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  Foreword


  Bern and Its German


  Keeping all the characters in a novel straight can be a challenge. Several readers of Pesticide, the first Polizei Bern book, have pointed out that their task was made harder by almost everyone being called by a first name, a last name, and a nickname at various points in the story. So I decided to see if I could offer a bit of assistance when it came to Sons and Brothers.


  Nicknames are often far from reasonable. Calling a William Will makes sense, but Peggy for Margaret? Jack for John? Pancho for Francisco? In Bern, men’s nicknames tend to end in “u,” women’s in “i,” “e,” or “a,” and there is often a change in the sound of the main vowel.


  Below, I’ve listed in alphabetical order by last name all the characters in Sons and Brothers who are referred to by their first name and a nickname, and also the characters who are simply called by some version of their name throughout the book.


  Assume these names are pronounced so that a = ah, e = eh, i = Tina, o = roll, and u = moon.


  
    
      
        	
          Name

        

        	
          Nickname or First Name

        
      

    

    
      
        	
          Amsler, Jakob

        

        	
          Köbi (ö = like the “i” in “bird” with no “r” sound)

        
      


      
        	
          Arm, Arnold

        

        	
          Noldi

        
      


      
        	
          Balmer, Hansruedi

        

        	
          Hansruedi may be short for Hans- Rudolf or be a name in itself

        
      


      
        	
          Beck, Peter

        

        	
          Pesche

        
      


      
        	
          Brand, Isabelle

        

        	
          Isa

        
      


      
        	
          Brand, Lukas

        

        	
          Lüku (ü = a French “u,” with very pursed lips)

        
      


      
        	
          Brand, Ueli

        

        	
          Ueli is his full first name, but it can be short for Ulrich

        
      


      
        	
          Donatelli, Fränzi

        

        	
          Fränzi’s real name is Franziska (ä = the “a” in “France”)

        
      


      
        	
          Donatelli, Renzo

        

        	
          Renzo is a nickname for Lorenzo

        
      


      
        	
          Emmi

        

        	
          Emmi is a nickname for Emma

        
      


      
        	
          Franz

        

        	
          Fränzu

        
      


      
        	
          Gurtner, Charlotte

        

        	
          Lotti

        
      


      
        	
          Gurtner, Johann Karl

        

        	
          Hannes or Karli (many other nicknames are possible)

        
      


      
        	
          Gurtner, Markus

        

        	
          Märku

        
      


      
        	
          Gurtner, Patrick

        

        	
          Pädu

        
      


      
        	
          Gurtner, Philipp

        

        	
          Fippu

        
      


      
        	
          Katharina

        

        	
          Käthi

        
      


      
        	
          Linder, Giuliana

        

        	
          Giule

        
      


      
        	
          Linder, Paolo

        

        	
          Giuliana sometimes calls her brother Lolo

        
      


      
        	
          Michael

        

        	
          Michu (the “ch” is said deep in the throat)

        
      


      
        	
          Rieder, Brigitte

        

        	
          Bri

        
      


      
        	
          Rieder, Heinz

        

        	
          Hene

        
      


      
        	
          Rossel, Toni

        

        	
          Toni’s full name is Antoine

        
      


      
        	
          Sämu

        

        	
          short for Samuel

        
      


      
        	
          Stettler, Ändu

        

        	
          short for Andreas (so is Res)

        
      


      
        	
          Stettler, Heidi

        

        	
          Here, short for Adelheid, although Heidi can be a first name

        
      


      
        	
          Thomas

        

        	
          Tömu

        
      

    
  


  Men of any age sometimes call each other Alter, which means “old man.”
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  Before


  Bern’s Mattenhof neighborhood in October, over a year before


  Johann Karl Gurtner’s death


  Markus Gurtner had taken photographs in many homes since he’d started the portraiture assignment: seventeen pictures were finished, with only six to go. This living room was one of the most attractive he’d been in, free of the dark wood paneling, squatting sofas, and massive sideboards that so many of his elderly subjects favored. Here, instead, were pale-green paint, olive-and-white striped curtains framing glass doors that opened onto a balcony, and scattered armchairs that weren’t too heavy to be moved.


  He’d just turned his own chair to face the subject of his next portrait, Jakob Amsler, a giant of a man who sat upright and silent, an unlikely moment of autumn sun lighting his lined face and bringing out his dark-blue eyes. To Markus, the man seemed neither nervous about the photography session nor eager for it. He was simply ready for whatever came next.


  “I know the sponsors have already had you talking for hours,” Markus began, “but I’ve only read the summaries. So, before we get started, do you mind a couple of questions? At sixty-nine, you’re one of the youngest people I’m working with. Where did you grow up? Before you were taken away, I mean.”


  Amsler nodded and leaned forward, clasping his huge hands and resting them on one thigh. “I was born here in the city and grew up on Altenbergstrasse.”


  Markus knew the neighborhood along the river. “Lots of brothers and sisters?” he asked.


  “I was the second of six children when the social worker took me, but my mother might have had more kids afterward. I wouldn’t be surprised.”


  Markus had been listening to these stories for weeks now: one child after another wrenched away from parents judged neglectful or immoral. Sometimes it had been the parents themselves who hadn’t been able to cope and sent their kids away to work. Each new recital of facts gave Markus access to the secrets that had shaped his subjects’ wrinkled faces and hunched bodies. “Who were your parents?” he asked.


  Amsler’s face was set, his voice hard. “My younger sister Anna and I had the same father, our mother’s husband. The other children had other fathers. After mine left, when I was four, my mother started to drink. She wasn’t exactly a whore”—Markus’s breath caught, momentarily, at the word—“because she wasn’t organized enough. She just drank and slept with men, and some of them must have given her money, because we didn’t starve.” He laughed, a dark sound. “I’m probably the only Swiss contract child alive who agrees with the officials—my mother was unfit to raise us. Unfortunately, their solution was worse than the problem.”


  Markus considered the many emotions—sadness, acceptance, selfpity, rage—that he’d heard from other Verdingkinder. Detachment like this was new to him.


  He continued to probe. “They sent you to work on a farm in the Emmental when you were nine, yet by sixteen you were apprenticed at Bern’s biggest telecom firm. You became an engineer. It’s—impressive. Most Verdingkinder never managed to get any proper training at all.” He spoke in admiration; too late, he heard another possible interpretation of his words: What have you got to complain about?


  Amsler rose abruptly and walked to the balcony doors, which he opened wide. For a moment he stood with his back to the room. Beyond him, Markus saw the turbulent autumn sky and the neighborhood’s cluster of low-rise apartment buildings. Cold air rushed in, and Amsler seemed to lean into the wind before closing the doors.


  He turned to face Markus, his enormous frame almost obscuring the view. “Yes, I’ve been lucky beyond anything I deserved.”


  The smile that should have accompanied these words was absent, and Markus longed to capture the bleakness of the old man’s expression as he spoke of luck. God, how would he ever get Amsler to look that way again, once he had his lighting set up? Maybe he ought to forgo this chat and get straight to photographing.


