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Foreword


Croatian Names


After three Polizei Bern books, I imagine my characters’ German names and Bernese nicknames have started to make sense to many readers. If not, the forewords in Pesticide and Sons and Brothers may prove helpful. This fourth book introduces six Croatian Swiss, and I thought you might like to know how to pronounce their names. The men are Lovro and Goran Horvat, and the women are Katica and Zora Horvat, Ivana Pavić, and Jelena Tomić.


Vowel sounds are always crucial to pronunciation, and in Croatian, they are similar to Spanish, French, and German: a = ah, e = eh, i = Tina, o = roll, and u = moon.


“c” versus “ć” The letter c is pronounced ts, while ć is pronounced ch. So, Katica is pronounced Kátitsa, with an accent on the first syllable, and Pavić is pronounced Pávich. The suffix ić means “son of” and is used to form last names in Croatia, Serbia, Bosnia, and Montenegro.


“j” Like Germans, Croatians pronounce the letter j as a y. So, Jelena is pronounced Yélena, and the word majka (which means “mother”) is Mah-ee-kah.


Croatians call their country Hrvatska. Horvat is a common Croatian surname that means “person from Croatia.” The accent is on the first syllable.
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Before


The Berner Münster, Friday afternoon, February 2


“In a moment, I’ll show you the choir’s sixteenth-century vaulted ceiling, decorated by Bern’s most famous painter, Niklaus Manuel, who died in 1530. But before that, let’s stop at this stained-glass window. It’s a modern copy of Manuel’s Dance of Death. Notice how Deathis . . .”


“. . . portrayed in each panel as a mocking skeleton.” Denis whispered along with Frau Fischer’s words. He’d been tracking the guide and her group as they straggled through the Bern Münster, and no one had spotted him—yet. In the nave, he could wriggle on his stomach between the side pews to stay hidden. But if he followed the tourists into the choir, he’d be seen before he could take cover. The best he could do was tiptoe around the sanctuary, crouch behind the big statues of Jesus and Mary, and wait for the tourists to come out on the other side of the choir so he could stalk them as they moved down the nave’s north aisle.


He wondered if Frau Fischer knew he was here today. She was his favorite of the church ladies because even when she caught sight of him inching along on his belly—a Lakota creeping up on a fort’s sentries or a Celt closing in on Roman soldiers—she never gave him away. She had three children and five grandchildren, she’d told him. She hadn’t forgotten about playing.


Frau Arnold had kids, too, but she was mean. She fussed at him no matter what he did, like when he was sitting with his back against the fence around the dead Jesus to read the names on the war memorials or lying on the chancel floor counting the beards on the ceiling’s saints. Frau Arnold complained about him to his grandparents and got him into trouble with the sexton. He didn’t need help making the sexton mad at him; he managed that often enough on his own.


“. . . portrayed himself with Death in this last panel,” Denis heard Frau Fischer say. Motionless on the wooden floor, he waited for the cameras to finish clicking and the footsteps to creak up the ramp into the choir. He peered over the back of the pew to make sure no one was left in front of the Dance of Death. Then he bolted out from between the benches and dashed across the church toward the Jesus and Mary statues. About two-thirds of the way there, he stopped.


A girl sat in the pew closest to the altar, hands folded in her lap, watching him. She didn’t smile, but she didn’t look cross, either, simply curious. “What are you doing here?”


“I live here,” he told her. She frowned, but before she could ask another question, he continued, “So, why are you here?”


“I came with my mother.”


Denis looked around. Far down the nave, two women with white hair stared up at the ceiling, but neither looked the right age to be the girl’s mother.


“Where is she?”


The girl shrugged and made a face. “Who knows? She tells me to wait on this seat and do my homework till she comes back.”


Now he noticed that her schoolbag, a briefcase-shaped back-pack, was next to her on the pew. “I never saw you here before.”


She shrugged again. “This is only the third time.”


She looked about his age, which was almost ten. Like him, she had blue eyes, and they both had brown hair, although hers was much darker, a great mass of it pulled into a big, puffy ponytail.


“If you aren’t going to do your homework, I could show you stuff,” he told her.


“Like what?”


Suddenly, it seemed important to make her want to see all his favorite carvings in the cathedral. But he didn’t know how to win her interest. “Things I look at,” he mumbled.


She gazed at him a moment longer. Then she got up—she was taller than him, like most of the girls in his class—and swung the straps of her bag over both shoulders. Denis could still hear Frau Fischer’s tourists, but he was done stalking them. This girl was much more interesting. “You don’t have to carry that around,” he told her. “We’ll hide it.”


Denis led her across the nave to a dark, straight-backed wooden bench separated into individual seats by carved panels. He lifted one of the folding seats and showed her the man with a big mustache and a forked beard that was carved underneath it. He knew from his grandfather that the carving was a misericord, but he didn’t want her to think he was a show-off. “This is the shaggy man; it’s one of the oldest stalls in the whole church. Here.” He held out his hand for the bag.


She passed it to him, and he slid it under the seat. “There’s a woman, too. Look.” He raised the hinged seat next to the shaggy man to display a woman with fat round cheeks and a band of cloth running over her ears and under her chin. “I like the man better, though.”


The tall girl—he noticed she had small gold rings in her earlobes—stared critically at the woman. “I do, too. Are there other interesting people?”


Denis grinned at her. “Are you kidding? There are tons. The windows are full of them, and there are saints on the ceiling behind the altar, but the best faces are on the choir stalls. Come on!” They loped down the south aisle and ran up the ramp into the choir.


Denis hoped she’d like the man shearing the lamb as much as he did, but before they approached the rows of seats with their carved figures, he stopped. So did she, right next to him, and turned to give him an eager, questioning look.


“What’s your name?” he asked.


“Zora.” She smiled at him, her lips parting, her blue eyes shining, and her cheeks making dimples.


“Mine’s Denis.”


He found himself wanting to tell her more than just his name. “My mother leaves me here in the Münster, too. That’s why I live with my grandparents,” he confided. “In a tiny apartment in the tower.”


“Does your mother come back?” She sounded upset, and Denis hoped it wasn’t with him. Without waiting for him to answer, she added, “Mine always does.” Before he could decide what to say, she added, “You’re lucky to be with your grandparents. I barely remember mine. They live in Istria.”


“Where’s that?”


“It’s a piece of Croatia that hangs down into the sea. You take a boat from Venice.” She glanced at him. “That’s in Italy,” she added, in case he was too stupid to know where Venice was. “And Croatia is a country.”


“I know that,” he said, relieved that he actually did—he’d had to list all the EU countries on a quiz a few weeks earlier. “Look.” At last, he gestured at the high-backed choir stalls. “It’s like people are coming out of the wood.”


She stared up at a carving of Moses, then smiled her big smile at him again. “Yeah. Like they’ve woken up!”


He grinned back, feeling happier than he had in a long time.
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Over fifteen years later
Bern’s Old City, Tuesday afternoon, June 25


Walking up Junkergasse from the dentist’s office, Renzo felt like he’d been conned. Redo one of his fillings? It was misery enough to have a tooth filled, but no one had warned him that old cavities might have to be drilled out and replaced.


