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(Swiss News Agency) Aug. 2. The criminal investigation of two top executives of the bankrupt corporation Swixan AG has been called off. Guido Seiler, the chief investigator, stated Wednesday at a Zurich press conference that it could not be verified that suspicious material or intentional actions by Swixan’s top management might have caused the company’s collapse.

The three-year investigation of CEO Beat Thüring and CFO Karl Westek began after Zurich media reported their allegedly dubious transactions. The accounts claimed that Thüring and Westek deposited tens of millions of francs in the Bahamas with the aid of Urs Feller-Stähli, a corporate lawyer. Meanwhile hundreds of people at Swixan lost their pensions and all shareholders their investments.

Seiler also indicated that the criminal investigation of Henry Salzinger, CEO of the Zurich accounting firm Färber Brothers & Co., has also been called off. Investigators were unable to prove any illegal activities on the part of Swixan or Färber executives.
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The streetcar stops so abruptly that it knocks Josefa Rehmer against the bar on the seat in front of her and then sideways, her briefcase dropping to the floor. The rapid-fire ringing of the streetcar’s shrill bell sounds in her ears as she tries to grab something to hold on to. Her left temple hits a hard object covered in rough cloth. Leaning against the person next to her, who is hanging on to the straps and swinging back and forth like a gymnast on rings, she feels a piercing pain in her temple. The gymnast pulls himself up to his full height and smoothes out his black suit under his unbuttoned sheepskin coat. Josefa senses his eyes on her. But when she smiles an apology at him, he quickly looks away. The young man is apparently as embarrassed by their unintentional body contact as she is.

The streetcar had been gaining speed after leaving its last stop when something on the tracks forced it to brake sharply. The lead car is now stopped on Zurich’s tony Bahnhofstrasse, having sustained some sort of damage. The automatic doors open and dazed passengers push their way out. Josefa grabs the briefcase she’s dropped and steps onto the sidewalk. The icy January air stings her face.

A group of curious spectators on the other side of the street is surrounding a Mercedes coupe, its fender crushed like an Easter egg. A stylishly dressed man, hands on hips, stands helplessly beside it.

But Josefa doesn’t have a moment to spare. She rushes ahead, impatiently forcing her way through the crowd, her breastbone suddenly throbbing. It must have hit the bar harder than she thought. She quickly touches her forehead, which feels wet, and notices a red stain on her fingers. Still on the run, she takes a little mirror out of her purse, flips it open, and stops for a second to hold it up at an angle. Nothing. She must have dabbed the blood off with her finger. But she can see something behind her. The man in the sheepskin coat is standing before a shop window, only a few steps away. Once again she feels that throbbing pain in her head. That guy must have had something damn hard in his pocket, she thinks to herself. Josefa stuffs the mirror away and hurries on. Time’s running out. Even before the collision, the streetcar was late, abnormal in a city legendary for its punctuality. If Josefa’s fast enough, she can still make it to Paradeplatz in time. But after this unpleasant incident she’ll get there distraught and sweaty in spite of the cold.

Bahnhofstrasse suddenly seems to go on forever, with far too many people in front of the palatial banks and upscale stores. An alpenhorn blower has set himself up on Paradeplatz, an earthy character with a full beard and an Edelweiss wreath on his green felt hat. Rushing past, she can decipher just two words painted on his cardboard sign: “Silence” and “Reflect.” The alpenhorn drowns out the squeals of the streetcars and other traffic noise from nearby streets. A cyclist attempts to cross the tracks, skids, and falls. What a crazy day! Josefa thinks, glancing back to see if he’s hurt, before catching a glimpse of the man in the sheepskin coat disappearing behind a pillar in the doorway to a private bank.

Josefa finally spots the hotel but before entering takes the precaution of wiping her temple with a tissue; it’s streaked pink. Just across the street she notices a poster on a department store wall summoning all Swiss soldiers to the annual obligatory weapons drill.

Josefa pushes through the revolving door to the elegant hotel lobby with its blue-and-gold carpet. The concierge gives her a casual once-over before turning his attention back to his phone call. Josefa glances quickly at her watch: already five minutes late. Never good for a first meeting. A young woman finally appears behind the counter and turns toward her with the tight-assed charm of a German newscaster.

“The Dessag Corporation must have left a message for me,” Josefa says. The receptionist raises a quizzical eyebrow.

“What company, please?”

“Dessag. D-E-S-S-A-G,” Josefa repeats. This will be the first meeting in this hotel as the Hotel Baur au Lac is closed for renovations.

“Dessag? And a message for whom, please?”

Josefa’s getting edgy. Hasn’t the staff been informed? Or maybe the people I’m supposed to meet are at the wrong hotel?

“Dessag,” repeats the concierge who has hung up the phone. “Yes, we do indeed have a message from them. You are requested to go to room 398.”

Josefa hesitates. “Three ninety-eight? Isn’t that just a normal hotel room?”

Meetings do not usually take place in hotel rooms. Josefa looks at the concierge with a twinge of embarrassment, recalling tales of high-class prostitutes who see well-heeled clients in grand hotels. For a brief moment she imagines the person he may be thinking she is: a slim woman, midthirties, in a bright-blue mohair coat with a matching Fabric Frontline silk scarf, a briefcase in her hand. Her graying hair is upswept (she had a few gray strands by the tender age of twenty—her mother’s legacy). Apart from pale lipstick and very thin eyeliner, she has no makeup on. Fortunately, she also inherited her Italian mother’s dark eyes and heavy eyelashes. Her finely toned skin doesn’t need any cosmetic enhancement.

Josefa sucks in her breath. “I have been told a small conference room was reserved,” she says in a firm voice.

The concierge nods an excuse. “All our conference rooms are taken, I’m afraid. But room 398 is a large suite with all necessary office infrastructure, rest assured.” He picks up a thick document and hits the stapler with a sweeping gesture.

There’s a bang in Josefa’s ears. She winces. And it’s then she realizes: It was a gun that rammed her temple! A revolver or a pistol. That must’ve been it. She goes weak in the knees. Is she still being followed?

“Would there be anything else?” the concierge asks.

“The elevator, please,” Josefa says.

“Over there and immediately on your left.”

Josefa waits impatiently for the elevator. A cluster of tourists is standing next to her, loaded down with bags of loot from the expensive designer shops between Paradeplatz and Storchenplatz. Josefa, pull yourself together. Everything’s going to be OK. How easily she’s frightened! She’s all nerves. Probably the fault of the poster advertising the military drill. That must’ve stimulated her imagination. The world is still perfectly normal, she tells herself, trying to calm down, take this hotel, for example, or these tourists now floating up with me in the elevator.

The fourth-floor corridor is deserted. An inviting, illuminated button at room 398 says, “PLEASE PRESS.” But Josefa knocks instead, several times, hard. She waits. Gleaming letters appear, “PLEASE ENTER.” She pushes down on the door handle.

The vestibule is dark, but there is light in the adjoining suite. Even standing some distance away, she can see that the curtains are drawn. Should something have tipped her off? Should she have been more cautious after the past few months? She’s shifting her briefcase from one hand to the other in indecision when a figure appears in the doorway.

Josefa freezes. “You?” she gasps. She has no desire to see the man who’s now raising his hand a little. Not now and not ever.

“I’ve been wanting us to have a little chat for a long time,” she hears him say in a slurred, hoarse voice. At that moment a noise makes her spin around. A man has pushed open the door to the room. He’s wearing a sheepskin coat over a black suit. And in his pocket is a sharp-edged metal object.
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The party tent was perched like a sparkling spaceship on a black lake, not one filled with water, of course, but an outspread carpet. Francis Bourdin had the idea of covering the meadow with a platform of boards and laying down carpeting. And when Bourdin, the head of the Loyn Corporation, had an idea, it was Josefa Rehmer’s job to make it happen. She thought she’d pulled it off brilliantly once again.

The tent was huge. Josefa had dug up one that could accommodate two hundred people at small round tables. Almost all the guests were already seated under gilded crystal chandeliers. The white tables were set with black plates on top of gold ones, resplendent with vases of white tulips, and the chairs were also black and gold. The combination of black, white, and gold was another wish of Bourdin’s, another of his visions, and Josefa did everything possible to make his ideas a reality.

She was fired up. She wondered if anyone could tell just by looking at her how proud she was of her achievement. Loyn had invited its best customers and business contacts to a spectacular show featuring eighty of the most beautiful Arabian stallions in the world. It was one of the biggest events that Josefa had ever organized for her company. Bourdin had insisted that the party would be in St. Moritz at the end of June, in spite of Josefa’s fears that the weather might not cooperate. But now she was pleased to see that the warm, early summer air that had descended over the Engadine had soaked up the last drops of moisture from the meadow. The sun’s fiery trail was only just disappearing behind the defiant chain of the Alps.

This sponsored event had reached its climax an hour ago with the glamorous parade of horses, and now the VIPs were waiting in the tent for hors d’oeuvres, champagne and exclusive wines already flowing. The ladies were flashing quite a bit of bare skin, expensive jewelry, and perfect teeth. Josefa, in a lime-green outfit at the tent entrance, was inspecting the space inside. A name tag identified her as the “Manager Event Marketing.”

Suddenly she had the feeling she was being watched. She turned around as inconspicuously as possible. A thickset, broad-shouldered man was standing about fifty feet away, smoking a cigar. Their eyes met. Josefa did a quick mental rundown of the guest list. Of course: Thüring, Beat Thüring, the once much-celebrated CEO of Swixan, before the company went broke and Thüring had a great fall—a well-cushioned one, as Josefa clearly remembered. Thüring had siphoned off lots of money—many, many millions, in fact—beforehand. She’d read it in the papers. This made him persona non grata in the Zurich economic establishment, at least for a while. Why Thüring was back on Loyn’s VIP list puzzled Josefa. But that was none of her business; as the organizer, she had no choice but to be friendly, cigar smoke and all.

“You’ve already found your seat in the tent, am I right, Herr Thüring?” she asked helpfully.

Beat Thüring moved his cigar away from her. There was something Mediterranean about him; he looked more like a bon vivant than a financial shark. Josefa could easily imagine how his charm had seduced all those people he later victimized.

Thüring turned the corners of his mouth into an ironic smile.

“Today I can enjoy all these beautiful things at the same time—the Engadine Alps, a good cigar, and a wonderful hostess.”

“And a superb meal as well,” Josefa replied without batting an eyelash. “We want our guests to have fond memories of this day.”

“I thought I’d stretch my legs a bit until the guests of honor get here.” He gave her a conspiratorial wink.

Josefa never stopped smiling. She knew what she owed her company.

“For me you are one of the guests of honor, Herr Thüring,” she replied, before making her escape from the smoky cigar.

Thüring had found a sore spot.

The table for the honored guests in the middle of the tent was not yet filled.

Josefa scanned the room and spotted Claire Fendi, her assistant, giving final instructions to the restaurant manager. Josefa hurried over.

“Where’s Joan Caroll? Where’s Bourdin and the rest of them?”

Claire looked surprised.

“Aren’t they here yet? They were just leaving the hotel twenty minutes ago. They should be here by now.”

Bourdin was habitually late. Though he was the head of Loyn, he acted like an eccentric artist, a bohemian in the world of economics—an image he cultivated most effectively for the media. Other people were supposed to worry about the orderly course of events. Especially Josefa.

What made her more nervous was the fact that Joan Caroll had not shown up yet, the star of Loyn’s VIP gala event. All the guests were dying to meet the woman who’d won the US Chess Championship as a sixteen-year-old girl wonder, who was a sensation as an international model, and who’d become a film actress (Josefa didn’t find her films particularly convincing, but she kept that to herself). Loyn had bought Joan Caroll for image purposes. She made a lot of money being photographed with Loyn’s luxury handbags and suitcases, and she took part in Loyn’s promotional events. Josefa thought it was a real coup for the eighty-five-year-old Swiss family business. And it was her job to get Joan Caroll from point A to point B on time. She got out her cell phone. Bourdin didn’t answer. She feared the worst.

“Take over here,” she said to Claire. “I’m going to the hotel. Bourdin’s behaving like an idiot again.”

Claire rolled her eyes. She knew what was up. The two women were so much in sync that words were often superfluous.

“When should we start?” Claire asked.

“In fifteen minutes. I should be back by then. If not, just start serving the dinner. Let the team know.”

Josefa ran across the black carpet to the waiting company car. It took only about seven minutes to reach the hotel, where she came across Bourdin in the lobby with the PR woman for the horse show and the mayor of St. Moritz, also a woman. Josefa also spotted a few reporters in the lobby. Bourdin always played the slightly bored loner for the media (complete with far-off gaze and long, black hair, which Josefa guessed was dyed, tied in a Mozart braid). He almost always appeared in the garb of a Pakistani aristocrat, dressed in the finest Italian silk.

Bourdin turned around angrily.

“What are you doing here?” he shouted. “You ought to be at the tent.”

“I’m here because everybody in the tent is waiting for the guests of honor,” Josefa said as calmly as possible. She was annoyed at herself. Why did she feel the need to justify something that was plain as day? But Josefa had long stopped expecting rational behavior from Bourdin.

All of a sudden his voice was filled with understanding—that’s how he always delivered his biggest affronts.

“Then you’ll just have to make their wait as enjoyable as possible. We’ve had a change of plans. Alphonse Yvon has invited us to his chalet. For beef fondue.”

Alphonse Yvon—the oil magnate and owner of the exclusive Prima Donna shops. “You understand that Joan has to be there. This will bring in a fabulous amount of business,” Bourdin said, his voice sounding lost in fog.

Josefa stared at him for few seconds, speechless. But then she couldn’t hold back.

“Two hundred guests are waiting for you, and especially for Joan. It was featured on the invitation. And you simply want to leave the guests high and dry? Ignore them? It was our invitation and these are our guests. You can’t do this. It’s an absolute insult!”

Bourdin was already turning away.

“Tell them whatever you want. Say that Joan has a cold or something. I can’t change it. Yvon is more important after all.” And with that he turned his back on her.

Josefa knew that any further arguing was pointless. She took the elevator to the hotel’s top floor. Gorgeous bouquets adorned the presidential suite. Joan Caroll was sitting at the dressing table in heated curlers, her hair stylist fiddling with them.

“Chousefeen!” Joan exclaimed, giving her a hearty welcome. The two women had become friendly during the three years they’d been working together—as friendly as anybody could ever get with Joan Caroll.

Joan looked dazzling, as always. She was wearing a black blazer with a deep décolletage and tight-fitting pants of sparkling silver.

“You’re worried about the fondue, aren’t you?” she asked graciously.

“Do you really want to go, or is it what Bourdin wants?” Josefa replied.

“His wish is my command,” Joan said with a friendly smile. “He is the company, and the company decides.”

Josefa knew Joan would never get involved in internal squabbles.

“If you want to go, then it’s OK by me,” Josefa said.

“Wonderful.” Joan stuck a white, glittery jewel in her ear that looked like a large diamond.

“I’ll be taking you to the airport tomorrow,” Josefa said, and she left.

She took the company car back to the party tent, and as she climbed out, she noticed Beat Thüring still standing outside. This time he was with two men; they turned their backs on Josefa. Why weren’t they at their table? she wondered in some alarm. The gala dinner must have begun long ago! As she approached, the three hurried into the tent.
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The phone rattled, wrenching Josefa out of her sleep. It was the hotel’s wake-up service no doubt. Reaching for the receiver, she squinted at the clock: quarter after six.

She’d hardly slept at all. A few guests had kicked up a row in the hallway in the middle of the night. Imagine a thing like that in a grand hotel in St. Moritz, she thought crossly. But now, when she had to get up, it was quiet. The noisemakers were no doubt having sweet dreams right about now. She ordered breakfast from room service, opened her laptop, and checked her schedule to see when the VIPs were to be taken to the airport. Then she quickly browsed through her new e-mails, a lot of junk mail in spite of the filter the company had installed.

One e-mail in particular jumped out at her, though. It didn’t seem like normal spam—but why was it in English? She reread the text several times, translating it as best she could: The devil is most devilish when he comes in respectable dress. Recognize the evildoer before he tears you to pieces with his claws.

What a peculiar warning! Josefa looked at the sender; it made as little sense to her as the message did: nonoose@hotmail.com. Somebody was clearly playing a trick on her, her e-mail address was easy enough to find, but who could it be?

She thought about deleting the ominous message but moved it to a folder instead. Maybe it would make more sense later. Besides, she had more important things to think about now.

That afternoon, sitting beside Joan Caroll in the Mercedes limousine on the way to Zurich-Kloten airport, she watched villages and meadows whiz by in the rain. The model was wearing jeans and a white T-shirt under a short, orange leather jacket, she’d put her blonde hair up in a ponytail, and her full lips were unpainted. No longer on the clock for Loyn, she seemed relaxed as she described the fondue evening in the rustic cabin that Yvon, the multimillionaire, had added onto his luxurious chalet. Musicians had played accordions and clarinets after the meal, and Joan quipped that all that was missing was some yodeling.

As the two ladies chatted, a stone-faced Bourdin sat across from them. He’d hardly said a thing since they’d left the hotel, which made Josefa wonder whether Yvon had lived up to his lofty expectations. It was Bourdin’s practice to do all the talking, to radiate charm incessantly, to be unstoppable. She was often amazed at his verbal acrobatics. Francis, who was named “Franz” at birth, preferred to talk in speech bubbles: “Loyn is the culmination of the Here and Nothing in the infinite spectrum of innovative potential,” inspiring men and women to march out and buy deluxe luggage as if they really wanted to culminate in the Here and Nothing. And even Josefa could wax poetic about bags and suitcases of the finest leather (albeit with a slightly different spin).

Thanks to Bourdin, upscale leather bags had become a quality Swiss product, like watches and chocolate—she had to grant him that, in spite of the smoldering anger she felt for him at present. She could even acknowledge at certain times, and today was one of them, that she too had made a considerable contribution to Loyn’s success. She efficiently orchestrated how the company was presented in public; her meticulous and reliable oversight of last night’s VIP gala event was a case in point. Loyn’s celebrity walking advertisements—they were called “ambassadors”—constantly affirmed and reaffirmed how much they valued Josefa’s dependability. And after all, there were several film stars, international sports heroes, and some icons in the music business among them. She was on call twenty-four hours a day—at least for four more days.

Josefa sighed to herself. Good that her vacation was approaching. Three weeks away from the company, three weeks of doing nothing, three weeks of sun and sand. Yet she hadn’t planned anything, nothing was booked; she simply hadn’t had time until now to give it any thought.

“Frau Rehmer,” Bourdin said, interrupting her thoughts. The limousine had arrived at the airport; it was still raining.

“I’ll take Joan to the VIP lounge,” he said. “Tomorrow there’s a briefing in my office. Right this way, Joan.”

But Joan paid no attention to him and took Josefa gently by the sleeve.

“I want to buy a souvenir for my sister. Can you come with me?”

Josefa thought for a moment; Joan in a souvenir shop—that wasn’t a good idea, people would be sure to recognize her.

“What would you think if we went to the VIP lounge, and I got someone to bring you a selection?” she suggested. Joan acquiesced.

Bourdin stayed close to them because there was an interesting audience for him in the lounge, and soon he was schmoozing with one of the world’s most photographed models. Although Joan hadn’t prepared for a grand entrée, all eyes were on her svelte figure and long legs. A ground stewardess brought them an assortment of Swiss souvenirs, and Joan selected a silk foulard adorned with droll cows. Kelly, her assistant, soon arrived to escort Joan on her flight to the US, and Josefa seized the opportunity to bid the model farewell.

“You did a fantastic job,” Josefa enthused, and Joan made a gesture resembling an embrace.

“Josephine, it’s not hard with you around,” she replied warmly, before exchanging a few polite noises with Bourdin and disappearing with Kelly at her side.

“Do you share my opinion that Joan did it again, magnificently?” Josefa asked, turning toward Bourdin, but he was already on his way out of the lounge. Not a word. She was simply left behind, like an umbrella. The company limousine wouldn’t be taking her back to Zurich, then. Damn it. Bourdin was treating her as if she were his maid, a second-class citizen. She, Josefa, who had just helped Loyn stage that glamorous show!

Josefa suddenly felt rooted to the spot, unable to move. Her breathing became shallow, the air blocked like steam in a kettle with the lid on. Her arms and hands cramped up. She only half perceived what was going on around her. Her ears were ringing. All of a sudden she felt a metal handle in her hand, linked to a taut wire rope with a monstrous steel ball at the end. And Josefa was spinning round and round, holding onto the handle as the heavy ball began to swing around. It spun in ever larger circles, turning and turning, shattering everything in its way, smashing walls to bits, mowing down metal scaffolding like matchsticks, breaking windowpanes to pieces. Get out of the way, get out of the way! She was turning faster and faster, the ball careening more and more powerfully through the air, relentless in its triumphal march of destruction. Finally, after everything was flattened, Josefa let go of the ball, releasing it in one last, erratic spin, and watched it rocket off and disappear into the vague, blurry distance.

And then, all of a sudden, she could breathe deeply again, the air moving in and out of her lungs unobstructed, which stopped her cramping. Josefa heard a voice and blinked. The veil slowly lifted: A woman was standing in front of her. She wore a blue-and-red uniform and put a hand on her arm. Josefa could now understand her words.

“The driver of your company car gave me your luggage.”

“My luggage?” Josefa asked in a daze. “Oh, yes.” She’d completely forgotten about it.

“Don’t you want to sit down? You look pale,” the stewardess offered, exuding a subtle perfume.

“No, no, everything’s fine,” Josefa assured her as she slowly regained her composure.

The lady in uniform gave her a worried look.

“You’re really very pale.”

“I sometimes get dizzy,” Josefa quickly explained. “I’ve got low blood pressure, you see. But that’s really…that’s not a disease. Typical woman’s problem.” She attempted a feeble smile. “And better than high blood pressure. I’ve obviously been working too hard lately and haven’t had enough sleep. Many thanks for your concern.” She nodded quickly at the stewardess, who still looked dubious, picked up her luggage, and headed to the taxi stand.

On the ride to Zurich Josefa was lost in thought as she watched the ugly suburban houses pass by. She still felt the fear in her bones. She’d thought she’d left that scary phase behind her long ago. Something in her mind’s eye had persecuted her as a girl growing up—and she had said goodbye to those years, hadn’t she? It was the anger of a helpless teenager, not her anger. And yet, here it was again, suddenly breaking out, uncontrolled, unbridled—that made her afraid. Probably nerves, she said to herself. The sooner I’m home, the better.
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The rain had stopped in downtown Zurich, and it was already dusk. Josefa unlocked the door to her apartment building and went up the stone stairs to the fifth floor—there was no elevator in this somewhat neglected building that defied the modern age. A feeling of warmth and security suffused Josefa in spite of her great fatigue. Home again. No more hotel rooms and restaurants for the time being.

She walked through her apartment like a cat that had come home after days of roaming and was now taking in the old familiar scents. She opened the windows onto the green back courtyard and soaked in the cool evening air. For three years, Josefa had been renting an apartment in this building, located in a large quarter of the city that had Jugendstil buildings several stories tall with high, stuccoed ceilings. Plopping into the rocking chair, she let her eyes wander around the room: the oil paintings on the walls that she’d painted when her life wasn’t dictated by the day planner; the pile of unread magazines (no doubt featuring ads for Loyn bags); the colorful cushions on the parquet floor; the long, narrow Oriental rug; the bookshelves; the clay figurines from Peru; and the lamp with the antique china base that had fortunately survived all Josefa’s moves, an heirloom from her mother who’d died of cancer at thirty-six. On a little cabinet of sea-green glass stood her favorite photo of her mother, taken in her native Piedmont before her illness. She was leaning over a wall; an old church and a square dotted with people could be seen in the background. A polka-dot band kept her dark hair, streaked with silver, out of her very pretty face. Josefa was struck by the fact that if she were her mother, she would only have one more year to live. Suddenly her head began to ache just a little.

She quickly put on a CD, floating away for a while to the sound of Jeff Buckley’s mesmerizing voice. Then she unpacked her small suitcase and took a pile of clothes down to the laundry room she shared with the other tenants. Both washers were full; Josefa sighed and headed back upstairs. The city administration had been housing asylum seekers on the second and third floors; some of the long-time tenants had protested, but without results. Josefa couldn’t care less; she was traveling most of the time anyway.

When she woke up it was five o’clock in the morning. Slightly numb, she dragged her tired body out of bed, splashed cold water on her face, and gazed at herself in the mirror. Her skin seemed pale in spite of a slight redness, and there were shadows under her eyes. She clung to the edge of the sink, feeling a little dizzy, and then trudged into her small kitchen. The freezer was filled with TV dinners, but she managed to find enough oatmeal for breakfast. As she stirred some hot water into the bowl, she powered up her computer.

Stefan—her married lover who was on a business trip in New York at the moment—had sent her an e-mail. “Back on Tuesday,” it read. What was that about? Would he be with his family, or would she be able to see him then?

“Call as soon as you’re back,” she replied. But it was the next e-mail that sent a cold shiver down her spine: Once again it was from nonoose@hotmail.com. Her fingers trembled as she opened the message. It was written in English again: I’m really glad to hear you lost control. It’s a good sign when sick people get angry.

She stared at the words as if seeing a ghost. How could that be? Was somebody watching her at the airport? Did somebody see how she’d drifted off into a dark world? Maybe Francis Bourdin? Impossible—she saw him leave.

Frightened, she switched off the computer, grabbed her jacket and her briefcase, and five minutes later was in the little Italian shop on the corner that thankfully opened at six. She bought two apples, a sandwich, and a bottle of water before taking the streetcar to company headquarters.

Claire Fendi approached her in the fifth-floor hallway, wearing her lime-green Loyn uniform. A lack of sleep had left its traces on Claire’s usually fresh face.

“Claire, here already?” Josefa said, a rather rhetorical question.

“And so are you,” Claire replied in her high, clear voice, trying to sound lighthearted in spite of her obvious exhaustion. “I’ve put the press clippings on your desk—they’re fantastic. And in the Age of the Internet, Curt Van Duisen actually sent a telegram congratulating you! That man’s got real style.”

“Thanks, Claire. I couldn’t have done it without you, you know that.”

“Bourdin’s got a different take on that.” It didn’t escape Josefa’s notice that Claire was tense, and now her stomach began to clench as well. Here she was, entrusted with such terrific colleagues like Claire, and Bourdin had nothing better to do than rough up her assistant.

“Oh, just ignore that sort of thing,” she said coolly, well aware that it was bad advice that she herself didn’t follow. “You’re simply indispensable to our team.”

Josefa meant what she said. A year after starting at Loyn, she had asked Bourdin if she could hire a personal assistant, already having an eye on Claire for the job. Josefa needed a loyal, reliable colleague who’d throw herself into the work as wholeheartedly as she did. Claire, in her late twenties, was her first choice. And right from the start this petite, strawberry blonde never lost any time, let alone her nerve. It was Claire who organized all of Loyn’s business and promotional trips; who came up with cheap, last-minute flights; who always knew the best routes to take; readily accommodated special requests; and who made sure that the airlines handled Loyn’s ambassadors with kid gloves. There was no doubt that Claire had genuine organizational talent.

Josefa quickly realized that Claire had potential. She knew she’d have to act fast before somebody else took this gifted person under their wing. She wanted an assistant she could groom and promote—and yet still feel secure in the knowledge that she wouldn’t offer any competition later. Josefa quickly saw that Claire, despite her capabilities, would not be a danger. Her manner was too girlish, her voice too high and gentle to project authority, though it suited her fine-boned, diminutive figure, her round, childlike, freckled face, and her delicate little hands. But Josefa never let on to Claire what she was planning and was often a little ashamed of herself for it.

So be it, she thought dismissively. She had to focus on the work at hand. Josefa slipped on her reading glasses and turned her attention to the file of newspaper clippings lying on the table. They’d all been there in St. Moritz: the magazines, the tabloids, and the financial press.

Loyn had become a factor in the economy and received recognition for it, and their CEO knew how to enlist the media for his own purposes, even if it was just a social event like the horse show in St. Moritz.

Josefa recognized the various celebrities featured, but one stood out: Joan Caroll. Josefa was always amazed at how radiant Joan looked in pictures, even better than in person. She had “star quality” as Pius Tschuor, Loyn’s official photographer, frequently remarked. “Everybody’s singing your praises, Frau Rehmer,” murmured Richard Auer, upon meeting Josefa in the corridor a few minutes later, sounding like he’d greased his vocal chords with the same copious amounts of gel he used on his hair. Auer was a German, from Hamburg, a fact he constantly emphasized, and “the sales boss of us all,” as Josefa liked to call him privately. Dick was his official company nickname, which suited his dynamic, man-of-the-world demeanor. He had blonde hair, a few coquettish fringes gracing his forehead. What’s he doing at head office? Josefa wondered, pushing her misgivings in front of her like a bulldozer. But Auer seemed in the best of spirits.

“Thank you,” Josefa replied, squeezing by him. Everybody was assembled in the meeting room. Josefa felt her heart beating: My team, the team; built it myself, she thought proudly. She had ten people under her, of different ages because she prized both dynamism and experience. This team was her greatest achievement!

Albert Tenning, the youngest member, was placing a bowl of fragrant butter croissants on the oval table when Josefa called the meeting to order. Surveying the ten eager faces, and about to begin her paean of praise for their good work, she suddenly noticed Claire. Something about her expression was disconcerting. She didn’t only seem tired but somehow just not there. What was going on? Well, she’d have to clear that up later. Josefa gave a brief, routine summary of the last few days’ events, handing out recognition and thanks, making some suggestions for improvements, and listening to her colleagues’ comments.