  As Markus started to suggest this, Amsler’s face transformed. The grim lines around his mouth vanished, and he smiled. “I hear my wife. She’s home early from school—she’s a teacher.” He started toward the front door, as if welcoming his wife home from work was a daily highlight. Perhaps it was. “Now you’ll see how truly lucky I am.”


  Markus heard their voices in the hall, and Amsler returned with a white-haired woman at his side, as straight-backed and strong looking as he was. She was tall, too, though still small next to her husband.


  Markus stood, and she moved forward, hand outstretched, as Amsler said, “This is Renata Lanz, my wife.”


  So she uses her own last name, Markus thought. Not so common at her age. “I’m glad to meet you, Frau Lanz,” he said.


  She shook hands with vigor, but her eyes held more curiosity than warmth. “Thank you, Herr Gurtner. Don’t worry, I won’t get in your way. It’s painful for me to hear about Jakob’s childhood in Heidmatt, even after all these years.”


  “Heidmatt? On the Emme?” Markus turned to Amsler. “You were a Verdingbueb in Heidmatt? The village on my list is—” He pulled a sheet of paper out of his back pocket, unfolded it, and read, “Schönenbach.”


  “Oh, Schönenbach’s no village, just a clump of farmhouses,” Amsler told him with a shrug. “It’s part of Heidmatt.”


  “But my father was born in Heidmatt. He grew up there.” Markus heard himself grow louder in his excitement.


  Amsler nodded. “I know,” he said. “Karli Gurtner, the boy in the castle.”


  So Amsler had done his own research—Markus felt the strange, almost dizzying sensation of the lens turned back on himself, for once. “Yes, I suppose that’s right. Aunt Lotti’s castle,” Markus echoed. “Did you . . . did you ever meet my father?”


  “We were in the same class for several years,” Amsler answered.


  Apart from his grandparents and aunts, Markus had never met anyone who’d known his old man as a child. He tried to imagine him as a schoolboy, playing with other children. “A friend of my father’s,” he breathed.


  Renata Lanz, still standing at her husband’s side, gave a small snort. Then she touched Markus’s arm, as if to make up for her derision. “I’m off to put the groceries away,” she said. “Let me know if you need anything.”


  What he needed was to speak—to let the questions about his father pour out of him. Instead, he had a portrait to produce.


  Swallowing his curiosity, he began to discuss the practical aspects of setting up the shots. Perhaps later they would have more time to talk.
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  At the Dählhölzli park, Bern, Monday,


  November 23, 5:12 p.m.


  She’d been answering 117 for almost two years now. She’d managed giggling teenagers trying to send cops to nonexistent addresses, drunk men whispering obscenities, crazies babbling about neighbors trying to poison them, lonely folks just calling to chat. She’d learned to handle all of that, not to mention all the people who misused the emergency number to complain about a speeding ticket. But mostly, she dealt with panic.


  This call was one of those. The person on the other end of the line was so out of breath that at first he—it sounded like a man—couldn’t say a word. He gasped for air in shaky moans and panted it out again; it was hard to tell if he were hyperventilating or simply exhausted.


  “This is the Emergency Service,” she repeated. “Breathe as deeply as you can. Long breaths, now. In through the nose, out through the mouth. That’s right. Can you manage to tell me your name?”


  As she waited, she checked where the call was coming from: a landline at the Dählhölzli restaurant by the river. It was only five-fifteen, early for dinner guests, but . . .


  The man spoke at last, and his words flowed together. “Listen. I need you to send rescuers to Dählhölzli, near the restaurant. Now, right now. A man’s drowning in the Aare. I tried to get him out, but I couldn’t see . . . God, I’m sorry. I’m afraid the guy is . . . You’ve got to hurry.”


  “I will, but first I need your na—” She’d already shifted into action as she registered a sound she hadn’t heard for a long time: the old-fashioned click of a receiver being replaced in a holder. Then she thought about nothing beyond making sure that six of the nearest uniformed police were on their way, along with an ambulance. If they needed more rescue personnel and divers, someone would let her know.


  A picture formed in her head as she worked: a man struggling weakly against the racing black waters of the river, on a rainy night in temperatures just above freezing. Then the phone rang again.


  “Emergency Service,” she recited. The drowning man dropped from her mind.
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  Dählhölzli,


  Monday,November 23, 8:30 p.m.


  The footbridge over the Aare River was slick in the heavy rain, but Renzo Donatelli sprinted it anyway. It might only shave seconds off the time his colleagues had to wait around getting soaked, but Renzo hadn’t been a Fahnder so long that he’d forgotten what it was like to be a uniformed cop, standing guard at a crime scene in a downpour. If it was a crime scene. That’s what he was here to decide.


  The tent over the body was lit from inside, and as he got closer Renzo could make out the heavyset form of Michael Graber. It was Michael’s partner Fritz who had called Renzo; Fritz must be taking a break somewhere dry. On a night like this, it didn’t make much sense to have two men standing guard against the occasional conscientious dog walker or poncho-draped bike rider.


  “Ciao, Michu,” yelled Renzo over the roar of rain and river. “Is there room for us in the tent?” Michael scattered drops from his hood as he shook his head, so Renzo opened his umbrella over both of them. “Okay. You found the body on the bank here, couldn’t resuscitate, and called the doc. She reckons he was thrown in—is that right?”


  Under the shelter of the umbrella, Michael tucked his flashlight under one arm and pulled a pack of tissues out of his j acket pocket. He extracted one with wet hands, giving the limp bit of paper a disgusted look before blowing his nose. “I asked the doctor to wait for you, but . . .” He rolled his eyes.


  Renzo also wished she could’ve hung around to brief him herself, but in this weather . . . “It’s okay. What am I looking for?”


  “It’s pretty clear,” Michael said. “Swollen knuckles and a bruised eye, for a start.”


  “So, there was a bit of a punch-up.” Renzo shifted, glad his boots were keeping his feet dry. So far.


  “Yeah, plus scraped shins and fingermarks on one shoulder. Welts on the wrists, too.”


  “From rope?” Renzo asked. That would be a macabre development.


  “No, no; just someone holding his wrists tightly. That stuff’s nothing compared to the head wound, though—it was obviously a hell of a bang.” Michael put one hand up to his own hooded head as he said this and rubbed his crown, wincing in sympathy. “Guess he could’ve hit a rock when he went into the river.”


  Renzo knew how stony the steep banks of the Aare were. “Any idea yet where that happened?”


  “Nope,” said the other man, gesturing with his flashlight as if to remind Renzo what the weather was like. “When we got here around five-thirty it was already dark and pissing down.”


  They both turned and looked at the Aare, which was a roiling mass of black barely broken by the flashlight’s pathetic beam. “I’ve only seen the river this high a couple of times before,” said Michael, “not counting those floods when people were boating down Gerberngasse.”


  “It’s amazing you managed to find the corpse at all in this rain,” said Renzo, reaching for the tent flap. Then he lowered it again. He wanted to form his own opinions about the dead man, but not yet. First, he asked, “Do we know who he is?”


  “Johann Karl Gurtner, a seventy-two-year-old doctor at the Insel Hospital. His ID was in his wallet, along with plenty of money, so this wasn’t a mugging. He isn’t wearing a watch, though, which for a guy his age is—”


  Renzo interrupted. “An elderly doctor got into a fight walking along the Aare?”


