Niemann wished he would stop there, but he didn’t. He had just reached the rose bed, surely he would stop now, but the man didn’t stop, he just kept walking, walked straight through the rose bed, came onto the terrace, without taking his eyes off Niemann for a second. Do something! a voice whispered in his head, but at a loss as to what to do, he did nothing, while the man wandered across the terrace towards the door as if he intended to keep going, straight through the glass, into the house . . .


Niemann stepped back in horror.


At the last moment the man stopped right in front of the garden door and placed his palms flat against the glass – huge, dark, grazed hands. Now the voice in Niemann’s head said, Do something, for God’s sake do something, then he became aware that the voice was Philip’s and he heard Philip shouting, then he nodded and took a step towards the dark figure, in whom he suddenly saw his reflection, far more clearly than before, and he took another step towards the dark figure and his reflection, and one more, then the man stepped back, felt in his pocket, raised his right arm, pointed a black object at him from the other side of the glass, and Paul Niemann stared at the object and heard Philip shouting and felt the fear pounding in his chest . . .


Everything’s O.K., Philip, he thought.


And closed his eyes.


An eternity passed, nothing happened. He felt tears running down his cheeks, he sensed he was breathing too quickly and he was cold again, like earlier. Images and thoughts raged inside his head, he saw a man running across a field and thought it must be his father, his father as a young man, then his father was a child and the child was running across the field, there was nobody else to be seen, and the child who must be his father ran and ran. Then Philip said, “He’s gone, Papa.” Niemann opened his eyes, blinked and saw the man walking off, back the way he had come, returning into the fog.


He sat in the armchair by the window, looking out onto the garden. It was still raining, still foggy, and a wall of grey ran right across the garden. And yet everything was different now.


“No, Mama, not yet,” Philip said into the telephone behind him.


A cold shudder ran down his neck and shoulders. A man with a pistol.


“No, you don’t have to . . . He’s gone . . . No, really, you don’t have to. She doesn’t have to come back earlier, does she, Papa?”


He shook his head.


“I don’t know, ten minutes ago . . . Oh, Mama, they’ll be here in a minute . . . I don’t know, just some tramp!”


A tramp on his way through the gardens of the estate . . .


But something, he thought, didn’t match the picture in his memory.


Then he realised. Not a tramp. The man wasn’t a tramp. He looked scruffy, filthy even, but he wasn’t a tramp. Tramps looked different. Walked differently, behaved differently. They were different in an indefinable way.


“No, Mama, really don’t . . . Yes, yes, everything’s under control and the . . . for God’s sake, no.”


His eyes alighted on the footprints in the flowerbed by the terrace. After days of rain the earth was sodden and water was collecting in the hollows left by the man’s shoes. He had trampled on rose stems, trodden earth onto the terrace, he had soiled the terrace.


Everything under control? No, they didn’t have anything under control, he certainly didn’t, nothing, not this situation, not his life, not the family.


Not his fear. Nothing.


His heart thumping, Niemann went into the hallway, put on some wellington boots, took an umbrella and returned to the living room. He opened the garden door and stepped into the pouring rain.


Faint traces across the entire garden, trampled grass, the half-open gate leading to the path that ran alongside the fields and meadows at the foot of the Schönberg. He closed the gate, then went back to the middle of the garden, where the footprints were more distinct. In the fog before him he saw the dull yellow of the standard lamp in the living room. Behind this he thought he could see movement – Philip, wandering around, fetching his shoes, perhaps? He saw the armchair where he’d drunk his coffee and even the cup on the table. How long had the guy been standing here, watching him? His heart was racing. He stared into the fog, spun around and at a stroke the fear returned. What if he were still here? Lurking somewhere in the fog, watching him. Go away, he thought, go away from here, then shouted the words out loud: “Go away!” No reply from the fog, not a sound, though there was sudden movement, on the path from the carport, on the terrace, where he glimpsed silhouettes. Then an unfamiliar woman’s voice called his name.


“But what if he’s still there? Waiting outside till . . .”


“He’s gone, Herr Niemann.”


He pursed his lips.


“Believe me, he’s gone.”


He nodded.


“O.K., so you say he wasn’t a homeless person?”


He shook his head.


“Even though he looked like one?”


“Yes, but there was something . . .” He stopped.


“I understand,” the policewoman said. He sensed that she didn’t know what to make of him, but he also got the impression that she was trying her best to take him seriously.


The name badge on her chest read HESSE. She was no longer young, around forty-five. She seemed tired, tired from too many years in this profession.


She was sitting in the armchair by the coffee table, where his empty cup still stood, while he sat on the sofa. A second policewoman had gone into the kitchen with Philip. Niemann could hear only her voice, not Philip’s; if he was saying anything, it was too quiet to hear. He felt he ought to go and check on Philip, but he lacked the strength to get up.


His strength, he thought, had stayed in the garden.


He drew air up through his nose. A strange thought.


“Are you not feeling well, Herr Niemann?”


“I don’t know. I . . .” he said, turning to the window and looking out into the grey.


“He’s gone, Herr Niemann.”


“I’m not so sure.”