Nobody mentioned Joan’s absence at the gala dinner, though that was to have been the main event. But Josefa had already passed the word around that she would straighten that out with management later. If Bourdin ever got wind of the fact that her colleagues had openly bitched about the debacle, he could charge Josefa with disloyalty, a fact that was evident to the whole team.

“There’s to be a nine o’clock meeting with the CEO in the large board room,” Bianca Schwegler, Josefa’s reliable secretary, reported as soon as Josefa declared the meeting adjourned.

That’s just in twenty minutes! Josefa looked quickly around for Claire who was standing right behind her.

“Read this before you go to the meeting,” Claire muttered, pressing a telegram into her hand.

Josefa caught her by the arm. “We’ve got to talk afterward.”

Claire gave her boss what seemed to Josefa a beleaguered look and then nodded briskly.

The weekly meeting with Bourdin was always on Friday morning, unless he was en route somewhere—that was the drill. But this Friday the room was exceptionally full when Josefa arrived. Bourdin had summoned the regional sales managers from various countries to Zurich—and had not informed Josefa about it. He was already enthroned at the head of the conference table, with Hans-Rudolf Walther, the chairman of the board of directors and the stinking rich owner of Loyn, next to him. Was there an important agenda item she knew nothing about? Walther was well known for taking a personal interest in Loyn’s day-to-day business. At fifty-seven he was too young to retire; still, it was very rare for him to come to a Friday meeting.

Bourdin had already launched into his usual verbal torrent, his voice at times cracking: “…established a brand for the unbiased time traveler around the globe…modern nomads who look for the cornerstones of their circle of influence in lasting aesthetics…” Josefa was only half-listening when she realized she still had the telegram in her hand. She leaned back a little in order to open it discreetly on her lap.

Dear Frau Rehmer,

Permit me to extend to you my profound thanks for the cordial and competent way you look after your guests. You facilitated wonderful and stimulating days for me and my wife in most pleasant surroundings. Hearty congratulations!

Yours, Curt Van Duisen

Josefa’s heart leapt. Curt Van Duisen was one of Walther’s old friends—if that wasn’t a good sign she didn’t know what was! Bourdin was still droning on, his speech obviously drawing to a close: “…thanks to our colleagues, who give their all…” Josefa tucked the telegram into her pants pocket. “…our project manager…US sales manager…the head of PR…and last but not least…” Josefa straightened up imperceptibly. “…our leader, Hans-Rudolf Walther, who made everything possible. They all deserve our applause.”

Josefa sat there for a moment, absolutely rigid. He wouldn’t dare ignore her so obviously! Everyone present knew that she’d done the impossible in St. Moritz. She felt some eyes turn toward her. Bourdin announced that he’d like to show the sales managers the newly opened showroom—“an architectural gem,” he boasted—on the ground floor, featuring products from all previous Loyn collections. So that’s it, she fumed.

Josefa was glued to her seat, at a loss for what to do next—should she confront Bourdin? Suck it up and ignore the slight?—when Hans-Rudolf Walther came up to her.

“Frau Rehmer, I’d like us to have a talk, in private,” he said with a smile, laying a paternal hand on her arm. “Please come to my office in ten minutes.” Without waiting for an answer he turned on his heel to rejoin the turmoil.

Back in her office, Josefa pulled out the documentation for the next big PR event, a music festival showcasing some famous musicians, which she’d already prepared a draft for. Maybe Walther was interested in finding out more about it. She hurried to the bathroom, freshened up, and took the elevator to the top floor.

Of course Walther hadn’t arrived yet. It was the privilege of the powerful to keep others waiting. His secretary offered her a seat, but Josefa stood at the window instead; the magnificent view of Lake Zurich and the Alps in the distance was captivating, like a Ferdinand Hodler painting. The city lay at her feet, and visions of warm summer evenings came to mind: she imagined waves licking against the stones, her brown, tanned legs in the warm water, a haughty swan, head held high, passing by, boats with billowing sails floating on the blue water.

“Frau Rehmer,” Walther said, interrupting her daydream. Hans-Rudolf Walther was the proverbial éminence grise at Loyn: Everything about him was gray—his suit, his tie, his hair, even his skin looked gray. He extended a hand to invite her into his office, and Josefa followed, sitting down at a little round table and placing her dossier on it.

“Well now, Frau Rehmer,” Walther began, in the somewhat contorted, jovial manner of an established man who is about to explain something to a clearly younger woman. “Your performance was once again magnificent. We all find it exceptional. Since you’ve been in charge of event marketing, everything has been running absolutely splendidly.”

“I’m pleased to hear it, Herr Walther,” she replied, but couldn’t resist following it up with, “I’d have been even more pleased if that had been said during the meeting.”

Walther turned a little to the left. His seal ring sparkled.

“Now look, you mustn’t take that too seriously. Francis is the spontaneous type, a bit unstructured, the way geniuses often are. He quite simply forgot about it in his enthusiasm. That is why I am making up for it now; you are very near and dear to us,” he offered, with a look meant to melt her away at once.

Whatever Bourdin did, Walther would cover for him. Bourdin was vital to the company; Walther had put his money on him, and Loyn’s success proved him right.

He started talking again without asking for a response.

“You’ve carried out almost superhuman tasks in the last several days, Frau Rehmer; you’ve hardly had time to catch your breath. That’s about to change. We should like to relieve you of some tasks that have nothing to do with your core activity.”

Now it’s coming, Josefa thought. I knew it was coming.

Walther laced his fingers together, forming a dome with his hands.

“We have decided to fill the position of marketing head externally, again.”

“Herr Walther, I’m very astonished by your decision. Particularly after the bad experience we had,” Josefa replied, trying to stay as calm as possible.

Walther knew what she was talking about. The head marketing spot was vacant because the man who last held it had been a fiasco, driving everyone in the firm crazy. And since then, Josefa had taken over most of his duties, with Bourdin carrying out the rest.

“You know,” Walther explained, “we need a competent head for such an important area. We need a middleman, a hinge, a contact person for our colleagues, our guests, and company management.”

“Our colleagues? Our guests? But that part of it is working extremely well,” Josefa blurted out, feeling nauseated with anger. She even considered showing him Van Duisen’s telegram—but no, she wasn’t some kid looking for recognition.

“Frau Rehmer,” Walther continued, in his paternal tone, “no one has the slightest doubt about your competence. Perhaps you didn’t understand me properly. We want to relieve you of some of your duties. So that you can concentrate on your core work. And I am convinced that this time we’ve hired an exceptionally capable, outstanding candidate. His name is Werner Schulmann.”

Josefa was dumbstruck. She felt as if the rug had been pulled out from under her feet.
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Pius Tschuor was standing in the doorway of Josefa’s office. With his full, dark hair that a carefully groomed haircut couldn’t even tame, together with his blue eyes and perfectly chiseled, masculine mouth—not too full, not too soft—Pius was a striking individual. Josefa sometimes wondered how Loyn was ever able to catch the guy. She’d discovered him herself—or more precisely, his pictures, she thought coyly. She’d seen his photographs in a gallery and contacted him immediately, then passed his portfolio on to Bourdin, who instantly signed him up to do the next catalog. And in no time at all this young man had become a kind of court photographer at Loyn. This was the bread-and-butter job he would use to finance his passion, which was admittedly not very lucrative: He photographed underground cave systems, dark lakes, hidden gorges, and small, mysterious creatures that saw light for the first time thanks to his flash units. It puzzled Josefa why Pius would choose to hide his athletic physique from the light of day, and from so many admiring eyes, just to flee into the bowels of the earth.

“Is it longing for the female uterus,” she once teased him, with a wink. That was how she communicated with him: wisecracking, kidding him, poking the fire but never playing with it. If they were working on a project together, there was an immediate, concentrated rapport between them; she was seldom at odds with Pius, and he always seemed to know instantly what she wanted.

Now he was considering her silently, an inquiring gaze on his handsome face. Josefa was in an unmistakable bad mood. She sat in her chair as if turned to stone; her arms propped on the armrests, her hands folded, stubbornly looking straight ahead. Finally she spat it out: “I feel like screaming right now.”

Pius prowled like a puma around the desk and stopped at the window. “Oh-oh-oh,” he uttered. “How bad is it this time?”

Josefa rubbed her nose. “Bad enough to ruin my whole holiday.”

“Nobody in this company has any right to an enjoyable vacation, you know that,” he replied with a smile.

“No right to a vacation, no right to recognition, no right to be treated with human dignity,” Josefa exclaimed, realizing she shouldn’t speak so loudly with the door open. But she didn’t give a damn. About anything else for that matter.

Pius carefully laid a briefcase on the table.

“Here are my ideas for the thank-yous to the St. Moritz VIPs,” he said, leaning toward her and bracing his arms on the table, his face enticingly close to hers. Josefa could smell his aftershave and even imagined for a moment that he might kiss her.

“Loyn is not the only thing in the world, Josefa,” he said softly. Then he was out of the room in a flash. Josefa sat there for a minute, composing herself; then resentment got the better of her again.

“No, the world is only slimy caves and blind bats,” she grunted as she picked up the phone and asked Claire to come in.

Through her window she could see the swallows dancing.

Oh my God! Werner Schulmann. He calls himself a communications consultant and an expert on new media. Josefa had worked with him a few years back when Loyn threw a birthday party for its new collection at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art. Schulmann purported to be a specialist for every imaginable kind of technical gimmick—video sound shows, lighting effects, large-screen projections. They had worked together well while planning the event; he was easy to get along with, was open to her ideas, and had charm and a pleasant, sporty appearance. But he let her know in San Francisco that he didn’t like to spend his nights alone and made her an unambiguous proposition that she politely turned down. Schulmann still wouldn’t drop it, and Josefa had to be even more explicit: “You must take no for a no.”

He just smiled and said suavely, “Do you really know how much your eyes expose your sexual hunger? Maybe you should do something about that.” Then he turned on his heel and left with a spring in his step. Josefa was speechless—that’s what annoyed her the most afterward. Why hadn’t she come up with a good retort right off? She was normally so quick-witted.

Back in her hotel suite later that evening, she ordered a bowl of soup and a pot of peppermint tea. When the doorbell buzzed, she assumed it was room service and opened the door without looking through the peephole first. Schulmann was on her before she realized her mistake. He grabbed her and began kissing her and fondling her breasts. Josefa was terrified and overwhelmed; she tried to get out of his grasp, the struggle seemed like an eternity. When all of a sudden Schulmann let her go. The buzzer. The waiter. The soup. She threw open the door as fast as she could.

“Please c-c-come in…” she stammered. The waiter looked unsure of himself, and Schulmann took advantage of his hesitation to push past them and disappear down the corridor.

“Is everything all right?” he asked, placing the tray on the table.

Josefa shook her head. “Can I get another room?”

She was still rather new at Loyn back then. That birthday party was her acid test, and Schulmann’s production was an important component. The next day Schulmann acted as if nothing had happened, and Josefa only talked to him when absolutely necessary. But her grudge festered. She rejected out of hand the idea of telling her superiors; she constantly heard about some “bedtime story” or other on every floor of the office. Who would ever come to her defense?

Back in Zurich she argued in her post mortem that Loyn ought to shift their focus onto its products and their best-known advertisers; the distinguished and understated Loyn image was not well served by extravagant sound and light effects. She never received an official response to her report, but Schulmann never got another assignment from Loyn.

The sound of approaching footsteps snapped her back to the present. Claire appeared in her doorway in a salmon-colored two-piece suit that made her look paler than she already was. Closing the door in anticipation of their conversation, she took a seat across from Josefa.

“Walther has had a talk with me,” Josefa said, getting right to the point. “We’re getting a new marketing head.”

Claire said nothing.

Didn’t she get it? Josefa thought, adding, “The new man’s name is Werner Schulmann.”

“I know,” Claire said flatly.

“You know already?” Josefa flared up. “Am I the last person in this company to find out?”

Why does nobody tell me anything?

Claire leaned back in her chair, as if trying to avoid a blow. “Werner Schulmann told me yesterday.”

Josefa stared at her in disbelief.

Claire squirmed in her seat. “Werner and me…we…OK, we’ve been together for six months. I met him at a mutual friend’s. In Paris. He called me up afterward and…he invited me to dinner. And I fell in love with him. Just like that.” She was in agony.

Josefa was thunderstruck. Claire Fendi and Werner Schulmann. Claire and that…that…How could such a smart young woman be taken in by a con artist like that! Claire never talked about her private life; that was none of the corporation’s business. That was another reason Josefa had always relied one hundred percent on her discreet, trusty, always ready and able assistant who was now spelling out her defeat in rapid-fire words.

“I thought he felt the same way. He…he gave me presents and wrote a love letter every day. Then yesterday he told me—not until yesterday!—that he had been offered and accepted the job at Loyn. He said we could still be together, but nobody must find out about it.” She tossed her head back. “I didn’t know a thing about it before yesterday, Josefa. He never breathed a word about it…I don’t know what to do.”

Josefa tried to read her pallid face. Did Claire know about her run-in with Schulmann? Had he told her about it? She rejected the idea immediately. It wouldn’t have been in his interests to portray himself as a stud. But maybe he’d tried to winkle information out of Claire about Loyn and about her boss…

“Did you tell him anything about the company?”

“The usual trivialities, the sort of things you tell your partner.” Her soft voice started to break. “I don’t want him interfering with my work. It’s an impossible situation. He didn’t even ask me before accepting the offer! He kept the whole thing under wraps.”

Josefa felt increasingly dizzy. The five years with Loyn had not been easy, but now one problem after another was stacking up before her eyes, threatening to bury her.

“The sad thing is,” Claire said, “that he’s starting next week.”

“What? Next week!” Josefa blew up. Walther hadn’t uttered a word about that. Clearly they intended to give Schulmann a grace period while she was on vacation. They were giving him time to stake out his turf. Her turf.

She needed to think this through in peace and quiet.

“Take care of this,” she said to Claire curtly, pointing to Pius’s photo file lying on the table.

Claire took the folder and looked Josefa straight in the eye. Josefa spotted something defiant there, some rebelliousness.

“Why didn’t you apply for the job?” Claire asked in a firm voice. “You ought to have applied. With your qualifications you’d have made a super marketing head!”

Josefa felt she’d been caught off base, caught in the act by her own assistant. She looked away and was annoyed at the ensuing pause. She was struggling to find the right words, and Claire could tell. When she finally answered, her voice was more strident than she intended.

“Why? Well, for starters, the position was already filled, that is, by Bourdin and me—I’m in effect running marketing. They could have offered me the job. It would have been obvious to talk to me about it first.”

Claire kept looking at her—challenging her, Josefa thought—but said nothing. Josefa was irritated by her silence and knew it was a mistake to justify herself to Claire, but she couldn’t stop the words from coming out.

“This whole business with Schulmann really shows that they don’t want to give me a higher managerial position. Claire, this company keeps the glass ceiling very, very low. I can work and work, give it everything I’ve got—what’s the point?” She leaned back in her chair, making an effort to appear above it all.

“You mustn’t give up so easily, Josefa,” Claire said earnestly, leaning forward. “Maybe you should’ve tried to stay in closer touch with Walther, to butter him up more. You know how he goes for that. Walther wants to be courted; he likes to be the benefactor, beloved by his people.”

Josefa just stared at Claire, her irritation growing. So it had come to this. She was receiving well-meaning advice from her assistant on how to climb the career ladder. What’s more, it was coming from a woman who was having a liaison with the very man who could jeopardize her career, who could undermine her position, who could make every meeting, every day, miserable.

Josefa was almost sick at the thought that she wasn’t Bourdin’s immediate subordinate anymore, but Schulmann’s. He would seize this opportunity to take his revenge on her, she was convinced of that. He would keep important information from her, cut her bonuses, force her to work with whomever he chose. Who’d give her any support against Schulmann? She couldn’t count on Walther or Bourdin, and not on Auer certainly. Now she was fighting mad.

But she realized she had to choose her words carefully. Claire had the tendency to overreact to criticism. Josefa cleared her throat, propped her elbows on the desktop, and clenched her hands into fists.

“I wouldn’t have gotten as far as I have if I didn’t know what this company needs. You must believe me, Claire. You don’t get very far by just being nice or making eyes at somebody; you need different artillery. It’s important to know who’s on your side, who’s got your back when you need it.” Josefa stood up and adjusted the cuffs on her silk blouse.

Claire rose from her seat as well and half turned to the door. “As for Werner Schulmann, I know where I stand in spite of everything, Josefa,” she said, before walking out.
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“I’m standing in the middle of the woods.”

Josefa heard birds chirping, children’s voices, some snapping and rustling.

“Are you stalking something?” she asked, getting a cup of tea from the kitchen. She had called Helene’s cell phone because her friend was always off somewhere, as an ornithologist or a hunter. In the fall she’d go to the mountains in the Canton of Graubünden to shoot game. In winter she was often in Borneo, Madagascar, or some other tropical bird paradise. When it turned warmer in Switzerland, Helene would climb fire ladders, venturing into the attics and chimneys of condemned houses and buildings to relocate bird colonies.

“I’m taking some schoolchildren through the woods,” Helene shouted.

“I absolutely must talk with you, can you hear?” Josefa yelled back.

“Today?”

“Any way we can.”

The background crackling grew louder, sounding like a herd of wild boars crashing through the underbrush.

“You know what, come up to the Dolder,” Helene suggested. “It’s nearby.”

Josefa hesitated. The famous Dolder Grand, renowned for its sublime site on a slope above the city, was the most expensive hotel for miles around.

Helene took her silence as a sign of agreement, adding, “Four o’clock in the bar,” before hanging up. Helene didn’t waste time on small talk.

Josefa finished her tea and dialed Stefan’s number. The sun’s feeble rays shimmered in the early summer air outside her window, its pale beams reflecting into Josefa’s room. His voice mail picked up.

“It’s me. I’ve been trying to get you since yesterday,” Josefa chattered away. “Today’s the first day of my vacation, but I’ve got a big hassle at the office. Nothing to do with St. Moritz, that all went well, very well, as a matter of fact. I’d just like to hear your voice again. I’m home this evening. Ciao.”

Stefan was seldom in when she phoned, which usually didn’t bother her. She’d decided to have this affair because Stefan was married, and a father, and didn’t want anything more from her than she was prepared to give. She was on safe ground with him; it was a passing relationship free of any anxiety over impending loss.

Before Josefa left for the Dolder, she glanced into the laundry room. Somebody was monopolizing both washing machines once again. She met a woman of indeterminate age on the staircase wearing a kaftan and a headscarf. Josefa had never seen her before, but that was not unusual as the tenants changed frequently on the lower floors. The city administration had been putting up asylum seekers on the second and third floors; some of the long-time tenants had protested to no avail. Josefa really couldn’t care less; she was traveling most of the time anyway.

“Are you just doing the washing?” she inquired. The woman raised her hands and said something Josefa didn’t understand.

“Washing?” she repeated, feeling rather stupid. The woman laughed in embarrassment, a bit intimidated. She was missing a few teeth, which made her look older than she probably was.

Josefa gave a shrug of resignation. The woman rushed ahead of her and disappeared behind a door. The aroma of exotic food poured from the apartment, filling the entire stairwell.

Josefa took the streetcar through the downtown and then the mountain line up to the Dolder. The silhouette of the luxury hotel with its picturesque little towers jutted into the gray sky. The sun’s sparse rays had vanished long ago.

Men in stylish uniforms attended to black limousines in front of the hotel entrance, and Josefa proudly recognized some elegant Loyn pieces being unloaded.

At the entrance steps she changed from her running shoes into suede pumps. She didn’t dare leave dirty tracks on the carpet of a five-star hotel, where butlers would iron guests’ newspapers. Helene didn’t seem to have any similar compunction, however. She came tearing into the bar shortly after Josefa arrived—in knee-high hunting boots and green Gore-Tex pants, carrying a large basket. A cluster of formally dressed ladies and gentlemen turned in her general direction, eyeing her surreptitiously. Helene’s cheeks were glowing red, a deeper red than her short hair; her glasses were slightly fogged up; and she was boyishly slim, with the austere face of a Buddhist monk. Although Helene was always outside in wind and weather, her skin was amazingly smooth.

Josefa looked over at her basket, anticipating what it held. It would be some small creature Helene had found abandoned in nature or in the asphalt jungle of Zurich and taken under her care, no doubt. She only hoped it wasn’t one of those chirpy birds like the one Helene had fed—more specifically had stuffed squashed worms into the little orphaned alpine swift’s maw—in a restaurant last summer. Josefa had wanted to sink through the floor when curious people at other tables turned to watch.

But after all, she’d come to know her friend years ago during a similar rescue operation, in the middle of Zurich, in Centralplatz. A small crowd had gathered at the entrance to the Polybahn. Puzzled passengers were standing around a brownish thing that Josefa approached and identified as a young swan. Suddenly somebody pushed through the crowd, a young woman wearing a colorful Moroccan cap and a loose windbreaker.

“Get back,” she’d commanded, her quick hands picking up the injured bird. When she turned around with the swan in her arms, the crowd parted like the Red Sea for Moses. The woman crossed the square, went to the railing overlooking the Limmat River, and threw the swan into the water where it gently landed and paddled off. “Bravo,” Josefa shouted, simply blown away, and made her way over to the woman. “You were magnificent!”

The woman looked at her in bewilderment, and Josefa impulsively invited her for a hot chocolate at the Café Schuster.

“Apparently it pays to have birds in your belfry,” Helene had replied with a grin.

But today Helene had a scowl on her face after Josefa relayed the looming catastrophe at Loyn to her. Helene drank some of the cognac they had each ordered in a fit of daring and cleaned her glasses with the damask napkin lying beside the silver peanut bowl.

“Who actually brought Schulmann in? Walther?”

She was sharp as ever, for that was a question that had been bothering Josefa since she heard the news.

“Francis Bourdin most certainly gave his agreement; Walther won’t do anything without him. Bourdin must have wanted Schulmann; I’m convinced of that. But I wonder why. Why did he go and get a person like him? It doesn’t make sense. Schulmann will only bring him grief.”

“Maybe it hasn’t entered dear Franz’s head yet,” Helene countered (she could not bring herself to call him “Francis”). “Maybe Schulmann turned on all his charm, and little Franz fell for it because it so flattered his colossal ego.”

Josefa swirled her cognac so that it almost splashed out of the glass.

“His job is redundant,” she protested. “I’m doing it all myself anyway.”

“Yes, at the same salary and without bragging rights. You simply rode out that other loser and never asked management to discuss it with you.”

“Discuss?” Josefa snorted. “Those guys don’t even know the word. They’re egomaniacs, monomaniacs…” Josefa searched for something stronger. “Autocrats!”

Helene was not impressed.

“Schulmann will make life difficult for you. He’ll tear a strip off your back if you don’t look out, and there’s nobody who’ll stand up for you. You should’ve really gone at it after that fiasco with Schulmann’s predecessor, Josefa! And you should’ve dealt with Franz right at the start. And yet…somehow you admire him in spite of it all. The marketing genius. The doer. The maverick. ‘He’s just so spontaneous, got nutty ideas. The whole business is nuts in fact.’” Helene had Josefa’s voice down to a T.

Josefa said nothing. She’d been expecting Helene to console her. Solace. Encouragement. And now she was holding a mirror up to her. Revealing her cowardice, her lack of consistency, her willingness to adapt. Helene didn’t have a clue about the workings of a company like Loyn. It wasn’t some forest filled with warbling little birds; it was a cage full of hyenas, and Josefa was smack-dab in the middle.

But what was she supposed to do? What should she have said to Walther? And what was she to do now? Expose Schulmann’s sexual harassment? She had no witnesses; and what if they accused her of trying to get her new boss kicked out by starting a vicious rumor? She wanted most of all to pack it in. And she’d already decided not to tell Helene one word about the mysterious e-mails; she wouldn’t take them seriously anyway.

“First, go take your vacation and don’t give the company any thought for a while,” Helene said, as if she could read Josefa’s mind. “Where are you going anyway?”

“Don’t know,” Josefa replied, like an obstinate child. “It just has to be warm, and I want to swim in the sea.”

“How about Tenerife?”

“What! Those concrete tourist castles?”

“Go find a nice hotel on a private beach. You can get a really cheap five-star hotel with Last-Minute Deals. I just heard about them.” She emptied her glass in one gulp. “Come on; let’s go to a travel agency right now.”

Josefa sighed. Helene was simply overpowering. “Where’s your next trip to?”

“Maybe to visit Greg in Prince George, but nothing’s definite yet.”

All Josefa knew about Helene’s boyfriend was that he worked in the Canadian Northwest as a nature guide for tourists from all over the world. Helene let on very little about her relationship with the Canadian, and Josefa was careful not to push her on it. Helene could at times be very unapproachable.

Josefa got home at eight that evening, after stopping at the travel agency and booking her trip to the Canary Islands. She took a quick look in the laundry room—and her arms dropped to her sides. With a determined stride she headed up to the second-floor apartment and rang the doorbell. She heard some shouting behind the closed door and things being moved around. Someone was surely eyeballing her through the peephole. When the door opened, it was the same woman with the headscarf who was now silently staring at Josefa.

“Both washing machines are in use again,” Josefa said, knowing it was hopeless. The woman didn’t understand a word she was saying. Josefa was thinking about taking her to the laundry room when a little boy of perhaps seven appeared in the doorway. Josefa wasn’t any good at guessing kids’ ages; she hardly knew any actual children. The boy’s ears stuck out, and he had a round face and pale skin; he eyed her with unconcealed curiosity. Josefa smiled, but the boy kept staring at her while the woman stroked his tangled hair. Josefa muttered something, excused herself, and retreated back to her apartment.

Ten minutes later there was a knock at the door. Josefa looked through the peephole and saw a man she’d once passed on the stairs. He had a strong build and a deeply furrowed face. Josefa opened the door and the man began speaking to her in broken German. The woman with the headscarf, apparently his wife, had told him about Josefa’s visit, and he wanted to know what the problem was.

“The washing machines are always in use,” she stammered. “I have to use them too.”

“Washing machines?” the man asked.

“Yes,” Josefa repeated. “They are always taken, and I’d like to do some laundry.”

“I go look about washing machine,” the man said, raising a hand as if making a promise, and then he was gone.

Josefa sat down at the computer and checked her e-mail. A message from Stefan: “I’m still in New York. It’s time for us to see each other again. I want to know how the last few days have gone.” Then take the next plane, Josefa said to herself, before replying with the news that she was going to Tenerife in two days, and then leaving him the hotel phone number.

She opened the rest of her e-mails. One from Bianca looking for the receipts for the flowers from the event. One from her brother, Markus, in London announcing his impending visit in the fall. Would Markus honor their father with a visit too? Things had been tense between Markus and their father, Herbert Rehmer, professor and writer, ever since Markus, a musician, had confessed in a Swiss magazine that he was bisexual. Josefa would have preferred to have closer contact with her brother, but London was far away and the music scene was foreign territory for her.

There was another knock at the door, which Josefa opened impatiently. The man from the second floor proudly declared, “Washing machine free,” and Josefa gave him a curt thank-you. She returned to her computer to read her last e-mail before doing the laundry. And there it was again—her stomach suddenly tightened up. A message from the ominous nonoose@hotmail.com, again in English: A physical injury is forgotten more quickly than an insult. Arm yourself for the very worst-case scenario.

Josefa held her breath. This wasn’t a nasty joke anymore; there was “method in it.” Her mind was spinning in confusion: Who was behind all this? And who would be writing her in English? Wouldn’t it have to be somebody in the company? They often used English in meetings because some people didn’t speak German. What was the insult mentioned in the message? Did it refer to the confrontation with Schulmann in San Francisco? But who besides him knew about it? Josefa could only think of Helene. And Stefan.

Maybe Schulmann was behind it, maybe he was already trying to intimidate her with his dirty tricks. But why? His new position was surely victory enough. It seemed more likely that the message was trying to warn about something. But what? What was she to guard against? What was the “very worst-case scenario”? Wasn’t that…her death?

She closed her eyes for several minutes; her nerves were shot. She needed to recuperate as swiftly as possible.
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The airport terminal at Tenerife was a flat structure filled with excited crowds of people pushing their way along. Josefa had only seen this many passengers en masse at big-city airports before. Umpteen busses were waiting in front of the building to pick up vacationers. Josefa emerged into the sultry evening air and spotted her driver stowing baggage into the belly of his bus. The Loyn brand was nowhere to be seen, she noted. Climbing onto the rather full bus, Josefa found a seat next to a man of barely twenty who was already sporting a beer belly in spite of his youthful years.

The bus made its slow progress toward town, stopping to unload passengers at their hotels. The seats gradually emptied until the only person left with Josefa was a young blonde immersed in a book, no doubt a travel guide of some sort. Josefa arrived at her hotel in just over an hour; it was a splendid structure with an enormous number of columns and red-and-gray-veined marble slabs. The blonde followed Josefa to the reception desk; the woman, a German she surmised, was traveling solo too. The hotel lobby was crowned by an impressive glass dome, and every room had a kind of balcony where guests could see the patio below, which featured a man-made waterfall, smelling of chlorine, in its center. Josefa’s room was large and comfortable, just what she’d hoped for. (She had to admit that Helene had done an excellent job selecting this hotel.) Josefa stepped out onto the balcony and was confronted with the immense void of the dark, murmuring sea stretched out before her. Guests were dining by lantern light on the beach patio below. But Josefa was too exhausted to join them; instead she tumbled into bed.

