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This book is dedicated with much love and gratitude


to my husband


Peter Stucker


who consulted at the Federal Office for Civilian Service


and our son


Thomas Stucker


who served as a Civi for thirteen months.


A Fondness for Truth draws on the stories they told me


about their experiences.




Author’s Note


For readers who know that Switzerland has been politically neutral for centuries, this book’s portrayal of young men being required to serve in either the army or the civilian service (Zivildienst) may be confusing. Despite the country’s neutrality, there is indeed a Swiss Army; its purpose is to defend the nation in case of attack, and until recently, it consisted of every able-bodied man in the country. (Although they are permitted to become soldiers, women are not required to serve, and few do; as a result, they have no need to opt for an alternative way to serve.) A short and very readable book about the Swiss Army is John McPhee’s La Place de la Concorde Suisse, which is in English, despite the French title!


Present-day Swiss men—like Isabelle’s boyfriend Quentin in this book—are called up at the age of nineteen and physically and mentally examined to determine their fitness for duty. If they are passed as fit, most of them complete eighteen weeks of basic training and then return annually for further service. Non-commissioned and regular officers are generally recruited from the ranks. My Swiss father-inlaw, a captain, completed his army service at the age of fifty-two; my husband, at forty-two. Today, most men finish their service in their thirties, but they also have the option of serving all their required time (currently 245 days) right after their basic training.


It has always been possible for men with pacifist religious backgrounds (Mennonites, for example, or Seventh-Day Adventists) to become conscientious objectors and turn down army service without punishment. But religion was more or less the only ground for getting out of the army. Years ago, a friend of my husband’s who refused to serve because he simply didn’t believe in war had to go to jail. Today, however, as this book explains, there is an increasingly popular alternative to the military—the civilian service. After a young man has been called up at nineteen and declared fit, he now has another option besides army or prison.*


Civis (Zivis in German), as those who choose the civilian service are called, must do work that benefits Swiss society (or, in a few cases, developing nations), so there are a lot of rules about which jobs they are permitted to do. Once potential Civi jobs have been researched and approved, they are classified into different service categories and listed online so that Civis can apply for them independently. Only men who don’t find their own jobs within a fixed period of time are assigned work by the civilian service. The eight fields in which Civis are permitted to work are health, social service (with the elderly, children, asylum-seekers, or drug addicts, for example), education (teaching first through ninth grades), culture (museums or archeological digs), environmental protection, agriculture, humanitarian assistance abroad, and natural catastrophes. Over their 368 days of work (one-and-a-half times longer than soldiers serve), they can do a variety of different jobs in different fields, but at some point, they must complete 150 days in one job.


Like Swiss soldiers, Civis are paid 80 percent of their “real-world” salaries, assuming they have regular jobs. At a minimum, they get sixty-nine Swiss francs per day (currently seventy-seven dollars) plus an allowance for meals and transportation to and from their jobs, which are sometimes on the other side of the country from their homes.


* There is a third service option, called Zivilschutz, or Civil Defence, for men who aren’t passed as fit to serve in the military but are capable of performing other tasks to guard the civilian population. They may, for example, be required to respond to floods or other natural catastrophes. They serve 245 days, just as soldiers do. Women can also choose this service.
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Breitenrain in Bern,


Wednesday, March 25 at 10:20 p.m.


Andi Eberhart biked away from the brightly lit curling hall, pedaling hard. The dark road was slick, and under the streetlights, her breath clouded the air in front of her.


She squeezed her brakes a few times and jerked to a stop without skidding. No ice. That was good, even if she was freezing. She’d check for ice on the bridge, too, she decided, just to be sure. Then she stopped thinking about the route home, which she knew by heart. The chill, though—without her bike helmet, her whole head was going numb. She hunched turtle-like into the wool scarf around her neck and sped up through the now-quiet Guisanplatz intersection, trying to get ahead of the car on her tail, which didn’t seem to want to pass her.


What the hell was she going to do about Babs? The woman’s hostility was turning each curling practice into a battle. Yes, everyone knew Babs had wanted to be skip and was furious that Andi had been chosen instead, but that was almost two months ago. She couldn’t sulk forever—or could she? If only she weren’t such a brilliant player, it would be an easy decision to boot her off the team.


As Andi approached Breitenrainplatz, the traffic began to pick up, and the No. 9 tram glided past her only to stop in front of the kiosk, its doors whooshing open. The sound startled her. Even through her knitted headband, the street noises were clear and sharp, including the growl of the car right behind her. She half turned to see how close it was and slowed way down, hoping it would drift by. No such luck. Come on, come on, she told the driver under her breath; there was such a thing as being too cautious.


She couldn’t wait to get home and crawl under the duvet beside Nisha. She’d have to be careful not to wake her—Nisha’d been so exhausted and stressed lately. At least she’d finally finished weaning Saritha. After nine months of maternity leave, Andi supposed it was normal for her to be anxious about leaving the baby and shouldering her job again. Or was something else upsetting her? Surely her brother wasn’t giving her grief about her “lifestyle” again? Andi found herself gritting her teeth at the thought of Mathan, who tried to dress up his spitefulness in a holier-than-thou attitude. How that bastard Mathan could be related to gentle Nisha was a mystery. In her anger, Andi pedaled harder, her breath coming in short gasps until she forced herself to slow down.


Hmm. Was it better to ask Nisha about her brother or wait and see if she brought it up? Andi shook her head and smiled inwardly at herself. Handling troubles tactfully had never come naturally to her.


Barbière was well lit, and a few smokers sat at the bar’s outdoor tables drinking beer—brrr! God, it had been ages since she and Nisha had gone to a bar to hear some live music. Or just to hang out with friends. The few times they’d gone out since Saritha had been born, Andi hadn’t wanted lots of noise and people, just quiet places where the two of them could eat and talk. But now . . . maybe she’d ask Nisha about going dancing. They’d have to find a more flexible babysitter than Viv, though. There were bound to be a couple of youngsters in the neighborhood who could . . .


Christ, she was cold. She considered stopping by the side of the road to wrap her scarf around her head but decided to keep going. She wasn’t too far from the Lorraine Bridge, and once she made it across the river, she was only twelve minutes from home. And Nisha.


Her mind went back to Viv. Her harangues about homeopathy might drive Andi crazy, but she’d actually been good company at their dinner party the month before. Andi puffed out a white breath of laughter; now that she and Nisha had a baby, Viv’s endless sagas about her four kids seemed more amusing. And Viv had been so good to Nisha. Andi shook her head again at her own intolerance. What had Susanna said to her at the dinner party about trying to be less judgmental? She needed to work on that.


The police whizzed past with lights flashing, and she found herself thinking of Dario, still working doggedly at the courthouse jail after everything that had happened to him there. Andi’d done the right thing to report the guards who’d been abusing prisoners, and she was relieved they’d been suspended. But she needed to make sure there weren’t any repercussions for her client. As she passed Johannes Church, she resolved to get in touch with the youngster again the following morning and make sure he was okay.


