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  Imagine a twelve-year-old-girl.




  Imagine her being attacked, raped and murdered.




  Take your time.




  Then imagine God.
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  The girl in bed number twelve woke up early.




  A summer morning. The gentle light of dawn sneaked in through the inadequate curtains. Started thawing out the night, a bit at a time. Levering up the darkness out of corners, prying into the

  other girls’ innocent dreams. Their contented sniffling. She lay there for a while, listening to them. Trying to identify them. Kathrine was lying on her back as usual, snoring gently through

  her open mouth. Belle was hissing like a snake. To her right, Marieke was puffing away; one arm was dangling down by the side of the bed, and her mop of red hair was spread like a fan over her

  pillow. A drop of saliva trembled in the corner of her mouth – perhaps she should creep over to her and use a corner of the sheet to wipe it away? But she desisted.




  She would have liked to tell Marieke what she was going to do. Marieke if nobody else. Say something; leave a message, anything. But she still hadn’t made up her mind the previous evening.

  She’d been humming and hawing. It wasn’t an easy decision to take. She’d lain there, brooding over it; tossing and turning and making the iron-framed bed groan and creak until

  well into the night – both Marieke and Ruth had wondered if she was ill, and Belle had begged her several times to stop making such a row.




  Belle was a bit of a pain, but her dad was a close friend of Yellinek’s so it was advisable to keep well in with her. That’s what they said, at least. But then, they said all kinds

  of things at the Waldingen camp.




  Anyway, she’d been tossing and turning. She’d no idea when she’d eventually fallen asleep, nor did she know what time it was now – but her body was telling her that she

  hadn’t had all that much sleep. In any case, now the moment had arrived – and . . . ah well, she’d better get up. Her internal alarm clock had worked as it always did; but of

  course there was no reason why it should continue to keep her awake. No reason at all.




  She carefully folded back the heavy duvet and sat up. Dug out her jeans, T-shirt and trainers from the bedside cupboard and dressed quickly. Noticed that the pain in her stomach had returned,

  but brushed it to one side with the aid of her anger.




  Her anger and sense of justice.




  Scraped together the rest of her belongings in controlled haste: not easy to find room for everything, but she managed it. Fastened her rucksack and crept out. The door creaked as usual as she

  opened it, and some of the steps sighed unhappily when she trod on them, but in less than half a minute she was outside.




  Scampered over the dew-laden grass and up towards the edge of the forest, stopping only when she had crossed over the little ridge and descended into the first of the hollows. Out of sight from

  the buildings, and out of reach.




  She paused for a while among the blueberry sprigs, shivering in what remained of the chilly night air while she worked out points of the compass and directions. Noticed that her teeth were

  chattering. If she kept going straight ahead through the trees, she must sooner or later come to the road, she knew that. But it was a long way. Even if she managed to stick to a more or less

  straight line it would take half an hour at the very least, and of course she couldn’t be certain that she’d be able to avoid going round in circles. By no means certain. She had lived

  in cities all her life: being close to nature among all these trees was not the environment she was used to.




  She was playing away from home, you might say.




  In normal circumstances she could have said a prayer, of course. Prayed to God and asked Him to stand by her and help her along her way; but it didn’t seem right this morning.




  Not right, and somehow not really honest.




  God had started to look different recently. Yes, that’s roughly what it seemed like. Become big; difficult and unapproachable, and – even if she didn’t like to accept the

  thought – a bit frightening. The gentle, bearded, grandad-figure of her childhood was swathed in shadows.




  In darkness.




  And now that she came to think about it, she realized that it was because of that very darkness that she was standing here in among the blueberry sprigs, wondering what to do next.




  Hesitating and fighting against her fear and her anger. And her sense of justice, as already mentioned.




  Yes, that was why.




  The terrain sloped down to the right. Towards the lake and the winding dirt road leading to Fingher’s farm, where they used to take it in turns to go every evening, to fetch the milk. And

  potatoes and vegetables and eggs.




  Always two groups of four, each with one of the rickety carts, and with Yellinek in the lead. Nobody could really understand why it was necessary for Yellinek always to be there when they went

  to the farm. Surely one of the sisters could have done it? Although it could have been to protect them from danger. That’s probably why. Fingher’s farm was the only contact they had

  with the Other World, as Yellinek used to call it in his talks, the ones he held both in the mornings and every evening.




  The Other World?




  Now I’m standing in the Other World, she thought. I’ve only ventured a couple of hundred metres into it, and already I’m not sure which way to go. Perhaps everything really was

  like Yellinek said it was, after all? Perhaps it really was Yellinek’s God who was the real God, and not her own – her kind and forgiving and almost a little bit child-like God, full of

  joy?




  The hell it is, she muttered to herself with another shudder, this time mainly to reinforce her thoughts. What’s the point of a God who isn’t gentle and kind?




  But what she would do if she did eventually manage to get to the main road – well, that was something neither she nor either of the Gods could answer.




  Something will turn up, as her grandma used to say. I’ll think of something. She cast one more glance back over the ridge, towards the buildings; all she could see sticking up over the

  trees was the very top of the pointed roof of the dining room.




  And the big, black cross, of course, the one they’d nailed together the very first day they arrived. She took a deep breath, turned her back on all that and began to make her way down

  towards the lake. Best to stick to the familiar dirt road after all.




  She emerged from the trees close to the enormous birch that she and Marieke had discussed carving their names into before they left.




  Always assuming they could find a way of slipping out unnoticed, that was the problem. They would have to steal twenty minutes from the Pure Life, sneak out and then back in without being seen.

  They didn’t really fancy their chances of actually doing it, it was just one of those things people said; but here she was now, in fact, rubbing her hand over the smooth, white bark.




  The Pure Life? she thought. The Good Shepherd?