Five or six police officers were on the terrace and in the garden, securing evidence, in the rose bed, on the garden door. The officer by the garden door knocked on the glass and pointed with his hand. Niemann nodded. Yes, about there.


They were on the streets of Merzhausen too. Looking for the man, for witnesses.


Yes, they were trying their best to take him seriously.


“If you don’t know him, if you’ve never seen him before, why do you think he’s going to come back?”


He shrugged. That look, he thought. He knew where he was. He wanted to come in to us. To me.


His pulse started racing again. Suddenly there was too much air in his lungs. He fiddled with his shirt collar, opened the second button. Now the policewoman was beside him. “Go and lie down, Herr Niemann. We’ll call a doctor, O.K.?”


She caught hold of him as he slumped to the side, took his shoes off and lifted his legs onto the sofa.


“You’re breathing too quickly. Breathe slowly . . .”


“What if he wanted to get inside?”


“But if you don’t know the man.”


He shrugged.


“Breathe slowly, Herr Niemann.”


He tried. He breathed slowly. Gradually it got better.


“That’s it . . . Everything’s O.K., Herr Niemann.”


He nodded.


“Everything’s O.K. Now, try to have a rest.”


“I left my strength in the garden,” he said with a flat smile.


A doctor arrived, diagnosed a minor shock, administered an injection and left. Then Henriette was standing in the living room and the individual elements of the scene came together. After a few minutes she was up to speed on everything, knew all the names, all the jobs they were doing, all the provisional findings. She checked Philip was O.K., made coffee and organised a thermos and cups for the police officers. He followed her with his eyes, admiring her ability to get on with life. He vaguely wondered whether mentally she’d already built herself a new life, while he was still asking himself what had gone wrong with the old one.


Eventually she sat with him and the policewoman, on the rug by the sofa, frantically stroking his shoulder and cheek. Her small face looked troubled yet determined. “What a nasty shock that must have been,” she said.


He nodded. No criticism, no questions – that was Henriette. Anybody who felt shame nonetheless had themselves to blame. But she understood that as well.


“I’d have got an almighty fright too.”


He forced a smile. No, Henriette would have had everything under control. She would have sent the man packing.


“Your husband thinks he might come back,” the policewoman said.


“Let him. I’d like a word with that man. Giving you a fright like that. And look at my rose bed.”


He saw the policewoman smirk. The tiredness in her face had vanished. This was the effect Henriette had on people – animating, refreshing, encouraging.


The policewoman explained what her colleagues had found. There were some fingerprints, but these were indistinct or patchy. The man’s fingertips must be badly scratched or cut. Then the footprints in the rose bed, and on the path they’d picked up a half-smoked cigarette but this could have been dropped by a passer-by.


“Or Carola,” Henriette said.


“Or me.” He gave a restrained yawn.


Henriette’s hand stopped. “Are you smoking again?”


“Sometimes. At the weekends.”


“Since when?”


“I don’t know. Since we arrived here?”


“That’s four years! Have you been smoking for four years?”


The policewoman smiled at him. He smiled back. Four years already? Only four years?


“Occasionally. At weekends.”


Henriette stared at her husband. Her hand was stroking him again, more slowly, more tenderly than before. Her eyes were full of affection, but the affection was mitigated by a distinct aloofness.


“An Italian brand,” the policewoman said. “M.S.”


He shook his head sleepily. “Camel.”


Henriette nodded. Camel and port from the Algarve. The beginning of the old life.


For a moment the aloofness seemed to vanish.


“What about your daughter?”


“It changes. Depends what boy she’s with,” Henriette said. “I’ll ask her.”


The tiredness became so overwhelming that he closed his eyes and listened to the two women. Henriette asked whether anybody in the neighbourhood or on the footpaths had seen the man; the policewoman replied, no, nothing so far, but her colleagues were still out. Then the women fell silent and he sensed them looking at him, watching him fall asleep. He wished they’d kept talking, for the moment they stopped a heavy, menacing shadow perched on the edge of his consciousness. It was as if he could feel it physically, somewhere deep inside his head. You see? he thought, trying to open his mouth, but his lips had become numb and motionless and so he said to himself what he’d been desperate to tell the two women before nodding off:


He’s back.


When he woke up the room was in darkness. He was still lying on the sofa beneath a mountain of bedclothes. The shadow in his mind had started to ache. He sat up and found the button for the standard lamp with his foot. Niemann hesitated before turning it on. But he was alone in the room and the blinds were down.


He glanced at the clock on the kitchen wall. Half past two.


Only now did he realise that he was in pyjamas. He remembered softly whispered instructions, now your left arm, now lift your bum, well done, and Henriette’s small, soft hand.


Henriette, who was far away and only sometimes returned from her aloofness.


He went back into the living room and found his slippers by the sofa. He sat down and tried to work out what had woken him. Pressure in his bladder? The pain inside his head? A sound?


He felt himself shivering. With cold, with fear. He knew that the man was inside the house. He just knew.


Niemann got up.


In the hallway he stopped and listened. Apart from the humming of the fridge there was silence. Silence and darkness.