Thinking dark thoughts about his dentist, he reached the entrance to the park that ran along the southern side of the Münster and paused at the ornate gate. Most Bernese called the park the Pläfe, short for Plattform. Formerly a graveyard, it was now a rectangle of land with gravel paths, manicured patches of grass and shrubbery, comfortable green benches, a tiny playground, an outdoor café, and rows of pollarded trees. The Pläfe’s sides bordered land belonging to Old City mansions, where terraced gardens sloped down a long, steep hill to the Aare River. Along the river was the Matte, a neighborhood that had housed Bern’s medieval leather workers and still wasn’t totally gentrified. It pleased Renzo to think of the tanners’ stink drifting up centuries earlier into the noses of the patricians who’d lived high above them.


He glanced over at the café, thinking he’d have a quick espresso before returning to work. He’d just joined an investigation that had been transferred to Giuliana Linder a few days earlier when the detective who’d previously worked the case had gone on an emergency leave of absence. Now Giuliana was speed-reading files to determine what state the case was in and what still needed doing. As always, he was thrilled that she’d gotten him assigned to help her, but the case itself . . . Right now, it was nothing but desk work; he was stuck checking timelines for the weeks before the wife had poisoned her husband.


He was still hovering by the entrance to the park, trying to decide about coffee, when a slight figure in a gray hoodie crashed into him. Renzo staggered, grabbed at the edge of the gate, and kept his balance, but the kid ricocheted off his chest and fell backward onto the gravel path. It was a boy—about fourteen, maybe?—his brown eyes wide, struggling to breathe. He’d only had the wind knocked out of him, but that could be frightening to someone who’d never experienced it. Renzo knelt on the gravel and put a hand on the boy’s shoulder. The kid was starting to gasp now. Good.


“Should I call an ambulance?” called a woman with a baby and toddler in a double stroller who’d stopped her progress through the Pläfe when the boy hit the ground.


“Thanks,” Renzo answered, “but he’ll be fine in a minute.” He looked down at the boy, who was frozen, his face twisted in fright. Renzo’s lightweight jacket had flapped open, and the kid’s eyes were on his gun in its holster. Then his gaze shifted to Renzo’s face, and something panicky in his expression made Renzo tighten his grip on the youngster’s shoulder.


The boy exploded into action, wrenching his body back and to the side, and was on his feet running, all in what felt like a single movement. He sprang through the gate and turned right and right again to plunge down the flights of stone stairs leading to the neighborhood spread out along the river.


For a moment, Renzo stayed where he was, listening to the thump of the boy’s feet as he took a group of stairs in a single leap and began clattering down the next flight. Then Renzo was off and running, too. It wasn’t rational, but the cop in him had taken over.


Reaching the foot of the long, steep staircase, Renzo saw the boy run toward the river—and right into the path of a car. Renzo’s heart clenched, but with a screech of brakes, the driver stopped in time. Sprinting past the car, Renzo heard the white-haired driver cursing and gave him a nod of commiseration. When he turned to look for the boy again, Renzo cursed, too—in those few seconds, he’d lost his quarry. He stood on the sidewalk, wondering what to do.


Two rows of low buildings ran along either side of the Matte’s single main street. One row backed onto the Aare; behind the other, the ground ran up steeply toward the ornate buildings flanking the Münster. Small as the Matte was, it offered great hiding places: countless little shops and cafés, buildings with dark recessed doorways, narrow alleyways, a big parking lot with cars to crouch behind, and shady stone arcades that extended out from the half-timbered buildings to provide a roof for the sidewalk. Renzo was already overdue at the police station, he had no idea where the kid had gone, and he didn’t even know if a crime had been committed. Still, he spent ten minutes walking down the street in the direction the boy had run, looking carefully right and left until he reached the Untertor Bridge and then strolling back, eyes and brain on alert until he reached the foot of the staircase. He saw no sign of the youngster.


He shook his head, as much at his own foolishness in following the boy as his failure to catch him, and moved toward the steps. There was an elevator next to them that would carry him up to the Pläfe, but he’d have to be old and gray before he’d take it. Instead, he ran up the steps fast—but not as fast as he could—putting on a burst of speed for the last two flights: a good exercise in pacing himself. When he arrived at the top, he found he could walk on without panting.


When he got to the paved Münsterplatz that opened off the front doors of the cathedral, he didn’t go straight back to work. Instead, recalling the boy’s expression as he’d stared at Renzo’s gun, Renzo called the dispatcher to ask if anyone had reported a crime in the Old City during the past half hour, especially near the cathedral.


“Not near it—in it,” the woman answered. “Somebody knocked a man off a scaffold. I got an ambulance for him and sent a patrol over.”


“It wasn’t an accident?”


“Apparently not,” she told him. “Sounded like it was on purpose.”


No wonder the kid had looked at Renzo with terror. He must have seemed like the world’s speediest cop, arriving seconds after the attack. He thanked the dispatcher and texted Giuliana. “Sorry I’m late. Sidetracked by possible crime. Back ASAP.” Then he headed for the Münster’s double doors.


He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been inside Bern’s most famous church. Probably as a child, dragged along on some sightseeing tour with relatives visiting from Italy. Of course, he was—nominally—a Catholic, and the church was Protestant, at least since the Reformation. He tried to remember when Martin Luther had nailed his piece of paper to the church door in . . . some German town. Whenever it was, Bern had switched religions shortly afterward.


He gave up his struggle with history and walked into the gift shop just inside the doors. Two women over sixty stood behind a glass counter that displayed small stuffed bears and red mugs with white Swiss crosses; their voices sounded hushed and worried.


He removed his police ID from his pocket and held it out. “Donatelli, Kantonspolizei,” he told them. “You had a workman hurt. I believe my colleagues are here?”


The older looking of the two women nodded. “Thank you for coming. Yes, I think there’s a policeman still in the nave. Please go on inside.” She gestured toward a turnstile that led into the shadowy church.


The second woman was almost quivering with excitement, like a dog that has spotted a squirrel. “Yes, he was just here asking us what we knew, the policeman. It started when we heard the most terrible noise. There’s nothing worse than the sound of breaking glass in a church. And it was one of the really old windows. Denis shouldn’t have been allowed to work on it; he shouldn’t be here at all if you ask me. I bet it’s something to do with drugs, the whole thing.”


Drugs? Renzo glanced back at the woman who’d spoken first. Unobserved by her colleague, she raised her eyebrows and shook her head before putting a hand on the shorter woman’s arm. “Why don’t we let the policeman do his job?”


Renzo smiled at them both and walked on into the church, coming to a halt as the great nave opened before him and tilting his head back to gaze up at the vaulted ceiling. His breath caught at the beauty of it. The long stems of stone were like vines that had been woven into a basket; his eyes followed the pattern from column to column until they rested on the tall stained-glass windows at the eastern end of the church, behind the altar. Patches of blue light from more windows fell across the pale gray walls of the nave, high above the pews. Renzo drank in the colors.


Quickly, he pulled himself together and spotted the man he’d been looking for: a uniformed policeman standing in a side aisle, half hidden by a thick pillar. Renzo strode over. The man was young, and Renzo vaguely recognized him, although he couldn’t be sure what case they’d worked on together. Was his name Tinu? Till—that was it. Till Messerli.


The cop was talking to a large, plump man with gray hair slicked back from his forehead, whose hands were clasped at his waist. Or rather, the man was talking. Till listened, but something about his posture said he’d had enough. Relief filled his face when he saw Renzo.