The next morning she stood vacillating at the entrance to the extensive patio dining room dressed in a turquoise blouse and white linen pants. A waiter came and escorted her to a little table against the wall some distance from the breakfast buffet and even farther from the sunny patio. Josefa, marshaling her knowledge of Spanish, asked the waiter if she could be nearer the light.

Scowling, the waiter looked around and shrugged. “There is no table available.”

Josefa pointed to an unoccupied table closer to the patio, farther ahead. “That one would be better.”

The waiter shook his head. “That one is for two only.”

Josefa felt the anger mounting inside her. But she was already attracting some curious glances, and she didn’t need this kind of attention.

“Then I’ll have breakfast in my room,” she declared and pushed off to the exit—where she spied the blonde from the bus standing. Josefa made a quick decision and headed over to her.

“I saw you on the bus yesterday,” she offered as her conversational gambit. “The bus from the airport.”

The blonde hesitated for a moment and then nodded. “Yes, I remember,” she said pleasantly. “How’s the breakfast?”

“I haven’t had any because they wanted to exile me to the darkest and most isolated table in the room,” Josefa explained. “Because I’m by myself.”

“That’s so typical,” the blonde replied, brushing a strand of hair from her forehead. “Perhaps we can share a table?”

“Good idea,” Josefa replied, relieved that that went much more smoothly than she had expected. Turning to the waiter she said triumphantly, “There are two of us.”

Keeping a straight face, the waiter led the two women to the unoccupied table in the middle of the room.

“Good you speak Spanish,” the blonde remarked. She had an open face with clearly defined cheekbones and green eyes. Her silk chemise dress was green as well, an elegant dress for the time of day, Josefa mused. “The Swiss are very good at languages,” she continued. “We Germans find it harder.”

The blonde, who Josefa guessed was barely thirty, said she came from Mannheim and that this was her first trip to Tenerife.

“For me it was a snap decision,” Josefa confessed. “I had vacation time coming, but nobody else did. That’s the life of today’s professional for you.”

The German lady filled Josefa’s coffee cup before filling her own.

“May I ask what your profession is?”

Josefa gave out a few generalities without specifically naming her company. After all, she was not here on business.

“That sounds fascinating,” the blonde lady replied, impressed. “I work in a legal consulting office. That’s far less interesting than your job.”

“Perhaps, but maybe less nerve-racking,” Josefa sighed.

The two went their separate ways after breakfast without arranging to meet later, which was fine by Josefa. She wasn’t interested in any new commitments. Josefa was on her way back to her room when she heard a woman calling her name. She turned around and saw her German breakfast companion holding out the chip-card for her room.

“You dropped this, Frau Rehmer.”

Josefa thanked her politely and continued up to her room to change. As she opened the door with her card, a thought suddenly popped into her head: How did that German lady know my name? They hadn’t introduced themselves… Maybe she’d heard it while I was checking in or she’d read my luggage tag? she reasoned.

Josefa didn’t leave the beach the entire day except for a quick bite now and then. She would occasionally go for a swim far out into the ocean then go lie in the shade of her parasol. The gentle murmur of the waves and the sound of chattering tourists lulled her. Zurich seemed so far away. Toward evening she went for a stroll along the beach promenade. The sea had turned rougher. Three-foot waves were roaring in, then crashing onto the rocks on the shore. Intrepid young men and women were diving into the high water with their surfboards to wait for the next wave and then jumping to their feet quick as a wink when a good swell approached. The surge would toss them around, carry them over the crest, and throw them into the undertow. Josefa could barely tear herself away from this fascinating spectacle, and by the time she got back to the hotel it was already dark.

The blonde German lady was nowhere to be seen the next morning so Josefa had breakfast by herself at the table for two. Apparently, in the waiter’s eyes, she’d become part of a pair even though her “companion” did not appear in the days that followed. Josefa didn’t come across her on the patio or on the beach either. Maybe the blonde was on a trip around the island and had only booked one night at the hotel, she concluded. Josefa didn’t give the woman’s whereabouts much thought after that. Instead she read three books in six days and went through two large tubes of sunscreen. She managed two daiquiris a day, one after swimming and one in the evening on the patio.

She had successfully repressed Loyn. And then she discovered an Internet café while out shopping. The temptation was too great, and before she could stop herself she’d already accessed her e-mail. Her hands trembled slightly as she scanned her full inbox. There was a message from Stefan wishing her a nice vacation and asking her to call when she got back (it only now occurred to her that he hadn’t called even once since she’d been away). Another was from Claire, who asked her to phone next week when she got home. Then her secretary wanted to know whether the famous race-car driver was booked for the event in St. Moritz this coming winter (of course he was, six months ago. Obviously somebody had been waking up sleeping dogs—Schulmann?). Then there was a message from Paul Klingler.

“I’ve some news about one of your regulars. Feller-Stähli, that corporate lawyer in on the Swixan bankruptcy, got lost on a grizzly hunt in the wilds of Canada. He was found dead. You can take him off your VIP list.”

Paul. Josefa had known him for a long time. Their paths had kept crossing after high school. Back in their school days she’d help him bone up on French literature, and he’d return the favor by helping her with descriptive geometry, but they much preferred to talk about bigger things, like God and the world here below. She thought a lot of him; he had an imaginative, quick-witted head on his shoulders and he used to amaze her time and again with his weird ideas. He was from an old, established Zurich family and knew every Tom, Dick, and Harry. He’d been calling himself a business consultant for the last few years, and his business was said to be making money hand over fist. A lot of gossip was circulating about Paul, especially in regards to his private life.

After his divorce—he had a daughter from that marriage—he was very much a ladies’ man. Women liked his youthful charm and his undivided attention—for as long as his companion of the moment held his interest. Apart from that he was evidently a good lover, something his ex-girlfriends would offer without Josefa even asking. She had no interest in verifying that claim for herself, however. Josefa found Paul to be highly entertaining and valued his advice (even when she sometimes felt he was patronizing) because he usually turned out to be right. Still, she was not always clear about his intentions. Her gut feeling was always “Watch out!” whenever she’d go to meet him. Paul generally chose his acquaintances according to their usefulness, and she was not in any way useful to him. At least she didn’t think she was.

Josefa sent him a brief e-mail thanking him for the information, appending the usual vacation greetings and promising to call him when she was back. A new message came in just as she was logging off, and she knew right away who it was from. Her mouth went dry as she opened it: We have to distrust each other. It’s the only defense against betrayal.

English once again. Goosebumps ran up her arms. She shouldn’t have gone into the Internet café! The holiday had done her a world of good, and now disquieting reality had caught up with her. She quickly left the café; a merciless sun blazed down on the street outside.

On the last morning of her vacation Josefa heard someone calling her name from the patio. It was the German woman.

“I didn’t think I’d be seeing you again,” Josefa said in surprise.

“Oh, I was traveling, on business, you know,” the woman answered amiably. “Unfortunately this isn’t a vacation for me.” Hence the stylish clothes, Josefa thought to herself.

“But I was going to suggest we have dinner this evening.”

Josefa agreed at once. “At eight on the patio?”

“That suits me perfectly,” the German lady replied, turning away with a smile and disappearing into the lobby.

When Josefa came down to meet her acquaintance that evening, the blonde lady was already at the table.

“I’ve ordered Sekt,” she said by way of a greeting. “I hope that’s all right with you.”

Josefa didn’t mind at all. When they clinked glasses, the German lady introduced herself. “I’m Ingrid, by the way.”

Josefa introduced herself and then got around to asking her what her business was on Tenerife.

“A lot of Germans live here, and they often need legal advice.”

“You work for the consulate?”

“Not directly,” Ingrid answered evasively. “Not everyone wants to handle things through the consulate.”

Josefa decided not to ask any more questions along those lines. Instead Ingrid asked her about her work. Josefa tried to give polite answers without being too concrete, but the Sekt had begun to go to her head.

“Who gets on your company’s VIP list? What are the criteria for selection?”

Josefa explained that she made suggestions but management had the final say.

“And do many of them lobby hard to participate in company events?” Ingrid persisted.

“That may well be, but I don’t hear anything about that.”

“Tell me, are there guests who are no longer invited because the company can no longer afford them?”

“Yes, that also happens. It’s handled very discreetly,” she replied, thinking that was an unusual question. In general she found the topic an uncomfortable one so she tried to change the subject, asking Ingrid about the beautiful necklace she was wearing, a chain of white coral.

“You have a fabulous purse,” Ingrid remarked, returning the compliment. “Does that come with the job, having to carry Loyn’s handbags when you’re not at work?”

Josefa stared at the woman across from her. She had not mentioned Loyn in their conversation. She was always very discreet as far as her work went, particularly with strangers; discretion was part of her job, after all.

“How do you know I work for Loyn?”

Ingrid seemed to flinch a bit—or did Josefa just imagine it?

“It’s so unmistakably Loyn…You’ve told me about handbags, so there was a high probability,” she replied confidently, pointing to Josefa’s handbag.

Josefa nodded, admitting that her explanation certainly seemed plausible. Why didn’t I think of that myself?

Then they enjoyed their lobster, white wine, and the flan for dessert. Before leaving the restaurant, Josefa asked the waiter to take a photograph of them together as a souvenir. Ingrid offered to take a couple of pictures of Josefa in front of the magnificent hotel façade. They both giggled like teenagers at their touristy behavior, and as Ingrid, still chuckling, handed Josefa back her camera, she remarked, “I’m certainly not as good as Pius Tschuor, but that’s good enough for a snapshot.”

Late that night, wrapped up in the cool sheets, Josefa racked her brains to figure out what Ingrid had said about Pius. Damn that Sekt.

Arriving at the airport the next morning with a serious hangover, Josefa bought a strong coffee and a Swiss paper—the first one in ten days—and sat at the gate waiting for her flight. When she looked at the front-page headline, her heart began to race.

FINANCIER BEAT THÜRING MISSING OFF TENERIFE

Spanish police have reported that Swiss entrepreneur Beat Thüring, former CEO of the notorious bankrupt Swixan AG, fell off his yacht into the water on Tuesday under mysterious circumstances and is missing. Spanish police have begun an investigation. Thüring was apparently going with some friends for a night sail at the time. Some witnesses stated that Thüring was under the influence of alcohol and drugs when he boarded his yacht. They reported he suddenly fell overboard and did not resurface. Spanish police are not ruling out foul play.
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Zurich was gray and wet. Josefa felt her heart grow heavy; her vacation was over.

“Feltenstrasse eighty-three?” the taxi driver asked as they turned into her street. He stopped a few yards from her house and turned toward her.

“There’s a cop car in front of your door.”

Josefa could see the car now too. She hurried to get her luggage from the driver and was panting by the time she’d dragged the suitcase up to the fifth floor.

A note was pinned to her door: “Josefa, come to my place as soon as you’re back. Esther.”

She pushed her luggage into her hallway and climbed up the flight of steps. Esther Ardelius lived right above her; they were good neighbors who watered each other’s plants and kept a sharp eye on the other’s apartment when one was away.

It didn’t take Josefa long to guess what had happened the minute she saw that the door had been forced and the jamb splintered. She found her neighbor in the middle of a chaotic pile of clothes, handbags, books, scattered documents, and slashed cushions. Esther rushed into Josefa’s arms in tears.

“Everything’s gone! It’s terrible,” she sobbed. Josefa rubbed her back to calm her down, but Esther’s wailing made her words virtually incomprehensible. “Jewelry, gold, my grandmother’s heirlooms, my sound system.”

Josefa could feel Esther’s bony shoulders under her shirt.

She almost felt guilty because she hadn’t been home to prevent the break-in; she felt as if she hadn’t done her neighborly duty. There had never been a burglary in their building, though break-ins were not uncommon in this part of the city. Esther pulled away, trembling, surveying the destruction in disbelief. It will take days to clean up this mess, Josefa thought to herself.

“Did anybody see the burglars?” Josefa asked.

Esther shook her head.

“They certainly must have made a lot of noise,” Josefa remarked. “Somebody must have heard them.”

Esther shrugged. “The police asked me that too.”

Josefa picked up a slashed cushion as she thought about what to do next.

“Please don’t touch anything,” a voice behind her commanded. A man in a raincoat was standing in the smashed doorway.

“Sebastian Sauter, Criminal Investigation,” he announced quite calmly, flashing his ID. Josefa wondered why she hadn’t met the detective on the stairway or seen him outside. Where had he been waiting?

The man came nearer.

“Do you live here?” he asked, turning to Josefa. He was powerfully built and only about as tall as she was. His eyes were small, almost invisible behind his sleepy eyelids, giving his face a slightly crafty expression.

“I’m a neighbor from one floor down.”

The officer turned around, and Josefa saw another man, this one in uniform, behind him.

“Keep looking for evidence and write the report. I’m going to talk to the neighbor here,” Sauter told the other police officer. “Frau Ardelius, this man will look after you,” he said in a softer tone to Esther before turning his attention to Josefa. “Can we sit down somewhere?”

Josefa glanced at the mutilated furniture and broken china all around them. “If we’re not supposed to touch anything, that’ll be difficult,” she replied.

“You live right below?” Sauter asked in a let’s-not-make-this-complicated tone of voice.

“Yes. Come with me.” Josefa went out to the stairwell and Esther stayed in the apartment, motionless. Josefa started downstairs.

“Please stay here,” Sauter told Esther, “the other officer still needs you.”

Esther raised a limp hand. “See you later,” she whispered to Josefa.

Sauter led with a firm step. “Just a few questions, it won’t take long,” he assured her. He wore a plaid cap, like an English squire. Josefa left her apartment door ajar and took him past her Loyn luggage into the kitchen.

“Can I offer you anything?” This was a reflex reaction she had inherited from her mother, who was known to serve unexpected guests polenta and coniglio even at midnight. She noticed she still had her purse tucked firmly under her arm—as if anybody would snatch it!

“I’m dying for a pitch-black coffee,” Sauter replied, taking his cap off. His blonde hair was a touch thin in places, but the pronounced shape of his head signaled decisiveness. So that’s what a Zurich police detective looks like, Josefa thought to herself. She ground the beans and fixed the holder to the espresso machine. She could see out of the corner of her eye that her unexpected guest was looking around intently.

“You probably know the interiors of half the homes in Zurich,” Josefa said.

He paused. “I know them at best when they’re in a state of matter that’s been dissolved,” he answered in a warm, amused tone of voice.

“You sound like a chemist,” she quipped, handing him a cup of steaming espresso.

“Good espresso,” he said, clearly grateful for her offering.

Josefa did not want to sit down so she leaned against the fridge.

“You’re just back from a trip?” he asked, taking out a notebook.

“Yes, I was away for a little over a week.”

He looked at her a little suspiciously.

“Vacation in Spain,” she added.

“You weren’t here, then, when it happened?”

“No.”

Sauter brushed his hair back. “What’s the rent here, actually?” he asked out of the blue, an odd interrogation technique.

Josefa frowned. “Is that part of your official inquiry?”

He apologized at once. “No, it’s more out of curiosity; I’ve always liked this part of town.”

“Yes, it’s a good area to live in,” Josefa said—hearing the sudden irony in that statement.

“You live here alone?”

“Yes.”

He went to the window; over the Zurich rooftops you could see where the clouds were about to obscure the snow-covered mountains on the horizon.

“You’ve got a nice view.”

“Yes, I think a view’s important. Why have the most beautiful apartment and an ugly concrete wall out the window?” She rummaged around in the kitchen cupboard for the chocolate biscuits she always had on hand.

“Aha…And what’s your line of work?”

“I’m a manager for event marketing.”

He gave her a quizzical look, but she was not in the mood for long explanations.

“I market luxury luggage for the well-to-do.”

“Aha, and what does it take for a job like that?”

Josefa was perplexed: What’s this guy trying to get at? His eyes behind those sleepy eyelids seemed to betray nothing more than just a normal curiosity. But Josefa wasn’t fooled. By way of explanation she repeated her mantra. “I must completely put myself into the customer’s head; I must feel what they feel. I must turn into the customer, though I’m really the salesperson. That’s the trick.”

“You call it a trick,” he said, a statement, not a question.

She was getting a little indignant. Why should she be explaining her job to a total stranger, to a detective, of all people? “It’s much more extreme in your case, surely,” she replied. “You must get into the criminal’s head, right? You must think and plan like a criminal—be able to understand their feelings.”

“So you’re suggesting I’m supposed to become a criminal in my mind?” Sauter asked, putting his coffee cup down noisily on the saucer.

“To a certain extent…Of course it’s for a good cause—I don’t mean to insinuate anything,” Josefa replied unfazed.

“See, we’ve got something in common, then,” Sauter responded. “And why do you think people buy these deluxe suitcases?”

She thought their conversation was becoming positively bizarre. “I think they want to belong somewhere. To an exclusive club of course…But they want to belong somewhere,” she replied after some hesitation, a little surprised by her own answer.

“Do you know anybody else living in this building?” The question came without any warning. It was an interrogation, after all.

“I only know Esther Ardelius really well. I’m often away, and the apartments change hands a lot. They’re small, for students, whoever. The people I knew have slowly moved away.”

“Why’s that?” Sauter asked, taking notes.

“I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe because of the asylum seekers in the two bottom apartments.”

“Are there any problems with them?”

Josefa was turning a chocolate biscuit around in her hand. “Actually, no. Except…” She hesitated with her answer, afraid of making herself look ridiculous. “They do their washing all day long, and at night too. The washing machines are always in use. It’s as if they’re doing other people’s laundry too!”

“Do those people downstairs often have visitors?”

“Visitors? Not a clue. I only see them now and then on the stairs. They keep moving in and out. Most of the time I haven’t any idea who’s living here and who’s not.”

She noticed that Sauter was using a gold fountain pen. A detective writing with blue ink!

“Has anything caught your attention here recently? Something you found odd? Any changes?”

Nothing really came to mind so she told him all she knew. “A family with a child, a little boy, is living there now, I think. But I don’t know them very well.”

His cup was empty; he looked tired. What else does he want? Josefa’s shoes were pinching her.

“You look tired,” she remarked, the words just slipping out. How typical of a woman to say something like that, she thought.

“Oh?” he said, turning his cup around on the saucer. “I’ve a lot to do. Long days, short nights, irregular working hours.”

“But of course your family is overjoyed about your flexible hours.”

“Oh, sure—a few years ago my wife had it with ‘overjoyed.’ We couldn’t plan anything. I was an unknown quantity and still am. That’s why she filed for divorce.”

“I know about that.”

“Divorce?”

“No, unknown quantities. Can’t plan anything. Always on call.”

Why am I telling him all this? Fortunately he didn’t pursue it. Josefa was wondering if she should offer him another cup of coffee when there was a knock on the door and Esther and the other policeman came in.

“We’re finished,” the policeman said.

“So are we,” Sauter replied, getting up and holding his hand out to Josefa. “Thank you for the coffee,” he said, shaking her hand in goodbye. She escorted the two men to the door, locking it after they left.

“Would you rather spend the night here?” Josefa asked Esther who was sitting at the kitchen table.

“That would be awfully nice, but you haven’t even unpacked, Josefa.”

“I’ve still got a few days for that. A cup of tea?”

“He forgot something,” Esther said, nodding at the cap on the chair beside her. Josefa put the kettle on the burner.

“It can wait,” she replied as she put Sauter’s cap in her dresser drawer.

Josefa woke up in the middle of the night. It was unusually quiet; not even the sound of the occasional car could be heard. Josefa genuinely wished this silence would go on forever, but something told her that this moment of calm would be her last for a long, long time. Although she could just make out the sound of Esther’s breathing from the next room, Josefa suddenly felt very much alone.

The next morning Esther had just retreated to her apartment when Claire Fendi arrived.

“I thought it best to come by in person,” she explained, her voice as thin as a violin string.

“Come on in,” Josefa said and was soon sitting with somebody in her kitchen again. Claire folded her arms across her chest protectively.

“Won’t you take your jacket off?” Josefa asked.

“No, no, I must get to the office right away. Officially I’m at the dentist.”

Claire was not well; Josefa could see that at once. Her face was a sallow, gray color, her eyes were red, and her nervous hands were nestled in her jacket sleeves. Josefa could almost feel her tension.

Claire took a deep breath. “Werner…I mean, Herr Schulmann…He’s put forward a plan for the music festival to the management board.”

The music festival…Josefa and Claire had been working for months on a plan they were both very proud of. They had culled their experience from years past and added a few splendid new ideas to it as well.

Josefa stared at Claire, flabbergasted.

“I don’t get it…He can’t work that fast; he doesn’t have any idea what it’s all based on, or what the management board wants, all the records from past…All he can possibly come up with is hot air.”

Claire fixed her eyes on the table in front of her. She had folded her hands now, white-knuckled.

“Wrong, Josefa, he knows all the details…He got them from my computer.”

The air in the kitchen turned to ice.

“What is that supposed to mean? Did you show him any data?”

“No…No. I had our plans on my computer. You know I often work on the details at home. Sometimes…Werner would interrupt me when he came over. I didn’t always turn off the computer; he’d often catch me by surprise, and I intended to go back to work afterward. I honestly didn’t have any idea that he’d…” Claire paused and shut her eyes for a second. “He must have looked at my files when I went to the bathroom or the kitchen or something. But it could also be…I mean, it’s possible he got to my data when the computer crashed, and he got it running again. He…he knows what he’s doing with technical stuff. He probably simply copied the data.” Claire buried her face in her hands.

Josefa was dumbstruck. It slowly dawned on her what all of this implied.

“You mean to say, then, that he copied our plan. Stole it.”

“He didn’t copy it exactly. He stuck in a few technical items, but I recognized our plan right away. Bourdin crowed about how fantastic Werner’s plan was. So I went to Werner’s office one night and…looked around a bit. Werner was so damn sure of himself that he simply left the papers on his desk.” She rested her head on her fists. “I recognized it immediately.”

Josefa slapped the table.

“He’s not going to get off so easily,” she said vehemently. “This time he’s gone too far.”

“What can you do? Even if we tell Bourdin or Walther that Werner stole our project—they’d never believe us in a million years. They’ll think we want to cut him down. They’ll think we’re out for revenge because you didn’t get Werner’s job.” Then she suddenly sounded resigned. “And of course Werner will deny everything. We’ve got no proof.”

“Sure we’ve got proof. We’ve got the draft in our computers. How could those plans get there if we hadn’t come up with them in the first place? Schulmann could never argue that he planted them in our computers!”

“Oh, yes he can,” Claire contradicted. “He can claim he told me about them.”

“And how can he?” Josefa pushed her chair back. “How’s he going to back it up? How’s he going to tell our guys he let us in on his secret project even before he took the job at Loyn?”

Claire kept her eyes off Josefa. “He could tell them about our love affair, and the fact that it’s now over.”

“I thought he wanted to keep that a secret. Didn’t you say so?”

“Werner always does what’s best for Werner,” she said, quickly getting to her feet. “I’ve got to get to the office. I’m sorry, Josefa. I’m so terribly sorry.”

Josefa didn’t say a word. She would have to think about this whole business in peace and quiet.

When Claire was at the door Josefa asked, “Are you really not seeing Schulmann anymore?”

“Yes, it’s over.”

“What will you do?”

“I don’t know yet…I’m sticking to my job. And I really like working with you.”

She looked so slim and fragile, but Josefa was well aware of her strength. Claire was just the victim of a cunning, malicious man, she thought to herself. And she wasn’t the first.
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A flock of green-and-brown spotted ducks was bustling over the meadow around the parking lot on Zurich University’s tranquil Irchel campus. Gulls had taken over the ponds. A student occasionally rushed over the little bridge; mothers were walking with their small children, but it was mainly a place for dogs and their owners to romp around.

Josefa saw a little girl burst into tears at the sight of an off-leash Great Dane.

“Leash your dog right this minute!” shouted the little girl’s mother, who was pushing a stroller some distance away.

She could hear the woman’s cries from across the meadow, but Josefa chose to ignore them; she had her fill of drama. Walking up the hill, past the university’s model agricultural operation, which reeked of horse droppings and pig manure, Josefa sat down on a bench beneath a knotty linden that overlooked the city; from this spot on top of the hill it didn’t even look like a city. The icy Alpine peaks shimmered in the distance, and a gentle range of wooded hills could be seen just in front of them. Josefa took some deep breaths. The sun was blazing down on her face. She closed her eyes. Maybe this is where she could sort out her thoughts and calm her feelings. But she had scarcely taken one deep breath when she heard footsteps.

An old man was making his way along the path, stopping every five or ten feet to catch his breath; a Siamese cat, its tail held high, followed close behind. The cat sometimes stopped to sniff some blades of grass, then sat down and blinked at the sky.

“He wants to have a rest,” the old man said to Josefa. “Me too. Say, is there enough room on this bench?”

Josefa moved a little to one side. The old man sat down, and Josefa saw that he had a half-finished crossword puzzle in his hand.

“Nice day after all this wet weather, isn’t it?” he asked.

She nodded. “Your cat seems to be enjoying it too,” Josefa answered, since a conversation appeared to be inevitable.

“It’s a tom. We go for a walk almost every day.”

“All those dogs don’t bother him?”

The man laughed. “Ueli is much faster. And smarter. More than one dog has gotten himself a sore nose.” He laughed again then looked at her out of the corner of his eye. “Do you have your dog with you?”

“No, only my thoughts.”

“Aha…I hope you don’t have any problems.”

“I do, with the office.”

“Aha.” The old man fell silent for a moment. “You know, when I look back I often say to myself, ‘Most fights aren’t worth it.’ It would’ve been smarter for me to run up a tree like my cat and observe things from a safe distance.” He scratched his face. “Ueli does it, and his pride doesn’t ever seem to get hurt.”

Josefa smiled. Maybe the old guy wasn’t so far off. “I’ve got a tricky problem here.” He waved his newspaper in the air.

“I’m not good at crosswords,” Josefa admitted.

But the old man was undeterred. “It’s the key word, and the clue is in verse. Here it is.” He cleared his throat. “He moves our personal belongings, strangers’ worlds pass through his hands. He knows their comings and their goings, but never tells us where he stands.” He showed Josefa the letters he already had: __O__ __ E__T R__ __ G__ __.

Josefa shook her head. “Sorry, I’m really not an expert in these matters.”

The cat hopped onto the bench and rubbed his head on the old man’s sleeve.

“Ueli, you rascal,” he muttered affectionately.

Josefa got up, and the old man looked up at her.

“Oh, of course, you’re probably busy with your own thoughts anyway. Hope all goes well. Would be a pity for a young girl like you if it didn’t.”

Josefa smiled. “Good luck with your crossword,” she said walking away.

She had already climbed to the brow of the hill when it suddenly hit her. She spun around; the old codger was still sitting on the bench.

“Koffertraeger,” she said, gasping for air. “The word you’re looking for is Koffertraeger, a porter.”

For a moment the old man looked puzzled, and then his face suddenly lit up. “Right,” he exclaimed in delight. “K-O-F-F-E-R-T-R-A-E-G-E-R!”

When she got home she unpacked the last few things from her suitcase and kept repeating what the old man had said: “Observe things from a safe distance.” She decided that whenever things got to be too much, she would just climb a tree—a make-believe one—and look down on what was happening from there.

Her phone rang at the same time as there was a knock at the door. She chose the phone: it was Paul Klingler.

“Are you in your office? I’ll call you right back,” she shouted into the receiver while rushing to the door. It was the man from downstairs, an Albanian from Kosovo, as she’d discovered thanks to Esther.

“You me help?” he asked, expectantly. “I no understand.”

She reluctantly took the paper he held out to her and quickly scanned it. It was a form from a primary school. It had something to do with getting access to the school’s psychology service.

“Doesn’t the school have to fill this out?” she asked impatiently. Or a counselor at some facility for asylum seekers? Why did this man come to her of all people? Just because they’d exchanged two words?

“No, I must do,” the man insisted. “It is because my son. But I no understand.”

Josefa held the form gingerly between two fingers, as if afraid of catching something, then remembered that Paul was waiting for her call. “I have to phone someone first. I’ll be down to see you in half an hour.”

“Half an hour,” the Albanian repeated, as if holding her to it.

“Half an hour,” Josefa confirmed, closing the door and dialing Paul’s number.

“What’s the matter?” he asked in his usual penetrating voice, a voice completely at odds with his gaunt physique. “Did I get you out of the shower?”

“No, my neighbor just dropped by.”

“What neighbor was that?” Paul asked, ever curious.

“The one downstairs, a Kosovo Albanian.”

“A Kosovo Albanian? What did he want from you?”

“Listen, I thought you wanted something from me!”

“Maybe…I heard that Loyn’s gone shopping for a character called Schulmann.”

“I just knew you’d know that! Even I didn’t find out until the day before I went on vacation.”

“Sure, I’m in the same game. Tell me, who ever brought him on board?”

“You know him?”

“Slightly. So who brought him on board?”

“Probably Bourdin, but I don’t know exactly. Schulmann worked for us in San Francisco once.”

Josefa did not want to tell Paul about Schulmann’s assault. But her friend could figure out easily enough that the new man was a slap in her face.

“Yes, I remember. He’s very good on technical things, but he’s an absolute misfit as head of marketing. You just have to ask the people he’s worked with,” Paul remarked. He clearly had his ear to every wall.

“Nobody at Loyn ever asked the staff,” Josefa remarked bitterly.