He tiptoed over to check the front door. Locked, but for once Henriette’s key wasn’t in the lock. Had she gone off again?


He opened the lavatory door, closed it behind him and peed in the darkness. For a while he was undecided whether or not to flush. In the end he left it: too loud.


Then he crept up the stairs to the first floor. Where are you? he thought. Or was he deluding himself? Was fear deluding him? He was certain that the man was inside the house . . .


Upstairs it was a little lighter; a soft glow spilled through the window from the street. He held his breath and listened. Nothing.


Philip was asleep in his bed. The display of his C.D. player was illuminated, diodes were moving. There they were again, the voices from the afternoon, so quiet that he could barely hear them. Brahms’ “A German Requiem”, all night long. He switched off the C.D. player.


Henriette was sleeping fitfully, making the occasional soft sound. Without his duvet she looked small in their bed. Defenceless and helpless.


A noise made him spin around. Philip’s door opened.


Philip in T-shirt and underpants, blinking with small eyes.


Niemann put his index finger to his lips and closed his bedroom door. When he pointed at Carola’s door and raised his eyebrows, Philip shrugged.


Carola wasn’t in her bed. Her duvet and pillows were heaped up in one corner. As Carola was too slovenly to make the bed he couldn’t tell whether she’d been in that night. Whether she’d been home at all.


He gestured to Philip to follow him downstairs.


In the dark hallway he said, “Do you know where she is?”


Philip shook his head.


He hurried to the telephone in the living room. He had begun sweating, he could smell the sweat, smell the fear. Not Carola, he thought, dialling her mobile. Please, God, let Carola be alright . . .


She answered straightaway. She was in Kaiser-Joseph-Strasse in Freiburg and was about to come home. Sixteen years old, half past two in the morning, he thought – but that wasn’t important now.


He asked her to stay over at a friend’s place.


“Why? Has something happened?”


“No, no, don’t worry.”


“Have you had an argument?”


“No, Caro . . .”


“Has Mama gone away?”


“What? No, she hasn’t gone away, she’s here, Caro. Everything’s O.K., it’s just . . .” He explained quickly: a tramp in their garden, and he might still be hanging around. So sleep at a friend’s tonight. O.K.?


“Yes. Sure.”


He hung up.


Has Mama gone away?


Philip’s eyes were on him, eyes in the semi-darkness. They looked at each other in silence.


“I just think, in case he’s still wandering around somewhere outside.”


Philip nodded.


They went into the kitchen and sat at the dining table. Philip’s face looked sickly pale in the harsh kitchen light. His red pimples seemed to glow.


Has Mama gone away?


He got up. The cellar door, he had to check the cellar door. Philip nodded.


The cellar door was locked, the key in the lock. Had he deluded himself? Had fear deluded him?


He returned to the kitchen. “Maybe we should go back to bed.”


“Uh-huh.”


“I mean, you to bed and me on the sofa.”


Philip gave the hint of a smile as he got up. “Night, Papa.”


“Goodnight, Philip.”


He sat and listened to Philip’s footsteps in the hallway, on the staircase. Painful phrases overlapping inside his head – has Mama gone away, four years already, only four years . . .


He went over to the front door and put his key in the lock, then returned to the living room, which seemed cold and silent. As he lay on the sofa and pulled the covers over him he thought he wouldn’t be able to sleep again, not with these painful phrases in his head, and another lurking behind them: He’s here, he’s back.


But he must have dozed off, for at some point later he woke up with his head full of other phrases, phrases or words whose meaning he could not fathom. Phrases and words from a dream, perhaps, but he could still hear them after his consciousness had slowly and painfully struggled its way from sleep into wakefulness – phrases and words in a foreign tongue, whispered by a foreign voice from the darkness.


He sat up. “Lord God . . .”


“Shhh,” the voice said softly, then continued speaking. Again Niemann couldn’t understand anything, an eastern European language, Slavic, Russian perhaps, it sounded soft, bordering on tender, almost like a prayer for the dead, as if he had to die with these foreign words from the darkness.


“Lord God, please . . .”


“Shhh . . .”


He wanted to scream, but again there was too much air in his lungs, and so he did nothing, just breathed, and his breathing grew ever faster.


“Lord . . . God . . .” the man said with long, dark vowels. “Lord God, there.” He sensed the man moving, coming very close. Then the dark vowels rang out again: “The Lord will also be refuge of the oppressed, refuge in time of trouble.”


He nodded as his breathing got quicker and quicker, his lungs filling with more air and fear.


“The Lord will also be refuge of the oppressed, refuge in time of trouble,” the man whispered.


“Yes.”


“Da.”


“Please . . .”


“Go away,” the man whispered right by his ear. “Go away with family.”


“I . . .”


“Go away, is my house.”


“Your house?”


“Is my house.”


“I don’t . . . understand . . .”


“Go away with family, is my house.”


He nodded without understanding. “Yes, we’ll go away.”


“My house now.”


“Yes,” he said with another nod.


“Seven days,” the man whispered. “Go away seven days.”


“In seven days, yes.”


“I come seven days.”