“Sorry to interrupt,” Renzo said.


The two men were standing next to a workman’s scaffold, which had been erected among the side pews in one of the former chapels. The top platform was level with a panel of stained glass where one small round window, elaborately patterned with lions and curlicues, had a hole in it that let in a sharp beam of clear light.


Till seized the opportunity to turn away from the speaker, his hand outstretched.


“Ciao, Till.” Renzo shook Till’s hand. “Looks like you’re getting some background on the accident.” Turning to the gray-haired man, he held out his hand a second time. “Renzo Donatelli, Kantonspolizei.”


Till said, “This is Klaus Friedli, the sexton. He’s in charge of the church.”


The older man unclasped his hands to offer one to Renzo. “Well, God’s in charge. He’s helped by the parish council, followed by the lady minister. I come a poor fourth, but I do my best.” Renzo smiled before realizing the man was not trying to be funny. “Unfortunately, as I was telling your colleague, I didn’t have a say when it came to hiring this disaster-prone young man. And now this!” He gestured theatrically up at the window with the hole in it. “That panel with the Diesbach coat of arms dates back to 1550!”


They all seemed very concerned about the window, Renzo thought; didn’t anybody care about the glassworker? “Herr Friedli, I appreciate your sharing this information, but right now, I need to talk to my colleague . . . if you’ll excuse us?”


“Certainly,” the man said, reclasping his hands and bowing slightly. “I’ll be here until six this evening if you need me again. My office is over there”—the sexton pointed to a door at one side of the chancel—“although I’m rarely behind my desk.” With that, he turned and walked briskly away.


“Let’s go outside,” Renzo suggested to Till. They left through the shop, where Renzo raised his hand to the two saleswomen, and walked out onto the Münsterplatz.


Unlike the Pläfe, this square to the west of the church was paved with stone and surrounded by buildings. Since the space had no benches, the city had scattered a group of red metal chairs around it. When they’d first been delivered, not only here but in other parks and squares downtown, Renzo had expected them to disappear within days, but most had managed to survive without being stolen or vandalized. He and Till dragged two chairs together and sat.


“Tell me everything,” Renzo said. “But, first—was a boy involved, maybe fourteen, gray hoodie, black training pants with a red stripe, running shoes?”


Till’s eyebrows drew together. “Gray hoodie, small size. That’s all I got from either of the women in the shop. How the hell . . . ?”


“He ran right into me and fell. I almost went over, too. Picked himself up and legged it downstairs to the Matte. Seemed suspicious, but I didn’t know what he’d done. So, tell me.” Renzo leaned toward Till, who got out his phone and opened his notes.


“A twenty-five-year-old glassmaker named Denis Kellenberger was standing on that scaffold, which was pushed up against the wall but not attached to it. He was cleaning an old window and planning to fill in some cracked glass with . . . solder, I think. Someone grabbed the lower bars of the scaffold and started shaking it, swearing at him.”


“Swearing,” Renzo echoed. “What was he saying?”


Till looked at his screen. “The glassmaker said it was, ‘You fucking murderer, I hope you bust your head open.’”


Renzo raised his eyebrows. “Murderer, huh? The guy on the scaf fold’s okay, then, if he was able to tell you this?”


“Kellenberger, yeah. He fell off the scaffolding, hit the backs of the pews, and landed on the floor. Thank God the floor’s wood where he fell and not stone. My partner went with him to the hospital. They think his worst injury is a broken wrist. Which is amazingly lucky, considering.”


“Maybe not for a man who works with his hands,” Renzo pointed out.


“Yes, but it was a long way down—he could have split his head open like the kid said. Or broken his back. We were really worried about him, but all they kept going on about was the damn window.” He put on a busybody voice. “‘He put his fist through five-hundred-year-old glass!’ I told the sexton they should be glad Kellenberger didn’t cut open a major artery on that glass and bleed to death.”


Renzo appreciated Till’s outrage. “Did Kellenberger know his attacker? Did he even see him?”


Till shook his head. “While we were waiting for the ambulance, my partner asked. He was in a lot of pain, so he wasn’t too clear about exactly what happened, but he said the voice wasn’t a man’s—which I thought meant a woman, but I guess would fit the boy you saw. And he had no idea why someone would call him a murderer. At least, so he says.”


“Okay. Anything else?”


Till scrolled through his notes. “The woman in the shop—the small one—she talked about Kellenberger like he was some kind of delinquent. She seemed determined to blame him for something, although he was the one who got attacked. Why’s she so down on the poor guy? And you heard Friedli—he disapproved of him being there.”


Renzo remembered the woman behind the counter mentioning drugs. Maybe it hadn’t been overexcited babble after all. “First, we need to take care of the scene,” he told Till. “The boy probably left his fingerprints on the scaffold. Put some police tape around it, and I’ll call the station and ask for a tech. If the sexton or anyone else gives you trouble you can’t handle, hold on and wait for me. I’ll be back in there in five minutes.”


Renzo got out his phone while Till disappeared up Münstergasse. Two minutes later, he was jogging back toward the cathedral entrance, a roll of yellow plastic tape in his hand. Renzo smiled at the younger cop’s energy while he reported in and waited to be connected to forensics. Then he called Giuliana.


“There you are,” she answered. “On your way back?”


“Not yet.” He summarized what had been going on during the last—he looked at his watch—twenty-five minutes since he’d left the dentist’s office. It felt longer. “Forensics is on the way to work the scene, and I’ll see if I can find out anything else. That okay with you? Am I holding you up by not getting on with the case?”


“No, I’m fine,” Giuliana told him. “I like your new tactics, by the way—chasing the criminal before you know there’s been a crime.”


“Yeah, well, that would’ve worked better if I’d actually caught him. Thanks, Giule. See you as soon as I can.”


“Good luck.”


Renzo took his time walking back to the crime scene. He was torn between guilt at abandoning Giuliana to deal with the Allemann case alone and delight at having something more interesting to do. It wasn’t merely boredom motivating him; now that he and Fränzi were lurching toward a divorce, he needed money, and the best way to get it was a promotion to homicide detective. He needed visibility on some good cases, and this one, an attempted murder involving a criminal whom Renzo had actually witnessed, might prove interesting.


By the time Renzo joined him, Till had wound tape around both the scaffold and the place where the man had fallen among the pews. Renzo noticed a woman in a striped shirtwaist dress and navy blazer coming toward them down the south aisle, heels tapping on the floor. She was in her early forties, he judged, with short, neat blonde hair and reading glasses on a chain around her neck. She looked like a person of some authority, and Renzo guessed she was the Pfarrerin, the “lady minister” the sexton had mentioned. He got out his ID.


She glanced at his badge and gave him a brisk handshake. “I’m Selina Zehnder. I just got in from a meeting and heard there’d been some kind of . . . well, accident or crime; I’m not sure. Could you fill me in?”


Renzo let Till tell the story; he included Renzo’s encounter with the boy in the Pläfe and his disappearance in the Matte. The woman’ face grew graver with every word.


“I must call the hospital. Who knows what internal injuries Denis may have?”


At last, Renzo thought, someone was concerned about the young glassworker. He broke in before the minister could say anything else. “There weren’t any witnesses, and Herr Kellenberger had no idea why he’d been attacked. One of your shop ladies and the sexton seemed to think that Kellenberger himself must have been to blame. Herr Friedli said he was disaster-prone—something like that. Can you . . . ?”