  Michael laughed. “Hard to imagine, huh? So, shall I call now, while you’re having a look, and tell them we’re ready for a pick-up?”


  “Go ahead,” said Renzo. “You and Fritz and the doc took photos before you messed with him, right?” Michael nodded, and Renzo passed him the umbrella, ducking through the tent opening.


  As he crawled into the shelter, he was already planning for the long night ahead. He’d have to make sure the paths on both sides of the river were blocked off and that a team was ready at first light to search the banks for the spot where the man—or the body, if he was already dead by then—had gone into the Aare. They’d need forensics, plus a team on door-to-door inquiries, and . . . . One thing at a time, he told himself, and focused on the corpse.


  The body lay face up in only underpants on a sheet of bright yellow plastic, its sodden clothes beside it in a large sealed bag. The shoes appeared to be missing. Renzo’s lips tightened at the sight of the narrow, vulnerable-looking feet, before his eyes moved to take in the whole man. Experience told him that the doctor must have been at least six feet tall and quite broad chested for a seventy-two-year-old, but his half-naked corpse looked small and fragile.


  Renzo fished a pair of latex gloves from his jacket pocket and wrestled his damp hands into them. Then he crouched by the body and gently lifted and turned the legs, arms, hands, and torso to study their bruises and scratches. Bent over the face, he noted the puffy flesh around one eye, then took the head in both hands, feeling the place where the skull bone gave way and pierced the brain. Finally, he laid the head down.


  Who had this doctor been? Given his age and job, he was a man who’d spent the last four decades of his life working to keep other people’s hearts beating. Given his wedding ring, he probably had a wife and children and grandchildren. And, given his wounds, he was almost certainly the victim of a hateful crime. A man, Renzo concluded, whose death he’d be only too glad to devote as many hours as necessary to investigating.


  He crawled out of the tent and stood, stretching his back.


  “Pick-up is on the way,” Michael said, passing the umbrella back to Renzo as he fumbled with his flashlight. “Straight to the institute for a full post-mortem, right?”


  “Yep,” Renzo confirmed. “I’m going to phone this in to homicide from here. Go find Fritz wherever he’s taking shelter and dry out a bit with him. Just come back when you hear the siren.”


  “Thanks, Renzo.” Michael threw the words over his shoulder as he jogged away down the path to the bridge. Renzo reached for his phone to call Erwin.
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  Bern’s Kirchenfeld neighborhood,


  Monday night, November 23


  Giuliana had claimed the entire sofa and lay with her back propped against the armrest and her laptop on her stomach, rereading interview transcripts for an upcoming trial. She glanced away from her screen at Ueli, who was sprawled in an armchair across from her, feet on the coffee table, also staring at his laptop. He was doing background research for a new article; something about an architect who designed low-energy buildings. She hoped his reading material was more interesting than hers: of course she wanted the man she’d arrested for killing his ex-wife to be put away for a long time, but after so many months of trial prep, she’d grown bored with the details.


  She’d just decided that she’d earned a mug of tea when her mobile rang, and she leaned precariously forward to grab it off the coffee table. When she saw who was calling, she said, “Hey, Renzo. Don’t tell me you’ve been out in this rain. What’s up?”


  “I’m wrecking your quiet evening. I’ve just given Erwin a body, and he asked me to fill you in.”


  “Hang on.” She headed to the kitchen, which still smelled like the chicken-and-mushroom casserole they’d had for supper. She took paper and pen from the cookbook shelf and sat at the round kitchen table. “Okay,” she said.


  Taking notes, she noticed again how skilled Renzo was at summarizing what she needed to know. That wasn’t the only reason she loved working with him, of course, but . . .


  “Sorry, I missed that. Something about scratches?”


  “Yeah, on his left hand, like a metal strap was torn off in a hurry, so we need to check if he wore a watch. Mobile’s also missing. But not his wallet, and he had over three hundred francs in it.”


  “What about the call to Emergency?”


  “A male voice. Believe it or not, there’s still a pay phone on the wall outside the zoo restaurant, and that’s what he used. But no one was there when the cops arrived. A rescue pole from one of those stands along the Aare was lying on the bank. But that was it.”


  “Odd,” Giuliana said. She tucked the phone under her chin as she filled the kettle and reached for the jar of ginger tea. “What about the family?”


  “The wife called just after eight to report her husband missing, four hours after he went out to walk the dog. By then the body was already on its way to the examiner. She and the son were informed an hour ago, but Erwin hasn’t had a chance to interview them. He’d like you to meet him at the institute, but before that . . .”


  She turned off the kettle, realizing there was no point making tea. “He wants me to talk to the widow and son.”


  “Exactly. They live about ten minutes from your place. Nicole Gurtner at Frikartweg thirty-two. That’s in the Elfenau. Son’s Philipp, eighteen. There are two older sons, too, by an ex-wife, plus a daughterin-law and some grandkids.”


  She bent over the table to scribble the names and address. “You said this heart surgeon, Johann Karl Gurtner”—she read the full name out to be sure she had it right—“was walking his dog. Anyone find it?”


  “No dog so far. Dead or alive.”


  “Anything else?”


  “Yeah, something important. The boy and his mother still think Gurtner’s death was an accident. So, Erwin would like you to break the news.”


  “Good,” said Giuliana.


  She was already planning her approach when Renzo said, “Good luck. And—great to be working with you on this.”


  “Yeah. Same for me,” she said and paused too long before hurrying to add, “Hope your Aare search goes well. Bye.” She hung up and stood for a moment staring at the phone, her other hand pressed to her cheek.


  Then she went into high gear, changing her jeans and oversized sweater for tailored black trousers, a light-gray blazer, and a white blouse, brushing her hair and putting the heavy mass of curls into a loose knot at the back of her neck. She stared out of the bedroom window at the sheets of rain falling in the arc of light from the streetlamp. Shit. They’d had a week of this icy rain now. When was it going to snow?


  Back in the living room, she perched on the arm of Ueli’s chair and put a hand on his shoulder.


  “Oh, no,” he groaned as he took in her change of clothes. “Don’t tell me you have to go back out into this weather.”


  She shrugged. “There’s a drowned man; looks like he was beaten up. Erwin’s in charge, but I’m on the roster as second detective. Sounds interesting. I’ll probably be out for the rest of the night. Depending on how things go, I might not make it home until tomorrow evening. You going to be okay?”


  They both knew what that meant: can you get the kids up and out the door, make sure they eat all their meals, and check on any afterschool appointments? At least Isabelle was sixteen now. She was pretty good at looking after herself, and not bad at helping to supervise her brother, Lukas.


  Ueli frowned. “I’ve got a ton of writing to do.” She waited, even though she needed to call the widow, until he looked up at her and smiled. “It’ll be fine. I have two interviews scheduled for tomorrow, but they’re while Lukas is at school. We’ll work it out.”


  “Thanks, love. Sorry to mess you around again.” She kissed him and he stroked her cheek; then she moved to the sofa to pull on her boots.


  Ueli glanced over at her and asked, “Who’s dead?”