“I understand.”


“Da,” the man said right beside his ear.


A movement, barely a sound, then the man was by the door, a silent silhouette in the darkness. The familiar sound of the front door being unlocked, light and shadows dancing in the living room, then the shadows were gone, only the light remained, the light from outside, and the silence outside, and the soft, hoarse voice inside his head:


Is my house, my house now.


I come seven days.




I


Seven Days




1


Upper Silesians, not Poles – for them this was an important distinction, even though they only talked to each other in Polish. Short, dark-blond men whose voices had been droning through the walls and ceilings of the apartment block since September, and since October through the windows from outside too. Their names were Christian, Andreas, Matthias, and Louise Bonì liked them, even though she couldn’t say why. Perhaps because they brought life to the building as they were dismantling it so that later, in spring, it would be beautiful, as good as new and unaffordable. On her days off, with bread and honey in one hand and a cup of coffee in the other, she enjoyed watching them dismantle through the sitting-room window. If it was raining she would sometimes pass a mobile phone, Allen key or message from one window to another to spare them the slippery walk on the scaffolding around her apartment.


The only problem was the noise. Noise from seven in the morning until seven in the evening, six days a week.


“Sorry about the noise,” Andreas said.


“There’s nothing you can do about it,” Louise replied, stuffing the ear plugs back in.


Most tenants had moved out some time ago; the rest were sticking it out. Gambling on compensation or a better future, and suffering the consequences. Moving out was not an option for Louise – she would never let herself be driven from somewhere against her will.


“Do it in accordance with your will, then,” Marcel said one misty Monday morning towards the end of October. Wearing colourful ear plugs they were standing in pyjamas at the breakfast bar, drinking coffee and eating biscuits because Louise had forgotten to go shopping on Saturday. The radio was tuned to S.W.R.3, in the stairwell a drill was grumbling a deep bass, which made them fear the worst.


Louise shook her head. “No way.”


“When these industrious, cheerful chaps from our lost eastern lands really get going . . . taking the roof off, ripping out the stairwell . . .”


“I always thought the stairwell was ugly.”


“. . . making a hole in your sitting-room wall so that you can actually get into your apartment.”


“It might be practical too.”


Marcel raised his eyebrows.


“I never planned to move out, so I’m not going to.”


“You’ll end up unwell, darling.”


Marcel the concerned friend. The caring friend. For the odd night his caring was O.K., she thought. But when the Upper Silesians started saying hello through the window in the morning and Marcel muttered, “Jesus, you’ve really got to get out of here,” she found him slightly redundant.


“Where’s the hole going anyway?” He pointed at the shelf with the hi-fi and C.D.s. “There?”


“No idea. Weren’t you about to leave?”


Marcel smiled. “I’d quite like to get dressed first, my sweet.”


The nice thing about Marcel was that he possessed an endless reserve of calm and friendliness. Whatever he did or said, he did it or said it with the satisfaction of a happily married man, even though he hadn’t been married for a long time. Sometimes when Louise spent the evening with him – watching him read, listening to music, washing up – she had the feeling, for a whole night, of being a wife again. A feeling she needed from time to time at the age of forty-four.


But one night of marriage every fortnight was enough.


In the morning Marcel was quite happy to be thrown out.


Marcel, forty-five, an affectionate bookseller, putting on weight around the middle and with a wild shock of grey hair. She particularly liked his softness. To be able to fall and land softly sometimes, physically as well as emotionally.


The drinking was difficult. Marcel loved a glass of red wine in the evenings. As alcohol was taboo in her apartment, at first she sent him over to his own place to drink. Ever since his move to Vauban she’d been sending him out onto the scaffolding. He would stand there looking perfectly happy, despite the cold and his vertigo.


Now he picked up his coffee cup and, looking puzzled, moved it in a semicircle from the breakfast bar across the sitting room, bathroom and hallway as if to say: Is all this really so special? Is it really worth putting up with this nightmare for?


But he just cleared his throat.


Louise drank and waited. She sensed that something else was coming, something important, perhaps. A clearing of the throat to herald something important.


Marcel put down the coffee cup and pulled the Niemann papers towards him, carefully lining up the edges with the palms of his hands.


Pushed them to the left, then to the right.


Looked up.


“Vauban’s pretty.”


She shrugged.


“Very pretty. A nice place to live.”


She raised her eyebrows and thought, Too many children, too many friendly people, too few cars.


Louise waited.


“Really very pretty.”


“Hmm.”


Marcel pushed the papers around again, and again cleared his throat. “I’m not going to put it more blatantly, darling.”


She smiled. Move in with Marcel? She gently stroked his arm and shook her head.


Then came a knock at the kitchen window and Marcel disappeared with a sigh into the bathroom, while Louise pulled back the curtain for a new day in her life on the building site.


After Marcel left she got dressed then opened the front door. Moments later the Upper Silesians were in her sitting room in their long socks, visibly embarrassed. Together they cleared the shelf units on the wall facing the courtyard, through which Louise would from now on enter her apartment. They put the shelves where they found space on other walls; one was dismantled and given away. Behind the shelf units they found plenty of dust, dead woodlice and an unopened bottle of Jägermeister. The Jägermeister was given away too.