She was shaking her head. “Our sexton has been here for over twenty years, and he has . . . strong feelings about some things. Frau Arnold in the shop is a great fan of his with a long memory; she also has a—” The minister paused and sighed. “A love of drama.” Renzo thought she’d been about to say something else, and he wondered what. “I’ve known Denis for four years now while he has been assisting the glass master, who is one of the cathedral’s most respected craftsmen and restorers. I’ve had only positive experiences with Denis.”


“Frau Arnold said something about drugs . . .” Renzo put in.


The minister’s eyebrows shot up. “I imagine you could fit what Frau Arnold knows about illegal drugs into a thimble,” she said acidly. “As far as I’m concerned, you can assume anything Denis tells you is the truth.”


“That’s good to know,” said Renzo.


“If you don’t need me anymore, I want to phone the hospital. Here’s my card.” She reached into her blazer pocket. “I’ve written my cell phone number on it, so you can let me know how this develops.”


“Thank you.” As Frau Zehnder hurried down the south aisle to the front of the church, Renzo turned to Till. “The woman from forensics will be here soon. I know her, and she’s good.” The younger cop was chewing on his lower lip. “What’s bothering you?”


“I should have done the crime scene stuff right away,” Till burst out. “My partner, she wanted to get the tape from the car, but I . . .” He looked down at his feet.


Renzo saved him. “It’s always hard to judge how serious an incident is. If you overreact, you get in trouble for wasting time, but when you don’t do every little thing by the book, you get your ass chewed if you miss something important. Best advice I can give you is to pass the buck. If you think something might be worth looking into, call your boss or a general investigator like me who handles different types of cases and ask for advice.”


“Well, luckily, I got you without calling,” said Till. “So, what should I do now?”


Renzo spent a few minutes taking the uniformed man through what he thought would be the best way to get information out of the two women in the shop, who might have heard or seen more than they realized; the sexton, Herr Friedli; and the minister, whose opinion on the other people could be useful. All of them would need to be pinned down on their whereabouts during the attack.


Till listened, his lips pressed together in concentration. Then he said, “I think I should talk to the minister first. She’s probably the busiest, so I should grab her while she’s in the church.”


Renzo nodded. “Good thinking. Sounds like you’re okay to handle this alone, at least until your partner gets back from the hospital. Or do you want me to get someone over here to help you?”


“Are you kidding?” Till grinned. “How often do you think I get to interview witnesses to an attempted murder? I know it’s simply preliminary stuff, but still!”


“Okay, then,” Renzo said, smiling back. “Go find the Pfarrerin, and I’ll guard your crime scene until forensics gets here. Have fun!”


Till gave him a thumbs-up and took off after the minister while Renzo sat down on the end of the pew to wait for the forensic techs. Would it be possible to get himself officially assigned to this case when he was already working for Giuliana? Would she understand? For at least two years, he’d fought to insert himself into her investigations, both to learn from her and . . . to be near her. And now he was trying to figure out how to get away from her, at least for the rest of the week. But he needed more independence, more responsibility. How else would he get a promotion to homicide? Wanting to work on his own wasn’t just about Giuliana. Except . . . except that in another way, it was. Since he and Fränzi had split up, the sexual tension between him and Giuliana seemed more stressful than exhilarating. He needed distance in more ways than one.


He shoved his thoughts about Giuliana aside and mulled over what the sexton, Friedli, had said about Denis Kellenberger. Disaster-prone: that could mean so many things. Unless it was a case of mistaken identity, the boy in the hoodie hated Kellenberger enough to try to kill him. And yet, Kellenberger said he had no idea who he could be.


Somehow, Renzo found that hard to believe.
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Inselspital, Tuesday afternoon, June 25


Denis Kellenberger had been grateful to have the policewoman with him in the ambulance. A stern-looking woman of about fifty, she’d turned out to be a softy, wincing along with him as the paramedics applied antiseptic and a bandage to the cut on his head, which had bled all over his coveralls. The cop had even taken his hand—his other hand—while they manipulated his left wrist. He’d screamed then, all right. Thank God he was right-handed, he thought. But he still felt a jolt of fear at the thought of how the wrist might heal—or not.


By the time the ambulance arrived at the hospital, they’d prodded and poked most of his front, treated a few more cuts, tutted over his knees and hip bones, then told him that they thought his wrist was broken, but his ribs weren’t.


“You’ll have some spectacular bruising,” the older of the two EMTs pronounced, resting a gentle hand on Denis’s good arm, “but you’ll be okay.”


The policewoman let out a breath. “That scaffold must have been twelve feet high, maybe fifteen,” she told him. “When I saw you lying there in a pool of blood, I was sure you were dead.”


Now Denis lay on a gurney in an emergency room cubicle. A young doctor had gone over him again, more thoroughly. She’d stitched a cut on his face and another on the hand that had gone through the window; something cool and numbing had been applied to his bruises, and he was waiting to be X-rayed. They’d check for other fractures at the same time, the doctor had told him—cracked ribs were still a possibility.


He decided that he must have been given a sedative along with painkillers because he felt pleasantly detached from his aching body. Detached, too, from the anxiety he’d felt in the ambulance that the damage to his wrist might end his glassmaking. If Grospaps were still trying to turn me into a violinist, he thought, I’d be happy about breaking my wrist. At that, he gave a laugh that made his whole chest hurt. But even that pain felt muffled. He was vaguely aware that he should have called someone to explain where he was. But it was all too much to deal with.


The policewoman had tried hard to get him to remember details about what happened before and after he fell off the scaffolding, but there was nothing more he could say. No, he hadn’t heard anyone approaching, and once he’d hit the floor, he’d thought only about how much he hurt—he hadn’t tried to lift his head. But he did remember what the voice had said. A child’s voice. “You fucking murderer.”


He’d told the cop he had no idea who would call him that. But he knew exactly who it was. It was Zora.


Right now, though, the well-worn grooves of grief and guilt that his mind always followed when these thoughts came to him seemed to be clogged by the drugs. He drifted away from them, first into childhood memories of playing in the cathedral and then, at last, into sleep.
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Nordring police station, Tuesday afternoon, June 25


“Our poor father. Married to a murderess.”


Tamara Hofstetter’s head was bowed, and, with her hands covering her face, her words were muffled. Detective Giuliana Linder, sitting across the table from her, understood what she’d said but restated it for the policewoman in the corner taking everything down.


Sebastian Allemann, sitting next to his sister, rolled his eyes at Giuliana before putting a hand on his sister’s shoulder. “I know you’re upset. We both are. But could you stop covering your mouth when you talk so Frau Linder doesn’t have to repeat everything you say?”


Tamara might be genuinely distressed—she had reason to be—but it was clear that she was milking the situation for drama. Her younger brother was the opposite: a natural downplayer of crises. At least, that was Giuliana’s impression so far.


At Sebastian’s words, Tamara straightened up and dried her eyes on a tissue from her handbag, leaving the pack on the table. “Sorry,” she said, with a pout that rather spoiled the apology.


The room’s one dusty window faced away from the sun, which was a blessing. The afternoon was growing warmer, and the space stuffy. If they opened the window, though, the noise from the street would make the notetaker’s task even harder.