  “A heart surgeon.” Her laptop was right next to her; transferring it to her knees, she looked up her victim. He was a big deal, according to the first article she found—a professor at the University of Bern medical school who’d been recognized with some kind of Swiss-wide award for his work as a surgeon. Also an active member of one of the city’s trade guilds. She assumed he’d bought himself into the guild system, until she noticed toward the end of the article that his mother had been a von Eichwil. That meant he belonged to the closest thing Switzerland had to an aristocracy. And he was over seventy. How the hell had someone like that managed to get himself socked in the eye?


  “I’m guessing inheritance,” she said. “Sounds like he might have had a stack of money.”


  The rain was easing off as she left the apartment. The light from the streetlamps was muted by mist, with the temperature hovering around freezing. Shivering despite her thick wool coat and scarf, Giuliana got into her car and typed Nicole Gurtner’s address into her GPS. Then, before she backed out, she called the woman’s landline. It rang for a long time, and she hoped the bereaved mother and son hadn’t fallen asleep.


  “Gurtner.” The voice was as deep as a man’s, but . . .


  “Is this Philipp?” she asked. Correct procedure required her to call eighteen-year-olds “Herr” or “Frau,” but she didn’t think the boy needed formality right now.


  He gave a “Yes” that sounded half-strangled.


  “Philipp, this is Giuliana Linder with the police. I’m sorry to bother you so late, but I have some questions that I’d like to ask you and your mother in person. Is she awake?”


  She heard nothing for a minute or so, and she began to wonder if he’d just abandoned the call. Then he was back. “She says you should come over.”


  “I’ll be there in a few minutes,” said Giuliana and started the car.


  Despite her eagerness to learn more about the dead man, she drove slowly on the icy roads, wondering about the scratches on the victim’s arm suggesting that his watch had been torn off. Could it have fallen off in the river? What about the emergency caller? Suppose the surgeon had turned on the slick path to get away from someone trying to rob him, then slipped and fallen into the river. A mugger with a conscience might have called for help and then run.


  Her mind drifted to Renzo. She’d had breakfast with him just that morning: Monday at six-thirty, their current weekly gym date, when they’d chat about cases over coffee and croissants. A once-a-week workout for her; an almost-daily routine for him. That morning he’d tried something new. She could see him, a heavy dumbbell gripped in both hands, slowly raising and lowering his upper body on the unfamiliar machine, his light-brown hair darkened by sweat, his skin gleaming. She hadn’t been able to stop watching him.


  She let go of the image as the GPS identified Gurtner’s house, its ground floor lit up. It was a three-story villa in one of Bern’s poshest neighborhoods, which made sense for a medical school professor who was also a von Eichwil. She walked through a gate set into the tall boxwood hedge, along a path edged by two rows of carefully shaped box plants, and up three steps to the front door. In the faint light of the streetlamps, Giuliana noted the elegance of the small front garden. The Gurtner family’s wealth seemed tastefully displayed, but the signs were there. And money was always a strong motive for murder.


  Giuliana rang the bell. The door was opened almost immediately by a tall blonde woman of about fifty who would have been attractive if her face hadn’t been puffy and blotched. She stood back to let Giuliana in: a slim figure dark against the cream-colored walls in the hall. Her silky T-shirt and black trousers were stylish but muted.


  “Frau Linder,” the widow said, her voice tight with control. “Please come in.” Giuliana hadn’t expected the woman to remember her name. That told her a lot. Here was someone who scribbled down details and made a point of recalling them; her system worked even when she was stunned by grief. Giuliana filed this away for future consideration.


  Giuliana walked through into what turned out to be a sleek living/ dining/kitchen area that took up most of the ground floor. A figure was slumped at the granite-topped kitchen table.


  “Philipp,” came Nicole’s voice from behind her, and the teenager straightened slightly. “Frau Linder is here to ask us some questions.”


  Was there something cautionary in her tone? Giuliana wasn’t sure, but she remained alert to every nuance she could take in.


  The teenager stood, then stared down at her through shaggy darkblond hair, mouth tight, and said nothing.


  “I’m so sorry for your loss,” Giuliana told him, and he took the hand she offered without meeting her eyes. Adding, “My condolences to you, too, Frau Gurtner,” she turned to Nicole and saw that the woman’s self-command had drained away; she stood by the table swaying. Moving quickly, Giuliana took her by the arm, maneuvered her to one of the chrome-and-black chairs at the table and more or less pushed her into it.


  Nicole clutched her arms around herself, shivering.


  Giuliana turned to her son. “Philipp, could you get your mother a sweater?” The boy nodded and went upstairs, and Giuliana said to Nicole, “Let me make you a warm drink. Do you need something to eat as well?”


  Nicole looked at her with round eyes, as if only just realizing that she had a guest. “No, please, I should . . .” she began.


  Giuliana cut in. “Did you eat dinner?” Nicole nodded. “Then what about some tea with milk?” A pause was followed by another nod, so Giuliana filled the lemon-yellow kettle and took it to the huge gas stove. She set it on a burner and opened the cabinet over the sink where, sure enough, she found cups. She lined up three yellow-and-white patterned mugs by the stove, located a flowered cannister half full of tea bags, and was getting spoons out of a drawer when Nicole said, “I’m trying to focus on Hannes, and all I can think about is the funeral. What kind of wife is already working on the guest list for her husband’s funeral two hours after she hears of his death?”


  “Someone who uses work to distract herself from grief,” Giuliana answered, while registering that Nicole had called her husband by the nickname Hannes. She leaned back on the countertop, waiting for the kettle’s whistle. Not a sign of that evening’s dinner remained in the neat kitchen. “You’re obviously organized, and planning helps you stay calm.” She smiled at Nicole. “Don’t feel bad about something so normal.”


  Philipp returned and put an oversized black hoodie around his mother’s shoulders; it stank of stale cigarette smoke, but she didn’t seem to notice. She smiled up at the boy and squeezed his hand.


  Giuliana put the three mugs of tea on the table along with a carton of milk and a sugar bowl, then got her notepad and pen out of her bag, and sat down at last. “Frau Gurtner, how long was your husband missing before you called the police?”


  “I got home from work at six, and he’d taken the dog for a walk. He usually does . . . did that on Mondays around four and was back by five-thirty at the latest. I just thought he’d run into a friend and was having a drink. At seven I called to see if he’d be home for dinner, and there was one of those messages saying he wasn’t available.” Nicole was turning the sugar bowl lid round and round in her hands, her forehead wrinkled in concentration, as though even remembering what she had done a few hours earlier was an effort. “So, I started making calls to the older kids, then his hospital colleagues, some of his friends. And finally the police. I knew they’d think I was overreacting, but I wanted them to check the hospitals. An hour or so later, we heard he’d fallen in the Aare.”


  “And you, Philipp? Where were you all day, and when did you get home?”


  The boy met her eyes at last, and she realized she hadn’t heard him speak since she’d arrived. His voice, when he answered her, was a mutter. “I was in class until about four, when I biked over to a friend’s house. We hung out for a while. I got home a little after Mam, maybe six-fifteen.”


  “Okay.” She gave him an encouraging smile. “Your school?”


  “Kirchenfeld,” he answered. It was the same Gymnasium her daughter Isabelle attended.