“Have you got anything on for today?” Paul continued.

“Yes, I’m expecting a visit any minute.”

“Too bad, I wanted to talk you into leaving that gang and coming to work for me.”

Josefa was nonplussed. Working with Paul? How do I respond to this left-field offer? Fortunately he changed the subject immediately.

“And how was St. Moritz?”

“Good. The horses were really eye-catching, and the guests were totally pleased.”

“That might have been Feller-Stähli’s last bash. By the way, they’ve brought the body back to Switzerland. The funeral was huge.”

“That business is really peculiar. What’s a Swiss lawyer doing hunting bears in Canada?”

“Grizzlies, dear girl, grizzly bears. Rich hobby hunters are particularly keen on them. They’re trophy hunters, understand? They’ll pay ten, twenty, fifty thousand for one, just so they can brag about it in their villa on Lake Zurich afterward.”

“Is that even permitted in Canada? I mean bear hunting?”

“Apparently in Prince George it is.”	

“Prince George?” That made Josefa sit up and take notice.

“Yes, our dear Mister Feller-Stähli was trotting around in the wilds somewhere around there.”

“Was he alone?”

“Certainly not at the start; it’s a guided hunt for lazy tourists. But maybe he wanted to be the first to kill a grizzly. Be just like him. Always was a show-off. Probably got lost, how do I know. At any rate they didn’t find him until a week later.”

“What did he die of?”

“Hypothermia and exhaustion, so I heard; there was an unexpected cold snap up there. But Feller-Stähli still isn’t off the hook.”

“What do you mean?”

“He gave the top people at Swixan such good advice that nobody’s been able to prove them guilty of anything to do with the bankruptcy so far. And he helped Thüring and his consorts legally shelter their millions.”

Josefa uttered something incomprehensible, but Klingler was under a full head of steam.

“And what’s more, his good friend kicks off, the honorable Beat Thüring, the CEO himself. What do you say to that?”

“In the first place”—Josefa was slowly losing patience—“he’s still only gone missing, and secondly…secondly, why should I have an opinion about it?”

“Just the same, he was also under your wing in St. Moritz, so I’ve heard.”

“Under my what? Now let’s stop right there, Paul. As if I were the one to decide who gets invited. Come on!” Josefa was pacing like a tiger around her bedroom. “If Bourdin or Walther wanted to suck up to those characters…”

“Josefa Rehmer, the clueless wonder,” Klingler teased her. “Maybe it’s just as well you don’t know everything your prominent guests are up to. Especially when they were romping about in Tenerife at the same time you were. So keep your ears and eyes well shut.”

“And you your mouth.” Josefa’s riposte ended the conversation. She hung up the phone and went to the bathroom, but Paul’s words echoed in her ears. Prince George, when have I heard of that place before? Of course, that’s where Greg lives, Helene’s boyfriend in Canada.
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She was wrapped in Stefan’s arms two hours later. Her hands traveled under his jacket, feeling his body, sensing the warmth of his skin, the tensing of his muscles, his arousal. They hadn’t seen each other in over a month. Josefa hadn’t failed to notice that the time between their assignations was getting longer and longer.

“You look like you’re fresh from a holiday,” Stefan joked as he brushed back her hair. He liked it when she wore it loose. She gave him a kiss and pulled him into the kitchen where they made two Camparis with orange—an old ritual they enjoyed. Stefan held her tight as he drank. His bold, definitive features that otherwise radiated irresistible energy seemed worn. Jet lag, Josefa thought to herself. A lawyer for an international private bank in Zurich, Stefan’s frequent trips were getting to him over the last few months, obviously taking their toll. But maybe it was the result of his double life as well.

Josefa had met him two years before at one of Loyn’s events. It was quickly clear to both of them that this would be just an affair. Whenever they met—always at her place—they would first talk for a bit at the kitchen table over a snack; as they talked, they would get closer, finding their common island in the river that otherwise kept them apart.

But today it seemed Stefan didn’t want to waste any time. He took Josefa in his arms almost immediately, pushed up close against her, and did not let her go.

Now she lay on his warm body, enjoying the stillness, enjoying Stefan’s lazily wandering touch. He played with her hair, stroked her back, gently kissed her shoulders. Josefa wanted to lie like this forever, slightly drowsy, the scent of sex in her nostrils. But she knew Stefan’s time was limited.

They had gnocchi with homemade sauce while Josefa related the events of the past few weeks: the hiring of Schulmann and the revelation of Claire’s liaison with him, Josefa’s talk with Walther and her ongoing troubles with Bourdin, the party in St. Moritz, her Tenerife holiday and the mysterious Ingrid, and finally the strange break-in at Esther’s. It all came gushing out. Then she showed him the unsettling anonymous e-mails she’d been receiving. Stefan read them closely, and as he did, Josefa noticed that his wavy, chestnut-brown hair was rumpled, and that he was wearing the white bathrobe Josefa had bought him at the outset of their affair. She felt a tender warmth for this man.

“I wouldn’t take it all too seriously,” he said finally. “Some nut case is raving on the Internet because that’s where he feels secure.”

“Not take it seriously?” Josefa felt her stomach tighten. “He’s talking about claws that could tear me apart, about enemies I have to watch out for—and I’m supposed to just laugh it off?”

“Yes, I think so. I think the language alone shows that this guy’s just fooling around. Don’t do him the favor of driving yourself crazy over it. Besides, I’ll show you later how you can easily block the sender so that his e-mails don’t get through anymore.”

He took Josefa onto his lap, and she caressed his tired face. “You know I’ve really gotten paranoid about this. I wonder, for instance, if that burglary was meant for me. Why should anybody break into Esther’s place? Maybe he got the floors mixed up. I’m suspicious of everybody. Even on vacation I was always watching out. Like with that Ingrid.”

Stefan smiled. “I know that side of you only too well…But seriously, Josefa, don’t be too quick to panic. And I wouldn’t worry about Schulmann; he will probably be so rotten to his colleagues at Loyn that he’ll soon be intolerable. Maybe the top brass would like to upset you a bit too. Did you ever think of that? Maybe you’re so good that Bourdin feels threatened and wants to create some space between the two of you.”

He kissed her hands, finger by finger. “Who actually got Schulmann to come aboard?”

“You’re the third person to ask me that,” Josefa replied.

He looked at her. “The third?”

“Helene and Paul asked me exactly the same question.”

“Paul Klingler? How come he’s asking? How did you meet up with him?”

“He phoned me this afternoon…He wants to lure me away.”

Stefan frowned. “Lure you? For what?”

Josefa got up and went to the kitchen to turn on the espresso machine.

“He wants me to work for him. But he hasn’t made me a firm offer yet.”

“And do you want to take him up on it?” Stefan knew Paul from business school in St. Gall and obviously didn’t like him. But he kept Josefa in the dark as to why. She suspected a typical alpha-dog aversion between the two. They were both powerful, competent men, after all.

“He already knew Schulmann had been hired. He probably thinks I’m desperately looking for a new job.”

“You should take your time and test your marketability,” Stefan said, rather absentmindedly.

“If Paul Klingler wants me I must really be worth my weight in gold.” Josefa grinned, but Stefan did not return the smile.

“Come on, tell me about New York,” she said, handing him an espresso.

Stefan reached for the sugar and slowly poured it into his coffee.

“What’s the matter?” Josefa asked, aware that something unpleasant was coming.

“The company wants to send me over there for a rather long time,” he said hesitantly.

“For how long?”

Stefan continued to stir his espresso, his eyes avoiding Josefa. “My predecessor was there for eight years.”
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“Eight years old,” the young woman said, after introducing herself as Elif Yilmaz. “He looks like he’s still in kindergarten.”

Josefa had no idea how to respond. She didn’t know any eight-year-olds personally or any kids in kindergarten.

The teacher shook her head.

“These kids aren’t getting a balanced diet or medical care. You can tell by looking at them.”

She and Josefa were sitting in an empty classroom. On the walls were drawings of trees with colorful glass beads hanging from their branches; the sun shone through cut-out windows. The Frohmatt school was in a district of Zurich where a huge number of foreigners lived because housing was cheap. There were only two native Swiss children in Frau Yilmaz’s class; her own parents were Turkish, but she’d been raised in Switzerland.

After talking with her on the phone Josefa expected her to be a much more matronly, strong-minded lady. Instead she was surprised to see such a gorgeous young woman in such a dilapidated old school building. The teacher was even willing to meet her in the middle of summer vacation. The fact that Josefa was here in the first place was rather surprising. She had no desire to be in a classroom talking with a teacher about a child she had nothing to do with; but in spite of it Josefa had promised to look in on the family from Kosovo even before Stefan came over. She had resolved to make it clear once and for all that she was not authorized to negotiate their problems with the school psychologist or whoever. But in the end the little boy she called “Sali,” because that’s how he greeted everybody, brought her around. Those dark, wide-open eyes got to her, and she just couldn’t muster up the firmness of voice that his obstinate father would ultimately have understood to say that she would turn down his request to meet with his son’s teacher.

“You obviously have the family’s trust,” Elif Yilmaz said. “That’s important, and it can help Sali.”

Josefa was taken aback. “His name’s Sali? That’s his real name?”

“Yes, Sali Emini.”

The teacher stood up, took a stack of drawings out of a drawer, and picked one out.

“This is one of his drawings.”

In the upper corner were some hills, leaves whirled through the air, and bizarre tree trunks grew out of huge pots.

“Nice autumn scene, isn’t it?”

Something strange in her voice made Josefa take a second look. Suddenly she realized that the tree trunks were tank guns pointing to the sky. What she had thought were branches were actually lines depicting explosions. The leaves flying around were human body parts—hands and feet. And what she had assumed was a large chestnut on the ground, turned out to be a disembodied head.

“Oh my God!” Josefa whispered.

“God’s not in that picture, he’s on holiday somewhere,” Frau Yilmaz muttered. “But the school psychologist, she might be able to help. With some therapy. Since the boy can hardly speak German, maybe music or art therapy. But I need the parents’ permission.”

“Have you spoken to them?”

The teacher put the sketches away. She had a small tattoo on her finger that looked like an ornate ring. “His father refuses to talk to me because I’m Turkish. Maybe he had a fight with a Turk once, what do I know. Isn’t it crazy?” The young woman traced a finger along her perfectly plucked eyebrows. “People run away from war and take their conflicts with them, bring them here.”

Josefa reflected for a minute or two. “What can I do?”

“Fill out the form, tell the family it’s from the school doctor, and have his father sign it.”

She didn’t wait for an answer but offered Josefa her hand with a friendly smile. “Great that you’re looking after this. These kids need all the help they can get. Sali’s a dear boy, you know, not as aggressive as many of the kids from Kosovo, but that’s what worries me. He doesn’t get his fear out.”

As Josefa left the school building, the roar of the nearby highway was overwhelming. The air must be very dirty here, she thought. Summer smog. Josefa had only one day of vacation left and still didn’t know what to do about Schulmann.

Some boys and girls were playing soccer in the schoolyard, and a man by the fence was watching them. He looked familiar. Passing him on her way to the car, she got a closer look. He was about forty and well dressed. When she looked again in the rearview mirror he’d disappeared. It struck her that she knew where she’d seen him before: he’d been standing at the corner of her apartment building when she’d driven out of the back courtyard earlier that afternoon.
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Josefa almost survived her first week back at work unscathed. Werner Schulmann had been in New York all week on business, not due back until today. Arriving at work on Friday morning she found Claire mysteriously absent and a note on her desk: Henry Salzinger in fatal accident. Please send condolences to family and delete deceased from guest list.

Salzinger. She looked him up in her database: “Henry Salzinger, Caligula Investments.” What a curious moniker, Josefa mused. Caligula was one of the cruelest of the Roman emperors, and he finally succumbed to insanity. At least that was all she could remember from the play she’d seen at the Schauspielhaus. Suddenly the phone rang, interrupting her train of thought.

“A gentleman by the name of Paul Klingler,” Bianca announced. “Do you wish to speak to him?”

“Put him through.”

“Did you hear about Salzinger?” Paul asked, getting straight to the point.

“Yes, but only two minutes ago,” she replied. How did he find these things out so fast!

“Things are getting pretty suspicious, don’t you think?”

“What’s so suspicious do you mean?”

“Josefa!” Paul cried, hardly able to conceal his impatience. “Three people who had something—what am I saying—a lot to do with Swixan going broke are now dead. Three dead men in the space of a few weeks. Doesn’t that seem a trifle odd to you?”

“Paul, I don’t have time for this.”

“We must get together as soon as possible. I’ll e-mail you. Ciao.” And he was gone. Why does he scare me with these calls? an irritated Josefa thought to herself. As if I don’t have enough worries already.

Making her way to the conference room shortly before nine, Josefa still didn’t know Claire Fendi’s whereabouts. Her assistant was normally in the office by seven, like clockwork.

Werner Schulmann was standing with Richard Auer, the head of sales, at one end of the room. They seemed to be having a wonderful conversation, both flashing their toothy grins.

Josefa joined the half-dozen others already sitting at the table, mainly people from marketing and media relations, without greeting Schulmann.

“Sorry I’m late,” Claire whispered, taking a seat beside Josefa. “I had to change a tire.”

Josefa poured her a mineral water. “We’ll talk later,” she whispered back.

She felt the others watching her; all eager to see how she’d react to the new man, no doubt. Pius entered and collapsed into a chair in the corner, a safe distance from the conference table. Then Bourdin stormed into the room and marched directly over to her.

“Terrific to have you back! How was your vacation?” he asked, a little too exuberantly.

Josefa was so taken aback by the greeting that she only managed an awkward, “Great, thanks for asking.” Out of the corner of her eye she saw Auer and Schulmann taking their seats.

“Frau Rehmer, you already know Werner Schulmann, don’t you?” Bourdin said in a wheezy voice. He clearly had a cold.

“Yes, we’ve already met,” she said coolly.

“Good,” Bourdin replied, and, to her surprise, left it at that. “Start the meeting, I can’t talk much today.”

Josefa was on safe ground here, and it was easy for her to work Schulmann into her formal words of welcome, glancing at him with a politely disinterested look. She then ran through the next client event: a golf tournament on Lake Geneva in five weeks, at the beginning of September. Almost two hundred and fifty guests were invited, and some of them would have the opportunity to compete on the fairway against Colin Hartwell, one of the world’s best golfers. She went over the program, the selection of VIPs, the extent of the targeted advertising, Hartwell’s public appearances, the cultural events that were to take place in the evenings, and the dinner at the Grand Hotel. Closing with the words, “The Lake Geneva Golf Tournament is the most popular event for our guests. We have a fantastic advertising presence and the media coverage has been growing year by year.”

Bourdin had propped up his head with his left hand and was toying distractedly with his fountain pen. Then he straightened up and said, “Herr Schulmann, you’re next.”

Josefa’s muscles tensed up. Schulmann began his welcoming remarks in a clipped, factual tone of voice as he adjusted his gold-rimmed glasses.

“…I should like to express my special appreciation and thanks to my colleague Josefa Rehmer for her solid preliminary work.”

At the word “preliminary” Josefa pricked up her ears. This was the preamble to a declaration of war.

Schulmann went on to say that the Lake Geneva tournament had been a great success until now, but it would be dangerous to rest on our laurels. The planning for this event—he could see from the reports from previous years—had been more or less the same for a long time.

“If you do not think ahead”—now Schulmann was enunciating a touch too precisely—“if you are not constantly developing new ideas, you will be left empty-handed when the old model plays itself out. That can happen faster than you think. You have to always be one step ahead of the customers’ expectations. No, not one step—three steps.” Schulmann’s voice was now imploring. “To be innovative means to always question what you have achieved, to think the unthinkable, to create through dynamic destruction.”

Josefa quickly glanced at Bourdin, who hadn’t stopped rolling his pen back and forth. He didn’t look at Josefa or Schulmann.

“For this reason” Schulmann continued, “I will make some important changes to Frau Rehmer’s plan.”

Josefa was thunderstruck. An electric silence filled the room. But Schulmann said nothing more, just leaned back in his chair. Since Bourdin did not respond, all eyes turned expectantly to Josefa.

“First of all,” she began, trying to compose herself, “I must emphasize that these plans were created and fine-tuned by my whole team. Second, the plan is reviewed every year after we receive feedback from important guests. We have a sophisticated feel for our guests’ wishes; they are our top priority. And we have found again and again that they have no appetite for changes to our program.” She was on the verge of adding that Bourdin knew all this very well, but she refused to seek shelter in the firm’s management.

Schulmann exploited her brief hesitation. “That sounds like a rut to me, don’t you think, Josefa?” he said in a deprecating tone.

Ignoring his familiar “Josefa,” she replied resolutely, “Maybe you will change your mind, Herr Schulmann, when you study the evaluations of our guests’ reactions. Our customers’ and business partners’ needs are more conservative than you think. It’s for good reason that golf rules are not changed every year.” Her last remark earned her a laugh from the group; even Schulmann offered an arrogant smirk.

“I don’t require any lessons on business practices, Josefa. And I’ve spoken to a few important customers, or rather, they have spoken to me.” He paused for a beat. “We will go at the catering differently, I know some really good people in that line, and we will reorganize the concert program.”

Josefa intervened as calmly as she could. “That won’t be possible, Herr Schulmann. We have signed the contracts long ago, as you can well imagine. Nothing can be done this year.”

“I’d like to strike that last sentence from our staff’s vocabulary,” Schulmann counterattacked. “There is always something that can be done.”

Josefa had trouble masking her irritation. “Don’t forget that I bear responsibility for this event, for the budget, and for its execution as well. I am accountable directly to management. A massive cost overrun due to penalties for breach of contract is not in the cards.”

She turned to Bourdin. “How do you see it?”

He cleared his throat. “Herr Schulmann is the marketing head. He makes the decisions now, and that also applies to the golf tournament at Lake Geneva.”

A murmur went round the room. Chairs scraped, paper rustled, a pen fell on the shiny tabletop. Josefa felt like she’d taken a blow to the head. She didn’t look at Schulmann, didn’t want to see the look of triumph on his face.

Bourdin continued as if nothing had happened. “We shall have a magnificent team for a magnificent event with magnificent guests…” His words cut Josefa like a knife, but then she heard a high, thin voice say, “If things are the way Herr Bourdin says they are, then I shall have to consider whether I shall continue to work for this magnificent company.”

All heads turned to Claire.
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The Explorer Bar in Zurich’s First District was a product of aesthetic Puritanism: just steel and blonde wood, nothing superfluous. Josefa ordered the Lebanese wine the bartender touted as having a “slightly coffee finish.”

“You want out?” Pius asked, seated on the stool next to her. She looked at him, but it was hard for her to concentrate on his words. The tension she felt was slowly subsiding. At the end of the day Pius had summarily carried her off into Zurich’s night life.

“I think that on a day like this it’s better for you not to go home alone,” he reasoned. “I’ll take you wherever you want to go.”

The bar was full. Josefa couldn’t help but notice that women were turning their heads at Pius. It wasn’t only his good looks, but his carefree, ironic charisma that attracted them. He was rather rakish, like the cowboy in the Marlboro ad. And they were checking her out too.

Josefa scrutinized herself in the mirror behind the bar. She saw a tired face, a few gray-black curls that had escaped the knot. Even her mouth was droopy. She looked away.

“So you want to leave the company?” Pius asked again. Josefa didn’t answer; she was too tired to make any decisions. The last straw came just after lunch, when she received another e-mail, again in English: A woman cannot be careful enough in the choice of her enemies. That finished her off, three weeks of vacation blown away in one day.

“You should stay and let Schulmann walk into the trap,” Pius said.

“What’s the trap?”

“The trap Bourdin set for him.”

“What do you mean?”

“Bourdin needs somebody to manufacture chaos and insecurity. If he did it himself, he’d come into conflict with Walther. But Bourdin needs chaos around him, that’s his elixir. Schulmann will deliver it. Then Bourdin can pull the strings, and we’ll all be dangling on them.”

Josefa shook her head. “Walther will defend Bourdin through thick and thin. Bourdin doesn’t need Schulmann”—she stopped to correct herself—“or to put it better: Bourdin needs Schulmann for some purpose I can’t figure out. He’s got some goal in mind, but I can’t imagine what it might be.”

Pius poured her wine. “Forget Bourdin for now, Josefa. Come, my dear, grant me the gift of your fair smile.”

“I’m so precious that you can’t pay enough for my smile,” she retorted.

“You hardly ever laugh, Josefa, there’s always a trace of sadness in your eyes.” He gave her an almost tender look. She felt herself going limp.

“That sounds downright poetic. I thought you were a photographer, not a poet,” she remarked, her voice filled with irony, though secretly she knew he was right. How long had it been since she laughed until the tears rolled down her cheeks? She couldn’t recall, but she must have done it often as a little girl; before her mother died she must have fooled around with her friends…In a strained, sober voice she added, “But it’s nice of you to be looking after me.”

“I didn’t want to leave you all by yourself after so much aggravation.” His voice was like velvet.

“How come you think there’s not somebody waiting for me to come home?”

Pius slid his stool closer, as if he were about to tell her something confidential. Josefa thought she could feel the warmth of his strong body; she felt like leaning on his shoulder that very moment. Just for a little while. Or maybe a bit longer.

“I’ve wanted to know for a long time who you share your nights with, Josefa,” he whispered. His dark eyes were burning.

“And you?” she shot back.

“Me? With Gelyella.”

“And who is this exotic unknown woman?”

“A living fossil,” Pius disclosed with a grin, his face still very close. He didn’t take his eyes off her. “Gelyella is about twelve thousandths of an inch long. In the microscope it looks like a bizarre crustacean. It was discovered by Swiss scientists in an underground spring in the midnineties. These miniscule thingies have been around for twenty million years, imagine that. And Gelyella is a veritable beauty: she’s got a perfectly transparent body and no eyes.”

“Sounds exciting. I’ve never heard of a Gelyella,” Josefa said, suddenly feeling a leaden fatigue spreading through her body. The red wine.

“People forget about creatures they can’t see, creatures that live in underground worlds.” His finger was fumbling around in one of her bouncing curls.

“Your creatures are afraid of daylight,” she said, reaching for her wine glass.

“They’d die miserably in the light.” Pius panted out the words between clenched teeth, his eyes twinkling.

Josefa knew he was kidding, but a sudden, cold shudder ran down her spine nevertheless. Today had simply been too much.

Pius laughed as he put his arm around her shoulder and drew her toward him for a second. “Did I frighten you, my dauntless warrior?”

Josefa pressed her face against the soft material of his jacket—then quickly pulled back.

“I’ve got every reason to be afraid,” she said, admitting to the anonymous e-mails she’d been receiving. Pius listened attentively—listening was his strong suit.

“Maybe someone can trace where they’re coming from. You always leave a trail when you’re on the Internet. Go and see Joe Müller at the Internet café in Central Station. Joe’s an old buddy of mine and one smart Internet geek, first class.”

Josefa was almost awake again. “I know Joe Müller. I took an Internet course from him once. Why didn’t I think of him earlier? Thanks for the tip.” She slipped off the stool. “Let’s get going, Gelyella’s waiting.”

“But you still haven’t told me who you’re—”

“Maybe it’s somebody who doesn’t like the light as well,” was Josefa’s rejoinder as she made for the exit.
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Once again construction was underway in the enormous hall of Zurich’s Central Station. Men in orange work clothes were setting up metal scaffolding and carrying boards around. It looked very much like the stands for a sporting event, probably a fashion show. Niki de Saint Phalle’s huge, colorful sculpture, Guardian Angel, seemed to look down with disapproval on the turmoil below. The magnificent, broad hall was so often brimming with market stands, rows of benches, and party tents.

Josefa knocked on the Internet café window, though a “Closed” sign was hanging there. Peering in she spotted a young man cleaning the bar with a rag who motioned for her to go away.

“I want to see Joe,” she shouted, pointing to the man standing at a computer inside. The bartender said something to Joe, who turned toward her. He took his time coming to the door—she’d never seen him in a hurry—and pulled a lever.

“You look in real good shape,” he said by way of a welcome.

“Don’t make fun of me; I’ve only had four hours of sleep,” she retorted.

“Yeah, that wild Zurich will do it to you,” Joe purred. “You’re not trying to tell me that those e-mails have kept you awake all night?”

“No, it was a man,” she said, smiling.

Joe whistled through his teeth. Josefa had first met her male namesake years ago when he was a nurse, Josef Müller, who was working with blood donors. She’d kept this bit of information from Pius; she didn’t want him visualizing her on a gurney. Back then she’d jokingly called Joe her “medical brother,” whereupon he exalted her as his “sister in spirit.” He had introduced her to the Internet when it was still a foreign word in most offices. In the meantime he’d quit his hospital work for a part-time job in the Internet café and dyed the tips of his short hair white.

Josefa turned on her laptop and showed Joe the anonymous e-mails. He shook his head in chagrin when he saw the sender’s address.

“There’s really not much you can do about Hotmail. From our angle it’s an anonymous re-mailer, so that doesn’t give me much to go on. If it were a very specific provider, one based in Zurich, or if it was sent from a company or an Internet café, then it might be traceable. Sorry, but I can’t help you.”

“Too bad,” Josefa said, wondering what a re-mailer was anyway. “But I wanted to try at least.”

Joe shrugged an apology. “If this were a police investigation, then service providers like Hotmail would probably have to open their IP log files because it would be a criminal investigation. Log files record all visitors to a website by their IP address, and that’s how you can get the senders.”

“Aha,” Josefa mumbled. She certainly didn’t want to start a criminal investigation on account of a few e-mails.

Joe seemed to be reading her thoughts. “These aren’t murder threats,” he said soothingly.

Josefa nodded. “I don’t even know if the guy’s—or the chick’s—native language is British or American English.”

Joe reflected for a moment. “If you don’t mind, I’ll shoot these e-mails to my friend Jack to read, he’s an English colleague of mine. Maybe he’ll come up with something.”

“OK, but he has to be discreet about it.”

“Not to worry. I’ll filter out your address.”

She pressed a leather armband with metal inserts into Joe’s hand, something she’d promised him earlier. It was one of Loyn’s gifts for customers, a limited edition.

“Cool,” he said with a grin. “I used to work with these gadgets in my phlebotomist days with blood donors.”

Josefa gave him a playful shove for an answer. She could take liberties like that with him.

Josefa realized she’d have to be more circumspect with Paul Klingler than she’d been with Joe. She was already running twenty minutes late when she got off at the Rennweg stop. She walked up the street past the elegant shops with her heavy laptop case slung over her shoulder. The weather was sultry, and she felt the heat in spite of her summer dress. The sign in the Hotel Widder lobby indicated that the library was downstairs.

Paul was waiting in a leather armchair in front of the empty fireplace. When he caught sight of her, he stood up, greeting her with outstretched arms. His suit was high quality and made-to-measure—it had to be, given that he was six-foot-six.

“Welcome to the club,” he said ceremoniously.

“Stop, stop,” Josefa parried. “Not so fast. Why this place? Why all the secrecy?”

“I’d call it ‘discretion,’ the heart and soul of our business.”

Josefa noticed that Paul had a different hairstyle, and little blonde strands sparkled prominently in his ash-colored hair. He gestured toward another leather armchair.

“Do have a seat. What would you like to drink?”

Josefa ordered tomato juice and looked around the library. The medieval stonework and the modern styling of the room made for an interesting blend.

“When?” Paul asked after returning from the bar with her tomato juice and a cognac for himself.

“When what?”

“When are you going to start working for me?” He looked her straight in the eye.

“Paul, if I left Loyn, I would not want another job somewhere—I’d like to set up my own company.” She waited, wondering how he’d react.

But he was nonchalant. “Good idea, Josefa. I’ll outsource a few projects to your firm. Done deal. Have you already handed in your resignation?”

She choked on her tomato juice. Paul held out a white linen napkin.

“I’m still working on the Lake Geneva Golf Tournament in September because I feel some responsibility for it. I’ve known some of the guests a long time. Maybe I can firm up some good contacts there. Then I’ll decide if I leave and how soon. I have to give two months’ notice, and I’ve got some vacation days and overtime on top of that. All that work’s finally going to pay off, don’t you think?”

Paul was giving her all his attention, leaning his tall frame toward her.

“Surely you’ve got enough contacts already, Josefa. But if you think you still want to do the tournament—fine. Now you’ve got one guest less.”

Josefa didn’t respond.

“Henry Salzinger. Loyn used to invite him all the time.”

Josefa quietly sipped at her tomato juice.

“The so-called independent auditor for Swixan…You remember Färber Brothers? That’s what his company used to be called. He gave those scoundrels at Swixan a clean bill of health. He shut his eyes to all the executives’ shoddy tricks instead of rapping those crooks on the knuckles.” He threw her a challenging look. “He’s had a hunting accident.”

Josefa gave a start. “Another one?”

“Thought that would surprise you,” Paul said. “Salzinger was in the mountains in the Canton of Wallis, if I’m not mistaken. He apparently picked up the rifle the wrong way, and it went off. Shot himself right through the lung. I didn’t know he hunted game as well as undervalued companies.”

Josefa recalled that Salzinger had been drinking quite a bit in St. Moritz and that poor Claire had to put up with his boozy monologues. She recalled Salzinger’s flabby, expressionless face, his giraffe-like shape.

“Paul, you’re pulling my leg. There’s no hunting season in Wallis in the summer. It doesn’t add up.”

“These guys with money don’t follow the rules,” he retorted. “A farmer looking for a lost cow in the mountains found the body when his dog started barking like mad.”