  The Other World?




  A lot of crap.




  The word came into her mind just as quickly as it had done yesterday. Crap. She hadn’t been able to hold it back then, it had flown out of her mouth like an angry and hotheaded little

  swallow, and in a flash it had changed into a big cloud.




  Yes, that’s exactly what it was like. A dark and threatening cloud hanging over the heads of everybody in the Hall of Life. It made the girls hold their breath, and Yellinek’s pale

  eyes slowly turn to stare at her for several seconds that felt like days.




  ‘I want to have a word with you afterwards,’ he’d said eventually, then turned his eyes away again and continued talking in his usual low voice. About Purity and Whiteness and

  Nakedness and all that stuff.




  Then later on in the White Room.




  But not even there did he waste many words on her. Merely stated the fact.




  ‘The Devil, my girl. You have the Devil inside you. Tomorrow we’ll drive it out.’




  Then he’d sent her off to bed with a weary gesture.




  She had heard about driving out devils, but had no idea how they went about it. She’d thought it was something that only grown-ups did, but evidently not. Anybody could be possessed by the

  Devil, even a little child; that was something she’d learned last night.




  And now it was going to be driven out. That was bound to be an unpleasant experience. Much worse than the caning to drive out sin – and although she had been here for two weeks now, she

  still hadn’t grown accustomed to that. After every session she needed to cry a bit in private, but she hadn’t noticed any of the other girls needing to do that.




  And now the need to cry had struck her again. Without any warning, she felt a burning sensation in her throat and then the tears started to flow and she had to sit down by the side of the road.

  Just for a few moments to let it run its course and go away. It was silly, wandering around in the middle of the road and sobbing. Even if it couldn’t have been later than six or half past

  – and even though there was virtually no risk of meeting another soul – it was silly.




  She found a handkerchief in her rucksack and blew her nose. Remained sitting there for a few minutes, to be on the safe side, and it was just as she was about to stand up and continue on her way

  that she heard a twig snap close by, and she quickly realized that she was by no means as alone as she had imagined.
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  ‘And who’s saying that?’ wondered Jung as he opened a can of Coca-Cola. ‘That he’s intending to pack it in, I mean?’




  Ewa Moreno shrugged.




  ‘I don’t know who started it,’ she said. ‘But Rooth and Krause were talking about it in the canteen yesterday . . . I’m not surprised, if it’s

  true.’




  ‘By what?’ asked Jung. ‘What doesn’t surprise you?’ He took a few large swigs and tried not to belch.




  ‘That he’s had enough, of course. He must have been at it for thirty-five years, at least. How long are you intending to keep going for?’




  Jung considered the question while discreetly breathing out some carbon dioxide fumes through his nose.




  ‘There’s always a chance of getting shot before your time’s up, that’s for sure,’ he said. ‘If you’re lucky. No, I try to keep fit and healthy by not

  thinking about such matters. Have some of this.’




  He handed over the can and Moreno emptied it in one go.




  ‘It’s incredibly hot,’ she said. ‘I must have drunk three litres since this morning. You could always ask Münster – if anybody knows, he will.’




  Jung nodded.




  ‘How old is he?’




  ‘Who? Münster?’




  ‘The chief inspector, of course. He can’t be sixty yet, surely?’




  ‘No idea,’ said Moreno. ‘How much longer are we going to have to hang around here? Nothing’s happening. Apart from the fact that my brain’s starting to

  boil.’




  Jung checked his watch.




  ‘Another hour, according to our instructions.’




  ‘Drive round one more time,’ said Moreno. ‘At least that’ll start a bit of air flowing. There’s not much point in sitting here and getting sunstroke. Or what do you

  say, Inspector?’




  ‘One has to be prepared to die while doing one’s duty,’ said Jung, starting the car. ‘That’s what it says in the rule book. I think it would be a damned shame if he

  were to leave . . . He can be a pain at times, but so what? Where do you want me to drive to?’




  ‘To the snackbar, so we can buy some more Coke,’ said Moreno.




  ‘Your word is my command,’ said Jung. ‘But I think we should get something non-fizzy this time. Look at that, for Christ’s sake! Mind you, it’s been in full

  sunlight . . .’




  He pointed at the gigantic thermometer on the gable end of the swimming baths.




  ‘Thirty-seven degrees,’ said Moreno.




  ‘Exactly! Body temperature, more or less.’




  ‘I’m thirsty,’ said Moreno.




  Chief Inspector Van Veeteren clambered into his car and closed his eyes.




  ‘That woman!’ he muttered. ‘I’ve given that woman my life.’




  He groaned. The car had been parked in the square for over an hour in roasting hot sunshine, and when he touched the steering wheel he smelt a whiff of burned flesh. Gehenna, he thought.

  That’s where we all end up.




  Sweat was pouring off him. Down his face, the back of his neck, under his arms. He wound down the windows and carefully wiped his brow with a less than immaculate handkerchief.




  He contemplated the soaking wet rag. There were traces of cold sweat there as well.




  ‘Twenty-five years of my life!’ he said to himself, correcting his earlier claim. Started the car and swung out from his parking space. ‘A quarter of a century!’




  And now she had tried to steal two more weeks. He began to recall the conversation in detail.




  A holiday cottage out at Maalvoort. Well, that’s great . . . Plenty of space. Four rooms plus kitchen. Dunes and beach and the sea . . . Renate and him. Jess and the twins . . .