The same car was still on her tail. Here by the park, there was no other traffic, and it wasn’t like she was taking up too much of the lane. Hell, she was hugging the curb. Buses crowding her—she was used to that, but . . . oh, good. The car was speeding up at last; the driver had decided to . . .


She heard a screech of tires behind her, the engine gunning, full-out. What was the lunatic doing? Had they somehow skidded out of control? The bike wobbled beneath her as she glanced over her shoulder, heart racing. God, the car was coming right at her! Could she manage to get up over the curb onto the sidewalk, just to . . .? What should she . . .?


There was a crash that rattled every bone in her body, and suddenly the sky was wheeling above her.


With the jolt still shuddering through her and the clang and grind of metal vibrating in her ears, she flew through the half-dark. She could scarcely breathe, but in a strange slow-motion, she told herself to calm down, that it would be all right. She hadn’t been run over, and she was good at falling. It was going to be fine if she could just keep from . . . Then came the impact.
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Before: Lorraine neighborhood in Bern,


Wednesday, March 25, 6:45 a.m.


The last beat of “Hotel California” died away, and, as usual, the gym’s music switched from its twenty minutes of classic rock to a selection of French rap. Police detective Giuliana Linder lay with her hip bones pressed against the bench, heels locked under a padded bar, upper body and head hanging down, a ten-pound dumbbell in her hands. Only ten more, she said under her breath as she slowly lifted her upper body, brought the weight to her chest, counted to three, and returned to her hanging position.


As she finished the last few reps, Niska, the rapper on the music loop, sang, “Everybody does a little bit of bad stuff ” in his slangy banlieue French. They certainly do, she thought. The gym was almost directly across the street from the police station, and at least half the people who worked out in it knew a great deal about all the bad stuff people could—and did—do.


Clambering off the exercise machine, she glanced around to see if her younger colleague and Wednesday fitness partner Renzo Donatelli was done yet. No, he was still there, holding a one-armed side plank on a nearby mat. The pose defined every muscle, and she sighed over his perfection. He gave her an impish grin. She pointed toward the showers, and he nodded.


Fifteen minutes later, showered and dressed, her shoulder-length curly hair still damp, she sat across from Renzo in the bakery café near the gym, enjoying her whole wheat croissant. Renzo had just bitten into his second regular croissant, smeared with butter and crowned with cherry jam; he considered whole wheat pastry a crime against nature. This morning, however, he was too busy praising the verdict in the previous day’s trial to joke about her breakfast choices.


“The conviction made a crucial point,” Renzo said, swallowing his mouthful, “which is that it doesn’t matter, Hanžek being Mirela’s pimp. Doesn’t matter”—he took another bite—“that they were having a relationship of some kind, or that after the rape, they visited her sister in Rumania. The judges are showing people that, no matter what, it’s against the law to force a woman into sex.”


“Person,” said Giuliana, sipping hot milk coffee.


“Huh?”


“Force a person into sex.”


Renzo raised his eye heavenwards, put his palms together as if in prayer, and mouthed, “Porca miseria.”


“Okay, okay.” Giuliana laughed. “I know I’m nitpicking. I agree with you about forcing sex on someone. Of course I do. But when a prostitute who has been working for a pimp and living with him as his girlfriend comes forward with an accusation like this six months after she has started a steady relationship with another pimp, then I have to wonder what her game is. Or their game: hers and the new guy’s.”


Piling more jam on what was left of his croissant, Renzo shook his head and frowned. “You questioned Mirela yourself,” he protested. “She was terrified of Hanžek. Once she started living with another man, she found the courage to go to the police. It makes sense.”


It wasn’t that she valued cynicism, but she thought he was being naïve. “Of course she was afraid of Hanžek. I’m sure he made her have sex with him, if not with violence, then with the threat of firing her. But he was her pimp! I mean, that’s what pimps do. Or did you think the Me Too movement has finally reached them?” She cocked her eyebrows at him.


Renzo gave her a grin with an eye roll before rallying to Mirela’s defense. “She said Hanžek threatened to kill her son, remember? Or do you think she made that up?” Renzo had two preschool kids; this threat had clearly struck home.


“No, I believe he said that. But the boy lives in Zürich with her ex-husband.” She drained her glass of water. “Don’t get me wrong. God knows I’d never defend Hanžek. He’s a villain and a creep. I’m sure he’s treated every woman who worked for him or slept with him—which is probably synonymous—like shit. Thank God we had so many other charges to hit him with that he’d have gone to jail anyway. But convicting him for the rape—I don’t buy it. There wasn’t any evidence. Just her word against his.”


“You know how hard it can be to get physical evidence of rape.” Renzo wiped jam from the corners of his mouth. Then he reached across the small table and rested his fingers on the back of Giuliana’s hand. “Why don’t you have more sympathy for the woman, Giule?”


His voice was troubled, not angry. Did she have time to get into this when they were already running late for work? But after all, she was planning a slow day for herself to celebrate the end of Hanžek’s trial. They’d spent so much time preparing for it that they all deserved a break. So she took a last gulp of now-cold coffee and said, “Look, Renzo. We could all make lists of people we’d swear on our grandmothers’ graves have committed crimes. We might even be able to prove something on one of them, but something about the way the evidence came into our hands makes it inadmissible. So we can’t use it in court. Furious as that makes us, we still follow the rules. Well, we try to.” She stopped. “I sound like I’m lecturing at the academy, don’t I? Shall I shut up?”


He shook his head. “Lecture away. But you’d better do it while we cross the street. Honestly, I’m interested,” he added as he glanced at her. And, because it was Renzo and they knew each other so well, she believed that he really was interested.


She stood, put on her jacket, and slung her handbag over one shoulder.


“Keep talking,” Renzo urged her as they walked out of the bakery into the morning’s chilly wind and struggling sunlight. The only sign that it was almost April was a few scattered snowdrops in the bakery’s front garden.


Hurrying a little to keep up with Renzo, she returned to her point. “All I’m trying to say is this: if the judges can find someone guilty of rape when I, a professional evidence gatherer, don’t think I’ve provided any proof, what kind of message are they sending me as a cop? Why bother to do my job? I might as well frame people.”


Renzo gave her a sharp look but said nothing. Together they crossed the street at the yellow crosswalk and strolled toward the Nordring police station, a nondescript four-story building where Giuliana worked in the nine-person homicide department. Renzo was a Fahnder, one of the plainclothes investigators who sometimes assisted the different specialists.


Finally, he said, “Okay. I disagree with you, but I get your point. What I don’t understand is your lack of sympathy for Mirela.”


“Yeah, well, sometimes I get fed up with women who let themselves be victimized. She isn’t some seventeen-year-old Hmong girl from a Thai village who’s been locked up for years in a brothel. She’s a twenty-eight-year-old Rumanian, a citizen of the European Union, for God’s sake.”


They reached the station, and Giuliana opened one of the heavy double doors for Renzo, who was still frowning. They greeted the guard and started upstairs together.