  Before Giuliana could ask another question, Nicole said, “I’d like to see my husband’s body tonight. Can you drive me to . . . wherever he is? Please.”


  “Have you found Polo?” Philipp snapped. Then his cheeks reddened, and he lowered his voice. “He’s a long-haired dachshund, black and tan, and he’s old.” He gave her a look from under his hair that was almost pleading. He was just a kid, she reminded herself, his dad was dead, and he needed his dog.


  “I’m afraid not. But the patrols have been told to keep an eye out, and I’ll pass on his description.”


  “What about seeing my husband?” Nicole asked, and Giuliana knew the time had come to tell them the truth.


  “That should be possible,” she told the widow, then glanced over to be sure Philipp was listening. “But before I set it up, I need to explain: the police don’t think your husband’s death was an accident. It looks like he was in a fight before he went into the river.”


  She was about to mention the head wound when Philipp interrupted. “What? That can’t . . .” He broke off, rested his forehead on the table, and covered his head with his arms. His mother moved her chair closer to his and embraced him, murmuring, her head bent over his.


  Giuliana was torn between sympathy for Nicole and Philipp’s grief, and frustration at not being able to see their faces or hear what Nicole was saying. Before Philipp had put his head down, she’d seen shock in both their expressions. But was it shock at the violence—or shock that the evidence of it had already been discovered?


  Either way, Erwin was waiting; she had to hurry things along. “I need to ask both of you if you can think of anyone who might have been angry enough with Herr Doktor Gurtner to want to hurt him.”


  Philipp didn’t raise his head from the table. His mother turned her face to Giuliana, eyes distant. After a moment, she shook her head. “There’s no one. Maybe at the hospital, but . . . My husband is . . . was . . . an outstanding surgeon. He could be demanding at times, I know, but they all respected him. That’s why he stayed on part-time, even after retirement. I can’t believe anyone would . . .”


  Without warning, Philipp scraped his chair back and left the kitchen. Nicole stared after him, then got up. “Sorry,” she murmured, as she went after him.


  Damn. Giuliana was running out of time, and she’d barely begun to question the most obvious suspect: a wife who was over twenty years younger than her husband and very attractive. She still needed to find out where Nicole worked, so they could check what time she’d left that afternoon. She burned to know if Gurtner had really had as much money as she suspected. If he’d gambled, if he’d been a drug user, if he was in debt. And she itched to get her hands on Nicole’s phone, to check for signs of another man in her life.


  As if to mock her thoughts, a phone rang, and Giuliana realized she was hearing the landline on the kitchen counter. After a moment of hesitation, she got up to answer it.


  “Linder at the Gurtners’.”


  “Bitte? Who are you?” The voice was high-pitched with tension.


  “Giuliana Linder. And your name, please?” She spoke slowly, trying to project calm.


  “I’m Jagoda Gurtner. Where’s Nicole? Why are you there? Is there more news about my father-in-law’s accident?”


  The wife of one of the two older sons. Giuliana hated to tell her by phone that the surgeon’s death was no accident, but if she didn’t do it now, Jagoda would hear the news from Nicole. She explained.


  “He was pushed into the Aare? How could . . .? Do you . . . do you know who did it?”


  Giuliana went over the basic facts, and asked a few questions. She learned that Jagoda was married to the oldest son, Patrick, aged thirtyseven. They had two small daughters. Gurtner’s other son, Patrick’s thirty-five-year-old brother Markus, was single, and Jagoda thought he lived alone. The emphasis in her sentence suggested that Jagoda was either unsure about, or unhappy about, Markus’s relationship situation. Giuliana wondered which it was.


  “I need to tell my husband,” Jagoda said, “so he can call his mother.” She drew a deep breath, and added shakily, “It must have been a robbery. Oh, God.” Her voice broke on a sob. “I wish . . .”


  When someone died, people always said, “I wish.” They wished they had seen the person more recently, called more often, shared a secret, asked important questions, expressed love and gratitude more openly. Guilt, recriminations, regrets: they were as much a part of death as grief.


  “I’ll tell Nicole you called” was all Giuliana said.


  Jagoda mumbled something and hung up; only after Giuliana had run the sounds over in her head a few times did she decipher the words, “Give Fippu my love.”


  Fippu: it was a common nickname for Philipp. Giuliana added what she’d learned about Gurtner’s older children to her spiral pad, noting that Patrick and Jagoda were clearly close to Gurtner’s second family. Then she checked her watch: eleven-forty and Erwin was still waiting for her to check in.


  She was debating whether to go looking for Nicole and Philipp when the widow returned to the kitchen and stood, hunched, by the counter. Her face was drawn and blotchy, but she seemed less shaky. Philipp’s black hoodie was gone; Nicole had put a long camel-colored cardigan over her black silk shirt, and she was hugging it closed around her waist. “Who was on the phone?” she asked.


  “Your daughter-in-law,” Giuliana answered and summarized the call.


  Nicole nodded. “I already asked her and Patrick to help with the funeral. Thank God we’ll be able to do it together.” She took a deep breath and smoothed down her cardigan. “When can we go?”


  “I just have a couple more things to ask you. Let’s sit.” They went back to the table, and Giuliana took a gulp of cooling tea before asking, “Do you know if your husband had on a watch when he went out with the dog? If so, what did it look like?”


  “Well, I can’t be completely sure, since I was at work, but he always wore the same watch, an Audemars Piguet that his mother gave him when he graduated from medical school. It’s platinum, with a metal band, and the face is black. Why?”


  “It looks like it may have been stolen,” Giuliana answered.


  Nicole lifted a hand to her mouth. A sob worked its way through her fingers, but she made a fist and pressed it against her lips. “What else?”


  “I need a recent photo of your husband.”


  Nicole went into the adjacent living-room area and brought back a terracotta-colored handbag. She found her mobile and scrolled for a while, then passed Giuliana the phone, with fresh tears in her eyes. “Will this one do?”


  Giuliana studied the picture, which showed the upper body of a white-haired man in a polo shirt, smiling expansively into the camera. His eyes were blue, his chin strong, and his neck and arm muscles well defined. A suspicion of jowls blurred his throat, and Giuliana thought she saw something in his smile—an overdose of self-satisfaction, perhaps? Still, all in all, he was a handsome man who looked at least ten years younger than his age.


  “That’s perfect.” Giuliana got a card from her jacket pocket and wrote her cell number on it. “If you could send it there . . . and then tell me about your job.”


  Nicole forwarded the photo before saying, “I work three days a week as an assistant in a doctors’ office; I’ll give you the website.”


  Giuliana passed her notepad over and watched Nicole write. Of course, an alibi provided by a busy doctor might not be airtight. Everything Nicole and Philipp had said about that afternoon and evening would have to be checked. The house would be searched, too— although at this point it was hard to know what they should look for.


  “That’s enough for now,” she said when Nicole passed the notepad back. “Why don’t you get ready while I call ahead?”


  Despite having said she wanted to get going, Nicole rose slowly, and Giuliana watched how she crept up the stairs, clinging to the banister.


  As soon as Nicole was out of sight, Giuliana moved into the small utility room off the kitchen and called Erwin.