Giuliana shifted in her seat. “We’ll come back to what made you suspect that your stepmother had poisoned your father. But first, I’d like to ask a few general questions and try to get the order of events straight.” She glanced up at them, eyebrows raised.


They both nodded, so she looked back at her notebook. “Your mother and father separated permanently twenty-seven years ago, Frau Hofstetter, when you were twenty-two and already at university.” Tamara nodded again, and Giuliana turned her gaze to Sebastian. “And you were twenty, Herr Allemann.” That made him forty-seven, which was her age. “Your father stayed in Bern, and your mother went to live in Zürich, where she became involved with a man she’d known as a teenager.”


“Became more involved,” broke in Tamara with a short, bitter laugh. “I’m sure they were already having an affair before she left Paps.”


“All right,” said Giuliana, writing in her notebook. “Four years later, your father started seeing Frau Seiler, and two years after that, they got married. When your father died—”


“When she killed him!” Tamara put in hotly. Sebastian frowned and put a hand on her arm.


Giuliana noted that but carried on with her summary. “When he died in February, they’d been married twenty-one years. Did either of you ever live with your father and Frau Seiler?”


“No,” Sebastian answered. “We’ve never called her or thought of her as our stepmother. By the time they got together, we were living on our own. Tamara had already moved in with her future husband, and I was living in an apartment with four other students.”


“Frau Seiler has no children, so did you get the impression, at least at the beginning of her relationship with your father, that she wanted to become close to you?” Giuliana asked the two siblings. “Not necessarily as a mother but . . . in some way?”


There was a long silence before Sebastian answered. “Looking back, it’s hard to know what . . . attempts she made and how I responded. I think during the first few years, she did try to be nice to me, but I just . . . well, at that point in my life, I couldn’t be bothered. Then I got a job in Hamburg, and I’ve lived in Germany ever since.” He paused. “Having Tamara always going on about how awful Ruth was didn’t help.” He gave his sister a look that reminded Giuliana of the way her younger brother Paolo sometimes looked at her, a look conveying the mixture of love and exasperation that was so much a part of family relationships.


“I tried,” Tamara said. She directed her words to Sebastian; to Giuliana, it sounded like she was genuinely seeking his understanding. “I knew how much Paps wanted me to like her. But that was part of what made things so weird. All of a sudden, there was this strange woman in our house that I was supposed to grow fond of in order to make Paps happy. I hated it. I didn’t want her in my family. It made every minute together stressful.”


Yes, it would be stressful. And not just for the brother and sister. Giuliana wondered what the Allemann family holidays had been like.


Tamara seemed to read her mind. “I did my best to see him at Christmas, but once I was married, it was easier to go to my in-laws’ house. My mother came regularly from Zürich to visit us in Zug, so she got to know my kids pretty well. But my father . . .” Her voice trailed away.


Giuliana leaned back in her chair and clasped her hands in front of her, nodding as if all this was perfectly normal. “It sounds like neither of you is really in a position to tell me about Frau Seiler and your father’s marriage.” She intentionally didn’t pause there; she didn’t want them to get defensive and derail her. “When did you realize that your father had developed dementia?”


“Last fall,” said Sebastian. “I came to Bern for a wedding, and I went to see Paps. It had been . . . quite a while since I’d seen him. By then, he . . . he didn’t know who I was. He pretended for a while, but . . .” His lips tightened. “I was so upset with Ruth for not telling me sooner that I . . . well, I was very sharp with her. When I got home, I called Tamara—she had no idea about Paps, either.”


Tamara clenched her fists where they rested on the table. “That woman kept us completely in the dark.”


Giuliana tapped her pen on the table. Dementia didn’t develop overnight. Werner Allemann could have contacted his children himself long before the disease progressed so far if he’d wanted them to know about his illness. “Did she explain why she hadn’t said anything?”


“She said Paps asked her not to.” Tamara shook her head. “As if he was in a position to make that kind of decision. And that’s assuming what she says is true.” Sebastian stared at his hands and seemed to have nothing to add.


“You’ve talked to me today about what happened next,” Giuliana said. “You decided you wanted professional care for your father and got him onto the waiting list at a home specializing in patients with dementia near where he and Ruth lived. But she was against it.”


“Imagine,” Tamara said, “Ruth had a twenty-four-hour job looking after our father by that time—diapers and everything.” Her mouth puckered in distaste. “Okay, a carer sometimes came in to help her, but still . . .” She shook her head. “We thought she would be grateful, but she was upset—can you believe it? She didn’t want us to spend his savings on residential care for him. She wanted his money for herself!”


Sebastian stirred in his chair. “It’s our money, too.” He glanced at his sister’s angry face. “I’m just pointing that out, to be fair.”


Tamara shrugged as if to say, so what? Maybe she really didn’t care about the money: Tamara and her husband, who was in finance, were extremely wealthy. Sebastian, although not so rich, was a high-level exec with a multinational firm in Hamburg and must live very comfortably. Still, this apparent indifference to their father’s money was odd. The older couple had saved around one-and-a-quarter million Swiss francs; Allemann’s will left half to his children. The house and its contents already belonged to them, with the legal provision that Ruth be allowed to use them until her death. The other half of the money went to Ruth with no restrictions.


But how much money would have been left if Allemann, who’d been eighty-two when he died, had lived on for another ten years in a care facility?


This was the heart of the accusation made by Tamara against Ruth Seiler: that she had poisoned their father with insulin six weeks before he was due to enter a home in order to preserve her half of his money. It had led to Seiler’s arrest.


“I still don’t really understand why our answering these questions is necessary,” Sebastian said. “The autopsy found the insulin overdose in Paps’s system, and Ruth admitted she gave him the shot, so . . .”


Both the Allemann children had received a registered letter from the district attorney’s office explaining what was requested of them and why they were being interviewed, but Giuliana was prepared to go over it again.


Before she could answer, Tamara rolled her eyes at her brother. “Come on, Basti. Just because someone confesses to a crime doesn’t mean they can conduct a trial without evidence. The police still need to check off all their boxes, even when everyone knows what the result is going to be.”


Giuliana’s eyebrows rose. She wouldn’t have made the investigation sound like a pointless waste of taxpayers’ money. But essentially, Tamara was right. “As Frau Hofstetter says, we’re continuing to collect evidence. The police have checked your alibis for the time of your father’s death, so we’re now getting your version of the events leading up to it. Your statements today will be written up; you’ll read and sign them, and they’ll be given to the defense lawyer, prosecution team, and judges. After this, you should be able to respond to questions remotely instead of having to come to Bern. Unless there’s something else you want to tell me, something relevant to your case against Frau Seiler, then I think we’re done.”


Tamara seemed taken aback. Then she frowned. “Well, I do have more. I want to state for the record that I’d like my father’s doctor investigated. Maybe he wasn’t in league with Ruth, but he had no intention of ordering tests. He was talking about the death being a blessing! I had to threaten him with a lawsuit to make him alter his death certificate to say the death looked suspicious so an inquiry could be opened and an autopsy performed.”


Sebastian closed his eyes and gave a tiny shake of his head, perhaps implying that he wished Tamara had left things alone. Giuliana wondered why he’d supported his sister’s schemes.


“The police are looking thoroughly into everything and everyone connected with your father’s death,” she said.


She half expected Tamara to demand the final word; Sebastian’s hand was once again resting on his sister’s arm as though he was anticipating more drama, too. But Tamara only nodded curtly.