Then she watched Christian measure the wall and mark the outline of the provisional door with a red pen. “Roughly here,” he said. She nodded.


A grey, burglar-proof metal door in the living room. A platform on a metal stair tower. A winter on the building site.


Eh bien?


She noted with surprise how calm she’d become. Evidently abstaining from drinking didn’t just make you healthy, but calm too.


“Not nice to live,” Andreas said in a sympathetic tone.


“It’s only for a few months.”


“Then comes balcony and living is nice again.”


She showed the builders to the door and watched them pull on their worn builders’ shoes. Had she ever found living nice? Here or anywhere else? Had she ever enjoyed living anywhere? Did she need a balcony?


“Thank you for shelves and schnapps,” Christian said.


“You’re welcome,” Louise said, and shut the door.


While she pondered whether to sweep up the dust and woodlice immediately or wait until the evening, she thought about the Jägermeister. What if it had been the Jägermeister she’d found last July, rather than the Mon Chéri?


One thing was certain: she wouldn’t be standing here this morning. Nor would she still be a policewoman.


She felt a cold shudder as she put on her shoes, picked up the Niemann papers and postponed the dust and woodlice until the evening.


One final wander down the old stairwell to the ground floor, past dozens of dusty, discoloured, dirty builders, electricians, carpenters, plumbers and architects standing by walls taken down to reveal red brickwork like bloody wounds, ravaged apartments without doors, makeshift steel supports, temporarily laid cables and barriers above wooden planks, rubble, fallen plaster. So this was her home, stormed, occupied and destroyed by a friendly hostile army.


With her finger she wiped the dust from the name plate on her mailbox.


No, there was no question of her moving out.


On the way to the Schlossberg she thought about the Niemann case. She’d read the reports and interrogation protocols drafted by her colleagues and had seen the photographs, but she hadn’t yet been to the house herself, nor spoken with the family. She knew a lot about the case, had formed images in her mind, but the key thing was missing: her personal impression. The images in her mind were leading her astray.


The old problem when you were called in to a case late.


Trespass and breaking and entering – her colleagues from Freiburg South police station would have dealt with this themselves. But because of the firearm the case had been passed to D11. Louise had been on call at the weekend, so Operations had briefed her. It was unclear why this hadn’t happened until Sunday evening, after Operations themselves had undertaken the initial steps of the investigation, such as the questioning. Cases like this almost always involved some sort of turf war.


But Bonì had virtually no interest in this. She had become a calm individual.


Time would tell whether this was a good thing or not.


A small, red-brick church in the shadow of the Schlossberg, creepers on the walls, grass in the gaps between the cobblestones. She had been here once before, years ago, when she was still married and living a normal private life with friends, evenings at the cinema and daily humiliations. A child of some friends had been baptised here and her heart pounded when she heard the child cry. In a corner of her policewoman’s heart she had still felt herself to be a woman called late to motherhood.


“Pretty pastor,” Mick had muttered.


Louise had paid attention to the pastor only years later, when she saw her again at a clinic in the forest. She was still pretty, but in despair too, and lacking any will to go on living.


She opened the narrow, dark-brown portal. Traces of incense hung in the air. Candles were burning on the altar and on either side of it stood a few vases with fading flowers. The walls and pillars of the nave were bare and scarcely any daylight found its way in through the tall, slender windows. There was nobody in the church apart from her.


Not the sort of place you’d want to linger at eight in the morning.


She sat on a pew at the very back. Thoughts of the christening, of Mick, of being an older mother flowed through her mind – another life that was over, thank goodness. Then she thought of Marcel, her former neighbour, who she’d only got to know because in summer 2003 a different, a false Marcel had broken into her apartment and settled in her head for several long months. One night, when she’d had enough of the false Marcel, she’d rung on the bell of the real Marcel – who unfortunately wasn’t the right Marcel – and got him out of bed. I just wanted to know what you look like, she’d said. At half two in the morning? Like this, came his reply. Much better at eight in the evening at the Italian on the corner.


Another intruder came to mind, an elderly man with a pistol who spoke broken German and had issued a strange ultimatum. Who may have come originally to kill, but perhaps not.


The Lord will also be a refuge for the oppressed, a refuge in times of trouble.


An intruder who had recited a verse from Psalms. Not with absolute accuracy, but he must have learned the verse in German by heart. At least that’s what Paul Niemann said.


“Louise?”


A female figure emerged from the shadow of a pillar up by the altar.


“How nice of you to come, Louise.”


“Hello, Jenny.”


Jenny Böhm stopped three pews away from her. Her hand on the backrest. A white hand in the dimness, a white face, as beautiful as ever, but almost as tired and forlorn as it had been in those first few days and weeks at the clinic in the forest.


“I can see you’re doing well.”


Louise nodded.


“And it’s not hard to see how I’m doing.”


“Yes.”


“I mean, you can see it. The others can’t.”


“The others can see it too, Jenny.”