She went on. “Mirela was always free to move around Bern. No one confiscated her passport, and she got to keep some of the money she earned. So if Hanžek was terrorizing her for years, why didn’t she do something about it? I don’t know why she stayed with him, but I don’t think all of her reasons were due to fear.”


They’d reached Renzo’s floor, and he must have decided it was time to change the subject. “I suppose you’ll get on with preparing for the next trial now unless there’s a new homicide. Who’ll get that?”


“Vinzenz Nef ’s next on the roster. If he gets landed with something needing two of us, I’m up as second. But I’ll be glad if I don’t have to take on anything new for a while. There’s a tentative trial date for Kissling . . .”


“That fucking maniac.”


“Yeah. Lots of the scutwork on the case is done, but all the evidence has to be organized. And there will be depositions to take. For now, I’ve been assigned to Kissling himself. Alternating with Erwin.”


“I’m back to yawning over parking garage footage.” He rolled his eyes. “If we don’t get these car thefts solved soon, I’m going to develop an auto allergy. Maybe I’ ll have to start riding a bicycle to work.”


This was a dig at Giuliana, and she laughed. As Renzo headed down the corridor, she called, “The day you pedal up to the station on a bike is the day I’ll replace our old Volvo with a Lamborghini.” He grinned over his shoulder, and she continued upstairs to the big room she shared with the other homicide detectives. Only Noah Dällenbach was at his desk when she got there, and he was on the phone, so they waved, mouthing hellos.


Three large, high windows ran along Noah’s side of the room, looking out onto Nordring with its offices, apartments, and shops. When she’d first been promoted to homicide, Giuliana had been given one of the six battered gray desks by the windows, arranged in facing pairs of two. She’d spent two years staring across at homicide’s oldest and most intimidating detective, Erwin Sägesser, trying not to wince whenever he bellowed into his phone. Despite his infamous abruptness, her feelings for him had gradually shifted from grudging respect to affection. These days he was the homicide colleague she worked best with, but she was still glad he now sat on the other side of the room next to Rolf Straub, the department’s boss.


When Erwin moved, Giuliana had pushed her desk up against the windowless wall, so she could turn her back to the room and everyone in it. Her colleagues found it odd, but they’d grown used to it. Her “view” was a reproduction of a Pierre Bonnard painting, the scene full of sun and color, reminding her of vacations in southern France and Italy. The uglier the case she was dealing with, the more she gazed at the painting.


The Kissling case was undoubtedly very ugly. Mentioning it to Renzo had brought it to the front of her mind, and now she couldn’t concentrate on the minor housekeeping tasks she’d planned for her lazy, post-trial day. Giving in to her preoccupation, she phoned the chief prosecutor to set up a meeting for the following afternoon and clicked open a folder on the case to reveal a long list of files. As she read, she made notes about how she thought the evidence should be presented and what questions still needed to be asked of the witnesses, including Kissling himself.


Two months earlier, on a Sunday in January, Kissling had taken his daughters, Mia and Lea, ages three and five, on an outing. The parents’ divorce had occurred the previous fall, and Kissling’s action was in accord with his custody agreement. He’d picked the girls up at eight in the morning; driven with them over an hour to the Creux du Van, a dramatic circle of cliffs in the Jura mountains; walked with them from the snowy parking lot to the edge of a 1,500-foot precipice; and hurled them over it to their deaths. Evidence of this crime would be presented at his trial; there was no doubt he’d committed it. The real question was why he’d done it, and the answer eluded everyone. The prosecution team wanted desperately to understand his motives since the last thing they wanted was new data coming to light at the trial itself.


Late that afternoon, Giuliana was still deep in a review of the case notes when her mobile rang. Seeing a call from Isabelle, she smiled, then immediately felt a stab of concern. She couldn’t remember the last time her sixteen-year-old had phoned her at work. She probably wanted permission to do something her father disapproved of.


“Hi, sweetheart. What’s up?”


There was none of the teenage wheedling Giuliana had expected. “Mam, you need to come home as soon as you can. Mémé has cancer. Vati just found out, and he’s shut himself in your bedroom. He’s . . . crying.” Isabelle’s steady voice finally wavered.


Giuliana began running the fingers of her free hand through her hair, as she always did when she was upset. “Cancer? My God. We had no . . .” She took a steadying breath. Ueli would want to go to the farm right away. His parents—especially his mother—were obsessive about their independence, but now they’d need him. Yes, she had to get home. “I’ll leave right now. And try not to worry. It’s awful news, but Mémé’s only seventy-two, and you know how tough she is. Where’s Lukas?”


“I sent him and Niko out with a soccer ball and told them to stay outside until six.”


“Good girl. I’m going to hang up now, but call me again if you need me.” She made herself sit still another moment. Was there anything she needed to do before leaving? Deciding that whatever it was could wait, she texted Rolf, her boss; collected her belongings; and headed to her Volvo. By the time she reached it, her fingers had worried her hair into a nest.


As she drove—thank goodness she’d come in the car today and not on her bike—she asked herself questions to which she had no answers. What kind of cancer did her mother-in-law have, what stage was it at, and how long had she known about it? Irène, Ueli’s mother, was perfectly capable of keeping all kinds of things from them, believing this would spare them worry. As if terrified ignorance was somehow more soothing than accurate information. Strange that Irène, descended from generations of no-nonsense farmers, should try to protect the people she loved from the truth she herself so valued.


Then she thought of Mike, Ueli’s older brother. Their mother’s illness would bring the brothers back in touch. If only Mike would be supportive from his home in America and not come to Bern, she thought, knowing it was selfish. Her parents-in-law so clearly preferred their older son that it had long ago become a joke between her and Ueli. But it was a sad joke—even more painful because Mike acted as if he shared his parents’ casual disregard for his younger brother. This was going to be a difficult situation for Ueli in more ways than one.
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Kirchenfeld in Bern,


Wednesday evening, March 25


Giuliana was surprised Isabelle wasn’t holed up in her bedroom. Instead, she sat with her homework spread on the kitchen table, keeping an eye on the door to her parents’ bedroom. Giuliana leaned down to kiss the top of her head, and Isabelle surprised her even more by jumping up and hugging her. Standing in the kitchen with Isabelle’s head resting on her shoulder, Giuliana felt herself drawing strength from her daughter’s closeness. She had no right to lean on a sixteenyear-old, but she let the hug linger for a few more heartbeats, allowing herself to be consoled even as she offered comfort. Then she stroked Isabelle’s cheek and turned away to fill the kettle as her daughter sat back down in front of her books.


“What happened?” Giuliana said.


Isabelle leaned forward, elbows on the table. “When I got home from school, Vati was at his computer—as always!” She shot Giuliana a wry smile; that was good to see. “He came into the kitchen while I was getting a yogurt and told me his piece was on Swiss groundwater. I told him I thought it was great he was writing about pollution.”