Giuliana ended the interview, thanked them, and stood to shake hands. As they were gathering their belongings, she threw the window open. Sunlight and air, smelling slightly of exhaust, poured into the room. Giuliana took a deep breath and thanked the colleague who’d been taking notes; then she escorted Allemann’s children to the elevator.


After she’d arranged to review the final write-ups of the interviews before she sent them to Tamara and Sebastian for their signatures, she went back to her own corridor and made herself a cup of coffee in the tiny kitchen area, thinking all the while about something that still wasn’t clear to her but which could become an important argument for defense or prosecution, depending on the answer.


Werner Allemann had been due to enter a home at the end of March, and his wife had given him a lethal dose of insulin in mid-February. But what quality of life had Allemann had by then?


She carried her coffee down to a small room near the end of the hall. The window here was already open, and it faced away from the main street. A tall fan stood in front of it, blowing in fresh air—it was Giuliana’s private fan, which she guarded jealously. This was the space she used when she wanted to escape from the bustling open-plan office shared by the homicide detectives.


At the only other desk in the room was Renzo, his cell phone to his ear, his back to her. The mere set of his shoulders told her he was impatient. “No one is accusing you of a crime. All I need you to do is confirm the date and time that you sold the insulin to Ruth Seiler.” As he listened, he typed notes into his laptop. “Thank you. Now I’d like you to scan the paperwork that shows Frau Seiler’s purchase and email that to me. By the end of the day, please.” He paused to listen. “Yes, you can fax it.” He dictated his email address and homicide’s fax number, said goodbye, and spun his chair to face her.


“Still faxing!” He shook his head, then gave her one of the ravishing smiles that crinkled his hazel eyes. “Sorry I went AWOL. I’ll tell you all about it as soon as you have time. But you just came from the Allemann interview, so you go first. How was it? Anything new?” He rolled his desk chair forward and leaned back with his hands locked behind his head, his legs stretched out, grinning up at her and looking like . . . As usual, none of the clichés her brain came up with fit. He looked too mischievous to be an angel and not arrogant enough to be a model. He was just . . . as preposterously beautiful now at thirty-five as he’d been when she’d first met him eight years earlier, long before she’d started working with him on homicide cases and discovered that he wasn’t the mindless blob of beefcake she’d expected. And long before he’d tried to start an affair with her.


It said a lot for how much they enjoyed working together that their friendship had survived all the . . . all the what, exactly? The affair had never happened, but she’d never rejected him either. She’d been hopelessly ambivalent and indecisive because of how she felt about him. In fact, she’d been stringing him along for over a year now.


She perched on the edge of her desk, pushing these shameful thoughts away. “No new facts, although I’d like you to have a look at the interview and see if you pick up on anything I missed. But talking to the pair of them made me wish I could interview their father. Maybe then I’d be able to understand their relationship with him—their lack of relationship, I mean.”


Renzo raised an eyebrow. “Not much contact, huh?”


Giuliana snorted. “They made me decide to call my father tonight. If he were Seiler’s defense lawyer, he’d get those two to write down the number of days they’ve spent with their dad since they left the family home almost thirty years ago. No, not days. Hours! That minuscule number would be something to show the panel of judges at the trial.”


“Here I am, laboring to set up our case against Seiler, and you’re planning her defense.”


“Nothing justifies killing your husband for money,” she said. “But I can understand why the couple didn’t tell the kids about his dementia. They’d made no effort to stay close to Allemann, and he wanted to keep his illness private as long as possible.”


Renzo’s brows furrowed. “That makes sense. Think of your mother-in-law this past March, refusing to talk about her colon cancer. My father wanted to keep his first set of cancer treatments secret from us kids, too. Thank God my mother would have none of that bullshit—she realized we’d want to spend as much time with him as possible, in case . . .” Renzo fell silent.


Giuliana knew how much he still mourned his father’s death from lung cancer less than three years earlier. She was quiet for a moment, then she said, “Yes. Seiler had no reason to think Allemann’s kids would come dashing home to be with him. And she had no loyalty to them, only to him. When he asked her not to tell them, naturally she went along with it. That’s what she said in her statement, and it rings true.”


“I hate cases where everything depends on who said what, when, and there are no records or witnesses. When are you interviewing her?”


“Probably not for another week. Her lawyer told me she has pneumonia. She’s out of the hospital, but I’ll leave her alone until I can’t be accused of badgering a sick old woman. It’d be good if you could join me when I do speak with her. I’ll let you know.”


“Okay.” Renzo seemed to be lacking his usual enthusiasm. She tried not to take it personally; after all, this case had been thrust on them—they hadn’t done the original work—and, as Renzo’d said, it was very short on evidence.


But then he got up and walked over to the window. The fingers of his left hand tapped on the sill. “Look, I . . . I have a favor to ask. I’d like to follow up on this attack I got involved with at the Münster today. I want to go to the hospital and talk to the man who was hurt. I feel like . . . well, it’s one of those stories I’d like to see to the end. Can you . . . ?” He paused and then said in a rush, “Do you think you could clear the paperwork so I could investigate officially? I promise not to let it interfere with our other work.”


Ah. This was why he suddenly seemed so lukewarm about the Seiler poisoning. Relieved that it had nothing to do with her, Giuliana looked at her watch and saw it was almost four thirty. “Do you know the names of the cops who were at the scene?”


“I know one—Till Messerli.”


She wrote it down. “Give me what you’ve got on the pharmacists and get as far as you can with Allemann’s timeline of medical visits and treatments by . . . let’s say six? Send me that and the financial stuff you were working on earlier. I’ll find out who Till reports to, ask what’s happening with this Münster case, and see what I can do. In the meantime, you might as well go ahead and question the man in the hospital. If anyone complains, which they won’t, we’ll say it was my mistake.”


Renzo came close to her, his face full of warmth. Of love—there was no other way she could read it. “Thank you,” he said. He met her eyes and cupped her cheek with his palm. She heard herself inhale sharply and, unthinking, reached up to cover his hand. They stood that way for the briefest moment, out of sight behind the half-open door. Then she let her hand fall to her side, and Renzo did the same.


He stepped back, dropped into his desk chair, and whirled it around to face his keyboard, pulling his phone out of his pocket. “I have to call Till to find out what hospital Kellenberger’s in, so I’ll ask him about his boss, which’ll save you having to do that. Then I’ll work on the timeline.” His voice was shaking slightly.


Not trusting herself to speak either, Giuliana took her time sitting down and fussing with some papers on her desk. “Good,” she said eventually and was pleased to hear that her voice was steady.


“Tomorrow, after our workout,” Renzo said as he stared down at his phone, “I’ll tell you all about it. I’ll know more after I talk to the glassmaker in the hospital.”


Glassmaker? But before she could form a question, he was on his call, and she was struggling to focus on Ruth Seiler. She could still feel his fingers on her skin, and the memory came to her, as it too often did, of that time on the bank of the Aare when she hadn’t held him at a distance. That had been almost exactly a year ago, and they—no, she—hadn’t resolved . . . anything.


The rush she’d experienced with Renzo’s palm on her cheek and hand under hers vanished, and contempt for her behavior seeped in to take its place. Facing risks was normal in her job, but the chance of ravaging her own marriage was not a risk she wanted to take.