  He wondered how carefully she had planned it all. They had been talking for quite some time; everything had been going fine, from his point of view, it seemed – and then the questions and

  the proposal had come out of the blue . . . He ought to have known. For Christ’s sake, he ought to have known by now! He would also be on holiday in August, wouldn’t he? Just when Jess

  would be coming home at last for a few weeks. The grandchildren and Grandma and Grandad all together, one big family, what good fortune . . . ! (Huh, misfortune more like! Very unfortunate, and he

  couldn’t help smiling at the unfortunate fortune, despite everything.) The cottage was on the big side; she’d been late in making a booking and most places were already taken. If he

  wanted to have time to himself, that wouldn’t be a problem, there was plenty of room for him to be alone. Both indoors and outdoors . . .




  Oh yes, this had been planned all right. It was a trap, he thought. A typical carefully laid trap by his ex-wife, a spider luring the unwary into her web. Hell and damnation!




  He switched on the stereo, then switched it off again.




  Jess and the kids . . .




  ‘I’m afraid not,’ he’d said.




  And Erich had promised to come as well, for a few days at least.




  ‘I’m afraid not, my dear,’ he’d said. ‘You’re too late. I’m already booked up.’




  ‘Booked up?’ Her eyebrows had been raised in chastened despair. ‘You, booked up already?’




  ‘Crete!’ He blurted out the first place that came into his head. ‘Two weeks, from the first onwards.’




  She didn’t believe him. He could see that right away; one eyebrow sunk back to scratch position, but the other remained dangling from her forehead like a silent reprimand.




  ‘Crete,’ he said again, quite unnecessarily. ‘Rethymnon, but I’m thinking of going down to the south coast as well . . . and, well—’




  ‘Are you going on your own?’




  ‘On my own? Dammit all, of course I’m going on my own! How the hell could you think otherwise?’




  He bumped against the kerb of a traffic island with his left front wheel, and cursed to himself.




  A quarter of a century. Then five years of freedom, but still she was there, setting her traps. What was she really after? He shuddered, despite the summer heat. Wiped the back of his neck with

  the handkerchief as well. Turned into Rejmer Plejn and was fortunate enough to find an empty parking space under one of the elms.




  Crete? he thought as he got out of the car. Why not?




  Yes indeed, why not ? If you could redeem your sins by doing penance, it should be child’s play to conjure up a retroactive truth from a white lie.




  I’m on good form linguistically today, he thought. Unfortunate fortune! Retroactive truth! . . . I ought to start writing my memoirs PDQ.




  He crossed over the square. Inserted a toothpick into his mouth and marched into the travel agent’s on the corner.




  The woman standing at the counter had her back turned towards him, and it was a few seconds before he realized who she was. Her chestnut-brown hair had become slightly more

  chestnutty since he’d seen her last, and her voice more resonant.




  I should damned well think so.




  Ulrike Fremdli. When he met her the previous – and only – time, her husband had just been murdered. He made a rapid calculation and concluded it must have been in February. Last

  February – that chilly, godforsaken month. The blessed time of hopelessness, as Mahler used to call it. They had been sitting in an ordinary, cosy living room in an ordinary, cosy terrace

  house in Loewingen. He and Ulrike Fremdli, newly widowed. He had asked her the usual, clinically disconsolate questions and he had been impressed by the way in which she handled them.




  Handled both the questions and the grief and shock she must have been feeling.




  When he left her, he had realized that she was a woman he could easily have fallen in love with. Thirty years ago. At the time when he was still capable of falling in love. He had thought about

  it quite a lot afterwards. Yes, it certainly would have been possible.




  If he hadn’t already given away his life to somebody else, that is.




  And now she was standing here, booking a holiday. Ulrike Fremdli. Fifty and a bit, he would have thought. With her hair recently dyed even more chestnut brown.




  There were certain patterns . . .




  He took a queue ticket and sat down on the narrow tubular-steel armchair behind her, without greeting her. Of course, there was no reason to think that she would remember him as clearly as he

  remembered her. Or would even remember him at all, come to that. He waited. Shifted the toothpick to the right side of his mouth and tried to look as if he wasn’t listening.




  As if he were just a very ordinary customer wanting to book a package holiday. Or an unusually sweaty part of the furniture.




  But he certainly was listening. Ears cocked. At the same time he could feel a worrying sensation beginning to nag at him. Both in his gut and behind his larynx, where he had long been convinced

  that the soul was situated. In his case, at least.




  Because Crete was what was being discussed. As plain as a pikestaff, he’d realized that right away. The attractively sun-tanned travel agent was talking about Theseus and Ariadne and the

  Village of Widows. About Spili and Matala and the Samaria Gorge.




  And now about Rethymnon.




  Chief Inspector Van Veeteren gulped. Took out his handkerchief and wiped the back of his neck again. Despite the slow-moving fans whisking the air under the ceiling, it was as hot as a baking

  oven.




  ‘You mustn’t underestimate the currents,’ stressed the bronzed young man.




  Certainly not, Van Veeteren thought.




  ‘The Christos Hotel,’ suggested the young Adonis. ‘Simple, but well run. Situated in the middle of the old town . . . Only a minute’s walk to the Venetian

  harbour.’




  Ulrike Fremdli nodded. The demigod smiled.




  ‘Leaving on the first, then? Two weeks?’




  Van Veeteren felt an attack of giddiness rising up inside him. An almost pubertal feeling of dizziness. He put down the magazine and stood up quickly. I must get a breath of fresh air, he

  thought. Hell’s bells! I can feel a heart attack coming on.




  Out in the street he paused under a lime tree. Spat out the toothpick and bit his bottom lip hard. Confirmed that this did not wake him up, and hence he had not been dreaming.




  For Christ’s sake, he thought. I’m too old for this sort of thing.




  He bought a bottle of mineral water at the newspaper stall and drank it all in one gulp. Then paused for another minute, thinking things over. It would be silly to get carried away, he told

  himself.




  But it would be even sillier to ignore all the signs that are dangled in front of me. By the way, seeing as I’m here . . .