“Yes, but they think it’s because of the work. They think I’m working too hard.” Jenny Böhm sat sideways on the pew. She was wearing jeans and a jumper, both black, and her blonde hair was tied into a plait. Beneath her large, inert eyes, the skin was dark.


How beautiful she used to be, Louise thought. How ill.


Neither spoke for a time.


I wanted to change something, Jenny had said in Oberberg. But they didn’t want it. “They” were the parish council, the volunteers. The elderly people who had been there for decades, watching pastors come and go. Her husband, who found change threatening.


At the time Louise had thought that it couldn’t be that simplistic. Jenny Böhm could have asserted herself or struck compromises, change parish, leave her husband. She had stayed.


“Are you still going to the meetings?”


“No, haven’t been in a long time.”


“Go again, Jenny.”


“No,” Jenny Böhm whispered.


Louise sympathised with her. She couldn’t imagine anything worse than being surrounded at an A.A. meeting by people who’ve managed to stay on the wagon when you’ve failed to do it yourself. Who tell everyone their tally of dry days, whereas you haven’t managed more than a few hours.


“What are you going to do to stop it, then?”


Jenny shrugged. “You are so strong and virtuous, Louise. So strict, both with yourself and others. So proud.” Jenny stood up and came to sit on the pew in front of Louise. “Can you smell it from there?”


“Yes.”


“Does it bother you?”


“Yes.”


Jenny laughed in surprise. “I normally keep my distance, Louise. I stand to the side of people, I go behind them. I turn my back to them. I turn my back to my own children, Louise.”


“The game of hide-and-seek has begun again.”


“Yes.”


“It’s what I hated most, the hiding.”


“I remember.”


“It helps to be virtuous and strict, Jenny.”


“Yes, you’re probably right.”


“I’m definitely right.”


“But I’m not like that. I’m different. I can’t be strict, Louise. I can’t put myself at the centre of the world like you. How would that square with my job?”


“You don’t want to.”


“Yes, I do. No. Oh, I don’t know.”


Louise grasped Jenny’s white hand and stroked it softly.


“I’m so glad you came, Louise.”


“Shall we go for a little walk?”


They left the church and entered the large cemetery beside it, which was criss-crossed by a tangle of paths and tracks. Hundreds of gravestones stood between bare trees in the fog, most of them old and weathered, some sunken crookedly, covered in moss, blackened over time. Jenny said that this was her refuge when she’d been drinking or was in despair – she fled to the dead, the mute dead whose silence harboured no reproach, only peace and mercy.


Peace and mercy, Louise thought.


She saw only pain and suffering in cemeteries, greed and hatred. She saw lies, violence, fear.


Jenny Böhm saw the dead, she the living.


“Did our friends send you?”


“No.”


“Because I’ve stopped going?”


“Absolutely not.”


“Why did you come, then?”


“Because I need your help.”


“Theological help?”


“Yes.”


They stopped. Louise had forgotten how short Jenny was. She barely came up to her nose. So short, so in need of protection. And she really did keep her distance.


“‘The Lord will also be a refuge for the oppressed, a refuge in times of trouble.’ Do you know it?”


“A psalm?” Jenny said, raising her eyebrows.


“Yes. Psalm 9, verse 9.”


“Sometimes they say ‘stronghold’ or ‘fortress’.”


“Is this verse used on specific occasions? By specific people?”


Jenny Böhm turned her head to the side. Her cheeks were slightly flushed, from the cold, perhaps, or maybe out of shame. “I don’t know. No, I don’t think so. Other verses and other psalms, yes, but this one?”


They continued walking.


“Psalm 9 is a sort of thanksgiving hymn for salvation from hardship. The Lord who saves the poor and the oppressed from their enemies, offers them protection, you know? Who passes judgment and metes out justice by destroying the wicked and their cities. A rather Old Testament-type psalm if you take it literally. Very brutal and . . . masculine. But maybe you should talk to an expert on Bible exegesis and psalm commentaries. I could call a colleague of mine if you like.”


“Could you do that today? It’s fairly urgent.”


“Have you got a murderer who’s a religious fanatic?”


“Just an intruder for the time being.”


“For the time being?”


“He might come back.”


“And do . . . something worse?”


Louise shrugged.


“You’ve got so much responsibility,” Jenny muttered.


For several moments they said nothing, following the damp paths and tracks, now one behind the other, now side by side, past tombs, crosses, stone angels, statues missing limbs or heads, all the dead people Jenny Böhm sought consolation from.


It began to drizzle, but they ignored this.


“I can check whether the verse is used as part of an introit. That might be why he knows it.”


“What’s an introit?”


“A song sung during the entrance procession for a service or Mass. Verses of psalms are recited too. If he’s very religious or belongs to an order, he’ll know the verse from the liturgy of the hours. Monks and clerics recite all one hundred and fifty psalms in prayer within a certain period of time. It used to be a single day, now they have four weeks.”


“My God, that doesn’t leave much time for anything else.”


Jenny didn’t laugh. “Indeed, neither for sinful thoughts nor sinful desires.”


“Talking of which,” Louise said, “did I tell you I was in a monastery.”