She opened an already hefty file on the Allemann siblings and began typing in new information. When Renzo murmured a goodbye and left, she answered without glancing up from her computer.
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Before


Inselspital, early Tuesday evening, June 25


“I’ve got your dinner here if you want it.”


Denis opened his eyes. A brown-skinned man in a pale green uniform was holding a tray with a covered plate in the middle of it, surrounded by other small dishes. When the orderly saw Denis was awake, he slid the tray onto the narrow table along one side of the bed, helped him sit up against his pillows, and then swung the table over the bed so that the tray was in front of him. Denis looked around the ward at the other three men he shared it with; they were already eating.


He felt groggy; his left forearm was numb. Had the wrist been set? He could remember lying on the Münster floor perfectly well, but his time in the hospital was murkier. Slowly, it came back to him that they’d decided to put plates in his wrist, but the operation wasn’t until the following morning. Now they were trying to reduce the swelling in the arm, so it had been wrapped and immobilized against his body. His brain was awash in drugs; he could feel that. Still, his body appeared to be hungry.


He thought about phoning his mother, recognizing dimly that he’d had this thought before—maybe several times. But if he called her, she might visit. Plus, she’d call his grandparents, and they’d want to visit, too. Mam might even decide she had a responsibility to let his father know, and then the calls from Fort Lauderdale would start. He pictured having to deal with his family’s worries and questions and decided he’d wait until after the operation to contact anyone. Until six months earlier, he’d shared a ramshackle apartment with five friends, but the beauty of living alone in his new place on Herrengasse was that no one knew what he was doing or where he was supposed to be. Which meant perfect freedom—like now.


He looked down at his tray: some sort of salad with chickpeas, pieces of fresh fruit for dessert, a brown roll, butter, and—he removed the cover over the main plate—a chicken stew with vegetables and rice. His drink was a bottle of mineral water. Not bad, although he wished he had a beer. He started on the stew before it could get cold.


When he finished his food, he got a nurse to help him walk to the toilet; it was a relief to know he could move around. His ribs were taped, and his body felt like one giant bruise, but he sensed that he was going to be okay. There was still the open question of how his wrist would heal, but he pushed that thought away again.


He was wondering what the nurse had done with his phone when a guy walked into the ward and came straight to his bed. One of his doctors? No white coat, and he didn’t remember seeing him before, but maybe . . .


“Hello,” his visitor said. “The nurse told me you’re Denis Kellenberger, the man who got shaken off the scaffolding at the cathedral.”


“That’s me,” said Denis. “Nice of you not to say ‘the idiot who fell off.’”


The man gave an easy smile. “Can I sit down and talk to you?”


Denis didn’t mind a bit of company. “Pull up a chair,” he said, waving his bottle of water toward a table in the corner with four straight-backed chairs around it. “Sorry I can’t offer you a beer. Also, I have to warn you that I might fall asleep in the middle of a sentence. I’m crammed full of painkillers.”


The man fetched a chair and set it close to Denis’s head. Before he sat down, he pulled the curtains around the bed, and Denis felt a stab of unease. “What the hell—?” he began.


Pulling a leather wallet out of his pocket, the guy handed it to Denis with his ID card showing. “My name’s Donatelli. I’m from the Kantonspolizei.”


Okay, he was a cop. Was that good or bad? Denis read the name again to be sure of remembering it and handed the wallet back.


The man went on, “I walked into the Münster right after the ambulance took you away. I’ve talked to the cops who showed up, so I know about the boy who shook the scaffold.”


“A boy?” Denis considered what he wanted to say next. It was complicated. “I thought it was a girl.”


Donatelli looked at him closely before asking, “Do you think you know who it was?”


“Right after it happened, I thought I did. But now I realize it can’t be because . . .” Denis trailed off. There was no way he was going to get Zora in trouble. A piece of him was still mad at her all these years later. But he figured a much larger piece of her would still be mad at him.


Like a mind reader, the cop said, “You told the policewoman in the ambulance you had no idea why anyone would call you a murderer or why they’d hope you’d ‘bust your head open.’ But I get the impression that isn’t true. I think you do know.” He paused.


Denis sat in silence, chewing his lip.


“Look, I’m not going to dash out the door and drag whoever you tell me about off to the police station. I promise. Sure, I’ll look into it, but this isn’t a TV show that has to end in forty-nine minutes with an arrest.”


Denis couldn’t help smiling at that, especially when Donatelli was looking at him with so much sympathy. But he had to think this through. He took a sip of water, playing for time, then set the bottle down on his tray. Finally, he said, “Okay, I guess. If I don’t tell you this now, someone else will—Frau Arnold at the cathedral shop for a start.”


The cop flashed him a mischievous grin. “Is she the short, round one who never stops talking?”


Denis laughed, then groaned at the ache in his ribs. “Ah, I see you’ve met her. Yeah, she’s known me since I was a little kid, and she’s always hated me. She thinks I’m kin to one of those devils over the Münster’s front door.”


“Which is why I’d rather hear the story from you,” said Donatelli, leaning back and crossing his arms.


“Right.” Denis wished he could cross his arms, but he settled for reaching around with his good hand to adjust his pillow. “Well, it’s a long one. So . . . where to start? Growing up, I mostly lived with my grandparents. When I was eight, they got jobs as tower guards at the Münster, and we all moved into the apartment at the top of the bell tower. I spent a lot of time playing in the church. I made noise and didn’t behave respectfully or . . . reverently. That offended Frau Arnold. But I did respect the place. I loved it. For me, as a kid, it was glorious. I still love it. That’s part of why I became a glassmaker, so I could work there. I live near the Münster, too.”


For the first time, a memory flashed into his head: of trying to keep his balance on the scaffold, flailing with his arms, feeling one hand go through the window, lurching back in alarm, losing his footing, and seeing the pews and the floor loom beneath him as he fell. He closed his eyes and heard how shaky his breath sounded.


Donatelli leaned toward him. “Do you want me to call a nurse?”


Opening his eyes, Denis shook his head and scrambled for his place in the story. “Anyway, when I was ten, I had a friend who came to the Münster to play with me—a girl called Zora Horvat.”


“Horvat,” the cop repeated.


“Yeah, it’s a Croatian name, but Zora and her brother were born in Bern. Their parents kept that corner grocery shop in the Matte, the Golden Goat.”


“Do they still work there?” The man looked interested, as though this might mean something to him.


“I think so.” Actually, he’d passed the shop a few weeks before and seen Zora’s father behind the counter, but he wanted to keep that to himself. Why? He had no idea. “They used to live above the shop, too. Maybe they still do.” Suddenly, he didn’t want to continue. Perhaps he’d simply go to sleep. He slid down against his pillows until he was lying almost flat.


“Okay,” the cop said, clasping his hands on one knee as if he was forcing himself to be patient. “Go on.” When Denis didn’t speak, Donatelli unclasped his hands, lifted a black box that must have been hanging from the side of the bed, and started to fiddle with it. Something whirred; the top half of the bed went flat; then it rose until it was almost vertical.


Denis found himself forced to sit up straighter than before. His ribs throbbed. “Hey,” he grumbled. “Don’t mess with that thing”


Donatelli raised an eyebrow. “You aren’t allowed to go to sleep yet man. You haven’t gotten to the important part.”