  “What the hell’s going on?” he barked. “I thought you were meeting me here.”


  “You asked me to interview the wife and son first, remember? I’ll be there in another twenty minutes, and I’m bringing the wife to see the body.”


  “Shit! Can’t that wait?”


  “Let her get it over with,” Giuliana said. It’s her right, she felt like adding, and, besides, it was a kindness.


  “If you say so. I’ll tell the folks here to make sure his brains aren’t hanging out.”


  That was Erwin. Giuliana rolled her eyes despite her fondness for him. “I’ll be there as fast as I can.”


  She walked back into the kitchen to find Philipp leaning against the table, fingers in his pockets and thumbs hooked through his belt loops. “I’m coming with you to . . . where my father is,” he said. His voice sounded tough, but his eyes were fearful.


  “I think your mother would appreciate that,” Giuliana said. “We’re going to the Institute of Forensic Medicine. It’s across the street from the Inselspital”


  “Have they . . . cut him up?” His voice was barely more than a whisper.


  “A specialist will need to examine the body so we can get more information about how he died, but that hasn’t happened yet.” She spoke gently. “It’s not the signs of violence you need to prepare yourself for. It’s that—well, he might not look like himself. A corpse seems . . . empty. The face you know by heart looks strange. You may not even recognize him at first. Don’t feel bad if that happens. It’s common.”


  Philipp nodded and looked quickly away.


  He went into the entrance hall, as Nicole came downstairs. Whatever she’d done to her face and hair, she looked less ravaged.


  “I’m ready,” she said.


  Five minutes later, Giuliana was driving the three of them through a fresh outbreak of sleet toward the Monbijou Bridge. Beside her, in the front, Nicole was lost in her own thoughts; in the backseat Philipp was shifting his long legs around, trying to get comfortable.


  The dark silence of the car ought to give Giuliana a chance to ask Nicole more questions. Having checked her brakes and felt no skidding, she pushed driving to the back of her mind and said, “Tell me about your husband.”


  At first Nicole said nothing, and Giuliana thought she wouldn’t answer. Then she began to talk. Her voice had a storytelling lilt to it, as if she were submerged in her own words and her own world.


  “Everyone looks up to Hannes. Dinner parties, conferences, presentations—they’re effortless for him. When I met him, he was surrounded by smiling people, like a magnet that had drawn them together. I was drawn to him, too.”


  Unfortunately he was married and had two children, thought Giuliana, and then chided herself: she didn’t know that for sure; maybe he’d already separated from his first wife.


  They were driving around a traffic circle that was usually a battleground for trams, buses, and cars; at this hour, it was silent and empty. “How old were you when you met him?”


  “I was thirty-one and he was forty-nine, still with his first wife, Kathrin. When she found out three years later that Hannes and I were having an affair, she divorced him. Otherwise, I’m not sure he’d ever have left her. I mean, he seemed perfectly content to juggle a wife and a girlfriend indefinitely.” A trace of bitter humor crept into her voice.


  Giuliana glanced in her rearview mirror at Philipp’s wide eyes. She bet he’d never heard his mother talk like this. Still, if Nicole had temporarily forgotten her son’s presence, so much the better. “So, you got married,” Giuliana said.


  “Yes. Afterward, things changed—but that’s normal. Even before we married, I knew that his work was sacred. My father was a doctor. I saw how hard it was for my mother, and still I chose exactly the same life. And Hannes—he grew up in the Emmental with a traditional village GP as a father, who was a god in white. Even at home my fatherin-law was a benevolent dictator.” She paused. “Actually, I’m not sure how benevolent he was. I never knew him.”


  “How did your husband find time to keep in touch with his family . . . the older children, for instance?” Giuliana asked, trying not to interrupt the flow of Nicole’s thoughts.


  “I encouraged those relationships. Once Kathrin and Hannes divorced, I got pregnant with Philipp right away, which Hannes . . .” She broke off and glanced back at Philipp.


  Gurtner had just escaped the responsibilities of a home with kids, and Giuliana doubted whether he would have been overjoyed when his beautiful young wife announced she was pregnant. Yes, she really had been beautiful, Giuliana decided, picturing her twenty years younger, relaxed and sparkling instead of gray with grief.


  Nicole must have decided to plow on, even in front of Philipp, because she resumed her story. “I wanted Philipp to know his brothers, so I told Hannes I was glad to have his kids around. In fact, I often invited them over myself. It was hard at the beginning, with them being rude and repeating inappropriate comments their mother had made. But then Kathrin met a man herself, and things settled down.”


  Giuliana made an encouraging noise; in fact, she was struck by the effort Nicole had made with her stepsons—assuming she wasn’t just trying to make herself sound good.


  Nicole was still talking about Gurtner’s family. “Patrick and Markus were teenagers when I married Hannes, so they were at an age when children start seeing less of their father in any case. Patrick stayed in touch, though, and his little girls brought us all closer again. As for Markus, I . . . well, he was a problem before I came along, and he’s turned out fine. At least, I . . . I think so.” Her voice trailed away.


  It was after midnight. Giuliana had been driving deliberately slowly, but they’d be at the institute soon. Then Nicole would see her husband’s body, and the full reality of his death would descend upon her.


  “What about your husband’s medical colleagues?” she asked, deciding that this was not the right moment to ask more about the son named Markus who only might be fine.


  Nicole sighed. Whatever impulse had made her pour out her feelings seemed to be over, and she looked drained. Then she straightened in her seat and spoke again. Now she sounded dutiful, not eager, and she used the past tense.


  “Hannes was senior heart surgeon at the university hospital, so he had a lot of people under him. And even the ones who didn’t report to him directly—anesthesiologists and lung specialists and all the rest— were mostly younger than he was.”


  Giuliana took her eyes off the road long enough to meet Nicole’s eyes and nod. “So, he was the boss.”


  “Exactly.” Nicole looked relieved as she shifted back to staring through the windshield. “He was in charge of all the major heart operations, and he expected staff to do things the way he wanted them done. Which I think most of them did. He’d talk about his workday sometimes, and we attended hospital social events, but I can’t say I really knew any of his colleagues. You’ll have to ask them what they thought of him.”


  They were pulling into the parking garage next door to the institute. Talking about her husband had taken Nicole’s mind off what was coming, but now she was afraid—Giuliana could hear it in her shallow breathing as she spoke.


  Giuliana ushered the two of them into the institute’s bleak waiting area, a small glass box off the entrance hall. It had two sofas covered in a rusty tweed that was probably supposed to blend with the maize-colored armchairs but didn’t. The dog-eared magazines on the end tables featured TV personalities and obscure European royals.


  “I know you want to go in to your husband as soon as possible,” she told Nicole, “but I need to leave you here for a moment. I’ll check in with Erwin Sägesser, the detective who’s running the investigation, and be right back.” In fact, she mainly wanted to make sure the body was ready for viewing.


  Nicole looked less lost now, more determined. She had on a red wool coat, and the bright color seemed to lend her fortitude. She nodded briskly, then took a pad and pen out of her purse. “Fippu, I need your help with the death notice,” she said. “We should get something into the newspapers right away. Why don’t we try to come up with a draft to show your brothers before we send it off?”