Isabelle was proud of her dad’s work as a journalist; having a cop for a mom was more of an embarrassment. Still, at least their elevenyear-old son found her job cool. She reached into the cupboard by the sink for two thick white mugs and set them on the granite counter next to the kettle.


“After I’d gone into my room, Vati’s phone rang. A few minutes later, he opened my door without knocking, which he never does, and said, ‘Mémé has cancer.’ He sounded calm. I think I said, ‘Oh, no,’ but before I could ask him about it, he shut himself into the bedroom. Since then, well . . . nothing—he just hasn’t come out.”


“I’m glad you were here with him,” Giuliana said. The water was boiling, and she reached for the battered paisley-patterned tin that held peppermint tea bags. “Want some?”


She made mugs of tea for both of them and sat down across from her daughter. While she was trying to decide whether to go into the bedroom, the door opened.


There were beads of water in Ueli’s red beard and at his hairline, where he had rinsed his face. His eyes were swollen, but he managed a smile, resting a hand on his daughter’s shoulder. “Sorry, Isa.”


“’S okay, Vati.”


Giuliana watched father and daughter smile at each other—so alike, though Isabelle’s version of Ueli’s Celtic coloring was more muted. “You want tea, dear heart?” she asked.


“Sure.” Ueli joined Isabelle at the table. “So”—he took a breath and blew it out in a loud puff—“I’ll tell you what I know, which isn’t much. Mam just learned she has colon cancer, and she’s having an operation on Tuesday. She feels fine and wants the four of us to come to the farm for Sunday lunch. With Mike.”


“Uncle Mike’s already here?” Isabelle said. “That’s great.”


Giuliana caught Ueli’s glance, but she wasn’t going to talk about Mike in front of Isabelle. “How did Irène sound on the phone?” she asked.


Ueli rubbed his face with his hands. “I haven’t spoken with Mam yet. It was Mike who called. He found out about the cancer yesterday and took an overnight flight, so he’s at the farm. When he phoned, Mam was shopping, and Paps was in one of the greenhouses. Mike gave me the news and told me not to upset the folks with too many questions.” The sudden bitterness in Ueli’s voice made Giuliana wince. “But I’m calling back at six. Hopefully, Mam’ll be home by then.”


“Good,” Giuliana said, taking his hand. “You,” she told their daughter, “have earned the right to be excused from kitchen duties tonight since I’m home early.”


“Yay!” Muttering about math problems, Isabelle took her tea, computer, and books into her room and closed the door.


Giuliana shifted one of the kitchen chairs until it was next to Ueli’s and put an arm around his waist. “Are you saying that yesterday, as soon as your mother heard about the cancer, she called Mike in St. Louis? And she still hasn’t talked to you about it?”


“Yup—that’s the way it is.” Ueli’s tone was expressionless.


“She thinks she’s protecting you.” It was all she could say. “Didn’t Mike mention anything else? How long she’s suspected, or . . .”


“All Mike wanted was to get off the phone, as far as I could tell. But I’ll talk to Mam at six, so let’s get dinner started.” He opened the pantry and reached up for the Arborio rice. “I bought mushrooms this morning, and we’ve got Parmesan and a bit of ham, some saggy parsley, and that open bottle of white wine in the fridge, plus a couple of onions on the back porch. I figured I’d do risotto alla leftovers.”


As they worked on the meal, Giuliana tried to bring the conversation back to Ueli’s family, but he deflected her. Just before six, Lukas came home, full of cheerful chatter. He hung around the kitchen reciting miscellaneous facts about honeybees and complaining that he was starving until Giuliana promised him a slice of bread and butter and a small glass of milk if he washed his hands first.


When she turned around, Ueli was gone. The church bells were striking six, and he’d set the almost-finished risotto on a cold burner so he could make his call. Their bedroom door was closed.


Giuliana decided to wait until six thirty, and then, if Ueli was still talking to his mother—as she hoped he would be—she’d finish supper and serve the kids. But it was only six fifteen when he came back into the kitchen. Tight-lipped, he concentrated on the risotto while Giuliana began setting the table. That was usually Lukas’s job,


but she wanted to talk to Ueli alone.


“How’s Irène?” she asked softly to his back as he stood at the stove.


“God knows!” The metal spoon banged against the side of the pot. Giuliana opened her mouth, closed it, and waited. Ueli turned. “I asked how she was feeling, and she said she was too happy to have Mike home to say another word about her health. She started describing some big job success Mike had in January, for Christ’s sake.”


Giuliana couldn’t think of a single comment that wouldn’t make Ueli feel worse, so she just nodded.


“I begged her at least to tell me what the doctor had said, but she refused to talk about anything until Sunday afternoon. ‘You and Giuliana come for lunch with the children, and we’ll talk about everything after the meal.’ My God, Giule, she was so upbeat it made me think she should be headed for the loony bin instead of the cancer ward.”


Giuliana peeked at the side of Ueli’s face as he dumped grated Parmesan into the rice and went back to his savage stirring—his loony-bin remark had not left him smiling. Still, she risked saying, “Maniacally cheerful is better than terrified, isn’t it?”


Ueli shook his head and reached for a stack of plates. “She’s planning to cook one of her enormous Sunday lunches for the seven of us just before she goes into hospital. ‘Let me take us all out for Sunday lunch, Mam,’ I said. ‘I’ll make a reservation at the Bären in Langenthal—you love that place.’” He began spooning risotto on the plates.


“That was a good idea.”


“Hmm,” he grunted. “I thought it was. But she said, ‘Don’t be ridiculous. With those inflated prices! You won’t catch me eating there now. Besides, the cancer’s in my gut, not my legs—I can still stand in my kitchen and make a decent lunch.’ Then she reminded me how long she had worked as a district nurse. ‘If I’m not upset, why should you be?’ she said. ‘And remember, I don’t want your father worried, nor Mike’s visit spoiled. So cheer up.’ Then she sent greetings to you and the kids, and that was that.” He leaned back against the kitchen counter, facing her.


Giuliana set the plates on the table. “Dinner!” she called. Before the kids arrived, she went to Ueli, put her hands on his shoulders, and kissed his cheek. “You’ve done all you can, my love. She knows you care, even if she acts like she isn’t listening.”


Hours later, when they were both propped up in bed, trying not to fall asleep over their ebooks, Ueli turned to Giuliana with a question. “Would you say Mam is normally an optimist?”


“Not really,” Giuliana admitted. “I’d say she’s a call-a-spade-aspade sort of person.”


“I agree. Which makes me suspicious of this Pollyanna mood of hers. If it was just stage one cancer, or even stage two, there’d be a good chance of recovery, so I think she’d tell us outright. All this chirpy talk about carrying on regardless and not upsetting Paps—I think she must know it’s serious. Since it will have to come out after the operation, she figures she might as well protect us a bit longer.”


Giuliana yearned to contradict Ueli, but her analysis had brought her to a similar conclusion. “Maybe no one can tell how bad it is until after the operation,” she ventured. “Why don’t you phone Marco’s office first thing tomorrow and see what he can tell you?” Marco Bazzell, their family doctor, was also a friend. “If you spend hours reading about colon cancer on the internet, you’ll get overwhelmed.”