Jenny Böhm stopped and swept a damp strand of hair from her brow. “In a monastery?”


“After Oberberg I went to a Zen monastery in Alsace. For a kind of withdrawal.” Louise talked about the months she spent at the Kanzan-an in spring 2003, the long walks in the forest with the roshi, the grey cat, the German nun, Chiyono, who no longer had an ego but was happy nonetheless, or perhaps because of this. She talked about the tea ceremonies that in retrospect seemed so unbelievably long-winded, my God, it takes an age before you finally get a cup of tea, you’re sitting there waiting, cross-legged, really thirsty and with a pain in your lower back, wondering whether there might be a drop of sake – or whatever it is the Japanese drink – somewhere to pour in the tea, and then at last the tea is ready, but the cup is so small that you’ve finished it in one sip . . .


She looked at Jenny Böhm. Come on, Jenny, laugh.


But Jenny didn’t laugh.


They went back through the cemetery gate and out onto the road. The drizzle stopped. Jenny promised to give her a call about the psalm before lunchtime. When she saw the red Renault Mégane with its blue bonnet and blue driver’s door, an uneasy smile crept across her face. In Oberberg they had raced through the countryside in it on Sunday afternoons, listening to cassettes from their late teenage years, belting out Kate Bush songs at the tops of their voices and howling duets when Udo Lindenberg came on.


A twin pack of “Lady Whisky”.


Jenny stood there, transfixed, her fingertips in the pockets of her jeans. “Well,” she said. “That only applies to me now.”


“You did it once, you’ll do it again.”


A vague nod.


“Get your arse into gear, will you, Jenny?”


Taken aback, Jenny smiled.


“I want to see you at the next meeting.”


A vague nod.


“Jenny?”


“Hmm?”


“You’ll come?”


“I . . .” This was followed by the hint of a “Yes”.


“Good.”


They embraced.


When she was back in the car, Louise wondered whether she had now committed to attending the next meeting too. With a disgruntled grin she put on her Santana cassette.


It would be her very first.


“Not another monk,” Rolf Bermann said.


“Oh, for God’s sake,” Bonì said.


“I never want another monk again, do you hear?”


She crossed her legs, yawned and waited. Bermann’s Monday morning tantrums were more intense than other colleagues’, but they also were substantially shorter.


“Just never bring me another monk, ever.”


Cup in hand, Bermann rolled his desk chair to the coffee machine, filled his cup, rolled back and rubbed his tired eyes.


It was just before nine and they were sitting in his office on the third floor, the domain of the serious crime squad. Rolf Bermann was still head of this section, which had its advantages and disadvantages. A year ago he’d applied to be head of Divisions One and Three, and thus head of sections 11, 12, 13, 31 and 32. As expected, however, he had been beaten to the job by Anselm Löbinger of D23. Which was good news for Kripo; Bermann was a born section head, but would have made a poor head of division. And bad news for Bermann himself, because head of division would have been the next step in the career that Rita Bermann had mapped out for her husband. The upper echelons of the force, salary grade A14 or even A15, eventually the Ministry of the Interior and fame throughout Baden-Württemberg – those were her long-term goals for him and for herself, and the price Rolf Bermann had to pay for all those other slim, pretty blondes who populated Rita Bermann’s life like a fragrant shadow army.


The consequences she had drawn from his defeat were only too clear. No colleague had seen her face since. No matter whether it was a Christmas party, a ball, a birthday party, barbecue, welcome do or leaving do, Rolf Bermann always turned up alone.


Which he absolutely loathed.


Only when it became apparent that he’d finish the evening in the company of another woman did his mood improve.


But the stigma remained. The section head who came on his own.


The man who came on his own.


“Right, then,” Bermann said, resting his elbows on the desk. “What’s the significance of the psalm?”


“We don’t know yet.”


“Keep me informed.”


Louise nodded, raised a hand and listed on her fingers: “I’d like Alfons, Peter, Klaus, Anne . . .”


“What?” Bermann interrupted her. “You’ll get Mats and he’ll have to do.”


“Have you read the transcripts of the interviews?”


“Stupid question.”


“He’s going to come back, Rolf.”


“Yes, in seven days’ time. Then he’ll get a royal reception. But until then two people will suffice. I mean, nothing has actually happened, has it?”


“Rolf, I want Alfons, Peter, Klaus, Anne and, if you like, Mats too.”


“You’re going to get Mats and that’s it.”


“I’ll go and see Bob, then,”


“You’d do that? You’d go to Bob? Go behind my back again?”


She sighed. In summer 2003 Bermann was the only one who’d been against deferring to the false Marcel. Christian Almenbroich, Kripo boss at the time, had come to the opposite decision. Louise had backed Almenbroich.


A fatal decision.


Almenbroich had been obliged to go. Bob had come.


“You wouldn’t,” Bermann said.


“Of course I wouldn’t.”


Bermann grinned. “You can have Alfons, Anne and Mats. We’ll review it at the end of the week, O.K.?”


“I hate compromises.”


“This isn’t a compromise, Louise. It’s a decision taken by your superior.”


She smiled. “I hate superiors.”