“It might have been suicide,” Josefa ventured, still feeling that this was some crazy fairytale. Paul shrugged.

“Maybe, maybe not. The family prefers to call it ‘an accident’ and says that this trip was just Salzinger’s way of assessing his progress after his knee operation last year.” He straightened his tie. “Feller-Stähli, the lawyer, Thüring, the CEO, and now Salzinger, the auditor. All of them got off scot-free after the Swixan bankruptcy, and now all three are dead as doornails,” he said with a sarcastic undertone.

What about Karl Westek, the CFO, another Loyn guest? Josefa thought. “Nobody knows whether Thüring is dead or alive. No body’s been found,” she countered.

The men appeared in her mind’s eye: the wiry Westek with the jaws of an attack dog, Salzinger leaning over the table like a weeping willow. Feller-Stähli had been in St. Moritz as well, as had Thüring, with whom she’d exchanged a few words; later she’d seen him sitting with the mysterious Curt Van Duisen.

“So you think it’s not a coincidence?” she persisted.

He fixed her with an unwavering stare. “Oh, of course it could all be a coincidence. But a lot of people will be asking themselves some questions. The media already are—it’s right up their alley. And when the media begin poking around, the police will soon be getting into it too.”

“Paul, why are you telling me all this? I don’t have any interest in these people; they just happened to be on Loyn’s guest list, and anyway, I don’t make up the list.”

“Happened to be on the list? Is it a coincidence that Thüring was able to even show his face at your event? Even though he’d driven Swixan into the ground? Thüring was the most hated man in Zurich. He’d caused a lot of people a lot of grief.” Paul laughed dryly. “He was trying to reestablish himself as a respectable entrepreneur, and who was helping him do it? Loyn. Oh, yes, the brotherhood sticks together, through thick and thin. After all, every one of them has a skeleton or two in the closet.”

Josefa sometimes found it hard to follow what her old friend was saying. His clientele was drawn from prominent business circles, and Paul was helping them do a better job of selling themselves to the public. He was polishing their image. And here he was, sitting in a luxury hotel, drinking what was surely the most expensive cognac in the place, and talking about human misery. But Paul had always been a riddle to her; when other high school students were acting like revolutionaries in the struggle against the establishment, Paul was reading anniversary brochures from Swiss businesses. And after those same revolutionaries were transformed into respectable members of capitalist society, Paul joined the advisory board of an ethical mutual fund and promoted alternative energy.

“Oh, well, Schulmann will be pissed off if you jump ship after so short a time. He’ll have to do the heavy lifting by himself. He’s in for a big surprise, that phony.” Paul suddenly seemed to be having fun.

“You hate him, don’t you?”

Paul’s smile froze. The corners of his mouth twitched nervously.

“No. Why should I hate Schulmann?”

“Not Schulmann. Thüring.”

“Oh, Thüring. No, I don’t hate him. Why should I? He hasn’t done me any harm. Not me.”

Josefa was cold, shivering from lack of sleep. “I think it’s time for me to get home and catch up on my sleep,” she said apologetically.

Paul stood up at once. “I just wanted to recommend that you stay out of it, Josefa. Don’t talk to anybody about these accidents. Think of our motto for this business: ‘We keep our nose out of it.’” He gave her a quick hug.

As Josefa turned toward the exit, she saw a man disappearing around the corner. She could have sworn it was Richard Auer, but maybe she was already hallucinating.
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The Grossmünster looked like one of Christo’s art installations. The twin towers of the medieval cathedral were being renovated and had been enveloped in brown plastic tarpaulins, frustrating the tourists who were robbed of Zurich’s most photographed building now partially hidden under a shabby plastic shell.

Helene had other worries. She wanted to check on how many alpine swifts—the colony nested every summer under the towers’ protuberances and edges—were being scared off by the construction work. Josefa followed her over the dressed cobblestones of Münsterplatz, finally stopping before an inconspicuous wooden door at the back of the church. Helene took out a large, old-fashioned key and opened the door. Josefa slipped in behind her. It was dark and cool inside. When the heavy wooden door banged into the lock, Josefa gave an involuntary start. Helene switched on the light and opened another door with a second key.

“It’s like being in a bank vault,” Josefa mused. They crossed the dark nave and climbed up one wooden staircase after another until Josefa was completely out of breath. From the highest platform you could walk onto a tower battlement. Josefa was able to look down, through gaps in the tarpaulins, on the roof tiles of the old town and on roof patios with little gardens and sun screens. She could see a bit of the mud-green Limmat and view the summit of the Üetliberg in the background. It was so hot; the air was shimmering.

“How nice would it be to be an alpine swift!” Josefa declared. “To survey the world on high and afar, to up and fly away whenever it turned cold.”

“A lot of people have had this highly original idea before you,” Helene remarked dryly. Spider webs clung to her red hair—heaven knows where she’d been scrambling about.

“Stefan’s been transferred to New York,” Josefa dispensed with a preamble.

Helene went on inspecting the stone walls. “So, a long-distance affair?”

Josefa sat down on the wooden planks. “Do you recommend it…? Is your Canadian boyfriend still around?”

She realized she was being nothing short of presumptuous. Helene didn’t talk about her feelings much. She once showed Josefa Greg’s picture: He had a broad, bearded face, framed by a fur-lined cap pulled down over his ears, an honest look in his eyes, and powerful teeth. Josefa was somewhat ashamed to catch herself imagining Greg and Helene kissing. It was a bit unpleasant; she didn’t want to think of her friend as a sexual creature.

“Greg? He’s bushwhacking in Canada,” Helene said. “With some stupid tourists.”

“Then he’d better watch out. A well-known Swiss lawyer has just died there, somewhere around Prince George. Name’s Feller-Stähli. He was on a guided tour and got lost.”

Helene had disappeared behind the tarps, and Josefa could hear some rattling and scratching.

“They were off hunting grizzlies. Have you ever heard of that? Or has Greg?”

“What was that?” Helene asked after she reappeared.

“Feller-Stähli, a well-known lawyer, lost his life on a bear hunt somewhere near Prince George. Greg lives there, doesn’t he?”

“Do you know how huge the bush is around Prince George?” Helene shot back. “Bigger than Switzerland. And do you know how many tourists come and stay there every year? And Greg’s supposed to get wind of some Swiss lawyer, of all people?”

“Feller-Stähli consulted with the top people at Swixan, got them to take their millions out before the company went belly-up.”

“Then he got the fate he deserved,” Helene said, helping Josefa to her feet.

Josefa didn’t answer. She could hardly complain about the fact that Helene showed no interest in her world of luxury travel bags and wealthy customers. Helene was wrapped up with other things—like the proper food for orphaned swifts, for instance (ground meat, crushed ants, mealworm pellets). Though these birds were no particular concern of Josefa’s, she couldn’t help but worry about them a little as she felt her way up the dark, narrow wooden staircase.

“What is it with these swifts? Will they be able to nest here again? And what’s the score with Greg? Are you two still an item?”

She could only see the bare outline of Helene’s figure in the dark, and her words mingled with the loud thumping of her boots.

“That’s the trouble with you, Josefa. You ask so many questions, but I’m not sure you really want to hear the answers.”

At that very moment Josefa’s cell phone rang. It was Stefan.

“You got some time?” he asked.

She was taken aback. His weekends were always for family. She glanced at Helene who’d figured it out right away.

“So get moving,” she said. “He’s not going to be here for long.”

A few hours later she was lying beside Stefan, exhausted and satisfied, her eyes shut. She felt his leg on hers, his arm on her breasts. Is he asleep? Suddenly her answering machine kicked in—she’d forgotten to turn down the volume, something she always did when expecting visitors. But she hadn’t heard it ring. Had she nodded off?

She didn’t recognize the woman’s voice at first, but Stefan sat up at once.

“This is Agnes. This is for Stefan, in case he’s there. Christian’s had an accident on his bicycle and has a head injury and is in the canton hospital. Get there as soon as you can.” A click, and the message ended.

Stefan grabbed his clothes hastily. “Where’s my watch?” he asked. As if his watch means something when his son’s in the hospital, Josefa thought. Stefan, who was rushing to the john, slamming the door, having a pee, tearing open the door, grabbing his jacket, looking around for his car keys, hurrying out the door, and tossing off a “Sorry” on his way out the door.

Josefa found his watch afterward, behind the bed. At two in the morning she was still awake, sitting on the sofa, rolled up in a duvet, staring off into nothingness.
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There was no going through the kitchen: cables were lying every which way, tools were blocking the path. A white layer of powder lay over everything. There was a large, gaping hole between the refrigerator and the pan cupboard. A man in blue overalls was bent over and kneeling in the gap as if praying before a domestic altar. His drill was deafening.

Josefa stood in the entranceway beside a washing machine covered with a plastic sheet and bellowed, “He needs glasses!” She made a ring with her thumbs and forefingers and put them up to her eyes. “Glasses!” she repeated. Sali’s father was standing across from her, trying to understand her words.

“Glasses?” he asked. “Why glasses?”

Josefa was holding the piece of paper from Sali’s teacher that his father had brought her.

“Sali doesn’t see very well, his eyes are too weak,” she explained.

“Who pay glasses?” Sali’s father was now more annoyed than concerned. “School?”

Herr Emini had a job, Josefa knew that but not where it was. She sometimes saw him parking an old delivery truck in front of the apartment building.

“I no buy glasses,” he said stubbornly. “Glasses cost much money, much money. I no have glasses.”

Josefa’s biggest question was whether kids in his homeland wore glasses; she knew absolutely nothing about how they lived in Kosovo—no Loyn products for sale there! All she knew was that the people apparently ate salty pita with yogurt, because Sali had made her a present of it yesterday. Embarrassed, she had reciprocated by pressing a chocolate bar into his hand.

“Glasses are important for Sali.” She was insistent now. “He can’t see words without them. He can’t read without glasses.”

The drill blared away in the kitchen. Herr Emini was getting on her nerves. She would talk the matter over with Frau Yilmaz.

“I’ll talk to them at the school,” she relented. That calmed him down, as if she’d promised to pay for the glasses.

“Good, good,” he said with an inquisitive glance into the kitchen. “Washing machine,” he muttered. Josefa was at the point of throwing him out when the phone rang. She picked it up.

“Just a minute,” she shouted. Sali’s father moved toward the door.

“Good, good, good,” he murmured again and left without another word. Josefa couldn’t understand whoever it was on the line. She shut herself up in the bedroom.

“Hello?”

“OH WHY was Joan’s date POST-PONED?” Joan Caroll’s agent.

“Kelly, didn’t they tell you? The new marketing head, Werner Schulmann, arranged it and—”

“OH WHY was I not IN-FORMED A-BOUT THIS?”

“I e-mailed and faxed you and—”

“OH WHY do you people not stick to our A-GREE-MENTS?”

“Kelly, you have to talk to Werner Schulmann, he approved it. He authorized it. He—”

“Werner WHO? We do not wish to speak to Werner. We shall speak to Francis Bourdin, CHEEO-SE-PHEEEN!” Click. That was that.

When she opened the door, the workman was standing in front of her.

“Name’s Japp. I’m taking a lunch break,” he announced.

Josefa didn’t believe her ears. She stared at the man in utter bewilderment. “You are taking a lunch break?” she asked slowly, stressing each word.

“Yep,” the workman replied. “Back around one-thirty.”

Josefa shook her head. Then she let him have it. “No siree, you are definitely not taking a lunch break. I took this morning off just for your sake. You didn’t get here until eleven, and you already want to take a break! That’s outrageous! I have to go to the office this afternoon, and you’re still not finished!”

Then her voice got louder and shriller. “Can you imagine the things I had to do so I could be here this morning? Do you think I can simply saunter into the office at eleven? Do you believe you can earn your money that easily? And make life difficult for other people on top of that?” She was practically shouting now. She was red in the face and there were beads of sweat on her forehead.

“I shall complain to your boss, you can bet on it! I don’t have to take this lying down. You probably think you can get away with this with a woman, right? But not with me, my good man, NOT WITH ME!”

Quaking with rage, she threw the receiver that was still in her hand onto the floor. The plastic casing broke with a crunch, exposing the inmost secrets of modern technology. Josefa tore into the bedroom and slammed the door. She whimpered as she beat her fists on the bed. She grabbed the steel cable. The heavy ball began to swing, slowly at first, then faster and faster, more and more powerfully, unstoppable. Better get out of the way, you blockheads, you ass-kissers, you backstabbers! Nothing can stop the ball, it is stronger than anything, it circles and circles, wiping out everything in its path of destruction. Bashing, breaking, sparing nothing. How it turns and turns, blasting everything in its way! Bam! Bam! Bam!

It’s over. Finished. Release.

Some light slowly made it through. The armoire. The oil painting. Josefa looked around in confusion. How much time had passed? How light she felt all of a sudden. What had happened? The man and the washing machine. Oh, my God! The phone on the floor. She opened the bedroom door.

The man in blue overalls was standing in the front hall. He stared at her as if she were an alien. Josefa’s shoulders dropped.

“Please excuse me,” she muttered. “My nerves are all shot. It’s been a bit too much lately. I…I didn’t want to be so…” She put her middle fingers between her eyes to calm herself down.

The workman rubbed his rough hands nervously. “Just leave the key,” he said. “It’s what I do with all my customers. I’ll put it back in the mailbox afterward.”

Josefa wasn’t comfortable with that idea at all. How could she check on how well he’d done his job or how long it took? But come to think of it, just about everything in her life had been beyond her control the past few weeks; a workman was the least of her troubles. She sighed and gave him a key. The door fell shut behind him.

She stumbled into the living room and collapsed onto the sofa. What was the matter with her? Would these sudden temper tantrums never go away? She’d almost thrown the receiver at that poor man’s head! Her stomach was in a knot at the thought of it. Fortunately nothing like this had ever happened at the office.

Josefa closed her eyes, exhausted. Like a mantra, she had to repeat these words to herself a hundred times: Calm and controlled. Calm and controlled. Calm and controlled.

Her cell phone rang. Kelly again, she thought. But it was a man’s voice on the line.

“Sebastian Sauter, Zurich Criminal Investigation Department.”

The police detective.

“I had a coffee at your place and must have left my cap behind.”

“Ah, yes, I remember. Yes, your cap is still here.” Josefa could hear a flutter in her voice.

“If it’s all right with you, I’d like to drop by and pick it up.”

“Today? No, it doesn’t work today. There’s no way. I…uh…everything’s turned upside down here. The washing machine, you know…a new washing machine…And in the office…”

She fell silent.

“Frau Rehmer? Are you still there?”

“Yes.” That was all she could bring herself to say.

“I don’t want to be a bother, we can make it another day; can you hear me?”

“I…I don’t know what’s the matter with me today,” she stammered, and then her voice broke and tears ran down her cheeks. “It’s been so hectic today, please excuse me.”

“Frau Rehmer, you don’t have to apologize. We all have days like that. Can I do something for you?”

“No, no, I’m better already. I’ll give you a call, OK?”

“Sure, no problem.”

Keep calm, Josefa. Sit down, take a deep breath. And now concentrate, think. How did Sebastian Sauter get your cell phone number?
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She opened the door of the cabin, pushed down on the rusty door handle, and banged her shoulder against the wood as powerfully as she could. The old door yielded with a loud creak. Got lucky this time. In cold weather the lock often resisted every attempt to turn it. The only thing that worked in that case was the hot flame of a cigarette lighter she’d hold against the recalcitrant metal.

It wasn’t very cold today, just soaking wet. She pushed the door closed, locked it again, and put the key in a hidden crack of a high beam over the door. Then she felt her way ahead by using her lighter until she found a candle. She’d left her flashlight in the car but didn’t want to go back in the rain and growing darkness. She was of course well acquainted with the narrow path—she knew every turn, every overhanging bough—but it was quite soggy by now. She’d almost slipped on a protruding root on the way here.

She lit the oil lamp on a plain wooden table in the middle of the room. Then it occurred to her that she’d also forgotten the newspapers in the car that she wanted to light the fire with. How distracted she was today! She wiped her wet hands on a towel hanging over a string line. A whodunit was in her rucksack; the title fascinated her: The Inferno of Cold Calculation. She ripped out a few pages and threw them in the oven of the old-fashioned cook stove. She heaped on thin wood shavings; there was still enough kindling and split wood, but she’d have to bring in a load next time. She carefully lit the literary scraps, and after the shavings caught fire, she put a large log in through the oven door. Smoke blew into the little room whenever it wanted. No smoke, no fire.

She waited until the warmth gradually spread around. The firs in front of the window were no longer recognizable. Only the crackling of the fire and the splattering of the rain on the windowpanes were audible. She wasn’t afraid. The woods were her protection, her den of thieves. Nobody knew she was here.

Nobody knew who she really was.

How easily she could fool other people. Man or woman, didn’t matter, everybody saw in her what they wanted to see. And that was what she presented to them—a masquerade, a deliberate confusion, an illusion born of calculation.

Nobody knew why she came here or what she did.

Tomorrow, as soon as enough light came through the windows, she would set to work. She would line up all the pieces in a row, connect them, push them together, bind them into a large, mighty whole. Everything would go according to plan. Because she would not let anything stand in her way. She would make use of her enemies. Nobody should even try to deprive her of what she deserved.
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Little white clouds were sailing like dabs of whipped cream in the deep blue sky over Lake Geneva, the Alps forming a dramatic backdrop. The sun seemed too warm for this time of year—the beginning of September—and Josefa yearned to cast aside her dove-blue linen suit, but that would have violated the company dress code.

The two hundred and fifty guests at the golf tournament were in high spirits. The weather was perfect, and everyone was looking forward to the concert that evening. Loyn had imported a world-famous German violinist and a star conductor from the US for the festivities.

The event was turning out to be another triumph for Josefa. Her good connections—aided and abetted by Walther’s financial clout—were the reason this much sought-after pair of artists had agreed to perform. Her coup helped foil Schulmann’s plans to revamp the program as well—that and the fact that the company’s patron did not brook last-minute changes. Walther’s personal intervention had stopped Schulmann when he was still in the starting blocks; when all was said and done, it was his money on the line, after all.

That Schulmann had no choice but to accept defeat was balm on Josefa’s wounds. Still she was anxious about future confrontations with Schulmann. How long would she be able to control herself?

She had other more pressing matters on her mind now, though: The media circus that had descended on this beatific lake being one of them. Almost a hundred and twenty people from the press had come to the tournament. They weren’t just after a story on Colin Hartwell and his impressive exploits on the links. They were also interested in Hartwell’s wife, Pamela, a young starlet hailed as the new Sharon Stone.

Josefa didn’t find Hartwell all that exciting herself, but then again, she didn’t play golf. To her, he was just another multimillionaire with a trophy wife by his side. Josefa found his endless chatter tiresome (Aren’t golfers supposed be tight-lipped? she asked herself), and his heavy Australian accent nearly impenetrable. It was a mystery to her why a man of such wealth and success had agreed to be an advertising tool for suitcases and handbags. Helene was the only one she dared admit this to, of course, but her friend saw nothing puzzling about it. “You can never make too much money,” was her terse response.

Josefa watched as the security people checked in the photographers and TV cameramen who then quickly made their way out to the green. The VIPs had left their tables in the tent as well to watch Hartwell’s super swing, take part in the golf tournament afterward, or just tag along as spectators. Claire was in charge of those guests, and Josefa was confident that it would all go smoothly. Josefa could tell that her assistant was as stressed as she was. Claire had her lips pressed together, giving her pretty mouth a hard edge. Every now and then Claire’s impatience would show—something that had never happened before.

But how about now? Josefa watched as Claire, wearily nodding, tried to shake off a man who was going on and on, relentlessly, while gesticulating vigorously. Josefa could not make out the identity of this importuning guest, his tall, slightly bent back was turned to her.

Adjusting Hartwell’s blue golf cap with the strategically placed Loyn logo on it, Josefa looked around for the event’s unexpected media sensation. But Pamela Hartwell was surprisingly nowhere to be seen. Normally, if there were cameras on the scene, Pamela was right there. Geneva’s high-end boutiques had probably lured her away.

Josefa noticed Claire obviously taking a deep breath—somebody had taken Herr Blabbermouth by the arm and was angling him away. Claire’s rescuer appeared to be none other than Karl Westek, the former CFO of the ill-fated Swixan Corporation.

The thin, wiry Westek was not much taller than dainty Claire and had a jaw cocked like a rifle bolt. Did Westek give two hoots about what might have happened to Beat Thüring, who was still missing? Or to Henry Salzinger, the “independent” auditor who went over Swixan’s books every year, signing off and certifying to the bitter end that everything was in order—really, really in order—at the moribund company? Josefa couldn’t help but wonder. Salzinger—dead, just like Feller-Stähli, the lawyer.

But Josefa couldn’t be bothered with these questions just now.

“Fire away, boys,” she shouted to the photographers, realizing her sexist faux pas. After all there were some female photographers in the group. But before she could rectify her lapse, an utterly unforeseen event occurred.

Colin Hartwell was just taking his backswing when Josefa noticed something out of the corner of her eye: a shadow hurtling right at Hartwell. There was a scream from the crowd, and the next thing she saw was blood spattered on the Australian’s white polo shirt. He was staring at the ground, aghast, holding his club in both hands.

Francis Bourdin was lying on the ground, twisted, groaning softly, and bleeding from his head. For a few seconds everyone was silent. Then Josefa heard the rattle of shutter releases and knew what she had to do.

“Call an ambulance!” she shouted at the security guard standing immobilized next to her. Her eyes hunted around for Marlene Dombrinski, one of her project managers, who was standing a few yards away, petrified. “Marlene, get Colin away from here,” she commanded. “And you go with them,” she called to two security people.

The photographers and cameramen were having a field day. Where the hell were the others? Josefa thought, frantically looking all around her. Fortunately the paramedics arrived almost immediately. She always made sure they were nearby at these events. A doctor was attending to Bourdin.

Hans-Rudolf Walther suddenly appeared in front of her, his face red with rage, clad in a business suit and tie despite the hot sun.

“Why are these photographers still here?” he shouted at her. “Tell them to go away! Get them out of here!” His voice grew louder. “Do something! Don’t just stand there!”

Josefa stared at him, momentarily dumbfounded. Then she spun around without a word and looked for the yellow jackets of the security personnel. Soon—she fervently hoped—this nightmare would come to an end.

At three in the morning Josefa found herself in a Mercedes limousine speeding through the darkness. It was a car she’d driven frequently, since part of her job was to take special company guests to the airport. Carl Van Duisen was in the car with her, probably because he was an old friend of Walther’s. The events of the day were looping endlessly through Josefa’s mind.

Her ears still rang with Richard Auer’s verbal assault on her in the hotel corridor earlier that night.

“You know, Frau Rehmer, I don’t think it’s…er…dignified to stir up sentiment against Schulmann. The corporation is more important than personal animosities. He did superbly well today after this…unfortunate incident.”

She was speechless.

“Perhaps you’ve let yourself be influenced too much by Paul Klingler,” Auer continued.

“That’s going too far, Herr Auer. Paul Klingler has nothing to do with it.”

“Depends on how you look at it, Frau Rehmer. It’s a known fact that Klingler’s been Schulmann’s enemy ever since he got him kicked out of Harckmüller, Sinclair and Partners.”

“What?” Josefa couldn’t believe her ears.

“Klingler’s a poor loser, Frau Rehmer. You shouldn’t take him as a role model.”

Josefa gave Auer a stony glare and turned on her heel. Keep calm. Calm and controlled.

She’d love to have relayed all this to Van Duisen, who seemed half as tired as she was in spite of the late hour. No wonder: He’d been pumped up by chatting with other guests during the champagne and caviar canapés. But she’d had to pass an acid test.

As it turned out, Hartwell’s swing had broken Bourdin’s nose and given him head lacerations. But the golf champ insisted on continuing to play with the important invitees, so the tournament was only delayed by an hour. The show must go on.

Werner Schulmann spoke to the press, of course, draping himself in the mantle of a veteran crisis manager and scoring points with the VIPs. His shining hour. But it was Josefa who was responsible for overseeing the whole evening program—cocktail reception, concert, gala dinner, evening entertainment—so she smiled, she performed, she put on a good face.

Claire never strayed from her side, and Josefa was touched by her assistant’s loyalty. Later that night, though, as Josefa hurried to the “office”—a hotel room that had been transformed at short notice into Loyn’s staff headquarters—she heard a high, muffled voice coming from inside the hotel room. The door was ajar so she opted to listen for a moment from the corridor.

“You traitor. Your place is on our team, and you just went over to the other side. You’re a dirty rotten turncoat.” It was Claire.

“But Schulmann gave me instructions to take charge of the presents for the guests. How was I to know it was Bourdin of all people…” Josefa recognized the voice of Albert Tenning, the youngest member of their team.

“Am I hearing right? Did you say Schulmann? Your place is with Josefa! How could you stab her in the back, you loser!” Claire scolded.

“But nobody knows exactly who’s in charge anymore of—” Albert sounded flustered and anxious.

Claire interrupted him sharply. “You’re a slimy toad, and I feel like crushing you under my heel until your guts spill out.”

Josefa hesitated. Did she hear right? Time to intervene before the situation escalated out of control. They were all exhausted, and the continual stress was taking its toll. That damn Schulmann had managed to pit members of her team against one another.

She cleared her throat and entered the room. The first thing she saw was Claire’s face, frozen into a mask, her mouth a little pinched, hands on hips. Albert was sitting in front of her, hanging his head and squirming in his chair like a punished schoolboy. Josefa felt sorry for him, but she couldn’t protect him with Claire around.

“Claire? Albert? You’re still up? It’s half past two and really time for you to catch some sleep. Grab a couple of hours. You’ve done a terrific job and you’ve earned a little peace and quiet,” Josefa suggested in her calmest voice.

Albert quickly took her up on it. Exiting the room with a curt “Good night,” as Claire butted her cigarette in the ashtray.

“The last one for today,” she said in her normal, chirpy voice. She gave Josefa a sympathetic look. “Who’s the lucky one this time?”

“Van Duisen.” Josefa sighed.

“Wangle at least a few million out of him,” she remarked sarcastically.

“Has he got more than one?”

“You can bet the store on it,” her assistant replied, forcing a weary smile.

“Maybe that’s why Walther made it his business to take him in tow. I’d rather leave him to you, Claire. You’ve more luck with men than I do. They’re docile as lambs in your hands.”

“Stupid as sheep, you mean?”

“I noticed how Karl Westek saved you from that blabbermouth today. Maybe he wanted to make an impression on you.”

“Eeeeeuuw!” Claire squealed, shutting her eyes.

Josefa spread her fingers to block a nervous tremor. “I can’t fathom why Walther invites those guys from Swixan. That’s not good for business.”

Claire laughed dryly. “They’re conversation pieces, Josefa. They give everybody so much to talk about. Every gathering needs a black sheep—that’s good for social hygiene.”

“God knows people can’t complain that there was nothing to talk about today.”

“Oh well, things can only get better. That’s something.” Claire handed her a nice paper bag lying on the table. “For your trip,” she said. Butter croissants, fresh from the oven.

And now here she was at three in the morning, ferrying a man to the Geneva airport who could well afford a private jet. At least Van Duisen was empathetic—or, at the very least, polite.

“You shouldn’t have to drive me after such a hectic day,” he said apologetically.

Josefa was too worn out to make the usual small talk. “Yes, it was a really awful day, and I don’t know what will come of it.”

“This might be small comfort, but occasions like these are soon forgotten.”

Josefa was about to say something in reply when it dawned on her that Van Duisen had lost his thirty-year-old son in a car crash six months earlier, his only child. How could she have forgotten?

“I’m sorry about your son,” she suddenly said.

“Yes, me too,” Van Duisen answered. “You know, I spent so little time with him. I was always at the office, in meetings, traveling. The company was my whole life. And now he’s dead, and I can’t make up for it.”

Josefa was quiet. She didn’t know what to say.

“I would do many things differently today: live more, work less. Not make the same mistakes.” He cleared his throat. “I’m going to quit soon and retire. But don’t tell a soul.”

They were both silent for a while. Just before the airport he suddenly said, “You can’t help wondering why people run straight into their own misfortune.”

“What do you mean?”

“Why Herr Bourdin runs into a golf club at the top of a swing.”

Yes, that was something Josefa very much wanted to know as well.
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Bourdin picks up the gold club and slams it on a box on the ground. Bam. Bam. Bam. Josefa tries to stop him, but he keeps thrashing it with all his might.

“I want to know what’s in there,” he roars. “I want to know what you bastards are hiding in there!” Bam. Bam. Bam.

Josefa woke up with a start. The hammering continued. And now a voice.

“Josefa! Open up! Open the door!” Though the voice seemed familiar, she tried to ignore it.

“Josefa, I know you’re in there. Open the damn door!”

Josefa dragged herself out of bed. Her head was throbbing.

“I’m sick. I look awful. Go away!” she whined through the locked door.

“If you don’t open up this minute, I’ll howl like a wolf,” Helene threatened.

Josefa opened the door a hair. “I don’t want you to see me like this,” she squawked.

“Are you nuts? Let me in,” her friend commanded.

“You’ve got to let me go back to bed.”

Helene began to howl. She’d stunned Josefa by doing this once before when they were jogging in the woods. She could imitate a wolf howl perfectly ever since participating in a scientific study on the animal in Romania. Josefa was a bit embarrassed by her demonstration in the woods because people were walking nearby.