  He emerged into the sunshine again. Walked quickly and jauntily over the square and turned into Kellnerstraat. Passed by a few second-hand bookshops before stopping at the corner of

  Kupinski’s Alley. Wiped the sweat from his brow and looked hard at the over-full display window.




  Carefully, as if studying a poker hand.




  Yes, the notice was still there.




  

    Assistant required.




    Partnership a possibility.




    F. Krantze


  




  It must have been hanging there now for – he worked it out – six weeks. He breathed a sigh of relief. Yes, half the summer must have passed since he first saw

  it.




  He hesitated again before slowly walking back towards the square. Chewed at a toothpick and contemplated the Art Nouveau facades dating from the turn of the century. Weather-beaten, but still

  looking good. The leafy lime trees casting shade over the pavements. Yorrick’s pavement cafe on the corner. Winderblatt’s directly opposite. A large, panting St Bernard dog under one of

  the tables, its tongue reaching out as far as the kerb.




  Oh yes, he thought. I sure as hell could see myself living here.




  And by the time he got into his car, he had made up his mind.




  If that notice is still there in August . . . well, I’ll go ahead and do it.




  It was as easy as that.




  It was then even easier to drive hell for leather back home to Klagenburg, pickup the telephone and order a two-week package holiday to Rethymnon, Crete . . . the Christos

  Hotel, which had been recommended to him by a good friend. Single room. Departing 1 August, returning on the 15th.




  When he hung up, he glanced at his watch. It was 11.40, 17 July.




  Not much point going to the police station before lunch, he decided, and tried to feel a little regret. Didn’t succeed very well. He wandered around his flat, fanning himself with

  yesterday’s Allgemejne. Not that it did much good. He sighed. Pulled off his sticky shirt, fetched a beer from the fridge and inserted a Pergolesi CD into the hi-fi.




  Life? he wondered.




  Arbitrary or well-planned?
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  ‘The heat makes people less inclined to commit crimes,’ said deBries.




  ‘Don’t talk crap,’ said Reinhart. ‘The facts are the precise opposite, of course.’




  ‘Meaning what?’ wondered Rooth, with a yawn.




  ‘They just don’t have the strength,’ said deBries.




  ‘Of course they do,’ said Reinhart. ‘The hotter it gets, the lower the defences – and human beings are criminal animals at heart. Read The Stranger. Read

  Schopenhauer.’




  ‘I haven’t the strength to read anything,’ said Rooth. ‘Not when it’s as hot as this, for fuck’s sake.’




  ‘And people’s urges become more urgent,’ said Reinhart, lighting his pipe. ‘No wonder. Just look at all those women running around town half-naked – it’s not

  surprising that frustrated studs throw their inhibitions aside.’




  ‘Frustrated studs?’ said Rooth. ‘What the hell . . . ?’




  ‘Hmm,’ muttered deBries. ‘Sex murderers will obviously be inspired to act in weather like this – but at least we haven’t had any such cases yet.’




  ‘Just wait a bit,’ said Reinhart. ‘The ridge of high pressure is only four days old. Where the hell’s the chief inspector, by the way? I thought we were supposed to have

  a meeting after lunch. It’s nearly half past one.’




  DeBries shrugged.




  ‘He’s probably playing badminton with Münster.’




  ‘No,’ said Rooth, tucking into an apple. ‘Münster was in my office a few minutes ago.’




  ‘Don’t speak with your mouth full,’ said Reinhart.




  ‘He’d say next to nothing if he didn’t,’ said deBries.




  ‘Shut your trap,’ said Rooth.




  ‘Exactly,’ said Reinhart.




  The door opened and Van Veeteren entered, followed by Münster.




  ‘Good morning, Chief Inspector. Slept well?’




  ‘I was somewhat delayed by the heat,’ Van Veeteren explained as he flopped down onto his desk chair. ‘Well?’




  There was a moment’s silence.




  ‘What do you mean by “Well?”?’ asked Rooth and took another bite.




  Van Veeteren sighed.




  ‘Report!’ he said. ‘What the hell are you all planning to do? Reinhart first. The Vallaste pyromaniac, I assume?’




  Reinhart knitted his brow and sucked at his pipe. Nodded rather vaguely. The arson attack in Vallaste had been occupying the police for two and a half years now, and the investigation had been

  put on ice several times; but when there was nothing else of a serious nature going on, he usually unfroze it again. He had been the officer in charge, and it was his reputation that suffered as

  long as the culprit remained at large.




  There were not many officers left in the force who thought along those lines, as Van Veeteren knew only too well; but he knew that Reinhart did.




  ‘I have a few loose ends,’ he admitted. ‘I thought it might be worthwhile looking a bit more closely at them. Unless there’s something else that craves the attention of a

  somewhat bigger brain than the average . . .’




  ‘Hmm,’ said Münster.




  ‘Certain parts of the body swell in hot weather,’ said deBries.




  ‘No doubt,’ muttered Van Veeteren. ‘Okay start rummaging around among the loose ends.’




  He leaned back and contemplated his subordinates with a resigned expression. They were a bit of a motley crew, in outward appearance at least. DeBries had got divorced a month ago, and had made

  use of his first few weeks of freedom to renew his wardrobe in an attempt to make himself look younger – the result had been something reminiscent of an ageing and depraved yuppie from the

  eighties. Or a resuscitated and semi-detoxicated rock artist from the sixties, as Reinhart had suggested. The Woodstock Mummy. As for Rooth, possibly as a reaction to the heatwave, he had finally

  got round to shaving off his straggly beard, and the lower part of his face, now as smooth as a baby’s bottom, stood out in sharp contrast to the tanned cheeks, forehead and whisky-fuelled

  wrinkles.




  He looks like the missing link, Van Veeteren thought.