  Giuliana admired her, the way she engaged her son’s mind to keep it off his fears. She seemed like a loving mother. It sounded like she’d gracefully accepted her other roles over the years, too: active stepmother to two boys who could sometimes hurt her; homemaker and wife to a busy surgeon who was often absent—and all on top of her own job. Nothing about her suggested that she had been looking for a fast way out of her marriage. However, as Giuliana set off to look for Erwin, she reminded herself that Nicole—like the spouse of any homicide victim—was at the top of their list of suspects.


  5


  University of Bern’s Institute of Forensic Medicine,


  Monday night, November 23


  Giuliana followed the sound of Erwin’s voice to one of the institute’s tiny offices. Seeing her in the doorway, he interrupted his phone call to growl, “Finally. Where’s the wife? Let’s get this over with.” Before she could respond, he was booming into the phone again. “I don’t give a fuck if their routine is wrecked by the police barriers. Tell him if any of them mess up our crime site, you’ll arrest them.”


  Giuliana suppressed a sigh and waited until he’d ended his conversation, then held out a hand. “Ciao, Erwin.”


  “Giule.” His hand engulfed hers. “It’s been eight hours since we found that body, and I feel like everyone but me is standing around with his thumb up his ass. So, did the wife kill him?”


  “Too soon to say. She and the son are in the waiting room.” That might cause him to lower his voice. Or not.


  “I’ve talked to the pathologist,” he went on, scratching at the gray stubble on his cheek. Over twenty years earlier, when she’d joined the cops, Erwin had been all muscles and bad jokes, with brains well hidden. Now the brains were more obvious and the jokes less sexist; some of the muscle had turned to fat, but there was still plenty left.


  She broke out of her moment of nostalgia: Erwin was still talking about the pathologist. “She’ll do the complete autopsy tomorrow,” he said, “but we’ve got enough to get started. Right now the dead doc is laid out looking pretty, so push the family in there to see him. Then we can get rid of them and work. I want my first orders for the team in place before I go to bed.”


  It took only ten minutes for mother and son to finish the viewing. Philipp wanted to stay longer and sit with the body, but to Giuliana’s relief, Nicole reminded him they’d have time to do that later. For now, it would be best for them to go home and try to get some sleep.


  “Will you be able to?” Giuliana asked quietly as she walked Nicole out of the main doors and over to the police car that Erwin had managed to rustle up. Philipp trailed behind. “Do you want me to have the policewoman drive you by the emergency room; shall I get a doctor to prescribe you some sleeping pills?”


  Nicole stumbled a little, and Giuliana reached out to steady her.


  “Thanks, but I keep stuff at home for bad nights. We’ll be all right. A lot of arrangements need to be made.” Her face wavered, and she drew a jagged breath. “We’ll be all right,” she repeated.


  Philipp caught up with them at the waiting police car. His eyes were red and swollen from crying, but he looked better, somehow. “I’m going to make flyers about Polo tomorrow and put them around the neighborhood. You’ll keep looking for him, right?”


  “We will. And try not to worry. He may already be at an animal shelter. Or even waiting at home for you.”


  Giuliana had never owned a dog; her knowledge of them stemmed from children’s books. In those stories, dogs always found their way home, even when they had to cover vast distances. Did they do that in real life? She hoped she wasn’t treating Philipp like her own elevenyear-old son.


  She extracted a slightly worn-looking card from her handbag and gave it to the boy, before remembering Nicole already had one. Well, Philipp was a legal adult too. “Until I hear from you, we’ll keep searching.”


  * * *


  Giuliana and Erwin settled down in the now empty waiting room. Erwin dumped himself into the armchair, while Giuliana took off her boots and curled up on a sofa. Then she summarized what she’d learned from Nicole, which wasn’t much to base a homicide investigation on. Finishing her report, she added, “Surely a surgeon has all kinds of opportunities to upset people—fellow doctors, medical students, patients.”


  “Yeah,” said Erwin. He slid deeper into his armchair, hooked one foot under an end table and dragged it forward until he could rest his legs on it, then crossed his arms on his chest. “I’ll follow up with the Insel Hospital’s legal department, ask about complaints. I’ve known some doctors I wouldn’t mind braining with a rock, the puffed-up bastards. Hmm. How else does a man like Gurtner make enemies? I checked online, and he’s a big deal in the Burgergemeinde—active for a while in the central organization and now in his own guild, the Cloth Handlers. Maybe the killer was a fellow burgher.”


  Giuliana nodded. “Yeah, I saw Gurtner was a von Eichwil.” The names of the great founding families of the city were familiar to most Bernese: the von Graffenrieds, von Erlachs, and von Eichwils, among others. She smiled at her colleague. “Now, that would be a vision: one elderly patrician pitching another into the Aare. Because of a sevenhundred-year-old family feud, maybe?”


  “More likely because of a one-year-old embezzlement scheme. Those fuckers must have all sorts of shady deals going on.”


  “Then there’s his immediate family,” Giuliana said. “Why don’t you let Renzo and me divide them up between us? We’ll need interviews with the older sons, and I’d like to talk to the first wife as well.”


  “Good. Renzo’s interviewing talents are wasted with him running the search along the Aare. I’ll get one of the other Fahnder to take that over, so you and he can focus on the Gurtner family. Too bad there’s no daughter for him to wow.”


  Giuliana said nothing but winced inwardly, knowing how Renzo resented jokes about his looks. She and Erwin agreed that Renzo should report to her directly on the case. As Erwin went over his plans for the following day, Giuliana reminded him about Polo.


  “I forgot the mutt,” Erwin admitted. “We’ll tell our investigators to ask about a dachshund on the loose—that’s something people would notice. I’ll make a note to check pawn shops and jewelry stores for the missing watch—and we need to be sure no other valuables were taken from the body. You can ask the family.”


  “What about the one-one-seven call? We should listen to that, see if we get any leads. It’s strange, the caller disappearing. Most people would stick around to be the center of attention. Or at least lend a hand.”


  “Maybe so. The guy must have known the doc was dead, though. I’m not saying it was the caller’s fault. No one in his right mind would have jumped into the Aare in last night’s weather, even to rescue a drowning man.”


  I’ll bet you would have, Giuliana thought.


  “Still,” he went on, “the caller probably felt like he’d fucked up, so he snuck off.”


  Giuliana shook her head. “That call still bothers me.” She stared at a spray of silk flowers in a vase perched next to the sofa; they were so dusty and faded she couldn’t tell what color they’d originally been. “Suppose a biker crashed into the old guy. Or a jogger. Gurtner may have been seventy-two, but he wasn’t frail. I’ll bet he didn’t suffer fools gladly. Say they started to trade insults, got into a fight, and Gurtner fell in the Aare. The other man tried to save him, made the call, and ran away.”


  “It’s possible,” Erwin said. “But the stolen watch doesn’t fit with a jogger. And a thief doesn’t fit with an attempted rescue.”


  They sat in silence. Giuliana suddenly found that she couldn’t think anymore. She tried vainly to hide a yawn behind her hand.