During her four months of detox and withdrawal in spring 2003, Louise had lost her office and desk. When she returned Almenbroich had wrested her a small meeting room from the drugs squad on the second floor. After the Marcel case they’d wanted to get her back on the third floor. Bonì had resisted and stayed on the second.


On the margins of everything and yet a part of it.


She sat on the window ledge, looking contentedly at the members of her investigation team buried in the Niemann documents. Many things had indeed changed. Louise Bonì, who because of her history of alcoholism would never receive another promotion, was heading up investigation teams. In her colleagues’ minds she would always remain a pisshead. But now she was a respected pisshead.


A dry pisshead.


“A madman?” Alfons Hoffmann muttered.


“A Russian?” Anne Wallmer muttered.


“Funny,” Mats Benedikt muttered.


“What’s funny?” Louise asked.


Mats Benedikt leafed through the papers. “Did he say, ‘This is my house’ or ‘This is my house now’?” He passed her the transcript drafted by the constabulary, who were the first to turn up at the Niemanns’ early on Sunday morning, as well as the one from Operations.


Skimming the passages, she nodded. Paul Niemann’s statements varied slightly. She made a mental note to ask him about this. “Let me sum up,” she said, giving Benedikt the copies back.


They were looking for an elderly man who looked like a homeless person, but possibly wasn’t. Who had wandered through gardens on a Saturday afternoon but hadn’t been seen by anybody. Who possessed a weapon, probably an automatic pistol. Who had broken into a house at four in the morning without leaving any traces and given the owner of the house a bizarre ultimatum. A man who seemed prepared to do anything and had quoted a verse from a psalm. Who spoke broken German and who may originally have come to kill – but maybe not.


“We still don’t know how he got in, do we?” Benedikt asked. He’d pushed his glasses up onto his forehead and was stroking his dark moustache with two fingers. Louise was looking forward to working with him. Bob had fetched Benedikt from Karlsruhe a few months earlier. An inspector with a flawless reputation and immaculate behaviour. Soft brown eyes, focused, medium height, slim. A specialist in state security, parked in D11 because there was no vacancy for him in D13.


Bob’s man? So what?


“No.”


Benedikt nodded thoughtfully. “He could have gone for the woman or Philip.”


“But he didn’t. Was he just planning to steal something and stumbled across the father? Or did he want to see the father?”


“The father says he doesn’t know him.”


“It would be enough if the man knew the father.”


“Yes,” Benedikt said.


“How could that be?”


“An unhappy customer, perhaps,” Anne Wallmer said.


Alfons Hoffmann snorted quietly. “I like ‘customer’.” Paul Niemann worked in the council office for services and information. The office’s areas of responsibility were: registration, passports, taxation, vehicles, driving licence applications and advice on waste-collection charges. Over the years he’d worked in all these areas and for the past twelve months he’d been head of the taxation section.


“Why not?” Wallmer asked caustically. All of them looked at her. She was paler than usual, more stooped than usual, more cantankerous than usual. Anne Wallmer, an over-developed muscle from head to toe. Today it seemed as if there were too much acid in the muscle. “Don’t gawk like that!”


Louise grinned. Someone else with Monday morning tantrums.


“An unhappy citizen, why not?” Benedikt said.


They mulled this over in silence. Louise was grateful that nobody made a joke about rubbish or driving licences. Clearly this was an investigation team without the usual profiling rituals – male rituals, generally.


“We shouldn’t focus solely on the father,” Hoffmann said. “Let’s not forget the mother and the children.”


“And we ought to drive out and visit the Russians,” Wallmer said.


Louise nodded. Maybe one of the Russians, Niemann had said on the record.


She turned around and tilted the window open. The view extended for a few hundred metres before coming to an end. No green, no blue, no light. Another day when the grey would refuse to break up.


A tough day. A strange case.


“The Russians?” Benedikt said.


“Russian-Germans. Resettlers,” Hoffmann explained. “We’ve got a few in Freiburg, especially in Weingarten and out in Landwasser. Our colleagues call them ‘Russians’.”


“Everyone calls them that.”


“I don’t.”


“O.K., then, everyone bar one exception.”


“I’m two exceptions,” Hoffmann said, patting his belly. They laughed. Alfons Hoffmann’s belly stretched from one end of the room to the other.


“In the council Niemann dealt with resettlers,” Benedikt said. “Perhaps they do know each other after all.”


“We’ll deal with the Russians,” Louise said. “But first we need to focus on the family, the homeless and our colleagues.”


Wallmer said there were too few of them. They needed more people to cover everything. Louise replied that she wouldn’t be getting anyone else for the time being. She shrugged. The administrative reforms in Baden-Württemberg were not supposed to disadvantage Kripo departments in any way. In reality, of course, things looked different. Less money = fewer people. Quite apart from the fact that there would be fewer promotions, and salaries would be increased less often.


They shared out the tasks. Hoffmann was given the Niemann documents. As chief case officer he was responsible for the file and processing the material that other members of the investigation team brought him, as well as making telephone calls. “Land registry, former owners of the property, you know the routine.”
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