  As for Münster – well, he looked like Münster, albeit with sweaty patches under his arms; and Reinhart had always reminded the chief inspector of what he no doubt really was,

  deep down: an intellectual docker.




  Van Veeteren himself was hardly a thing of beauty. But luckily one has an inner self, he consoled himself, and yawned.




  ‘And when do you gentlemen intend going on holiday?’ he asked. ‘Take it in turns.’ He might get more sense out of them than asking them to report on their work plans.




  ‘The fifth,’ said Reinhart.




  ‘Next week,’ said deBries. ‘I’d be grateful if you don’t put me on some case or other.’




  ‘Same here,’ said Münster. ‘But no doubt Jung and Heinemann will be able to run the show in August, if something crops up. And Rooth and Moreno, of course.’




  ‘Natürlich,’ said Rooth.




  ‘Can you speak French?’ deBries wondered. ‘Maybe you’ve done a correspondence course?’




  Rooth scratched at his phantom beard.




  ‘Fuck off,’ he said. ‘That’s a German proverb. Shall we continue with this hotel burglary or do you have something else lined up for us?’




  ‘Be off with you,’ said Van Veeteren. ‘But make sure you arrest Pompers and Lutherson. Everybody knows they did it.’




  ‘Thank you for the tip,’ said deBries.




  He and Rooth left the room.




  ‘People get irritable in this weather,’ commented Münster when the door had closed behind them. ‘It’s not surprising, really.’




  ‘That’s exactly what I’ve been saying,’ said Reinhart. ‘Is there anything else, or can I leave? You can always phone if anything crops up.’




  ‘Be off with you,’ said Van Veeteren again, and Reinhart trudged off.




  Münster walked over to the window and looked out. Over the town, and the heat trembling over the rooftops.




  ‘Let’s hope we don’t suddenly find ourselves with a murder on our hands now, or something of the sort,’ he said, leaning his forehead against the glass. ‘Just

  before the holiday. I remember what it was like two years ago—’




  ‘Shush!’ The chief inspector interrupted him. ‘Don’t wake up the evil spirits. Incidentally, I’m booked up for the first half of August. Impossible to change it. I

  shall delegate every corpse that turns up during the next few weeks to you and Reinhart.’




  Perhaps for ever in fact, he thought. He kicked off his shoes and began leafing listlessly through the piles of paper on his desk.




  ‘Fair enough,’ said Münster. ‘I’ll be incommunicado from Monday onwards anyway.’




  The chief inspector inserted a new toothpick and clasped his hands behind his head.




  ‘It would be good if a nice little two-week case were to crop up now,’ he said. ‘Preferably away from town, something I could sort out on my own.’




  ‘I bet it would,’ said Münster.




  ‘Eh?’




  ‘I bet it would be nice,’ said Münster.




  ‘And what exactly do you mean by that?’




  ‘Nothing special,’ said Münster. ‘Something by the seaside, perhaps?’




  Van Veeteren thought it over.




  ‘Hmm,’ he said. ‘No. I’ll be damned if somewhere by a little lake wouldn’t be preferable. I’ll be off to the Med after that anyway . . . Do you happen to have

  your racket handy?’




  Münster sighed.




  ‘Of course. But isn’t it a bit on the hot side for that?’




  ‘Hot?’ snorted Van Veeteren. ‘On Crete the average temperature at this time of year is forty degrees. At least. So, shall we get going?’




  ‘All right, since you asked me so nicely.’ Münster sighed again, leaving the window.




  ‘I’ll treat you to a beer afterwards,’ Van Veeteren assured him generously. He stood up and made a couple of practice shots. ‘If you win, that is,’ he added.




  ‘I think I can say thank you for the beer in advance,’ said Münster.




  He’s in an unusually good mood, he thought as they took the lift down to the garage. Almost human. Something absolutely extraordinary must have happened to him today.




  Spili, the chief inspector was thinking at the same time. The source of youth . . . half an hour up the mountain in a hired car from Rethymnon . . . the wind blowing through her hair, and all

  that.




  Why not?




  And then Krantze’s antiquarian bookshop.
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  From a purely physical point of view, the morning of 18 July was perfect.




  The sky was cloudless, the air clear and still cool; the dark water of the lake was mirror-like, and Sergeant Merwin Kluuge completed his run round the alder-lined shore, nearly seven

  kilometres, in a new record time: 26 minutes and 55 seconds.




  He paused to get his breath back down by the marina, did a few stretching exercises then jogged gently up to the terraced house, where he took a shower, and woke up his blonde-haired wife by

  carefully and lovingly caressing her stomach, inside which she had been carrying the fruit and aspirations of his life for the past six months.




  The terraced house was even more recent. Barely eight weeks had passed since they had moved in – with the kind assistance of his parents-in-law’s savings; and he was still overcome

  by feelings of innocent wonder when he woke up in the mornings. When he put his feet on the wine-red wall-to-wall carpet in the bedroom. When he tiptoed from room to room and stroked the embossed

  wallpaper and pine panelling, which still exuded a whiff of newly sawn timber hinting at unimaginable possibilities and well-deserved success. And whenever he watered the flower beds or mowed the

  little lawn flanked by the trees, he could not help but feel warm and genuine gratitude to life itself.




  Without warning, everything had suddenly fallen into place. They had been shunted onto a bright and sun-soaked new track, with himself and Deborah as the only carriages of any significance in a

  solidly built and smooth-running train heading into the future. All loose ends had been tied together when it became clear that Deborah was pregnant – or rather when that fact became public

  knowledge. They had married two weeks later, and now, on this lovely summer morning, when Merwin Kluuge toyed gently with the soft – and to the naked eye almost invisible – hairs on his

  wife’s rounded stomach, he was filled with a sensation bordering on the religious.