This time, it was more than embarrassing—it was a shock.

She opened the door wide. Helene was in full safari gear, right up to the hat and rubber boots.

“Dog,” said a child’s voice. “Dog.”

Josefa peered past Helene. Sali was on the lower landing, wearing the new glasses Josefa had picked out with him; they were a perfect fit in spite of his jug ears. The lenses reflected light from the stairwell window. Josefa heard herself say, “No, Sali, that’s a wolf, not a dog, a wolf.”

“You are dog?” he asked, pointing a finger at Helene. Josefa looked at Helene and Helene looked at Sali.

“No,” Helene solemnly said. “I am a wolf.”

And before Josefa could stop her she howled again.

Then Sali’s mother came running up the stairs, quickly took the boy by the hand and led him downstairs. Helene pushed Josefa resolutely into her apartment, took off her boots, got a blanket out of the bedroom, tucked Josefa in on the sofa, and retreated to the kitchen to make some tea.

“You could easily have said something,” she scolded, filling the pot with hot water. “You might die here, you know, and nobody would know anything about it.”

“I don’t intend to die. I’m just sick,” Josefa said grumpily.

“That’s what your secretary told me too. I called your office after not hearing from you for five days.” Helene handed her the piping hot mug.

Josefa didn’t want to think about the office at all. Better to put it out of her mind completely. “Walther blames the whole disaster on me. And it was Bourdin, that complete moron, who ran right into it.” It was all a nightmare.

Her friend shook her head. “I saw it in the newspaper. It didn’t look too good. But the question is: Are you going to put your neck in that sling?”

“I’ve had it up to here with the whole business. Those miserable sons of bitches!” Josefa slopped some of her tea.

Helene laughed. “Anger does you good, my dear. Grab ’em by the balls and let ’em have it!”

Josefa actually did feel somewhat better. All that sleep had done her a bit of good.

After they finished their tea, Helene offered to pick up Josefa’s mail and go grocery shopping for her. As her friend was going out the door she stopped and said, “My mother spoke about you again. She’s still expecting you for coffee and cake. I told her you were up to your ears in work right now.”

“Give her my regards at least,” Josefa said in a flat voice, closing the door behind her.

She went back to the couch and began thumbing through the newspapers Helene had brought from downstairs. Then she spotted the headline:

BEAT THÜRING DROWNS OFF TENERIFE

Spanish police announced on Thursday that after an intensive investigation they now assume that the Swiss financier Beat Thüring drowned off Tenerife on July 21. The former CEO of the bankrupt Swixan Group…

Josefa didn’t read any further. She stared at the photograph next to the report. It showed Thüring on Tenerife with “friends,” the caption said. Two men, tanned and laughing, each with an arm around Thüring’s shoulder. An attractive blonde was just in front of the three men, looking up at them from her seat. One of the men had a hand on her neck. Josefa immediately recognized the woman. She was wearing the same green chemise dress she’d been wearing at the Tenerife hotel. Ingrid.
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He was already waiting at the zoo entrance, looking a bit lost among the children and parents queuing up at the ticket counter, when Josefa came around the corner. He wore a brown checked shirt, beige pants, and a cap. His face was lined. The tired detective short on sleep.

“You don’t need your cap, you’ve already got one,” Josefa said by way of a welcome.

Sebastian Sauter instinctively put his hand to his head. Or was it out of embarrassment?

He had phoned her just as she was going out the door for a breath of fresh air, and his call had given her a guilty conscience. How long had it been since he’d called her about his cap? And she never got back to him. But he didn’t seem annoyed.

“I’m on my way to the zoo,” she informed him.

“Then I’ll meet you there,” he replied quickly. A decisive man, this Sebastian Sauter, she’d thought approvingly after hanging up.

Now she handed him the plastic bag with his hat. He accepted it with an impish smile.

“It’s my favorite pattern.”

They stepped aside to avoid a stampede of excited children.

“What makes it your favorite cap?” Josefa asked.

“Long years of loyalty.”

She grinned. “And it just happened to be at my place that you strayed from this principle.”

The detective scratched his face. He’d apparently shaved in haste and was now bleeding slightly in one spot. Then he reached into his pocket. “I’ve brought you a little thank-you present.”

Josefa was caught by surprise. She unwrapped the gift, revealing a tiny, cube-shaped box. Should she open it right here, right in front of him? She wasn’t sure. But Sauter made the decision for her. “Let’s go for a coffee?” he suggested.

“We’ll have to buy a ticket for the zoo because the café is inside,” Josefa explained. She really didn’t want to sit in a café instead of taking a walk through the zoo—her tried-and-true method of unraveling her thoughts. But why shouldn’t she let the detective accompany her on her stroll? Perhaps that would prove to be an even more efficient method of sorting through things.

“And when we’re inside,” she said to Sauter, “we must go see the gorillas. They’ve had a birth.”

“You won’t scare me away; it’s my day off.” He headed for the ticket window.

They drank their coffee from paper cups at the café bar surrounded by a pack of wild children. Josefa opened the box a bit nervously. What kind of present would a cop give? An object the size of a strawberry was wrapped in tissue paper. Josefa unwrapped it carefully: a miniature cup and saucer made of wood.

“Rosewood,” Sauter explained. “I made it myself—a memento of your good coffee.”

Then she remembered with embarrassment that she hadn’t even offered him a second cup that night.

“You made it yourself? You’re a craftsman?” Josefa rotated the delicate little cup and saucer in the palm of her hand.

“I carve pipes too, from briar root, bruyère.”

“You’re a versatile man, Herr Sauter. If the burglars only knew.”

“Burglars?”

“Your clientele, remember?”

“Aha,” was all he said.

“I shall give your piece of work a place of honor.” Josefa rewrapped the little cup and saucer.

“How’s your neighbor?”

“I think she’s OK. I don’t see her very often, and she’s out most evenings. She’s a ballet dancer, but you already know that.”

The sky was overcast and the air muggy as they walked out of the café.

“Have you caught the burglars yet?” Josefa inquired, turning toward the ape house.

“Maybe it was only one guy. Or one woman.”

She gave him a searching look. He straightened his cap. “No, we don’t have anything yet. There are burglaries all the time, and only some of them get cleared up.” He glanced at her and then changed the subject quickly. “How’s your work going?”

Josefa regaled him with stories of the rich and famous but left out the events of the golf tournament and her problems with Schulmann. She could tell by the look on his face that he obviously found her job fascinating. Certainly, she took care of some prominent people, and he probably recognized some of the names from the papers or TV. Add the exotic places where she organized those glittering events, and her contacts around the world, and maybe it was impressive. She wondered if he was having trouble reconciling the sloppily dressed woman beside him—T-shirt, jeans, parka, hiking shoes—with the perfume of that beautiful world of luxury? She’d only touched up her face a little, and now some red lipstick stained the paper cup.

The shrieks of the peacocks and other birds filled the air. Josefa wondered why she was telling him all this. “A policeman’s life can’t deliver that much glamour and excitement,” Sauter said when she had finished.

“Too much excitement for me at the moment. That’s why I’m going to see the apes.”

Detective Sauter was just opening the door to the ape house when Josefa astonished herself by saying, “I resigned yesterday.” He turned around quickly and looked her in the face with an expression she found hard to read. His crinkled face was now almost smooth, as if two hands had gently pulled the skin on his temples back. But he didn’t say another word. It would have been hard to hear him anyway over all the noise in the giant hall.

Rows of visitors were crowded in front of the glass wall; kids sitting high atop their fathers’ shoulders. They’d all come to see the newborn gorilla baby. But something was odd. Many of them were turning away from the glass, a solemn look on their faces.

Josefa pushed her way into the crowd in order to have a better look inside the enclosure. The mother gorilla was sitting very near the glass with what appeared to be a sleeping baby in her arms. Sauter tugged on her sleeve and pointed to a transparency on the pane: “Kayra gave birth on Saturday to a stillborn baby. We are leaving it with her until she gives it up on her own.” At that moment the gorilla turned its head and looked Josefa straight in the eye and then lowered her head. There was a look of infinite sadness in the mother ape’s eyes that took Josefa’s breath away.

Her mother is lying in the hospital bed: This is your mother, she hears someone say, but the woman in the bed is a stranger to her. She looks like a ghost, ugly and scary. She is raving, and her crooked lower lip hangs down, saliva drooling from it. Josefa wants to leave; does not want to look at her. That is not my mother. That is not Mama; no, that’s not her, never! Why must Mama take all this medicine? She’s so different from how she was before. If she didn’t take those pills, she would be the way she used to be. My dear, cheerful mother. Why does nobody tell me anything? Why do I always have to show this woman, this stranger, any consideration? It’s been months now. She lies in bed and cries. Because she’s in pain. But I do not want to be here. I want my mama back. She ought to be normal, like other mothers. Why does Mama let them do this to her? Why does she not put up a fight and get out of her sickbed? Why doesn’t she come back home?

Josefa does not want to visit this woman anymore. She does not want to see, or touch, her anymore. And then that terrifying Sunday. Papa takes Josefa to the hospital. He does not tell her why. Josefa screams and lashes out in fury. But Papa pushes her up to the bed where her mother is lying; her eyes are wide open, her face sunken. Mama grabs Josefa’s arm so hard that it hurts. She says in a gasping voice: She belongs to me. These words again and again: She belongs to me. Her fingernails dig into the sweater on Josefa’s arm. Josefa tries to free herself. She hears her father say: She belongs to us, cara, both of us. His voice is very gentle. What’s going on here? Why does nobody tell me anything?

Josefa tears herself loose with all her might and runs out of the ward. She runs down the corridor, past the nurses, down another corridor, and another. Where’s the exit? I want out of here!

Josefa suddenly had the feeling she was suffocating. “It’s far too warm in here. I can hardly breathe.” She turned to Sauter, who was standing behind her; she could tell from his look that he saw something troubling in her expression. But what?

He quickly cleared a path through the mob, escorting her through the door and outside. They walked past the compounds and rocky parks without saying a word. Josefa felt a lump in her throat.

She was only fourteen years old when her mother died. A confused and angry girl left to her own devices. She hadn’t even cried, not at her mother’s burial, not afterward. She had been rock solid, steadfast, reliable, reasonable. Her father had told their relatives, “If it weren’t for Josefa, our family would fall apart.”

The tantrums came later. Her only safety valve. Kept under wraps with great effort, time and again. She kept the lid on her pain with incredible strength. And for what?

Ultimately everything was turning sour, that she realized very clearly. Her relationships. Her career. All sorts of bad people were making her life difficult. Josefa suddenly felt overwhelmed by it all. Maybe she should just give up. Be weak. Not fight it anymore.

But then what would become of her?

A silent Sebastian Sauter was walking beside her. What was he thinking? Josefa wondered, taking a deep breath. “It was so hot in there I was practically sick to my stomach.”

Sauter cleared his throat. “We should walk some more in the fresh air, maybe you’ll feel better.”

He said nothing for a while and then, “The last time I was here with my son he felt sick too because he’d eaten too many roasted almonds. It was my fault. I let him get away with so much because I don’t see him very often. When we’re at the zoo, he always bombards me with questions: Why do snakes molt? Why are penguins black and white? I ought to have been a zoologist.”

Josefa listened to him chatter on with his stories—smoke signals of hope from a normal world where kids cry because their ice cream cone isn’t as big as last time and because they’ve just missed feeding time at the lion cage.

They were walking toward the exit when Josefa stopped and looked at Sauter. She knew he was able to guess more than he let on.

“I can imagine you’re not accustomed to this change of roles, I mean, when your boy asks all those questions. Usually you’re the one who asks all the questions, right?”

Sauter exchanged glances with her and then looked off into the distance. Or maybe just at the billboard advertising cough drops across the street. “After my divorce I discovered that the most important questions are the ones you ask yourself,” he said.

“And—did you find the answers?”

Sauter studied the cough drops once more. “Some, yes, others take longer. Maybe a lifetime,” he chuckled. “But I think that’s easier to live with than continuing to just look the other way, at least in the long run. I…I still find myself a riddle, in many respects, but a…a…er…friendly riddle.”

Sauter looked self-conscious. Josefa decided to rescue him from this awkward situation by glancing at her watch.

“It’s getting late. I think I’ll take the streetcar.”

“May I go with you to the stop?”

Josefa hesitated and then nodded.
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It was five thirty in the morning when Josefa arrived at Loyn’s head office—probably for the last time in her life. She wanted to avoid running into anybody, thus the early hour.

The “talk” she’d had with Walther was now behind her and she didn’t care to answer to anyone else about her decision to leave. Her conversation with the company president had only amounted to wrapping up a few formalities anyway. He hadn’t tried to persuade her to stay, and she resented that. Auer probably spread it around that Klingler had poached her. Let them think what they wanted to think.

She’d already said goodbye to the members of her team. The flood of good wishes, the sad words of farewell, and the gifts—everything had moved her deeply. Most of her coworkers thought her decision was just a matter of time even before the golf course “incident” (the official company euphemism for it). Schulmann was making her life difficult every which way, and neither he nor Bourdin, who was still in hospital, said so much as a word about Josefa’s departure.

Whereas Claire…she had stormed into Josefa’s office towering with rage when she heard. She’d never seen her assistant so beside herself. Frustration was written all over her face.

“I can’t believe it, Josefa, I simply can’t believe it,” she repeated over and over. “We could’ve done it! We’re that strong of a team, you and I and the others. What’s going to happen to our projects now? We’ve worked so damn hard on them! How can you give everything up just like that? We’ve fought for so much. And what’s going to happen to our team? You’ve built this team, Josefa! We’re a lot stronger together than Schulmann and Bourdin. Why are you letting them beat you? This isn’t at all like you! Are you afraid of them? Are you scared of Schulmann?”

Scared of Schulmann? Maybe she was, but not as scared as she was of herself. Something she ought to have confessed to Claire, told her of the anger inside, but of course she hadn’t. How could she have explained it to her? She didn’t exactly know how to explain it to herself. Besides—she was the boss, the strong one, masterful. How could she show any weakness in front of Claire? Things will be OK, she told herself. If you want to have a career, you’ve got to change.

And Claire shouldn’t be blind to that fact either. Josefa had kept her out of Schulmann’s line of fire whenever she could during the past few months. But she couldn’t help notice that Schulmann never aimed directly at Claire; his tactics were to ignore her or treat her with exaggerated politeness. That was surely a particularly sadistic punishment for her. Regardless, her assistant didn’t talk about leaving Loyn anymore, to Josefa’s great relief.

Claire, kind soul that she was, had deposited some empty cardboard boxes in her office, and Josefa was using them to pack up the rest of her things. Bianca had put press clippings from the golf tournament and a pile of photos on her desk—a final act of service. Some older pictures of Beat Thüring from the St. Moritz horse show were included, much to Josefa’s surprise. In those pictures he didn’t look like the playboy inclined to booze and drugs that the media portrayed. In one photo he seemed to be engaged in earnest conversation with some other businessmen. Another photo showed him sitting with Van Duisen, Westek, and Salzinger around a table, all with solemn expressions on their faces. What might they be talking about? she wondered.

She sighed, pushed the photos and clippings aside, and began to clear out her desk. It was then she noticed a pretty earring on top of a note from Marlene Dombrinski: “This was found at the golf tournament. We don’t know whose it is. Am I to take care of this?” Josefa twirled the earring around between her fingers. She couldn’t recall who’d been wearing it, though it was extraordinary: Three rubies shaped like petals were set in gold, with a transparent stone in the middle and a diamond teardrop dangling from it. Lines were engraved on the back of the petals, suggesting tiny snail shells.

She put the piece of jewelry in an envelope and shoved it into a small safe in the filing cabinet. She was about to e-mail Marlene when she got the sudden feeling that she was not alone. She heard a soft rattle, then a noise like somebody sucking air in between their teeth. Somebody was prowling around behind her door. She leapt to the door in a single bound and tore it open.

“Good morning,” Pius said, holding a cup of coffee in one hand and a plate of croissants in the other.

“It’s you!” Josefa exclaimed, both annoyed and relieved. “So early again. You gave me one hell of a scare.”

“Let me put this cup down,” Pius said in his deep bass voice. And then with a look as warm as liquid chocolate, “You might easily have given me a nicer welcome.”

Josefa suppressed a grin.

“Why can’t you sleep until seven the way normal people do?”

“I’m a man of the dark, my dear. Dark caves, darkrooms—”

“You put a lot of work into creating your own myth, Pius,” she interrupted. “Am I supposed to be impressed?”

“Don’t you wish to thank me for the nice surprise? I saw your car and straightway went to the kitchen. The croissants are warm, by the way.”

“Thanks, Pius, that’s sweet of you. Maybe you can be so sweet as to carry these boxes downstairs with me?”

“That’s a woman for you: Give an inch…Are you still in mourning for Thüring?” He spotted the picture on top of the pile.

“Thüring? Actually I never had any dealings with him,” Josefa said, drinking her coffee slowly and with relish. Suddenly Ingrid popped into her mind. What was the connection between that beautiful stranger and Thüring?

Pius bit into a croissant. “A lot of people won’t be unhappy that Thüring drowned. He led a fine life on other people’s money.”

Josefa looked at her watch. “I’ve got to get moving before the place gets busy. Are you going to help?”

But Pius was still going on about Thüring. “Maybe he simply absconded. You know his body hasn’t been found yet.”

Josefa took the picture out of his hand. “But there were witnesses who claim they saw him drown. Sharks probably feasted on his body—come on, let’s get to work.”

Pius and Josefa were waiting for the elevator, their arms laden with boxes, when the door opened and Hans-Rudolf Walther emerged. He nodded briefly in Josefa’s direction and then gave Pius a look of obvious displeasure.

“I hope you won’t be taken off the payroll for helping a defector,” she whispered to Pius once they were inside the elevator.

Pius put down the boxes and wiped a few crumbs off his lips. “He knows better than that,” he replied with total aplomb.

The photographer’s last remark was still going through Josefa’s head that afternoon on a Lake Zurich steamboat. Whatever did Pius mean, and why was his voice so…so cold? Sali was beside her, feeding pieces of bread to the gulls and chattering to himself in Albanian. She was surprised by how unusually warmly she felt toward the little guy. Strange, but she’d never thought she’d find it fun to spend time with a kid, and a foreigner to boot. She wondered if Stefan ever took his kids on boat rides. She realized she’d been thinking less and less about the man who’d so quickly exited her life. They’d never talked about how Agnes got her phone number or how long she’d known about their affair. Actually they hadn’t had a proper talk at all since that day—Stefan was preoccupied with his son’s accident and his impending move to the US—but it wasn’t even necessary. It was obvious to both of them that there could be no thought of continuing their affair. And there were moments when Josefa felt liberated. No more waiting. No more guilt.

Her cell phone rang, though she barely heard it over the roar of the ship’s engines.

“Where are you?” Paul Klingler asked.

“On a steamer with Sali,” Josefa shouted. “We’re just getting off at the Zürichhorn landing.”

Sali ran down the gangplank to see Jean Tinguely’s cacophonous sound sculpture. Tourists and other onlookers were following the rise and fall of its wheels, spheres, levers, and listening to the clanking, ringing, and rattling of the huge perpetual motion machine. The boy was completely spellbound, walking around and around it.

“You rang?” Paul said.

They were business partners now—she had to get used to the idea. Josefa had expressed her willingness to carry out assignments and projects for him, but she stressed she would be working independently. She didn’t want any new relationships with employers.

“Tell me, what was it between you and Schulmann at Harckmüller, Sinclair and Partners?” She’d waited a long time to get up the courage to ask him that question.

“Hmm,” Paul hummed. “Did a little birdie chirp something in your ear?”

“Not a birdie. Richard Auer did me the favor. It was sooo nice not know anything about it.”

“Yesssss…” Long pause.

“Schulmann and I worked together for a short time at Harckmüller six years ago. Schulmann, the scheming little shit, got half the company riled up against me. And so I left and have never regretted it.” He cleared his throat. “Be glad you quit Loyn, Josefa.”

It suddenly went remarkably still. Tinguely’s sculpture had gone quiet, the show was over. Sali immediately pulled her by the hand; he’d spied an ice-cream cart.

“Paul, I’ve got to run…”

“Sure, we’ll talk later.” He sounded relieved.

While Sali was savoring his ice-cream cone, Josefa impatiently checked her watch, again and again. She made a quick decision to hail a cab, dragging a reluctant Sali along behind her. When the car pulled onto Feltenstrasse and stopped, Josefa noticed a second taxi stopping at almost the same time in front of the restaurant across the street. She saw a man in a dark green windbreaker get out of the cab. He looked quite familiar, and then she realized where she’d seen him before: on the boat this afternoon, then near the Tinguely machine. Josefa thought it odd but had no time to see where he went. Sali’s parents were surely waiting.

Back in her apartment, she collapsed on the couch. The outing had exhausted her, but she was unable to nap. Paul’s words were echoing in her ears. So that’s how well he knows Schulmann, huh! Was even on the losing end. How does it all fit together anyway? She was startled by the doorbell.

“I’ve mislaid that policeman’s phone number,” Esther said breathlessly, “the one who interrogated me about the burglary. I need a document from him for the insurance, and I don’t know the guy’s name. Maybe you know the name of the other guy, he came downstairs with you?”

“Sebastian Sauter. I was with him at the zoo the other day.”

Esther’s eyes almost popped out of her head.

“I finally got his cap back to him.”

“Did he call you?”

Josefa thumbed through her address book, ignoring the obvious implication. “Did he get my cell number from you?” she shot back.

“Possibly. They wanted to know so much after the burglary. They gave me a good grilling. But cops are so darn boring and conservative. They put me to sleep in two minutes.”

“Maybe,” Josefa muttered, writing the number down on a piece of paper. “But they don’t get excited about anything very easily, my dear, they’ve seen it all. As a woman, you can get mad and lose it and it won’t shock them.”

Esther took the paper with a wink and rushed upstairs to make the call. Ten minutes later she was at the door once again.

“That lousy bureaucracy,” she moaned. “It can really get on your nerves. I was bounced around five times until I got the right person! It’s positively a labyrinth.” She sat down on the gymnastics ball Josefa had bought for her back exercises. “And do you know what takes the cake? They say that Sebastian Sauter does not work in their department. He has nothing to do with thefts and burglaries.”

“Who did you finally get to talk to?”

“The man who interrogated me last.”

“And what did he say?”

“I had the right department, but he was on the case and not Sebastian Sauter.”

“And what’s Sauter responsible for? Did you dig that up?”

Esther hopped up and down on the ball. “Yes. Capital offenses, I believe.”

“Capital offenses? What’s that?”

“Murder. What else?”
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It flashed through Josefa’s mind on the streetcar that she’d left the champagne truffles from Confiserie Sprüngli in the fridge. Her visit to her father’s would begin with an apology right off the bat. Fortunately she had her brother’s birthday present with her. She missed her stop, though, and had to walk all the way back from Klusplatz. Maybe it was her unconscious wish to sidestep the family gathering.

Her father’s house actually belonged to her stepmother, Verena, who brought it into the family when they married. Josefa, just sixteen at the time, suffered a double shock: a new woman by her father’s side and a new home. The house was in fact a cozy old villa with many nooks and stairways, fruit trees in the garden, and an old stone well in front of the wrought-iron gate. But her stepmother’s industriousness and pep were a constant aggravation. Josefa did not rebel openly, as Markus did when he turned twenty; she just snapped shut like an oyster. Whenever her father urged her to be a bit more responsive toward his new wife, Josefa would give him the silent treatment, sending him into a white-hot rage every time. Professor Rehmer might come up with the most complicated linguistic and philosophical theories, but he was buffaloed by his daughter.

Josefa promised herself she’d be nice to him tonight, for her brother’s sake.

Verena was the one who answered the door when she knocked. Her short, dyed, honey-blonde hair was combed back with hair gel, which accentuated her pretty, symmetrical face. She’d turned fifty recently, but Josefa’s father was going on sixty-five.

“So nice to see you again,” Verena said. Was that supposed to be a veiled criticism? Josefa asked herself. She hadn’t paid Verena and her father a visit for a year at least. Last Christmas she’d fled to Egypt instead.

“I bought some champagne truffles and forgot them in the fridge, sorry,” she said, taking off her jacket.

“No bother,” Verena parried. “Your father can’t have anything sweet now anyway. Diabetes.”

“He’s diabetic? Since when?”

Verena escorted her to the living room. “For about four months,” she said quickly. “Age-related.”

Josefa went into the paneled room and stopped short. “I thought we were celebrating Markus’s birthday,” she gasped, looking around at the dozen or so guests assembled there.

Verena gently took Josefa’s arm to try and calm her down. She could smell her stepmother’s expensive perfume. “Your father’s getting the Max Frisch Prize from the city of Zurich. He wanted to celebrate with a few old friends.”

And his kids are to be walk-ons standing beside the great artist. Josefa wanted to turn on her heel and storm out that very moment.

They were all there: the dean of the university, the theater director of the Schauspielhaus, the municipal commissioner for culture, the publisher of Rehmer’s collected works, a famous actress who had declaimed his texts on stage, and a few women Josefa didn’t know. Probably the honest wives.

“Josefa,” her father exclaimed, making his way over to her. Josefa had to admit he cut an imposing figure with his massive head of snow-white hair. “Markus missed his flight and will be a little late.” That was all he had to offer as words of welcome. And who should be sitting on her right at the festooned dinner table but her father’s assistant at the university who had bored her at many a party with his servile behavior and show of musty knowledge. On her left sat the Schauspielhaus director’s wife, not uttering a word. She’d probably forgotten how to speak, since everybody around her was talking as if born for the stage.

“What company is it you work for again, Frau Rehmer?” the assistant inquired.

Since Josefa had her mouth full at that moment, Verena answered. But Josefa felt no compunction to explain her departure from the firm.

“You must certainly meet many interesting people,” a lady far down the table remarked.

“Josefa does not move about in the circles of ordinary mortals; she prefers the company of millionaires and Hollywood stars.” Her father was whetting his knives.

Josefa tried to maintain her composure. “That’s not true. My best friend, for instance, is an ornithologist, and she is neither immortal nor a millionaire.”

“An ornithologist, how exciting!” the director’s wife piped suddenly. Apparently Josefa had hit a nerve. “What’s her name? I’m sure to know her. I’m in the Ornithological Club.”

“Helene Meyer.”

“Yes, yes, I know about her. She lectures at the university sometimes.” The taciturn wife was visibly animated now, in contrast to Josefa.

As the guests moved into the parlor for coffee, she said her farewells. Her father didn’t protest. But his assistant, to her amazement, took her aside.

“Your friend, Helene Meyer, I knew her father,” he said.

“Helene’s father?”

“Yes, Peter Meyer. A tragic case.”

“Tragic? Why?” Josefa’s curiosity was aroused.

“You don’t know? He lost almost all his money when Swixan went broke. He committed suicide soon after.”

Josefa couldn’t hide her surprise. “No, I didn’t know. How awful.”

“Yes, I lost a good friend in Peter Meyer. I’m glad you’re friends with Helene,” his words delivered with heartfelt sincerity.

Verena followed her to the coat rack. She had style; Josefa had to give her that. After a cordial hug she returned to her guests in the parlor.

Josefa walked down the hill to the main road. It had turned unpleasantly cool. A taxi glided past her, then came to a dead stop. The door opened and a slim, agile figure peeled out.

“Markus!”

Her brother wore a long, thin cloak.

“You shouldn’t walk around at night with hair like that,” he said. “Bats will get caught in it.”

“Bats have already sucked all the blood out of me. They look like Papa and his guests.”

“So he’s invited all of Zurich over yet again.” She never had to explain much to Markus. “C’mon, let’s go to your place instead.”

Josefa climbed into the taxi, telling him all about their father’s soirée on the way to her apartment. She helped him lug his bags up the stairs. He must have brought enough instruments for a whole rock band. She saw by the hallway light that he had a thin mustache; his hair was cut so short that the corners of his skull stuck out.

“What did Papa win the Max Frisch Prize for anyway?” Markus inquired, retrieving a beer from the fridge.

“No idea. It was a surprise,” Josefa replied in a tired voice. “I don’t know his books.” That was only half true: she’d browsed through some a couple of times.

Markus handed her an envelope. “I hope you can do better with this, with my music. It’s the new CD I made with Fredric.”

“Who’s Fredric?”

“My boyfriend.”

Aha. So he was in love with men again for now. She knew so little about him; she knew very little at all about the lives of people in her life. Did she even know her brother? She’d never gone to visit him in London, never seen his apartment, or gone clubbing with him to places he played in. And it was exactly the same with her best friend.

After four years, Helene was in many respects still a mystery to her. But she had had so little time; her work had consumed all her energy and until recently Josefa’s greatest interest was the company.

Markus studied her. “You’ve been having a hard time of it, right?”

She nodded, garnishing slices of bread with Parma ham, tomatoes, sour pickles, and hard-boiled eggs. She told him about resigning from Loyn, about her plans, and about the threatening e-mails she’d been receiving. Markus picked up the mayonnaise, topping the sandwiches with it.

“And what did Papa say to your resignation?” Markus asked.

“I haven’t said a word about it. You know him; he’d have used it as an excuse to bawl me out for majoring in marketing instead of something sensible. Anyhow, I’m a failure as far as he’s concerned.” She was on the brink of tears.

“So what? Why give a damn about that? How old are you—thirty-five? So you don’t need to listen to what Papa thinks anymore.”

“I know, but these things haunt you whether you like it or not. You never get rid of that shit.”