Ueli just grunted, so she didn’t pursue it. But inside, she seethed. Her anger was directed less at Irène, despite the way she seemed to dismiss Ueli’s loving concern, than at Mike. Couldn’t Ueli’s older brother see how much it hurt Ueli when he, Mike, was made a confidante while Ueli was forced back into the role of lovable but irresponsible baby? Here it was, happening right before Mike’s eyes, and he didn’t do anything to stop it.


God, families! She tried to swallow her sense of injustice and concentrate on the new mystery with Périgord police chief Bruno Courrèges. She’d had to wait for it to be translated into German: reading English at bedtime required too much concentration.


Her eyes began to close yet again, so she made sure her alarm was set and her cell phone was charging on the night table before turning out her light. When her phone pinged with a text at one thirty in the morning, she didn’t even stir.
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Nordring police station, Bern,


Thursday morning, March 26


It wasn’t until she was hunched over a second cup of coffee in the homicide room that she properly digested the message that had arrived while she was asleep. It was from her colleague Vinzenz Nef, Wednesday’s homicide detective on call.




At approximately 22:30, hit-and-run resulting in death on Breitenrainstrasse near Turnweg. Victim, thirty-three-year-old Andrea Eberhart, knocked off bicycle. No need for second detective at this point. Investigation ongoing.





Vinz Nef was meticulous. The current service roster made her his assistant if anything came his way, and something had, so he’d texted her. Not obligatory, but polite. Today, she assumed, he’d attend the autopsy, review the crash site by daylight, and send a request for witnesses to the Bernese newspapers. He’d have investigators knock on doors near the location of the accident in hopes that someone had taken their eyes off their phone, television, or computer long enough to see something useful.


Giuliana glanced again at the address where the accident had taken place and realized it was about 500 feet from the Nordring police station. The fatal hit-and-run had occurred under the nose of the police. That somehow made it worse.


Putting Vinz’s message out of her mind, she went back to reading about the Kisslings and the events leading to their daughters’ deaths. Manfred and Iris had been a middle-class couple in a quiet commuters’ village near Bern. Then they’d gone through a conventional-sounding divorce, sad only because two young children were involved. The wife hadn’t said anything in court to indicate that her soon-to-be-exhusband was a bad parent, much less a danger to his children. Manfred Kissling had ended up seeing his daughters only every other weekend, not because of anything his wife had said against him but because the conservative judge believed children under seven, especially girls, belonged with their mother.


Kissling had killed his daughters on his sixteenth post-divorce Sunday with them. Then he’d driven back to his two-bedroom apartment in Bern and apparently spent the rest of Sunday indoors. He didn’t answer the telephone calls from his wife that began that evening when he didn’t bring the girls home; he didn’t go to work the next day. Monday night, he was taken into police custody, and on Tuesday, every newspaper in Switzerland ran a story about the horrific crime.


Now, ten weeks later, no one, not even the psychiatrists who’d spent hours with Kissling, could explain the killings. Or rather, they’d spun a variety of theories about why they thought he’d committed the murders but could say nothing about Kissling’s own reasons.


It was almost noon, and Giuliana was getting sick of the files when her phone rang. It was the guard at the station’s reception desk two floors below. “I’ve got a woman here who wants to talk to a detective about last night’s hit-and-run. She doesn’t want to give a witness report. She says she lived with the victim and needs to talk to the person in charge of the case. I know that’s Vinz, but he’s out, so I’m calling you.”


“I’ll be right down.” Giuliana sighed at the thought of delaying lunch or perhaps even missing it. She couldn’t be late for her two o’clock appointment with the Kissling prosecutor.


Before she could hang up, the gate guard muttered. “Just so you know—she has a baby with her.”


In the foyer, she found a petite, dark-skinned young woman with long black hair bundled into a knot on the back of her head; she wore black jeans and a burgundy-colored wool coat. From her looks, Giuliana assumed her parents were among the thousands of Tamil refugees who’d come from Sri Lanka in the eighties and nineties during the civil war there. The woman was weighed down by a baby, a diaper bag, and a slim briefcase. Strapped to her mother’s chest, the little girl—she was over six months old, but Giuliana didn’t have a better guess than that—gazed around with calm curiosity. Her creamy brown skin was several shades lighter than her mother’s, although she had her mother’s dark hair and striking eyes. She was also as robust as her mother was slight, and her liveliness accentuated her mother’s desolation: the woman’s face was haggard with grief and exhaustion. Giuliana, approaching to offer a formal handshake, found herself shouldering the diaper bag instead and grasping the woman by the arm to lead her to a bench against the wall.


“I need to talk to you,” the woman said, in a surprisingly strong voice, given her fragile appearance. Like most first-generation Swiss Tamils, she had no foreign accent, using Bernese Swiss-German as if she’d been born to it, which she probably had.


“I can give you an hour now, and then I have to go to a meeting,” Giuliana answered. “If that’s not enough time, we can continue tomorrow. Or you can switch to the case’s main detective when he gets back. What we need first, though,” she added, doing a quick mental inventory of possibly empty rooms at the police station, “is a quiet place where we can unpack your baby. And eat some lunch.”


They ended up taking over a ground-floor meeting room, and the desk guard found someone to fetch cheese sandwiches and two bottles of apple juice from the cafeteria. The baby, Saritha, sat on a small quilt in one corner of the room, waving a red rattle. With her adult visitor settled in a chair, Giuliana finally held out her hand.


“I’m Giuliana Linder, and I’m not running the case you’ve come about. The man in charge is my colleague Vinzenz Nef, but he isn’t here. Probably at the site of the accident. If you’re willing to talk to me, I’ll pass on what you have to say.”


The Tamil woman shook hands and said, “I’m Nisha Pragasam, and I live . . . lived with Andrea Eberhart. She was my . . . we were partners. Saritha is our child.”


Giuliana laid a hand on the younger woman’s arm and felt how her body trembled. “I’m so sorry for your loss,” she said, while she chided herself for the surprise she felt. Of course there were gay Swiss Tamils—but a cross-cultural lesbian couple with a baby? Gay couples in Switzerland had fought for years not only to be permitted to get married but also to be able to have children, either through adoption or artificial fertilization, and the law hadn’t changed until 2022. Andrea Eberhart’s death at such a young age was sad enough, but in the context of the difficulties these two women must have gone through to become a family, and the opposition they’d probably faced, it seemed particularly tragic. And, the detective in Giuliana recognized, suspicious.


As if the young woman had read her thoughts, she said, “I don’t think my partner’s death was an accident. I think someone drove into her deliberately. I mean . . . I believe Andi was killed.”


Giuliana watched the woman’s calm concentration as she unzipped her small briefcase. No, Giuliana decided a moment later, not calm at all: just working hard to hold it together.