  ‘Tea or coffee?’ he asked softly.




  ‘Tea,’ she replied without opening her eyes. ‘You know I haven’t touched a drop of coffee for three months now. Why do you ask?’




  Oh yes, of course, Kluuge thought, and went into the kitchen to prepare the breakfast tray.




  They had breakfast together in bed, watching the early morning programme on their new 27-inch television set, and once again Kluuge ran his fingers gently over the tense skin, feeling for kicks

  and any other sign of life from Merwin junior. At precisely 07.45 he left his home and his married bliss.




  He wheeled his twelve-gear bicycle out of the garage, clipped back his trousers, fixed his briefcase on the luggage carrier, and set off.




  Exactly eleven minutes later he came to a halt in Kleinmarckt. The square was still more or less deserted; three or four market traders were busy opening up their stalls next to the town hall,

  arranging displays of fruit and vegetables. A few fat pigeons were strutting around the fountain, for want of anything else to do. Kluuge parked his bicycle in the stand outside the police station,

  secured it with a couple of stout locks, and wiped a drop of sweat from his brow. Then he walked through the semi-transparent glass doors, greeted Miss Miller in reception, and took possession of

  the chief of police’s office.




  He sat down behind the impressively large desk, removed his bicycle clips and turned to the first page of the notepad beside the telephone.




  Missing girl??? it said.




  He looked out of the window, which Miss Miller had opened slightly, and gazed at the blossoming elder. The chief of police had informed him that it was an elder, but anybody could see that it

  was blossoming.




  From a purely physical point of view it was still a perfect morning; but as far as Merwin Kluuge’s duties as acting chief of police were concerned, there was beyond doubt a cloud on the

  horizon.




  At least one.




  Precisely one.




  ‘Holiday,’ Chief of Police Malijsen had said, tapping him on the collarbone with two fingers. ‘I hope to God you’re fully aware of what the word holiday

  means. Peace and quiet. Being alone and left to yourself. Coniferous forests, mountain air and new waters to fish in. I’ve invested my hard-earned wages in hiring this damned cottage, and I

  have every intention of staying there for three weeks, provided the Japs don’t attack us. Is that clear, Sergeant Kluuge?’




  For the last thirty years Chief of Police Malijsen’s credo had been that sooner or later the Japanese would inflict upon the world a new – but much better executed – Pearl

  Harbor, and he rarely missed an opportunity to mention it.




  ‘You’ll be in charge of the shop. It’s time for you to stand on your own two feet and become more than a mere paper shuffler and a thorn in the side of Edward

  Marckx.’




  Gathering together and sending off the monthly reports from the Sorbinowo police district really did comprise the major part of Kluuge’s regular duties; that had been the case ever since

  he first took up his post just over three years ago, and would no doubt continue to be until the day – still ten years or more away – when Malijsen reached an age enabling him to resign

  his job and devote all his time to pleasure, sitting in front of the television. Or tying fishing flies. Or building defences to foil the increasingly inevitable attack from the slant-eyed yellow

  hordes from the east.




  According to Kluuge’s view of the world and its inhabitants, Chief of Police Malijsen had a screw loose, an opinion probably shared by a few other Sorbinowo residents, but by no means all.

  Despite being a bit of a one-off character, Malijsen had the reputation of being the right man for his job, and for keeping the gap between right and wrong, between upright local citizens and

  crooks, open and wide. Even such a dodgy character as Edward Marckx – arsonist, jailbird, hot-tempered drug addict and violent brawler – had once, presumably in connection with one of

  his many brushes with the law, expressed his grudging admiration of the chief of police:




  ‘A particularly obnoxious bastard, but with a heart in his body and a hole in his arse!’




  Perhaps Kluuge could sign up to the second part of that assessment.




  On his way out of the door, Malijsen had paused and been serious for a few moments. Checked the torrent of words and raised an eyebrow.




  ‘Are you sure you can cope with this?’




  Kluuge had snorted quietly. Not rudely. Not nervously.




  ‘Yes, of course.’




  Nevertheless Malijsen had looked a bit doubtful and taken a card out of his wallet.




  ‘For Christ’s sake don’t disturb me unless you really have to! There’s a public telephone in the village, of course, but I need these weeks to get over Lilian.’




  Lilian was Malijsen’s wife, stricken by cancer; after many years of more or less unbearable suffering she had finally given up the ghost and departed from this world. Drugged up to the

  eyeballs, and a shadow of a shadow . . . That was in the middle of March. Kluuge had attended the funeral with Deborah, who had noted that the chief of police had shed the occasional tear, but not

  excessively.




  ‘If the shit hits the fan, you can always get in touch with VV instead,’ Malijsen explained. ‘He’s an old colleague of mine, and he owes me a favour.’




  He handed over the card and Kluuge put it in his breast pocket without so much as glancing at it. A quarter of an hour later, he sat down behind the imposingly large desk, leaned back and looked

  forward to three weeks of calm and prestigious professional activity.




  That was six days ago. Last Friday. Today was Thursday. The first call had come last Tuesday.




  The second one yesterday.




  Oh hell, Kluuge thought and stared at the card with the very familiar name. He drummed on it with his finger, thinking back to what happened two days ago.




  ‘There’s a woman who’d like to speak to you.’




  He noted that Miss Miller avoided addressing him as ‘Chief of Police’. She’d been doing that right from the start; at first it had annoyed him somewhat, but now he just ignored

  it.




  ‘A telephone call?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Okay put her through.’




  He lifted the receiver and pressed the white button.




  ‘Is that the police?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘A little girl has disappeared.’




  The voice was so faint that he had to strain his ears to catch what she was saying.




  ‘A little girl? Who am I speaking to?’