Denis glared at the guy and, forgetting about his wrist, tried to cross his arms. Pain swallowed him. He closed his eyes and pressed lips together.


“Did moving your bed make it worse? What can I do? Shall I change your position back?”


Denis opened his eyes to see Donatelli standing, reaching toward him. “I’m okay,” he said. His words sounded distant, as though he wasn’t quite inside his body. “It wasn’t you. I tried to move my bad arm, and it . . . hurt. I’ll be fine. Right, the important part. I’m getting there.” He took a deep breath and tried to focus. “As a child, Zora came to the Münster after school while her mother ran errands in town. I guess she thought it was a safe place for Zora to sit and do her homework. Sometimes Zora was there for a couple of hours.”


“Did you know her mother, then? Her father?” Donatelli was sounding more like a cop now, Denis thought. Why was he asking about the parents? It was Zora who hated him, Zora who’d screamed at him. She had to be the one who’d tried to kill him. Except, if he was twenty-five, how could she still be a child?


“Herr Kellenberger. Denis. Are you still with me?”


Denis managed to drag his attention back to Donatelli. “Zora’s parents were Lovro and Katica Horvat. I knew Katica, her mother, better. I saw her when she came to pick up Zora. My grandparents met her, too. Sometimes Zora had dinner with us. My grandparents and I always walked Zora home to their shop in the Matte. I met her father there . . .” Denis remembered thinking Lovro was a good father. In those days, he’d paid a lot of attention to other people’s mothers and fathers—still did, he supposed. Gathering data.


“Katica and Lovro Horvat.” Donatelli was typing this into his phone. “So, what happened?”


Denis gave a deep, heavy sigh. He had to get on with it. But he was so tired now. “One of my jobs was to go down the tower stairs and check that everywhere was empty and all the doors were locked. Especially the doors along the north and south sides of the church and the one at the bottom of the tower staircase. This started after I turned ten when my grandparents decided I was responsible enough.”


The fingers of his good right hand twitched against his thigh, and he made them stop. His eyes were trying to shut. But he forced himself to keep talking. “One Friday night around eight, I checked that the church was locked. I checked the doors in the nave and then locked the door to the tower behind me when I went back up the stairs. At least . . . I was sure it was all closed up.” He swallowed, his mouth and tongue dry. Where was his water? He took a swig, and the rest of his words came out in a rush. “But in the middle of the night, Zora’s mother came into the church and through the tower door. She climbed the staircase, jumped off the tower, and died. She killed herself.”


The cop sat back in his chair. “That must have been . . .”


“The sexton woke my grandparents in the morning. The head of the parish council and the police talked to them. I had to go to school.” It was taking all his energy simply to push his voice out. “The sexton said I’d left the doors open, that it was my fault. Other people started to blame us, too—me and my grandparents. I was banned from the cathedral until I was eighteen, and my grandparents lost their jobs and the tower apartment. I felt terrible.” The word was inadequate, but it was all he had; he was just about done for today.


He thought Donatelli would grow impatient, but the cop sat silent, waiting.


“My grandmother went down to the shop in the Matte to tell Zora and her father what had happened—Goran, her brother, was only a little baby. Later . . .” He could hear his voice speeding up again, and he looked down at the duvet as he spoke. “Later, after the funeral, Zora told me she hated me and didn’t ever want to see me again. She called me a murderer in front of everyone. She hit me, too, although the grown-ups kept her from really hurting me.” He stared at his knees. “She was my best friend.”


“Which is why, when you heard that voice say, ‘You fucking murderer, I hope you bust your head open,’ you thought of Zora. But she’s not a child anymore, right?”


Denis snapped, “I know that,” like a petulant little kid. “But I have no clue what she looks and sounds like. I’ve only caught a few glimpses of her since we were kids. Maybe . . . maybe she has a high voice.”


It wasn’t quite true that he didn’t know what Zora looked like. In fact, he’d tracked her down a couple of times, and he knew she’d stayed tall. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t be the person who’d shaken the scaffold.


An older nurse, not the young one who’d helped him to the bathroom, jerked open the bed curtains and said, “This is a five-minute warning, Herr Donatelli. We need you to go so we can get Herr Kellenberger ready.” Ready for what? Denis thought.


The policeman gave the nurse a big smile. Once she’d left, he stood up. “I’m going to leave you with a couple of things to think about, Herr Kellenberger, and we’ll talk more about this tomorrow or the next day, depending on how you’re feeling. First, you’ve told me that Zora had a baby brother—how old would he be now?”


Goran? Why would that matter? “I guess . . . about fifteen.”


Donatelli nodded. “And second, I was standing at the Pläfe gate right after you fell, and a teenage boy with dark hair came pelting through the gate and crashed into me. I followed him down the steps to the Matte and lost sight of him racing in the direction of the Horvats’ store.”


So that was it. Denis had been squinting at the cop’s face, but now he closed his eyes. “Oh, no,” he said, and then, more forcefully, “Oh, shit! Not Goran. After all this time? Surely he wouldn’t . . .” He felt tears threatening and squeezed his eyes shut tighter. “Jesus, it’s hopeless. Everybody hates me. Even my boss is going to hate me now that I’ve put my hand through that fucking window.”


Donatelli sat back down. “It wasn’t your fault that piece of glass shattered—it’s just lucky you weren’t badly hurt by it. And it’s absolutely not your fault that Zora and Goran’s mother died, even if you did accidentally leave a door unlocked. Believe me, people who are determined to kill themselves will do it no matter what.” Donatelli put his hand very carefully on Denis’s right shoulder. “Try not to feel upset. I doubt anyone has any reason to hate you. I’m sure there’s an explanation for what happened, and I’m going to find out what it is.” He patted the shoulder gently. “Good luck with your wrist tomorrow.”


“Wait!” Denis grabbed the cop’s sleeve with his right hand. “You’re not going to do anything to Goran, are you? Arrest him or—?”


“Or drag him into a dark corner and beat him up?” Denis felt a rush of shock before he realized Donatelli was joking. “We don’t usually do stuff like that, especially not to children, so don’t worry.” He gave Denis a thoughtful look. “Tell you what. I won’t go after Goran until you and I have talked again. It’s just . . . we need to make that soon.”


“Right after the operation,” promised Denis. But he was reeling. What did this mean about Zora—did she still hate him, too? He resolved to be there in person when this man confronted Zora’s brother. Maybe if Denis spoke to him face-to-face—


“Look,” Donatelli said, “we don’t know that the boy you heard and I saw is Goran Horvat, not for sure—even if he called you a murderer and disappeared in the Matte next to the shop where your friend Zora used to live. The first thing I’ll do when I get home is find his photograph online and make sure it’s the same boy.”


“It’s him,” mumbled Denis.


Eyes closed again, Denis heard rather than saw Donatelli exchange a few words with the nurse as he left. She came back, supported him to the toilet, checked his various cuts, helped him get his long hair brushed and back into a ponytail, and gave him something to help him sleep, although it was only seven thirty. His first instinct had been to refuse more drugs; wasn’t he stoned enough? But with his mind now full of Goran, Zora, and accusations of murder, he accepted the pill gratefully.


As he felt himself slipping away, a picture of Zora came into his mind, now mysteriously both child and adult at the same time. The young-old Zora watched him mournfully, tears streaming down her cheeks. He tried to speak to her and tell her he was sorry, but nothing came out.
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