Nisha Pragasam removed a sheaf of letters in a clear plastic folder. They were on standard white paper and consisted of a few typed lines each. She handed the top one to Giuliana, who read: You are evil, and your child is a monster. Your disgusting practices corrupt everything you touch. You deserve to die.


Giuliana looked up from the page at Nisha, who seemed to have relaxed slightly, perhaps at the success of her mission so far. “Which of you was this addressed to? And is it the only one?”


Nisha shook her head, her lips in a thin line. “Andi found a letter like this in our mailbox every couple of months, and she’s been getting them off and on for four-and-a-half years. They were never addressed to me.”


Giuliana glanced at the baby, who was now patiently attempting to fit the large rattle into her mouth. “You seem quite sure about when the letters began,” she commented.


Nisha took another swig of apple juice from the plastic bottle and said, “Rainbow Families, an organization that Andi has supported for years, put photographs of the two of us on its website, and soon after that, there was an article in Der Bund about her lobbying for same-sex marriage and gay couples’ rights to have or adopt children. Maybe other Swiss newspapers printed it; I don’t know. Then, a week after the article ran, she got the first letter. I don’t think that was a coincidence.”


“Are all the letters written in this style? Did they come by normal snail mail?” Considering the filth people wrote to each other on the internet, a letter on paper sent with a stamp seemed astonishingly oldfashioned—and so did the text. Your disgusting practices?


Nisha handed the plastic folder to Giuliana. “The envelopes are with the letters. The first letter and envelope are missing because Andi threw them away, but after that, I made her save them because I thought she should show them to the police. They all talk about her being punished, suffering, or dying, and they scared me. I hated the references to Saritha, too. But Andi used to read them out loud to her friends, the activist ones, and they . . . they all just laughed.” Nisha’s voice cracked, and she breathed deeply. “I believe that the letter writer drove a car into Andi deliberately.”


A metallic noise from the corner made them both turn. Saritha had slithered off her blanket and propelled herself over the floor to a steel wastepaper basket, which she was now trying to overturn. Impressive how good she was at entertaining herself, Giuliana thought.


Nisha fetched the baby and set her on her lap, where Saritha noticed the remains of her mother’s sandwich on the table and began to fuss. As Nisha unpacked a bib, plastic bowl with a lid, small spoon, bottle of water, and sippy cup, Giuliana flashed back to the days of lugging similar paraphernalia around. Thank God that was done with. Soon the baby was smacking over something that looked like mashed sweet potato and guzzling watered-down apple juice.


“I assume you’ve already told the police the basics about your partner: where she worked, where you both lived, and so on.” The other woman nodded. “But I will ask you about her cycling route last night. Do you know anything about that?”


“Andi is . . . Andi was the skip of a women’s curling team called Bern-Aare, and they practice at the hall near the Expo every Monday and Wednesday evening from eight to ten. She always rode her bike there, except in the worst weather. We live near Europaplatz, so she had to cross the city. But she said it made for a good warmup, and she had a route that kept her mostly on quiet streets. She used to joke that, for someone who valued fitness, she was very good at avoiding steep hills.” Nisha started crying even before she finished her sentence.


Giuliana reached over and took the baby onto her lap, which allowed the younger woman to dip into the diaper bag again and pull out tissues. But instead of taking one, she laid her head onto her crossed arms and sobbed.


In ten minutes, Giuliana would have to go back to her office to get ready for her meeting with the prosecutor. But she was glad she’d been granted this introduction to Vinz’s case. It was probably a coincidence that someone receiving threatening letters had been hit by a car. But given the hatred and violence that anything to do with homosexuality could trigger in some people, this death was going to require an investigation—perhaps more of one than Vinz envisioned. And that was without considering the different skin colors of the two women.


The baby began wailing, and her mother sat up, blew her nose, cleaned her face, and took her daughter back. “Thanks so much,” she said. “I can’t seem to stop crying.”


“Of course you can’t,” said Giuliana, “and you shouldn’t have to. Except that I have to see you out the door in five minutes, so let me ask you another question. Your partner has been getting these letters for over four years. So why would someone attack her now? Did you change your lives in a way that might provoke someone? Did Frau Eberhard recently say something in public about gay rights, something dramatic that the press might have picked up on? Has something new appeared on the website you mentioned?”


“I don’t know,” Nisha said. “Andi was always more political than me, and since Saritha was born, I’ve been so busy I stopped paying attention to any activist stuff, except to join her at one rally last November. It was held after that gay high school teacher was fired for some imaginary reason.”


Activist stuff? Giuliana wondered if there was more than Nisha was telling her. “What causes was Frau Eberhart active in?” she asked before remembering she didn’t have time to listen to the answer.


“She’s always felt we owed it to . . . to our community to lobby for gay and lesbian rights, especially when it came to having a family. When I said she was more political, I meant she always kept up with current events.” Nisha began packing the baby’s things into her diaper bag. “What has changed recently in our lives? Not much. I’ve finished weaning the baby, so I can go back to work in a couple of weeks—I’m a press speaker at the Federal Office for the Environment. We recently went out for dinner, which we hadn’t done in about two months. Perhaps seeing the two of us at a restaurant made the letter writer decide to drive a car into Andi. That’s all I can imagine.”


Giuliana took a battered spiral notebook from her purse and began taking notes. “What about the baby’s father? Is he an anonymous donor? A former boyfriend?”


“No, no,” Nisha said, “I never had any boyfriends. I mean, my parents tried pairing me up with appropriate Tamil men, but I always made it clear to those guys that I was only seeing them to make my parents happy. None of them would have contacted Andi. I doubt anyone has even told those men about our relationship.”


Was she joking? Giuliana wondered. She’d be willing to bet that everyone had told them about the relationship. How could Bern’s Sri Lankan Tamil community resist gossiping about something so unexpected? It occurred to her that Nisha’s parents, not just her rejected suitors, might believe they had reason to get rid of her partner. Could one of her relatives have sent the threatening letters? Her parents’ German might not be good enough to write them, but anyone in Nisha’s generation could have done it.


She had to get ready for her meeting. She stood and helped Nisha position the baby on her chest so that she could strap her back into the carrier. From the repacked diaper bag, the young mother got out her wallet and handed a business card to Giuliana.


“This has my numbers on it, work and cell. I’d planned to return to my job on April tenth, after Saritha starts daycare, but now I’m not sure. It’s hard to . . . Andi was going to do one day a week of childcare while I put in sixty-five percent at my job. We . . . Oh, God.” She broke off, fighting new tears. Damn being professional, Giuliana thought; she put an arm around the woman’s shoulders and gave her a sideways hug.


Then, stepping back, she said, “I’ll be in touch. I need to review what you’ve told me with the detective in charge, and our forensics department has to process the anonymous letters. So you probably won’t hear from me until next week. I know that’s a long wait, but I promise to take this seriously. In the meantime, call me if you have any other thoughts.”