Markus ate his sandwich thoughtfully. A tiny tomato seed stuck to his chin. Josefa had to fight the urge to dab it off the way she used to in the old days.

“What’s that?” Markus wanted to know, pointing to a child’s drawing on the kitchen wall. Josefa told him about Sali.

Markus smirked. “But you were never the least bit interested in kids before.”

“What are you trying to say?”

“You always thought kids were a plague. You used to literally run away from them.”

“That’s not fair,” Josefa countered, though she secretly knew he was right. “I probably had enough on my plate looking after my kid brother.”

“That wasn’t my fault, it was Papa’s. He pushed you into a role that was over your head, and—”

“It was never too much for me,” Josefa interrupted him vehemently. “But I could never do the right thing by Papa. Nothing was ever good enough for him.”

“He was probably overextended because Mama died,” Markus muttered, adding a bit louder, “You’re expecting something from Papa that he’ll never give you enough of: affirmation, recognition, praise, whatever.”

“Why shouldn’t I expect all those things? Why shouldn’t he give me what parents normally give their children?” Josefa asked indignantly.

“Our father’s admiration is reserved for himself; there’s no room for anyone else. That’s the way it is, and you can’t change it. You’re good at your job and always get recognition. Isn’t that enough?”

“At least you’re an artist, Markus. For Papa, art counts for something, even if it’s rock music.”

“Nonsense. I bet he’s never listened to one of my CDs.” Markus took a hefty swig of beer and swiped a hand over his mouth. “It’s not that important, though. Look ahead, dear sis, put all this behind you. You’ve got too much baggage. You’re only torturing yourself.”

Josefa kept staring at the table and squashed a few bread crumbs.

“Tell me, was there any conflict between our parents before Mama died? Apart from her illness, I mean. Was there any tension between them?”

Markus fumbled around in the pocket of the coat he’d hung on the back of his chair. “Dunno. Why do you ask?”

“Oh, I vaguely remember them having a fight over something or other,” Josefa said, getting up and opening the kitchen cupboard.

“Better ask Papa. But if I know him, he’ll be as silent as the grave.”

All the same, Josefa was convinced she’d get her father to talk one day.
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Winter hadn’t come this early for years. It was mid-November, but already a deep layer of cotton-soft powder snow covered the mountains. Josefa was standing on an alpine slope somewhere in the Canton of Glarus where her former assistant had spirited her away to.

“OK, did I exaggerate?” Claire asked eagerly.

Josefa had to admit she was overwhelmed by the spare beauty of the mountain landscape. The region was completely new to her, and a bit unsettling. What about avalanches? But Claire reassured her that they were rare.

“I know this place like the back of my hand. We were here every winter as kids. And the nice thing is, very few people know about it.”

Until now, Josefa had only seen Claire in chic, urban clothes. She’d never imagined this ethereal, fragile-looking person skiing. Josefa wasn’t even sure she could do it herself. Sports were not one of her hobbies, and she was out of shape. But the sunny weather was simply too enticing, and when Claire reminded her a few days ago that she’d need skins for her skis, she ran out and bought some. Who knows when she’d have another opportunity to take a trip like this, especially now, with Paul Klingler swamping her with jobs? He had “outsourced” (he liked to use English jargon) a whole array of services. She now worked at home and spent most of her time by herself. She missed her team and working with Claire in particular, which is why this invitation delighted her so.

“Isn’t it terrific?” Claire repeated since Josefa was simply standing there in speechless admiration. A bowl-shaped valley lay open below them that petered out like a gentle wave against the mountainsides. The forest was covered in white. On the valley floor below was a mountain lake, buried under a mantle of snow, that Claire affirmed was magnificent for swimming in the summer. A snow-covered roof was visible in a clearing in the woods, probably a summer cabin. The area was refreshingly deserted, an oasis in the Swiss alpine landscape otherwise so spoiled by development. And it was less than two hours from Zurich by car.

Josefa looked high up the slope. “Is that an avalanche area?” Claire reassured her again, “No danger, you can bet on it.”

There was nothing Josefa could do but put her faith in Claire’s words. They skied up a little higher, then made themselves comfortable in a hollow after spreading out some aluminum heating foil. They shared sandwiches, dried fruit, and tea from a thermos. The snow glittered in the strong sunlight and Josefa applied a fresh layer of sunscreen to her face.

On the drive up in Claire’s SUV, they only discussed trivial things. Josefa was half asleep most of the drive anyway; her recent lack of sleep was catching up with her. She hadn’t uttered a word about Loyn in the car, but up here, surrounded by majestic mountain peaks, she felt more relaxed and willing to talk about it.

“You know, I’m very happy I stayed on at Loyn,” Claire announced out of the blue as she munched on a slice of dried apple. “I like the products. I like the promotional parties. I even like the stress and chaos there.”

“You don’t need to justify yourself, Claire,” Josefa interrupted. “I can very well understand why you stayed. I didn’t expect the entire team to quit out of loyalty to me. That would’ve been stupid.”

“It’s not just what happened to you; it’s Werner too. I feel I’ve been so deceived. But then I tell myself, he’s not going to be there forever. I can stand up to him. I’m tough. People like Werner come and go. Bourdin’s certainly not going to let him go any higher. And if Werner’s not going to get ahead, he’ll leave, and I’m next in line. So it doesn’t pay to give up.”

Josefa remained silent. She really didn’t have any desire to talk about Schulmann. Besides, she was rather exhausted from the steep climb. But Claire pressed on undaunted.

“I can make something of myself at Loyn, I know that. I’ll go far. I won’t let it all go to hell; I’ve sworn I won’t let that happen.” Claire’s normally high voice sounded shrill now. She cut herself off, like an unruly child fearing punishment.

Josefa knew the feeling well—the feeling that you can take on the world and win every battle. She had it at the beginning of her career too. She heaved a sigh. Claire would have her own inevitable disappointments, and she was so young.

“It’s OK, Claire,” she said, handing her the thermos of tea. “You’re right, people come and go. And we ought to get going before it’s dark.”

Josefa got up and zipped up her rucksack. Then they took the skins off their skis.

“Now the fun begins,” Claire shouted once they were on their sticks. And after a mighty push they went whistling over the powder, churning up white clouds left and right.

By the time they reached the car it was already dusk. Josefa was glad that Claire knew the area well and would get them safely to the bumpy, ploughed main road. They were just coming out of the valley basin and had stopped briefly at a turn-off when the motor died. Claire tried the ignition again. Nothing. She tried once again, but the engine wouldn’t turn over. Shit, Josefa thought, but was careful to keep her thoughts to herself. Claire, on the other hand, was completely calm.

“You’ll have to help me,” she said.

“Help you? I know next to nothing about car motors.”

“Just hold the flashlight so I can see.”

Snow flurries were falling. Josefa wrapped a scarf around her head and joined Claire a moment later as she fiddled around under the hood in the weak beam of light.

Shit, shit, shit, Josefa thought to herself again. This is all I need. To be trapped out here, miles from any human habitation. If Claire can’t fix the car, we’ll have to go ahead on skis, she reasoned.

“More to the right,” said Claire, who kept poking around under the hood.

“Maybe it’s the electronics,” Josefa offered, fearing the worst: a cold night in the car. What if they were standing under an avalanche slope?

“No, this is an older model; it’s almost all mechanical. A kid could understand it. Try to start the motor up again.”

Josefa climbed in the car and turned the ignition.

Nothing.

Claire disappeared under the hood again, holding the flashlight herself this time. Josefa didn’t have the faintest idea what Claire was doing.

“Try it again,” she told her a moment or two later. Lo and behold! The motor kicked in.

“You deserve a medal,” a relieved Josefa gushed when her companion got into the car.

Claire maneuvered them safe and sound through the snow squall. “My father once went three weeks without speaking to me, not a single word, after his car died on our way home from hiking in the mountains. I was twelve at the time, and we had a four-wheel drive. The motor just went on strike. My father tried to figure out what had happened, thinking of everything it could possibly be but nothing worked.”

She geared down. “I finally said, ‘Maybe it’s the ignition problem Uncle Konrad was talking about the other day at our place.’ My uncle was a car mechanic and owned a garage. He’s long dead. You know how kids can have such acute hearing, picking up the weirdest things. That must have been what I had done because it just popped into my head.”

The snow flurries were lighter now and Claire stepped on the gas.

“My father went into a terrible rant, screaming: ‘You keep your nose out of it, you damn smartass!’ He was totally flustered… But I’ll keep it short: It turned out to be an ignition problem after all.” Claire turned up the heater. “After that he didn’t say a word to me for three weeks, didn’t give it a second thought. Three weeks. That’s a long time, Josefa. It was absolutely awful. I didn’t know what I’d done wrong. I was just trying to help.”

“Yes, fathers can be like that,” Josefa said pensively. She could imagine that kind of silence could hurt like hell, even if her own father never gave her the silent treatment. He preferred verbal punishments, acid sarcasm, and allusions sharp as knives.

Claire was looking straight ahead. “It was probably better he said nothing. Because whenever he did open his mouth, it was usually to tell me that I couldn’t do anything. But he was the real loser.”

“And your mother? What did she say?”

“Mother? She never came to my defense. My mother never ever stood up for me, not one single time. It just wasn’t done. Even when she knew I was in the right. Yeah, well, that’s how I learned that you had to help yourself.”

“So how did you help yourself?”

Claire braked carefully to take a sharp curve. The road was getting icy in spots.

“Well, for one thing, I wanted to go to a commercial college, but my parents refused to pay for my training. They thought that being a secretary was good enough. So I went to my uncle, the one with the garage, and he gave me a loan.”

Josefa thought that was a peculiar kind of self-help. “Did your parents know about the loan?”

“Somebody told them almost as soon as it happened, might have been my aunt trying to stick it to them. From then on they never ever spoke to me again, not even my mother. A home? I didn’t have one from that moment on. Who gives a damn. At least I finally got to show them I could get along just fine without them. Some people you can simply leave behind.” Claire glanced at her. “What was your mother like?”

Josefa watched the snowflakes dancing in the headlight beams. “I can’t really remember her much,” she said. “I was only fourteen when she died of cancer.”

“I despise my mother,” Claire stated bitterly. The words sounded all the more bitter in Claire’s bright, bell-like voice.

“Why don’t you despise your father? After all, he was the one who always put you down.”

“She should’ve called him on it, faced up to him. She should’ve fought for me. But her submissiveness made her his accomplice—against me, against her own daughter.”

Claire had worked herself up into such a rage that she hit the gas pedal too hard and the car skidded. Josefa seized the grab bar in fright, but Claire skillfully maneuvered the car back into her lane.

“Sorry, I’d better concentrate on the road instead of ancient history. I’m not a little girl anymore. I’m a grown woman and I don’t have to take any more crap from anybody. I can take on anybody today, can’t I?”

Josefa couldn’t tell if Claire was being ironic or serious, so she answered with a vague, “Mmmm.” She sensed that they had ventured into unknown territory; something had shifted in their relationship. Josefa was no longer the boss and Claire was no longer her subordinate. They were something else now, but what exactly that something was, Josefa couldn’t put a name to yet.
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The beautiful weather was gone when Josefa went for a stroll by Lake Zurich the next day. It was two in the afternoon, but a thick fog had already darkened the sky. To top it off, it began to rain, and muddy water splashed on her new suede boots with every step she took. She walked past the Chinese Garden and turned into the Seefeld District where Paul Klingler had his consulting firm in a Biedermeier villa, where they regularly had their meetings. Today, though, she had something completely different in mind, and she’d already let him know it by phone.

She pushed the intercom button at the back door, and Paul appeared in person. Hardly a Sunday went by that he didn’t spend at least part of the day at the office.

“What sun were you lying in?” he asked, his gigantic figure leaning down to greet her. Josefa told him about her skiing trip with Claire but was unable to describe the way there or what mountain they’d climbed.

“Can I offer you something?” Paul inquired, always the proper gentleman (at least when he was in the mood) as he showed her into an office with a view of Lake Zurich. While his secretary (obviously she had to work Sundays too) was getting Josefa some orange juice, Paul opened his electronic archive for her and retreated to another room.

After two hours of on-screen searching, her eyes were burning. But she found what she was looking for.

She closed the archive and asked Paul’s secretary for a phone book. Despite the popularity of the surname Meyer, the exact name she was looking for was easier to find than she expected. Evidently Athena Meyer-de Rechenstein was so proud of her name she had it helpfully printed in full. Josefa scribbled down her number, packed up her documents, and bid Paul a quick goodbye.

The air seemed even colder than before. She took her cell phone out of her purse and entered the number she’d written down.

“Hello,” a woman’s melodious voice answered at once.

“This is Josefa Rehmer, a friend of Helene’s.”

It was so quiet on the other end Josefa thought the connection had been lost. But then she heard Helene’s mother again.

“Josefa, what a surprise! I may call you Josefa, yes? How are you?”

This time it was Josefa’s turn to be startled. The lady spoke High German. Why hadn’t Helene ever said her mother was German?

“Am I talking to Helene’s mother?” she replied.

“Of course,” the friendly woman’s voice answered. “You have the right number, Josefa. When can you come to see me?”

“Whenever it’s convenient,” Josefa replied in a wooden voice.

“Do you have time today?”

Maybe it really won’t be as difficult as I was afraid it would be, Josefa thought, riding the rapid transit to Küsnacht, a wealthy village on lower Lake Zurich, on the shore popularly referred to as the “Gold Coast.” How will Frau Meyer-de Rechenstein react to my indiscreet questions, questions that will necessarily evoke unpleasant memories? Her head was spinning from all the reports she’d just gone through in Paul’s database.

Seven years ago, when Swixan collapsed like a house of cards, those matters didn’t particularly interest her. It wasn’t in her job description to engage Loyn’s guests in conversation about things that happened in the past. Quite the opposite—it was better to ignore these topics. There were many details about the Swixan affair she didn’t understand; everything was so intricate, convoluted, intertwined. Swixan AG was, as she now knew, a bewildering conglomerate that manufactured machines and vehicles, made specialized chemical products, and was even involved in real estate. She also knew that many employees had not only lost their jobs when Swixan folded but their pensions—and more. Just before the bankruptcy one company executive had encouraged the eight thousand workers to invest in Swixan stock. Many others were already receiving the maximum number of stock options month after month, unknowingly digging a grave for their retirement savings. The corporation’s executives, however, put their own pension money into private partner companies to shield themselves from creditors should Swixan go under.

That was shortly before the top executives began selling off huge blocks of stock because they saw the catastrophe coming. They left employees, shareholders, and business partners in the dark until the very end, assuring them that there were no grounds for concern—even when the stock price dropped and then kept dropping.

The people in charge of the corporation had been artificially inflating profits for years and kept the growing debt load concealed by a series of complicated transactions. Nobody rang any alarm bells—not the journalists, not the stock analysts, not the market experts, not the regulators—even though the balance sheets and profit and loss statements of the convoluted empire had become mystifying (the annual report concealed more than it revealed) and even though no one could really say how Swixan actually made its money. Nobody pulled the emergency brake—including the auditors, whose job it was to ask the crucial questions.

The head of the auditing firm at the time was Henry Salzinger, now deceased. He was absent from the table in St. Moritz where Beat Thüring, Karl Westek, and Curt Van Duisen were dining. And Feller-Stähli was mixed up in the whole affair too. (Feller-Stähli, the guy Helene claimed she didn’t know, though her father, as Josefa had now read in detail, was one of the most prominent victims of the whole tragedy.) Ultimately the bubble burst, and Swixan’s top management had to put its cards on the table; whereupon the share price plummeted, and the company declared bankruptcy.

And Peter Meyer’s life’s work collapsed along with Swixan AG. Helene’s father had a lucrative company that made precision instruments; he’d sold it to Swixan a few years earlier because no one in the family wanted to take it over. Meyer hoped his firm would have a bright future in the bosom of a financially powerful corporation like Swixan. And they sweetened the deal by offering Meyer a seat on the administrative board, where everybody who was anybody in Zurich’s world of finance already sat.

In spite of many “irregularities” in the run-up to the bankruptcy, the company’s managers—CEO Thüring and CFO Westek among them—got away with token fines—thanks to their crackerjack lawyer Feller-Stähli and their highly selective memories on the stand (“I don’t remember”). The auditors, including Salzinger, just washed their hands in innocence.

How different for Peter Meyer! According to the archive Josefa looked at in Paul’s office, he spent much of his personal fortune trying to help long-time employees from his former company get through the emergency. At least he had some sense of responsibility. One of the consequences: Eleven months after the disaster Meyer—without leaving a suicide note—shot himself in the mouth. With his own hunting rifle.

Josefa arrived at the Meyers’ by five o’clock. There was little light left by this hour so she didn’t fully appreciate how stately the Bürgerhaus she stood before really was until she was inside the premises. The front room where Frau Meyer-de Rechenstein took her was paneled to the ceiling. A huge, ancient stove with blue and white tiles stood in the corner—a magnificent antique. The whole room exuded history.

Frau Meyer-de Rechenstein had given her an effusive welcome at the door.

“Josefa, I have been hoping you would come visit for such a long time! I am delighted you are here. Helene has told me so much about you.” The words tumbled out of her as if she hadn’t talked to anybody for days.

“Shall we sit?” she said and escorted Josefa to two armchairs upholstered in white chintz.

The Black Forest cake and expensive porcelain were already set out on a black, polished, inlaid wooden table.

“You have to do something nice for yourself in this weather,” her hostess remarked as she poured her guest a cup of coffee without asking Josefa whether she preferred tea or a decaffeinated drink.

This tall, elegant lady with silvery gray hair looked nothing like her friend. Josefa calculated that she must have had Helene, her only child, rather late in life. And her language! Josefa automatically switched to High German, but Athena Meyer corrected her at once.

“I understand Swiss German of course,” she said. “But as a German one should under no circumstances attempt it. It sounds frightful, and the Swiss cannot stand it. But let’s talk about you! What is it you are doing at Loyn just now?”

It took Josefa a moment to collect her thoughts. Oh, yes, the company. “I have recently left Loyn and am working for a consulting firm,” she explained.

“Oh, really,” Athena Meyer-de Rechenstein replied, a little disappointedly, it seemed. She toyed with the neckband of her mustard-yellow silk blouse. Josefa knew that Helene’s mother loved Loyn handbags. When the company produced a limited edition of Napa leather handbags for special friends of the house on their jubilee, Josefa had wangled one for her. No doubt part of the reason Frau Meyer-de Rechenstein invited her for coffee and cake: to thank her for the gift.

“I wanted to go independent,” Josefa added. “I can work at home now.”

“How wonderful!” her hostess exclaimed, as if she had just been given another beautiful handbag.

“This room is most appealing,” Josefa said, changing the subject and thereby giving Helene’s mother occasion to describe in detail the history of the building and the tile stove.

“At least we have managed to keep the house,” she said with a sigh, out of the blue. “My poor husband lost almost our entire fortune because of Swixan. The others at the head of the corporation looked out for themselves beforehand, but not my husband; my Peter had principles. He was a good man, much too good for the likes of them.”

Josefa was surprised that Frau Meyer-de Rechenstein broached the subject so frankly. But she was a distinguished lady who clearly made no bones about her belief that she was somehow betrayed by fate.

“He was, after all, on Swixan’s administrative board,” Josefa cautiously interjected. “Didn’t he have to know what was going on with the company?”

“No, my husband knew nothing, absolutely nothing,” she replied at once and a little defensively. “Those people kept everything secret and hushed up. The man responsible for finance…”

“Karl Westek?”

“Yes, precisely, Karl Westek. The entire business world considered him a genius. How was my husband supposed to be suspicious of him? But Peter had his pride, you know. He did not wriggle his way out of anything, unlike the others. Honor still counts for something in our family.”

She folded her hands in her lap. Josefa put her coffee cup down.

“And how did Helene take it?”

“Terribly,” her mother said. “Terribly,” she repeated, dabbing her lips with an embroidered napkin. “Actually, she was supposed to become the head of the company. That was my husband’s fondest wish. The two got along so well. He even took her hunting as soon as she was old enough. Every October, in the Valsertal. That was where our daughter had Papa all to herself, and it meant so very much to her. That is why she still goes hunting in Vals… Would you like another piece of cake?”

Josefa nodded, but her mind was elsewhere.

“She went to the school in St. Gall and took business,” Josefa heard her say, though she was suddenly having difficulty concentrating.

“For almost three years. But then her engagement to Richard Auer fell through, and she did something completely different. But you know that of course. That is why my Peter sold the company to Swixan; he thought his life’s work would be secure. What a fatal error! And when my husband…left us…it was dreadful for Helene, simply dreadful.”

Josefa listened, her heart racing. Helene engaged! To Richard Auer? Had she heard right?

“But here I am, just chatting away. I imagine you do not want to get to the transit too late; I have not forgotten.” She stood up and Josefa followed.

“How nice to have finally made your acquaintance! And I am delighted every day with the handbag you gave me,” she said as they left the room. “You know, I could have gotten in touch with you sooner, through Richard perhaps, but Helene would never have forgiven me. And we have indeed found a better solution—thanks to you. I shall go get your coat right away.”

Josefa was still stunned as she left Athena Meyer-de Rechenstein’s house. She just couldn’t get her head around it. Helene and Richard Auer.
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Pius draws her toward him. She offers no resistance. His back muscles ripple beneath her fingertips. His cheek brushes against hers. His hand lies firmly on the small of her back. She’s all aflame. She desires him. She wants his body. His mouth is so close.

Then a shrill sound. The phone. Josefa suddenly woke up, her heart beating wildly. She could feel it in her breast, her throat, her head. It took some time before she realized where she was. That dream about Pius. So beautiful. So discombobulating. She dove under the covers. Dammit, she’d forgotten to set the answering machine.

Her hand groped for the phone. “Hello?”

At first she heard a soft rustling sound.

“Josefa?” A voice from far away that she didn’t recognize.

“Josefa, is that you?”

“My dear, sweet brother, do you know how late it is? It’s the middle of the night, goddammit!”

“It’s eight in the morning and it’s Monday. You’re always awake at this hour. Besides, it’s important.”

“What’s happened?”

“Werner Schulmann is dead.”

“Who?” She was certain that she hadn’t heard properly. All of a sudden she was wide awake.

“Werner Schulmann. The guy at Loyn. Verena called me yesterday. She tried to get you, but you were away and your answering machine wasn’t picking up. So she phoned me, and because I wanted to talk to you anyway, I told her I’d give you a call.”

Verena? How did her stepmother know?

“I don’t get it.”

“Verena’s a friend of Schulmann’s mother and she told Verena, and Verena thought it best for you to know before you went to work,” he explained.

Of course, Verena thinks I’m still working for Loyn.

“How did he die? What happened?”

“No idea. Looks like the official cause of death hasn’t been determined yet. But apparently he was found at home. You can call Verena later, but she’s at the clinic all day. Best try her tomorrow.”

Josefa felt as if the room was whirling around her. Markus’s voice was fading away.

“Hey, gotta go. Sorry I woke you up. We’ll talk later, OK?” And he promptly hung up.

Josefa fell back into bed, pulling the covers tightly around her. Schulmann. Dead.

Did the people at Loyn know already? Did Claire know? She was about to pick up the receiver, but something held her back. She didn’t relish the idea of telling Claire. Would she be relieved? Maybe even feel some schadenfreude? Or melancholy? Or mourning?

Despite the tragic occurrence, Josefa couldn’t quell her anger at him. The guy walks into Loyn, provokes her into leaving, and now he’s gone. It all needn’t have happened. What a laugh.

Josefa couldn’t even imagine going back to sleep at this point. Instead she pulled herself out of bed and wobbled toward the bathroom. A bracing cup of tea would do me good, she thought. Her ski gear was still scattered over a couple of chairs. She boiled some water and poured it over the dried peppermint leaves. She could hear voices out on the stairs.

An hour later she’d calmed down enough to think about one of her assignments for a client: a presentation with a buffet to follow. She went to the guest room she’d turned into an office, sat down at her desk, and stared at the screen.

“I would suggest that a brief outline of your company’s history be included with the invitations for the guests, along with some informative photographs…”

She stopped typing. Schulmann was dead. A whirlwind was raging in her head, but she had to get this draft plan to her clients by tomorrow morning.

The telephone rang. Paul, for sure, she thought.

The voice on the phone spoke in a whisper. “Frau Rehmer. It’s me, Bianca Schwegler. I don’t know if I ought to pass this on but…Werner Schulmann is dead.”

“Frau Schwegler, I can barely hear you.”

“I can’t talk any louder. It’s chaos in here. Herr Schulmann is dead.” Bianca sounded rushed, didn’t even wait for Josefa’s response. “He was supposed to go to Milan on Friday for the media presentation of our new collection, but he never got there. We called his home, but there was no answer. Then we called his mother, but she didn’t know where he was. She didn’t have a key to his apartment either. We eventually discovered that he hadn’t even gotten on the plane. Then the police had to break down his door…They found him dead—just a minute.”

Josefa heard a babble of voices in the background, then Bianca Schwegler again.

“I’m very sorry but it’s absolutely frantic here. What I really wanted to say was the police are investigating the cause of death because Schulmann left a note saying if he died somebody most certainly had killed him. Do you understand?”

“The police are investigating? Who found the note?”

“I’ve heard it was at his lawyer’s, and so was his will. But I don’t know exactly. In any case they’re examining the body.”

“How are people taking it—Bourdin, Walther?”

“Francis Bourdin is totally hysterical. I haven’t seen Herr Walther yet. Bourdin came back from Milan yesterday. It’s just total chaos. Marlene’s looking for Claire everywhere. She’s disappeared. And she’s supposed to take over some of Schulmann’s responsibilities. Frau Rehmer, I’ve got to go, Herr Walther just walked by. Take care.” And then, “Maybe you’ll come back now.”

Josefa held the receiver in her hand for quite some time. It would take a mighty effort for her to concentrate on her work today—that much was obvious.

The evening news used the term “suspected murder.” But that was obviously not what the police had said, and they weren’t giving out any further information. Swiss TV showed Walther making his way to his car, pursued by TV cameras. Why didn’t anybody tell him it was better to use the underground parking lot instead?

Josefa tried to reach Verena, but her father said she wasn’t back from the clinic yet. Then she called Claire’s home number three times, but all she got was the answering machine. Josefa didn’t want to leave a message. She suddenly felt very wary.
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Sali pointed a wooden spoon, as if it were a scepter, up at the ceiling in a grandiose gesture. “Look up there, star we were wanting for,” he blurted out excitedly.

“Waiting for,” Josefa gently corrected him. Sali was playing King Balthazar from the East. He would have a crown and a scepter and bring the Baby Jesus precious gifts.

“What will you give to the Christ Child?” Josefa asked.

Sali wrinkled up his nose. “Ski.” That was what he wanted for Christmas because all his classmates had skis.

“But there’s not any snow where the Baby Jesus lives,” she said, feeling rather silly. How were you supposed to explain the Christian Christmas to a Muslim kid? And to make it worse, she was clueless in religious matters. She’d read somewhere that Islam recognized Jesus as a prophet. Sali probably read the Koran. She’d seen kids studying the Koran in madrassas on TV.

Sali was adamant: “Jesus want ski.” That closed the book on it.

King Balthazar fell on his knees before the manger—a basket filled with newspapers reporting Schulmann’s mysterious death. Sali’s earnestness touched Josefa. How trusting children are, and how often their trust is shattered. What she wanted most of all was to take Sali in her arms and comfort him. That’s when the telephone rang.

Paul. No, Verena. She’d heard nothing from either of them. Paul was in Vienna on business according to his secretary. And it was most certainly not Helene; she knew her friend was off on a lecture tour in the French part of Switzerland. Josefa was relieved to have a little time before seeing Helene again anyway.

“Franz Kündig, Zurich Criminal Investigation Department,” she heard a man’s voice announce. Josefa’s heart skipped a beat.

“Yes?” she uttered, more tentatively than she intended.

“Frau Rehmer, we’d like some information from you concerning the Werner Schulmann case. You probably know he was found dead. We’re working to clear up the cause of death. Could you come by tomorrow?”

“Yes,” Josefa agreed, befuddled.

“How would nine AM be, at the Police Department, City Hall?”

“Later would be better, maybe around two. I have some appointments in the morning.”

Franz Kündig agreed and gave her his office address and phone number. Josefa hung up and noticed Sali still kneeling in front of the basket of newspapers.

“You are a good king,” she praised, stroking his hair.

Sali stood up.

“But there is also bad king, wants to kill Christ Child.”

“He wants to kill him? Yes, Herod is a bad king. But he’ll never find the Baby Jesus.”

“No, never find. Josefa runs quick away. Josefa scared.”

“Josef runs away, Josef, the father. Josefa, that’s me. Josef is a man. But you’re right, Josef runs away quick so Herod can’t find the child.”

Sali nodded vigorously. “Josefa take child and wife and donkey and goes away. Josefa scared.”

She picked up the script for the Christmas pageant. “Yes, Josefa scared,” she said quietly.

That evening she went to the movies to get her mind off things, but she only half watched the film. Preoccupied by her impending talk with the police, she rehearsed the conversation over and over in her head. The light was blinking on the answering machine when she arrived home.

“Herbert told me you’d called.” The first message was from Verena. “I was at the clinic, and we had a team meeting that evening. I spoke with Anita Schulmann again today. She’s his mother, you know, and I’m a friend of hers. It’s just awful. The police are assuming it’s murder.” Her stepmother paused. “Anita says Werner was poisoned, they don’t know who or why. You can imagine the state she’s in. He was their only son. You certainly wouldn’t have wished that on him, would you? I don’t know anything more than that. Call later.”