  “It’s two-thirty,” Erwin said. “We’re both beat. I’ll figure out who should take Renzo’s place on the site and get some other stuff rolling, then I’m off to bed. You go home now and we’ll meet tomorrow.”


  She was at the door of the waiting room when Erwin called out to her back, “By the way.” He paused. “Toni Rossel is our prosecutor.”


  She turned to look at him, eyebrows raised.


  “Yeah,” he said. He gave her a grimace and a shrug that conveyed how helpless he was to keep the rotation system from occasionally assigning Toni to their cases. Then he disappeared down the hall.


  Giuliana walked to her car, teeth gritted, shaking her head. Christ! Now she’d have to deal with that operator Toni. It had been two years since she’d been required to work with him on an investigation, and she supposed she should count herself lucky for that. Well, she’d cope. Maybe MeToo had taught him something.


  The icy streets were empty of cars and people, and even driving carefully she was home from the institute in ten minutes. There was no parking near her apartment, but she found a space two blocks away on a street that traversed a steep, tree-covered hillside. A half-hidden staircase between two houses brought her to the top of the hill where a circle of hundred-year-old buildings around a small playground marked her neighborhood. On one side of the hill was Bern’s medieval city, invisible beyond the thick trees below her. Looming above her on the other side, where she could still see a few distant lights through the fog, was Bern’s own mountain, the Gurten. And twisting through all of it was the Aare. No matter where you stood in Bern, you were never far from its river.


  She let herself into the apartment; shed coat, gloves, boots, and scarf; and felt her way into the kitchen, where she turned on the light and drank a glass of water. Then she peeked at her eleven-year-old, Lukas. In the glow of a nightlight, his dark curls were visible on the pillow, but the rest of him was hidden under a duvet covered with spaceships. Next door, his sister Isabelle slept in darkness; Giuliana, sticking her head into the room, could just make out the sleeping teenager’s form. She stood there a moment, listening to her daughter’s quiet breathing and trying to figure out why her room smelled of limes. Probably a new shampoo.


  Closing Isabelle’s door, she continued down the hall into her and Ueli’s bedroom. As usual, silent as she was, she couldn’t get ready for bed and creep under the covers without waking her husband. “You fine?” he mumbled.


  “Yeah. It’s after three. I’m setting my alarm for eight-fifteen.”


  “S’okay. I got the kids.” He scrunched over to her side of the bed, threw a heavy arm over her and, within seconds, was snoring lightly into her ear.


  I’ll never get to sleep like this, she thought—and then she was gone.


  6


  Nordring police station,


  Tuesday morning, November 24


  After four hours of sleep, Renzo was back on the Aare path before dawn to supervise the search. Drizzle was falling into the slush on the ground and paths, and the going was slippery for everyone, but at least it wasn’t pouring anymore. He’d just finished talking to a jogger whose usual route along the river was blocked when his phone rang.


  “Things going smoothly?” asked Erwin.


  “Yes. I’ve got . . .”


  Erwin interrupted him. “That’s good, because I’m taking you off the crime scene. Be here for a nine-thirty staff meeting.”


  ‘“Testa di cazzo,” Renzo said to himself as Erwin hung up. What the fuck? They’d worked well together on the last case they’ d shared, so why was the old bastard jerking him around? His first instinct was to call Giuliana to find out if he’d done something wrong, but he stopped himself. She’d been up as late as he had. Besides, if he called her every time he thought of her . . .


  He put his phone back in his pocket, found a colleague from the search team to take charge of things, and left the riverbank. Twenty minutes later he stormed onto the homicide floor to find Erwin making coffee.


  Before Renzo could say anything, Erwin clapped him on the shoulder and handed him the full cup he was holding. “Black okay?” Erwin poured another for himself. “You set up that detail on the Aare so well I can send Hansruedi down to run it. You’re going to do interviews. Giule and I figured that was a better use of your time, huh?”


  Renzo puffed out a long breath and tried to flush the anger-induced adrenalin out of his bloodstream. “Jesus, Erwin, I thought you were dragging me back here to chew me out.”


  “Why would I do that? Come on; let’s sit down. I’m starting at nine-thirty sharp, whether Rossel is here or not.”


  Renzo had been assigned to cases prosecuted by Toni Rossel before, but he’d never worked directly with the man. Rossel won a large majority of his cases, which made him popular, and he was always friendly, slapping backs, shaking hands, and telling jokes. Women liked him, too—he had quite a reputation. Still, Renzo had heard that a lot of the seduction stories came from Toni’s own mouth; how many were true, he didn’t know. Erwin wasn’t a Toni fan, apparently, but then Erwin didn’t respond well to charm.


  Sitting at the conference table drinking his coffee, Renzo watched Erwin hook his laptop up for a presentation. He respected Erwin enormously, but why couldn’t the old man explain himself once in a while, instead of just issuing orders?


  As if he’d read Renzo’s mind, Erwin looked up at him and said, “You’ll be reporting to Giuliana. Got a problem with that?”


  Renzo swallowed his grin, but not before Erwin saw it and grinned too. “Okay, then.” He started to flick through his presentation notes, while Renzo got up and walked over to the room’s one window. His back to Erwin, he let himself feel happy, thinking about all the things he wanted to discuss with Giuliana.


  Renzo was still smiling when he heard Rolf Straub, the top homicide detective, greet Erwin; he turned from the window to shake Rolf’s hand and sit down. At 9:25, Giuliana and Walter Mosimann, another Fahnder like Renzo, arrived; Renzo kept his hellos casual.


  At nine-thirty, without Rossel, Erwin began, quickly summarizing the known facts: the emergency call, the finding of the body, the pattern of the wounds and bruises indicating a fight, and, finally, the damage to the head.


  “The riverbank upstream from the restaurant is rocky. Easy to pick up a stone, hit Gurtner and toss it in the water. But if Gurtner stumbled headfirst into the river—or was shoved—there are rocks just under the surface that would give him a similar head wound. From the state of the body, it’s clear he washed up on the bank soon after he went in, which means the time of death may be right around when the emergency phone call was logged at 5:12 in the evening. We’ll know more about all of this soon—the autopsy is going on right now. Giuliana? What about the wife and son?”


  Renzo watched Giuliana’s eyes turn away from Erwin and pass over the faces at the table, gathering her listeners in. No special eye contact for him, but, well, he was used to that when they worked together. “At the time of that one-one-seven call, Gurtner’s wife was at work and his youngest son with a school friend,” she said. “That sounds reasonable but hasn’t been verified, so those are the first alibis we’ll check.”


  Erwin nodded. “Okay, assignments. I’ve already sent Hansruedi Balmer to take over at the crime site. Walter, you’re going to be in charge of canvassing Gurtner’s neighborhood. We need to find people who saw him with the dog. If he left home about four—which his wife says he usually did—and took the path through the meadow here”— from his laptop Erwin projected a map of the area that highlighted the paths leading down to the river—“he’d have been on the Aare by four thirty. Sometime between then and the emergency call, he ended up in the Aare without his dog or his watch. The dog’s a long-haired dachshund, and here—” Erwin clicked to a photo of a slim silver-and-black wristwatch. “It’s an Audemars Piguet worth about forty thousand Swiss francs.”
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