  ‘I can’t tell you that. But a little girl has disappeared from Waldingen.’




  ‘Waldingen? Can you speak a bit louder?’




  ‘The Pure Life Camp at Waldingen.’




  ‘You mean that sect?’




  ‘Yes. A little girl has disappeared from their confirmation camp in Waldingen. I can’t say any more. You must look into it.’




  ‘Hang on a minute. Who are you? Where are you calling from?’




  ‘I must stop now.’




  ‘Just a minute . . .’




  She had hung up. Kluuge had thought the matter over for twenty minutes. Then he asked Miss Miller to look up the number for Waldingen – after all, there was nothing there apart from an old

  building used as a centre for summer camps. After a while he had given them a call.




  A soft female voice answered the phone. He explained that he’d been informed that one of the confirmands had disappeared. The woman at the other end of the line sounded genuinely

  surprised, and said that nobody had been missing at lunch two hours previously.




  Kluuge thanked her, and hung up.




  The second call had come yesterday. Half an hour before the end of office hours. Miss Miller had already gone home, and the phone had been switched through to the chief of police’s

  office.




  ‘Hello. Chief of Police Kluuge here.’




  ‘You haven’t done anything.’




  The voice sounded a little louder this time. But it was the same woman, no doubt about it. The same tense, forced composure. Somewhere between forty and fifty, although Kluuge acknowledged that

  he was bad when it came to guessing age.




  ‘Who am I speaking to?’




  ‘I rang yesterday and reported that a little girl had disappeared. You’ve done nothing about it. I assume she’s been murdered. If you don’t do something, I’ll be

  forced to turn to the newspapers.’




  That was the point at which Kluuge felt the first pang of panic. He gulped, and his mind was racing.




  ‘How do you know that a girl has disappeared? I’ve investigated the matter. Nobody is missing from the camp at Waldingen.’




  ‘You mean you’ve called them and asked? Of course they’ll deny it.’




  ‘We’ve carried out certain checks.’




  He thought that was quite a good line, but the woman wouldn’t be fobbed off.




  ‘If you don’t do something, they’ll kill some more.’




  There was a click as she hung up. Kluuge sat there for a while with the receiver in his hand, before replacing it and diverting his attention to the portrait of Lilian Malijsen in her bridal

  gown, in a gilded frame at the far end of the desk.




  My God, he thought. What if she’s telling the truth?




  He had heard quite a bit about the Pure Life. And read a lot. As he understood it, they got up to all kinds of things.




  Speaking in tongues.




  Exorcizing devils.




  Sexual rituals.




  Mind you, the latter was probably just a malevolent rumour. Wagging tongues and the usual upright envy. Rubbish! Kluuge thought, and returned to contemplating the blossoming elders. But

  somewhere deep down – perhaps at the very core of his emotions, to borrow one of Deborah’s latest pet expressions – he recognized that this was serious.




  Serious. There was something about that woman’s voice. There was also something about the situation in itself: his own disgracefully well-organized existence – Deborah, the terraced

  house, his stand-in duties as chief of police, the perfect mornings . . . It was only fair and just that something like this should crop up.




  There has to be a balance, as his father used to say. Between plus and minus. Between successes and failures. Otherwise, you’re not alive.




  He stuck a pencil in his mouth. Began chewing it as he tried to imagine Malijsen’s reactions if it turned out that a little girl had been found murdered on his patch, and the police had

  been tipped off but ignored it. Then he imagined the consequences of disturbing the divine peace that ruled over the heavenly fishing grounds. Neither of these options produced especially cheerful

  visions in Merwin Kluuge’s mind’s eye. Nor especially useful ones with regard to his possible future career prospects.




  The Pure Life? he thought. A little girl missing?




  It wouldn’t surprise him.




  Not at all, dammit.




  He’d made up his mind. Picked up the telephone and dialled the number of the police station in Maardam.
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  ‘A hand grenade?’ said the chief of police.




  ‘No doubt about it,’ said Reinhart. ‘A seven-forty-five. He chucked it in through an open window, it rolled along the floor and exploded under the stage. Incredibly lucky, only

  eight injured and they’ll all pull through. If it had gone off on the dance floor we’d have had a dozen corpses.’




  ‘At least,’ said deBries, adjusting his wine-red silken cravat that had become slightly awry.




  ‘Do you need any help with your scarf?’ Rooth wondered.




  ‘And then what happened?’ Münster was quick to intervene.




  ‘He peppered some parked cars with an automatic weapon,’ Reinhart continued. ‘A nice chap, no inhibitions to speak of.’




  ‘My God,’ said Ewa Moreno. ‘And he’s still on the loose?’




  ‘Getting ready for this evening, no doubt,’ suggested Rooth. ‘We ought to go after him.’




  ‘Professional soldier?’ wondered Jung.




  ‘Very possibly,’ said Reinhart.




  ‘Excuse me,’ said Heinemann, who had arrived late. ‘Could we start from the beginning again? I’ve only heard about it on the radio.’




  Chief of Police Hiller cleared his throat and wiped his temples with a tissue.




  ‘Yes, that’s probably best,’ he said. ‘Reinhart, you’ve been there, so I think you ought to give us the full story. Then we’ll have to decide how to allocate

  available resources.’




  Reinhart nodded.




  ‘Kirwan Disco,’ he began. ‘Down at Zwille, alongside Grote Square. Full of people. Shortly after half past two this morning – they close at three – an unknown

  person threw a hand grenade in through an open window. The explosion was audible all over the centre of town, but as I said, the damage was limited because it went off under the stage. The band

  that had been playing there ten minutes previously were still there, but they’re not feeling too good.’




  The door opened and Van Veeteren came in.




  ‘Carry on,’ he said, flopping down onto a chair. The chief of police looked at the clock. Reinhart raised an eyebrow before continuing.