It wasn’t until Nisha was in the foyer and Giuliana was turning to go back upstairs that the younger woman said, “The policewoman who came to see me last night told me Andi wasn’t wearing a helmet when the car hit her. That’s impossible. When Saritha was born, Andi told me she’d never again ride without a helmet, not even fifty feet, and she meant it. So where is it?”


Promises between spouses, no matter how sincerely meant, were often broken. Still, Giuliana said, “I’ll find out what I can about the helmet,” and waved to Nisha Pragasam before starting up the stairs. She wondered if Vinz’s investigation had turned up anything yet. Brake marks?


Enough! If she didn’t concentrate on getting to her meeting with Kissling’s prosecutor, she was going to be embarrassingly late. She continued upstairs at a run.
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Nordring police station, Bern,


Thursday late afternoon, March 26


The afternoon meeting was productive. The chief prosecutor, Konrad Zaugg, a small, spare man in his fifties with a beaky nose, summarized their case against Kissling, reviewed possible pitfalls, and divided the work of preparing for the trial in what Giuliana considered a sensible way. Neither wishy-washy nor overbearing, Zaugg was good at listening to different opinions, distilling the points he considered important, and making fast decisions. The other detective she’d be working with, Erwin Sägesser, was her most experienced colleague. She was glad to be sharing the responsibility with him.


Back at her desk, still speculating about Kissling, she noticed it was almost five. She wrenched her thoughts around to the hit-and-run and Nisha Pragasam, hoping Vinz was back in the building. “Anyone know where Vinz is?” she asked the room at large, dialing his mobile.


“Try forensics,” suggested Sabine Jost, the only other woman in the detective group, just as Vinz answered his phone.


“I’m meeting about the marks left by the car,” he explained. “How about five thirty?”


“Sure,” said Giuliana. That meant she wouldn’t be home before seven. Well, Ueli was making dinner, and he knew better than to expect her much earlier, though she’d still text him. She realized she’d barely given a thought to her mother-in-law since that morning. The night before hadn’t seemed like the right time to call Irène, particularly after she’d dismissed Ueli’s concerns. So, while she waited for Vinz, Giuliana dialed the farmhouse. When the call went unanswered, she tried Irène’s mobile, also without any luck. Suspecting the cell phone had been intentionally abandoned in a drawer, Giuliana left an affectionate message and hung up. Irène kept the farm accounts on her laptop and had recently upgraded her smart-phone, but if she didn’t want to be reached, she was perfectly capable of playing the forgetful old lady and pretending she couldn’t find her phone.


Vinz had based his investigation in a separate office down the hall from the detectives’ room; the small space was often used as a case room, and Giuliana had set up shop in it many times herself. With Vinz in charge, however, the two metal desks were free of clutter, and the smell of his aniseed breath mints was already in the air.


She handed him the folder with the anonymous letters, which he lined up against the edge of his desk, and settled into one of the chairs to tell him what she’d learned from Nisha Pragasam.


Managing to hold his upper body soldier straight while perched on the other desk, Vinz listened without interrupting. “I appreciate your speaking with her,” he said when Giuliana had finished. “I’m sure you didn’t encourage her to believe this was a premeditated homicide. Still, there are some signs that . . .” He trailed off, his habitual caution, which Giuliana knew well, overcoming his instinct to discuss the evidence. She waited patiently until he added, almost reluctantly, “Yes. We really could have a deliberate killing on our hands.”


Giuliana felt a little thrill. “Something to do with the road marks?”


Vinz nodded. “There were no signs of braking. None at all. Which is odd because there’s a row of streetlights along the edge of the park there. Frau Eberhart’s bike had good lights, and she was wearing a bright yellow reflective vest. Plus, it had stopped raining, so visibility was relatively good. The driver should have seen her clearly on that straight stretch of road.” Vinz seemed to be talking as much to himself as to Giuliana.


“What happened?”


Vinz’s hands rested at either side of him on the desktop; Giuliana saw one of them tighten into a fist as he said, “Eberhart’s bike was hit directly from behind with a force that more or less destroyed it, and she was thrown through the air right into a tree, which broke her neck and did major brain damage. Even if the driver had stopped to help, nothing would have saved her. But he couldn’t have known that, the callous bastard. Of course, if she was hit on purpose, that changes everything. And it certainly fits with what our witness told us.”


Giuliana sat up in the desk chair. “A witness! That’s—”


Vinz was already shaking his head. “Don’t get excited. He was on the other side of the street from the park and several houses down the road from where the woman was hit. I had a team knocking on doors right after it happened, and some people had come outside because of all the sirens and were immediately questioned. Most of them . . . well, you know how it is—‘I might have heard some kind of bang; yes, maybe there could have been a scream, but I didn’t think anything about it.’”


“In other words, the usual head-in-the-sand responses.” Giuliana’s shoulders slumped, wishing yet again that the average citizen was better at abandoning routine in favor of a bit more curiosity, initiative, and responsibility for other people.


Vinz gave a tired nod but then, as though trying to be fair, said, “Well, it was a cold night; they had their windows closed. Except for this man—a professional auto mechanic—still outside after walking his dog. He was in the garden behind his building, unfortunately, but he said that not only did he hear no braking before or after the noise of the bike landing with a crash, he heard a car accelerating before the crash.”


Giuliana frowned. Did she even know what a car sounded like when it accelerated? Not a Ferrari on a Formula One racetrack, but a standard car on a normal road?


“Like a . . . like a roar?” she asked.


“No, the mechanic said the car had a manual transmission, and he could hear the driver switching gears to speed up and grinding them before going into a long screech. Then the crash, followed by more grinding and squealing. The mechanic ran to his front sidewalk. He was too late to see the car, but he crossed the road and found the ruined bike flung onto the shoulder. That’s when he called the emergency number.”


“So our current best clue is to look for a bad driver whose car has damaged gears?” said Giuliana with raised eyebrows.


Vinz’s answering smile was grim. “Exactly. We’re looking for a red vehicle with manual transmission, crash damage to the front, and worn gears. Forensics is working to extract as much information as possible about the car and driver from the victim’s bike; that’s only what we have so far. I’ve already got Fahnder phoning all the bodywork places in Bern, and we’ll spread out to nearby towns if that doesn’t bring in any data. I’m going to find this car.”


Giuliana was picturing the smashed bike, which reminded her of Nisha’s last question. “Eberhart’s partner asked if you found her bike helmet.”


“No, it isn’t at the site, and she certainly wasn’t wearing it when she hit the tree. Not that it would have protected her from the broken neck.”


Giuliana nodded. Still, her mind pursued the question. If Andi Eberhard had left for curling without her helmet, Nisha would have found it. So, had Andi worn it to the curling hall and then forgotten to put it on to pedal home? Or left it at her workplace? With homicide becoming a possibility, it needed to be found.


Giuliana gestured at the folder of anonymous letters on Vinz’s desk. “Sounds like those letters may not be a distraction after all. Shall I take some of the work off your shoulders?” She thought of the Kissling depositions, but surely she could handle this as well. “I could write something up for forensics about the letters and send them over for tests. Would you like me to follow up with the partner, too? Or do you want to talk to her?”