  ‘Eight people injured, but none of the injuries life-threatening. Twenty or so with minor wounds were admitted to the Rumford and Gemejnte hospitals, but most of them will be allowed home

  today. There are a few witnesses who saw a man running away from the scene.’




  ‘Not a lot to go on,’ said Jung. ‘It was dark, and they only saw him from quite a long way off. But all were sure that it was a male person though.’




  ‘Women don’t behave like that,’ said Rooth. ‘Not the ones I know, at least.’




  ‘Typical male behaviour,’ said Moreno. ‘I agree.’




  Chief of Police Hiller tapped his desk with his Ballograf in irritation.




  ‘And then what?’ asked Münster. ‘You mentioned cars.’




  Reinhart sighed.




  ‘About half an hour later, somebody – let’s hope it was the same idiot, or we’re dealing with two of them – started shooting at parked cars outside the Keymer

  church. Probably from somewhere in Weivers Park. That could be heard all over town as well. It only lasted for about fifteen to twenty seconds, and nobody saw a damned thing. An automatic weapon.

  Two to three salvoes. About thirty shots, at a guess.’




  ‘Klempje, Stauff and Joensuu are busy crawling around among the cars,’Jung explained. ‘And Krause is taking care of the car owners.’




  ‘A fun job,’ said deBries.




  ‘No doubt,’ said Reinhart. ‘Krause could probably do with some help. There are twelve owners concerned, including two German families in transit.’




  ‘White Mercs,’ elaborated Jung.




  Van Veeteren stood up.




  ‘Excuse me,’ he said. ‘I’ve forgotten my toothpicks downstairs in my office. I won’t be long.’




  He left the room, and silence reigned.




  ‘Ah well,’ said Hiller after a while. ‘This is most annoying. What with it being the holiday period and all that.’




  Nobody present reacted at all. Jung held his breath.




  ‘Ah well,’ repeated Hiller. ‘We obviously need to set a few officers to work on this. All available resources. It’s clearly a lunatic who could well strike again. At any

  moment. Well? Who’s available?’




  Reinhart closed his eyes and Münster studied his fingernails. DeBries left for the lavatory.




  ‘Satan’s shit,’ said Rooth.




  ‘Okay,’ said Reinhart twenty minutes later, stirring his coffee gloomily. ‘I’ll take care of it. I’ll have Jung and Rooth to help me in any case.

  And Münster, to start with at least.’




  ‘Good,’ said Van Veeteren. ‘You’ll soon sort it all out.’




  Reinhart snorted.




  ‘What did the gardener have for you? I heard a rumour.’




  Van Veeteren shrugged.




  ‘Dunno.’




  ‘Dunno?’




  ‘No. I thought I’d have lunch before confronting him.’




  ‘Lunch?’ said Reinhart. ‘What’s that?’




  Van Veeteren examined a chewed-up toothpick and dropped it into the empty plastic mug.




  ‘Do you know Major Greubner?’




  Reinhart thought that one over.




  ‘No. Should I?’




  ‘I play him at chess occasionally. Sensible fellow. It might be an idea to pick his brains.’




  ‘About this madman, you mean?’




  Van Veeteren nodded.




  ‘There’s only one regiment based in this town, after all. I don’t think they’ve started selling hand grenades in the supermarkets yet.’




  Reinhart stared at the dregs in his coffee mug for a while.




  ‘But perhaps I’ve got that wrong?’




  ‘You never know,’ said Reinhart. ‘Do you have his number?’




  Van Veeteren looked it up and wrote it down on a scrap of paper.




  ‘Thank you,’ said Reinhart. ‘Anyway, duty calls. Do have a pleasant lunch.’




  ‘Thank you,’ said Van Veeteren.




  ‘Come in,’ said Hiller.




  ‘I’m in already,’ said Van Veeteren, sitting down.




  ‘Please take a seat. I take it it’s generally agreed that Reinhart looks after this lunatic?’




  ‘Yes, of course.’




  ‘Hmm. You’re going on holiday at the end of this month, aren’t you?’




  Van Veeteren nodded. Hiller fanned himself with a memorandum from the Interior Ministry.




  ‘And then what? You can’t really be serious?’




  Van Veeteren said nothing.




  ‘You’ve had your doubts before. Why should I believe you’ll actually do it this time?’




  ‘We shall see,’ said Van Veeteren. ‘You’ll get my final decision in August, but it looks like coming off this time. I just thought I’d better inform you. You like

  being informed, after all.’




  ‘Hmm,’ said the chief of police.




  ‘What did you want me for?’ asked Van Veeteren.




  ‘Ah yes, there was something.’




  ‘That’s what Reinhart said.’




  ‘A chief of police called from Sorbinowo.’




  ‘Sorbinowo?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Malijsen?’




  ‘No, I think it’s his stand-in while he’s on holiday . . .’




  Hiller took a sheet of paper from a folder.




  ‘. . . Kluuge. He sounded a bit inexperienced, and he’s evidently been saddled with a disappearance.’




  ‘A disappearance?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘But surely there must be help available closer to home?’




  Hiller leaned over his desk and tried to frown.




  ‘No doubt. But this Kluuge chappie has evidently been instructed to turn to us if anything should crop up. By the real chief of police, that is. Before he went on holiday. A Wilfred

  Malijsen. Is he somebody you know?’




  Van Veeteren hesitated.




  ‘I have come across him, yes.’




  ‘I thought as much,’ said Hiller, leaning back in his chair. ‘Because he mentioned you specifically as the man he wants to go there and help out. To be honest . . . to tell you

  the truth, I have the feeling there’s something fishy behind this, but as you’ve evidently talked Reinhart into taking on the other business, you might just as well go there.’
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