“No need for that yet,” he said with a shrug. “I’d be happy for you to interview her formally now that we’re looking beyond an accident.”


Giuliana wasn’t surprised by Vinz’s hands-off approach. He much preferred to stick to a lead detective’s official job description, collecting and organizing data from his desk while a team of investigators did his research and questioning for him. She, on the other hand, loved fieldwork and tried to squeeze as much of it into her job as she could. In that sense, she and Vinz made a good team.


“Okay,” she went on. “I’ll take care of the letters and Frau Pragasam. And you?”


Vinz reached two fingers into his breast pocket for his box of mints, shook two into his palm, and offered them to her. She took one, and he popped the other into his mouth. Then he said, “I’ll phone the victim’s doctor to find out if she had any condition that would make her lose control of her bike, although I doubt it since she was an athlete. We should talk to the women on her curling team, too. They were the last ones to see her alive, and we need to know if she seemed ill. Plus, I’ll need information from her workplace. These anonymous letters are interesting, but it’s too soon to narrow the focus of the investigation.”


“If you need another Fahnder to help, Renzo’s bored half out of his mind working on that Montenegrin stolen car scam. He’s a good interviewer . . .”


“Especially with women.” Vinz snorted, rolling his eyes. “Or do they become speechless when he’s around? That would be a handicap.” He chortled.


Renzo would be dealing with comments like these until the day he retired. Giuliana didn’t want to risk defending him; although no chatter ever got back to her, she didn’t want to promote even more talk around the station about their friendship. Against her better judgment, however, she said, “Give the guy a break, Vinz. He isn’t to blame for the way he looks.”


Vinz waggled his eyebrows. “Oh, no? Working out at the gym almost every day? You think he does that to stay fit for police work?”


“You have a point,” Giuliana admitted with a laugh. “I guess I was thinking of his face. But he’s still good at drawing people out—men and women—and his reports are clear, with real insight. I’ve worked with him a lot over the past year, and I think he’s . . . skilled.” There, that didn’t sound too glowing, did it?


Vinz nodded. “Okay. I’ll see if I can get him moved over to me.”


“I’m off then. Let me know if I can do anything beyond staying in touch with the victim’s partner and following up on these letters. You probably heard that Erwin and I have been assigned to the Kissling trial, but that’s still six months away, so I have time.”


Vinz waved his thanks as he picked up his phone. From the corridor, Giuliana could hear him requesting Renzo’s reassignment. That would give her access to information about the case, even if Vinz didn’t give her more to do. And it would make Renzo happy.


Giuliana was glad she’d kept to herself her vague suspicion that someone in the Tamil community might be involved. She had nothing to go on, just the hazy picture of a man resentful at being rejected for a woman lover. And she supposed that Nisha’s family and friends wouldn’t approve of her life with Andi, either. Did her parents live in Bern? It would be helpful to know more about them. She’d see what she could find out.
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Wabern and Mingerstrasse in Bern,


Thursday evening, March 26


Renzo was in his Fiat driving home when his boss called to ask if he was okay with transferring to the Eberhart case. Although no one expected him to start his new assignment until the following morning, he still phoned Vinzenz Nef from the car to find out more. Talk to a women’s curling team! That assignment made him smile. In 1998 he and his father had taken over the family TV to watch the Swiss men’s team win the Olympic gold medal in Nagano. It was a happy memory that immediately made him sad, as any reminders of his father did—the third anniversary of his death had been only a few months earlier.


All thoughts of his father fled as he opened the door of his apartment in Wabern and braced himself for the impact of two little bodies, the nightly greeting of Antonietta and Angelo. Hearing growls emerging from thigh level, he called out, “Oh no. I’m being eaten alive. Who will save me? Aiuto! Help!” With his kids, he always spoke Italian.


“I’m a tiger,” yelled Angelo, pretending to bite him. Antonietta scrutinized her papà’s expression to make sure he wasn’t really scared. Then she growled softly, forming her hands into claws. “I’m a rabbit,” she told him. A growling rabbit? So be it. “If I give you a carrot, Signorina Rabbit, will you spare my life?”


“That’s enough noise,” Fränzi yelled from the kitchen. He saw a look of sad resignation pass between the children, and his temper flared. Why couldn’t she let the three of them be loud and silly for a few minutes? In another hour, his babies would be asleep; the early evening was the only time he could play with them during the workweek. With exaggerated shushing noises, he gathered the tiger and rabbit into his arms and carried them to the kitchen, where Fränzi was cleaning up after their supper.


“Do you have big plans for our meal tonight?” he asked in his usual Bernese German.


“I’ve barely thought about it—there’s stuff in the fridge.”


“Well, how about if we give Frau Keller the baby monitor as soon as the kids are asleep, and you come with me to the curling rink over by the Expo?”


“Why?”


“I’d like to talk to one or two curlers about a case, but I don’t think it will take too long, and afterward, we can eat something there and watch the curling. I’ve never tried the restaurant, I admit, but it can’t be that bad.”


In the past, Fränzi’s face would have lit up over any outing he’d proposed. Now, after six years of marriage, all he saw in her expression was pique. “What you’re saying is that you have to work this evening, and you figure if you offer to drag me along, I won’t be pissed off. Well, guess what? I’d rather stay home, eat a yogurt, and watch TV. So go without me. You don’t even need to feel bad.”


But he did feel bad, and Fränzi being so annoyed made it worse since a piece of him was relieved to get away from her. There was no reason he had to start his inquiries that evening. Still, he knew most curlers were on the ice at night and on weekends; during the day, they were at their jobs.


“Can we get a babysitter for tomorrow night instead, then?” he asked.


“To watch curling?” she countered, hands on hips.


“To go dancing.”


“Dancing!” Her beautiful face lost its disgruntled look, and she gave him a slow smile. She swayed toward him across the kitchen floor and stood on tiptoe so that they were groin to groin. She locked her hands around his neck and bent her upper body away from him, thrusting her breasts upward and grinding her pelvis into his. She tilted her head so that her blonde hair hung over one shoulder, and her eyes met his with mischievous languor. He was immediately aroused; she always had this effect on him. She laughed, straightened up, and moved her hands down to his buttocks to draw him closer to her. He kissed her neck, and their breathing picked up pace.


At that moment, Antonietta decided she’d been ignored long enough. She butted her head against her father’s leg and chanted, “Bath time, bath time.”


“I think someone’s jealous,” Fränzi murmured, and the two of them broke apart. “Still going out tonight?” she asked. “I can think of better things to do.”


“Later, for sure,” he said. “And see if you can get a babysitter for tomorrow night.”


He scooped up the kids again to put them to bed. During their bath, Angelo told him about a boy who’d managed to throw one of his winter boots onto the roof of the kindergarten. Hearing the admiration in his son’s voice as he described this feat, Renzo reckoned all kindergarten teachers deserved medals—and huge salaries. Which they certainly didn’t get.
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