The second message was from Pius.

“I hope you’re doing well, Josefa,” he began warmly. “You’ve surely heard the latest. Who’d have thought it…Josefa, I’d like to see you again. I miss you. We all miss you. Do call soon.”

She listened to his message three times. Then she crawled into bed with a funny, fluttery feeling in her belly.

At two o’clock sharp the next day, Josefa was standing in front of the city hall unit of the Criminal Investigation Department—a proud, classical building, newly renovated at great expense. Cluttered with out-of-date office furniture, a faded Pharmacist Association calendar hanging on the wall, and a couple of dusty house plants making a futile attempt to burst apart their much-too-small pots, Office 15A appeared utterly untouched by the costly improvements evident elsewhere in the building. Did Sebastian Sauter work in a cell like this too? Josefa wondered.

Franz Kündig introduced himself and then pressed “Record” on the tape recorder. The detective had a mustache, and his hair was brushed up boldly, above his forehead. He was easily over forty, Josefa guessed. A second officer sat opposite her over in the corner, and she couldn’t help notice that he regarded her curiously. What’s he thinking? Maybe that poison is considered to be a woman’s murder weapon. Josefa’s palms were sweating, like at the dentist’s before the drilling started.

“How long did you know Werner Schulmann?” Kündig began the interrogation.

Josefa stared at the tape recorder. She could see wheels turning through the little window.

“I met him some years ago, through our business. He was at Loyn for about two and a half months before I left the company. That is, I only worked with him directly for two months since I was on a three-week vacation when he started in July.”

“Did you resign?”

“Yes.”

“Did that have anything to do with Herr Schulmann?”

Josefa was prepared for this question. “Only indirectly. It was not clear which were my responsibilities and which were not. Herr Schulmann never gave me a clear job description, though I wanted one. I couldn’t put up with that. I like terms to be clearly spelled out.”

“Did you ever talk with Herr Schulmann about business matters?”

Josefa looked at the officer in irritation. “Of course we talked business. I don’t understand your question.”

Franz Kündig did not follow up on her objection, but instead asked, “How were your conversations? Friendly?”

“We kept to essentials. There was never any communication over a cup of coffee in the company canteen, if that’s what you mean.”

“What was his relationship with Francis Bourdin like?”

“I believe it was Herr Bourdin who brought Werner Schulmann into the company. At least that’s how I heard it. But I never asked specifically.”

Franz Kündig rolled his chair away from his desk, turned, and crossed his legs. “Frau Rehmer, did you ever get the impression that he was peculiar in any way?”

“Who, Bourdin or Schulmann?”

“Schulmann.”

“It depends what you mean by peculiar,” she said hesitantly. “You know, in our business everybody’s a little wound up in some ways. We’re surrounded by glamorous, prominent people—occasionally it’s like being in a film. That makes it somehow difficult to say what’s normal, given these conditions.”

She didn’t know what the policeman would make of her words. Then it occurred to her that they were sure to have interrogated other Loyn people and possibly knew about her tense relationship with Schulmann. “Herr Schulmann certainly did not come to Loyn because he was interested in leather handbags and suitcases, that much is obvious,” she quickly added. “Which makes him different—different from most colleagues.”

The officer in the corner finally spoke up. “We’ve found tapes at Werner Schulmann’s place. They are recordings of conversations between guests at a Loyn event. Among the recordings were conversations between Karl Westek and Curt Van Duisen.” He let his words sink in, his eyes never leaving Josefa’s face.

Recorded conversations? The implication of his words was becoming clear to Josefa. A scene flashed through her mind: Westek and Van Duisen at a table together under the party tent.

“Can you tell us something about that?” the second detective asked, his voice sounding far away to her.

She shook her head. “This is news to me. I mean…How can that be? That would be an outrageous thing to do—for the company, for the guests. I can’t imagine why somebody would record private conversations.” She paused to collect her thoughts. “All I know is that the gentlemen you mentioned sat together during lunch at the same table. There’s a photograph of them…”

“We assume that someone bugged the table, but we don’t know where the microphones were placed yet. Have you any idea who might have done it?”

Josefa felt hot. Bugged! “You said Schulmann had tapes. Do you think he’s the one?”

Kündig stepped in. “We don’t make any snap judgments; every possibility has to be considered.”

“I know the people who worked on this event,” she said slowly so as not to make a mistake. “I can’t imagine that any one of them would do a thing like that. It’s absurd! What for? At the most it would be somebody who—” She stopped short.

“Yes?” the second officer asked.

“Somebody who’d want to drag the company’s name through the mud,” she finished the sentence in some agitation.

This man in the corner looked more like a teacher than a detective. He cleaned his metal-rimmed glasses with an old-fashioned linen handkerchief. “The tent was put up the evening before.” He had obviously talked to Loyn employees already. Who were they?

“Yes.”

“When were the tables put up?”

“The evening before too. We always hire the same firm, a moving company that coordinates with the caterers. We’ve worked with the company for years. Sepp Kohler, for example—the one who supervises the furniture movers—he’s been with that company for twenty years or more.” Josefa noticed she was talking as if she were still at Loyn.

“Who had access to the tent?”

“Basically everybody with a Loyn employee ID—same goes for the personnel of the two delivery companies. They were finished at seven and didn’t come back until the next morning with flower arrangements and candles and dishes. But the tent was guarded by security round the clock.”

“So something like thirty people had access to the tent that evening?”

Josefa thought for a while. “Theoretically even more. Maybe forty, because we had security personnel there as well, as I’ve said, about a dozen. But my team was continually busy in the evening. We had to take care of two hundred and fifty guests, after all.”

“Who’s ultimately responsible for seeing that everything’s in order? Who’s in charge?”

“Me. At least that’s how it was before Werner Schulmann came to Loyn. But I’ve already told you there was some uncertainty about whose job was what. For instance, I remember him being critical that evening about the red and gold chairs, saying they didn’t go with the white tables. But they were the colors of the golf club where the event was taking place.”

Suddenly she remembered something. “There was one modification, about a day before the event.”

Both men watched her, motionless.

“Schulmann wanted to do the seating arrangements himself. That had always been my job—I’d worked it out with company management beforehand of course. We had always had fixed seating, with name cards on every table. We have places of honor, tables for VIPs, and then normal tables, you see—tables for guests not so closely connected with Loyn. But Schulmann insisted on settling the seating arrangements himself.”

“What do you mean by that, Frau Rehmer?”

“I’m just wondering why Herr Van Duisen was with Herr Westek at a table again. They were already together in St. Moritz, with Beat Thüring and Henry Salzinger.”

“I see,” Kündig said. “Where exactly was the table with Van Duisen and Westek at Lake Geneva?”

Josefa tried to concentrate. Van Duisen came to mind; she’d rechecked everything before lunch, and when she left the tent he called out a friendly greeting. He was sitting in the area near the tent entrance, which is what she told her interrogators.

“When was the last time you were in the tent on Friday evening?”

“Let me think…I walked around with the head of the catering firm shortly before seven. Then I met with Colin Hartwell—the Australian golfer—and his assistant. We had to discuss the rest of the program…So, shortly before seven.”

“Did you see Schulmann that evening?”

“Yes, at nine o’clock, to discuss the next day. The whole team was present.”

“One final question, Frau Rehmer: Do you know a woman by the name of Dorita?”

“Dorita? No, doesn’t ring a bell.”

Kündig stood up, and Josefa was dismissed.
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Josefa stumbled into the damp winter air in a daze. A few gentle snowflakes were falling, and it was only the end of November! She wrapped her scarf over her head and crossed the bridge over the Limmat. She had to talk to somebody. But who? She was a little leery about seeing Helene; there were so many unanswered questions that Josefa didn’t look forward to asking. Not yet, at least. Her brother was too far away, and the phone was a poor medium in a dicey situation like this. Pius? Ah yes, Pius.

People laden with shopping bags were coming toward her: Christmas shopping was already in high gear. She drifted toward Bellevueplatz. The snow was getting heavier. Why the devil hadn’t Paul called? He had to be back from Vienna by now. It wasn’t like him not to touch base with her, certainly not with all that was happening. Josefa stopped for a moment to wait on the island at the Bellevue stop then set firmly off on her own. She would get to the bottom of this.

A young woman she’d never seen before opened the door of Paul’s office. Josefa introduced herself and asked to see the head of the firm. The young lady hesitated before letting her into the hall without a word. Josefa was slightly put out and not terribly assuaged by Paul’s appearance on the stairway. He escorted her into his office and closed the door. As always, he was wearing a well-tailored suit.

“Why haven’t you phoned? What’s the matter with you?” Josefa flung the words at him before she could even take off her coat.

“A catastrophe,” Paul said, dropping into one of the two leather armchairs in front of the bay window, a look of anguish on his face. “Stomach and intestinal flu, absolutely horrible. I thought I’d die.” He did indeed look rather pale.

“So what’s the story with Vienna?”

“Vienna? Oh, yeah. That was the official story. After all, I can’t tell my clients that I’m puking and shitting like mad. Please excuse me.”

“Frankly I’d prefer flu to the brouhaha over Schulmann,” Josefa said, rotating the rings on her fingers.

“Yes, I’ve heard about it,” Paul said, noticeably more animated. “I did try to get you today, but you weren’t home, and your cell phone was off.”

“I was being interrogated at the police station,” she explained, describing her conversation with the officers in detail to Paul. “Why did the police tell me about the bugs and the tapes? Why give me such important information? I don’t get it!” she continued.

Paul rubbed his middle finger between his nose and his upper lip as if he were trying to smooth out a pleat. “Maybe they were testing to see how you’d react. Or maybe they want you to spread the information around and see what turns up,” he replied coolly.

“Do you think they’re shadowing me?”

“Possibly. Can’t rule it out. Those characters have to do something. After all, they’ve got a murder to solve.” He gave her an encouraging smile while rubbing his back against his chair. “You haven’t done anything stupid, have you? Did they tell you what was on the tapes?”

She shook her head.

“I’ll tell you one thing: If Westek, Salzinger, Thüring, and Van Duisen get together, then it’s sure not for a kaffeeklatsch. They don’t waste their time talking about golf. It’ll be about ‘big business,’ my dear. Or ‘bad business,’ depending on how you look at it.”

“Van Duisen isn’t compatible with Westek, Thüring, and Salzinger,” Josefa objected.

Paul stretched his already long torso. “I know you’ve got a weakness for older, fatherly types, Josefa.”

She raised both hands in protest, but he kept going.

“You’ve always thought a lot of Walther too; you practically worshipped him. How well he runs the business, you’ve said, how he backs up his employees, how he supports women. Correct? And at the same time there’s not a single woman in the company’s top management. And there’s never going to be either. I know that gang. They want to keep it among themselves. Women would only get in their way. Walther knew exactly what he was doing when he dumped Schulmann in ahead of you, believe you me. He didn’t think of promoting you for one second. Schulmann was supposed to put you in your place before you got too uppity.”

Josefa felt bitterness rising inside her. “You know, I really did have a soft spot for Loyn. I loved my work, my colleagues, the trips, the atmosphere, meeting so many people. I thought I’d found my life’s work. And I tried to help the firm get ahead… Walther and Bourdin promised me the moon, but that was just sweet talk, fluff. It really took Schulmann for me to recognize it. And I should’ve had the guts to tell that to Walther, to his face.”

“Forget it, Josefa. He wouldn’t have bothered to explain himself. Or he’d have found some excuse—and he did. You haven’t learned to bite before others bite you. You think he’s a dear old uncle who brings you presents—and now you’re disappointed. I can understand of course, but corporations are like shark-infested waters. Either you are one too or you’re dead meat. And Van Duisen…is another shark, take it from me. Van Duisen palms himself off as an entrepreneur, but his only concern is profit. He’s wiped out hundreds of jobs in his lifetime just so he could shovel a couple of million more into his own pocket.”

“But his son died, I think that’s changed him.” Josefa was suddenly aware she was defending Van Duisen. “And anyway, why should those four be swapping secrets at a Loyn event, of all places, with all kinds of people around?”

“But it’s the perfect camouflage,” Paul exclaimed, stopping short when the young woman who’d met Josefa at the door brought in a tray. She put two cups and a plate of zwieback on the glass table.

“Linden tea,” he apologized. Josefa was about to decline at first, but changed her mind. Maybe something soothing for the stomach would do her good. After the young woman left, closing the door behind her, Paul picked up the thread immediately. “Nobody would be suspicious, since these events are held so people can meet and talk informally. Anyway, where else were they supposed to meet without being noticed? In the men’s sauna on Hirschenplatz?”

Josefa pressed her lips together. Paul glanced at her quickly. “Tell me, did they have anything to say about how Schulmann died?”

“No. And they didn’t ask me anything along that line, whether I had an alibi or anything like that. Isn’t that odd? But I heard from somebody else that they think it was poison.”

“Poison, are you sure? And who told you?”

“I can’t tell you that.”

“Death by poison, in Zurich.” Paul shook his head, though he seemed somewhat amused. “That’s a job I’d like our company to get.”

“What job?”

“How Loyn can best sell this to the public. I bet Walther’s losing a lot of sleep these nights. Who’s doing the media work when the marketing head’s been done in? Bugs in the party tent—what a scandal!”

Josefa was at a loss. “There’s really nothing that can shock you, Paul. Schulmann was murdered. And Salzinger’s voice is on the tape. And he’s dead too. And anyway…I mean, look at all what’s happened! To Thüring and Feller-Stähli. That’s just not normal. That’s…” She struggled to find the words.

“So it’s dawned on you at last. Congratulations, Josefa.”

“It all feels so creepy. And maybe they even suspect me. They might think that I could have planted the bugs myself.”

“And did you?” He reached for a piece of zwieback.

“You can’t be serious…Schulmann certainly had the know-how. He was very savvy about technical things.”

“You know, given the kinds of questions the police asked you, and if I’ve figured it correctly, then they know much more than you could ever dream of. They know what’s on the tapes, and maybe even who killed Schulmann.”

“You think so?” she asked, stirring her tea.

“Sure. I’m curious to see what’s going to be on TV. And in the papers. Our Francis will no doubt pull every string to get himself in the limelight.”
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The evening news confirmed Josefa’s worst suspicions. The tapes and the cause of death were already public knowledge. But the police were not about to say by what means the “poisonous substance” had been administered to Schulmann. There was no mention on the television of what the poison was either.

The accompanying commentary created the impression that all the guests in the tent had been illegally taped. Josefa suspected it wouldn’t be long before the invitation list fell into the media’s hands.

The media—and not only the press—speculated on the motives for what was already taken as murder. Did Schulmann have dynamite information, and was he blackmailing someone? Did Werner Schulmann have any enemies? Was it someone in his family? But the reporters were as undecided as the police—or as the police purported to be—about the answers to these questions.

Loyn made a statement to the media the next morning: Eavesdropping on guests of the house was the despicable act of a misguided person. The company condemns most severely…We are as outraged as much as…and apologize to…

Josefa knew the clichés all too well.

This time Hans-Rudolf Walther kept out of sight, and Bourdin gave no explanation himself, which struck Josefa as mighty peculiar. He was, after all, Loyn’s poster boy.

Even her opinion was sought; reporters called her at home time and again, but she was careful to give them only miniscule bits of information. She thought of Paul’s warning. We keep our nose out of it. All she told her questioners was that she left Loyn some time ago. No, not because of Schulmann. She remained as polite as possible while playing the ignorance card.

Besides, she was up to her eyeballs in work: She had to organize three big company Christmas banquets, and the first one was on for today—in an old jail that some imaginative entrepreneur had converted into a dance hall, bar, and restaurant. Her client, an ambitious software firm, had been looking for an unusual location for the company party and was very much taken with her suggestion.

When she arrived at the former jail, the delivery vans were already there with the tables, chairs, tablecloths, and decorations; the men were standing around waiting. Josefa saw immediately that these were not the tables she’d ordered. She made straight for Sepp Kohler, the foreman she worked with so frequently at Loyn and who had helped her with her move to Feltenstrasse.

“Herr Kohler, what’s happened to the tables?”

“Frau Rehmer, it’s not my mistake, but the boss didn’t want to let the other tables go,” he admitted, obviously embarrassed by the position this decision had put him in.

“Whatever for?” she asked incredulously.

Kohler grimaced. “They were the tables we used for Loyn at Lake Geneva, remember? At the golf tournament on Lake Geneva.”

“So what?” Josefa didn’t understand.

“The boss wants to hold those tables until the affair is cleared up.”

“What affair?”

“That thing with the bugs and eavesdropping.”

“Good grief!” she exclaimed. So that’s how far things have gone.

“We’ve got the proper tablecloths,” Kohler assured her.

Josefa examined the furniture and then gave instructions to the movers and decorators, as she’d done dozens of times before, and she would make it work this time too.

When the work was finished and the foreman reappeared to have her sign off on the delivery sheets, he remarked, “We’ve never found anything, you know.”

“Found what, Herr Kohler?” Josefa asked absentmindedly, glancing through the paperwork.

“Bugs or whatnot. We check the tables every time they come back. Maybe repairs are needed, maybe some loose screws or splintered wood. We’d definitely have spotted the gadgets.”

“I’m no expert,” she said, “but I’d say the bugs were probably somewhere else. In the bouquets, in the ventilators, in the candleholders—what do I know.”

“The police say they were under the tables.”

Josefa looked at Kohler in surprise. What kind of information won’t detectives throw around…?

The foreman kept talking. “The microphones couldn’t have been that small. There was a heavy tablecloth on the tables. And noise all around the place. We’d have to have seen them.”

“Nobody’s blaming you,” she reassured him.

Kohler took the signed papers and put them in a briefcase. He hesitated a moment. Obviously there was something else he wanted to get off his chest.

“By the way, we had some trouble at the horse show in St. Moritz. We were there right on time to pick up the tables. After they were all ready to go, I mean. On time as always. Man, was he in a flap. Yelling at us that we were an hour early, and that was not what was agreed to, and we were to come back in an hour.”

“Who yelled at you?” Josefa was all ears now.

“Herr Bourdin,” Kohler said.

“Francis Bourdin? But that’s not his responsibility.” Josefa looked at the foreman doubtfully, but Kohler vigorously nodded his head.

“We had to leave and come back later. Though everything was ready for pickup.”

Josefa’s thoughts were moving very fast.

“Did you tell this to the police?”

“Yes, I did. Honestly, my colleagues were really cheesed off with Herr Bourdin.”

“And what did the police say?” she persisted.

“They wrote it down.”

Kohler looked at her expectantly. He probably wanted to know what she made of it. But she just thanked him, handed him a generous tip, and went to the restaurant to check the list of drinks.

The next lull in the evening wouldn’t come until the managers and staff representatives of the software company had finished their aperitifs and were making their speeches. Josefa closed the door to the hall and retreated to a little corner table in the bar next door. The staff there was busy getting drinks ready for the dinner. Glasses tinkled. Josefa noticed a woman sitting on a barstool with a cocktail before her looking bored. She wore a black chiffon see-through blouse that allowed her pale skin to shimmer through. Her tight leather skirt barely covered her thighs.

Josefa took a women’s magazine from the rack on the wall and looked at the ads. Loyn was represented, naturally, with a two-page spread, on paper thicker than the magazine’s other pages. There was Joan Caroll, slightly wicked and aloof, with full, shiny lips and a Mona Lisa smile, sitting on grandiose marble stairs, with skin-tight pants on her outspread legs and high heels planted like spear tips. One step below, a reclining cheetah lay with a Loyn bag between its paws. The bag was almost as seductive as Joan. Josefa heaved a sigh.

There she sat, literally in jail, supervising an insignificant company banquet; every day she was running after jobs that had about as much sex appeal as escargot. She had to sell herself cheap as if she’d never staged brilliant blockbuster events for the most select international clientele with one of Switzerland’s most famous firms. She did miss her work at Loyn, and in moments like these she thought that resigning had been a serious mistake. There was no doubt she’d been relieved those first few weeks that she’d escaped the trench warfare of Loyn, and she was looking forward to new challenges, but the attraction of freedom regained had quickly evaporated. She missed the contact with the “ambassadors,” the interaction with her team, the stimulating interchanges in the office. She wasn’t part of anything anymore.

It pained her that she couldn’t be at the Loyn Festival with the world-class stars of classical music she’d invited, that she wouldn’t be pulling the strings in the background, noiselessly and skillfully, as always. Maybe she should have proceeded differently, been smarter tactically. Wouldn’t it have been better if she’d started a rumor that she might be leaving, so that Walther would have to do some thinking about it? Maybe he’d have recalled how valuable she’d been to the company, all her tremendous accomplishments over the past five years; maybe then he’d have tried to get her to change her mind.

But after she’d resigned, Walther hadn’t made the slightest effort to persuade her to stay on, hadn’t offered her a higher salary, and hadn’t made any concessions in her job description. She’d become expendable overnight. How was that possible? Josefa knew she was good, very good even, and they’d simply let her go her merry way. So easy to replace.

Failure was just not in her plans, but this time she had failed. She felt anger rising inside her. Why did she let them do this to her? How could things have gone this far? Why had Bourdin brought Schulmann of all people into Loyn? So that Schulmann could toss her overboard? No, it couldn’t have been revenge. Not for Bourdin and not for Walther. Her instinct told her that. What are they keeping from me?

Josefa closed the magazine. She’d been the victim of a dirty game—she was convinced of that. But the players were not going to get off so easily. She would not leave Loyn empty-handed. She wouldn’t let herself be dumped after five years. She was after something else: an answer she could live with.

She heard applause through the closed door of the “prison hall,” chairs being shoved around, and loud voices. Somebody came into the restaurant; Josefa recognized him at once: Karl Westek. What was the former CFO of Swixan doing at some obscure company’s holiday party? Westek scanned the room, his body bouncing stiffly like a firm spring. Their eyes met. Josefa gave him a friendly nod, but before she could open her mouth he turned away and hurried over to the bored young woman at the bar. Westek said something to the blonde, and then he took her arm and left the bar, without deigning to acknowledge Josefa again.

So now I am persona non grata, even for a fallen angel like Westek, she thought derisively. Did he not recognize her or not want to recognize her? Maybe he was a bit paranoid since two of his old cronies no longer dwelt in the land of the living and a third had gone missing. And who might that attractively dressed woman be?

The door opened again. It was the band, who had a half hour before they went on. Josefa busied herself arranging the final details with the leader of the combo while the other members lugged their instrument cases inside. Koffertraeger—porter. The old man with the tomcat from Irchel Park popped into her head. Porter. She was still proud she hit upon that word. Porter! Why didn’t she think of it earlier? She gave the musicians a little nod and retreated to a quiet corner to dial a number on her cell phone.

When the reception desk at the hotel near the Lake Geneva golf course picked up, she asked for the concierge. She was glad the man recognized her name right away; it spared her a long explanation. He assumed she was still working for Loyn. Josefa asked her question.

The concierge replied that it was Herr Schulmann who had cleared out Herr Bourdin’s things from his hotel room. He corrected himself: No, Herr Schulmann packed Bourdin’s clothes and other appliances himself and then had the suitcase taken downstairs. Herr Schulmann had also taken on the responsibility, he said, of informing Bourdin’s wife that everything would be sent to her. But Herr Schulmann probably forgot to call, he added, because shortly afterward—Herr Schulmann had already left—Frau Bourdin called and didn’t have any knowledge of it.

That was all Josefa wanted to know.

She sipped on her orange juice as she tried to bring it all into focus. Did Bourdin plant the bugs and not Schulmann? But why? What would ever drive him to eavesdrop on people like Westek and Van Duisen? Maybe guests had been bugged at St. Moritz as well. It seemed clear to her that Schulmann knew about the bugs, but she couldn’t figure out exactly when he knew. Maybe he was in cahoots with Bourdin. Maybe he didn’t find out about it until he discovered the tapes and recording equipment in Bourdin’s room.

So had Schulmann removed the bugs in time, before the men came for the furniture? Maybe he’d been blackmailing Bourdin with them? And then Bourdin killed him? Josefa held her breath. Things were more and more baffling.

One last question flashed through her mind: Is Schulmann’s murder in any way connected with Thüring, Salzinger, and Feller-Stähli’s extraordinary accidents?
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“I don’t know why I’m doing this—I really can’t stand the sight of blood,” Josefa said to the Red Cross nurse as she was taking off her bracelet. She was lying in one of the trailers parked for a few days on the Sechseläuten Wiese. The Red Cross had started a major blood-donation campaign, and Josefa thought it was high time for her to do a good deed, maybe her only one in the year that was nearing its end.

“Your blood pressure’s very low,” the nurse said, looking worried. “I don’t know if it’s advisable to draw blood.”

“I’ve always had low blood pressure,” Josefa assured her, fearing that she’d come for naught. “Donating blood has never hurt me.”

The nurse looked at her with raised eyebrows. “But promise me that you’ll go to the breakfast area and have a really strong coffee and something to eat afterward.” Her face was stern. “And if you feel the least bit unwell come back immediately.”

Josefa promised and walked out a little unsteadily ten minutes later. It was early on a Saturday morning in December and bitterly cold on the street. A cluster of men in dark coats was standing outside the trailer. Police! What are they doing here? It was a regular deployment, about eight men. She disappeared quickly into the breakfast trailer—only to find herself face-to-face with yet another police officer.

“You here?” Sebastian Sauter exclaimed. He was holding a coffee cup in his hand.

Josefa tried not to appear as surprised as she was. “I smelled blood and thought it might be worth dropping in and having a look,” she responded, more flippantly than she had intended.

“You see, it’s worth it,” Sauter riposted. “So let’s go talk for a few minutes.” He radiated a certain authority in his sharp uniform. His hair appeared freshly washed and his face had a healthy glow. Everything about him seems fresh, Josefa thought to herself. She, on the other hand, was pale as death.

A woman in a white nurse’s uniform brought her a steaming coffee and a roll with butter and marmalade. Sauter sat down beside her at a little bistro table. He smelled of herbal shampoo. A dozen blood donors were sitting around, chatting and noshing, half of them cops, she guessed.

“Were all the detectives in Zurich detailed to give blood?”

“Yes, it’s one of our noble duties,” Sauter said with a wink. “We’re role models for the rest of the population so you don’t have to be afraid of me.”

What did he mean by that? Was she supposed to be afraid of anybody? He surely knew about Schulmann’s sudden death, maybe about her interrogation at the police station as well. Isn’t he in charge of murder cases? At least that’s what Esther said. Then why did he show up at a routine burglary? But she was careful not to broach the subject, and Sauter seemed in silent agreement.

“I admit I’m hopelessly spoiled,” he said.

“Spoiled?”

He pointed to his cup. “You’ve spoiled me. Ever since I had your espresso, no other coffee makes me happy.”

She couldn’t stop herself from smiling. “Herr Polizist, you cannot expect the Red Cross to grant itself the luxury of serving Italian espresso. That would be wasting cash donations.”

“But I pay for it with my blood, isn’t that a fair exchange?”

“Even Swiss blood isn’t compensation enough for Italian espresso, Herr Sauter.” Her eyes were flashing.

“What’s Swiss blood got to do with it—my great-grandfather came from the Black Forest. We Swiss have all been ennobled by foreign genes anyway.”

She laughed. “Yes, thanks for ‘ennobled.’ My mother came from Piedmont.”

“Aha. Just as I thought.” He looked at her profile, which triggered a shudder in her. “Your eyes and complexion—there’s something Mediterranean about you. And where does the name Josefa come from?”

The man was asking so many questions she couldn’t eat her breakfast! Once a cop, always a cop, she thought, though she admitted to enjoying his company. She told him how her mother had really wanted to have a son so she could name him after Josefa’s grandfather, Giuseppe. But a girl turned up and she amended the name to Josefa.

Sauter smiled, and then his face suddenly showed concern.

“You look a little pale, Frau Rehmer. Are you all right?” How the guy can change the subject so fast! Josefa felt taken by surprise one more time.

“Yes…I’m…It’s better. I…”

A man in uniform opened the door and beckoned to Sauter; he hesitated, searching for words, his gray eyes scrutinizing her face. “Look out for yourself, very carefully,” he said gravely. “You’ve got my phone number.” And he was gone in an instant.

Josefa watched him leave, dumbfounded. Dumbfounded and somehow frustrated. She couldn’t even say why.

The Red Cross coffee was so potent that by afternoon she felt strong enough to take Sali sledding at the Üetliberg. Two hours before leaving she sat cross-legged on her living room carpet checking her camera battery. She intended to document Sali’s adventure in the snow. When the phone rang, she hesitated. Maybe it was another reporter. She let the answering machine pick up.

“Josefa? Are you there?” It was Helene. Josefa dove for the phone; she had to talk to her friend in peace and quiet.

“I’ll be right at your door with a bottle of champagne. There’s something to celebrate.”

That’s just like Helene, Josefa thought as she ran to the kitchen to take some smoked salmon out of the fridge and start heating up some rolls in the oven.

“Yummy, yummy,” Helene exclaimed, entering the kitchen. She probably got the expression from her Canadian boyfriend. “It smells like fresh bread!” Josefa kissed Helene’s ice-cold cheeks in greeting, noticing her friend was sporting a new hairdo, more feminine than usual.

Helene put the champagne down on the table. “I’ve got a lectureship in California, for one year,” she announced, beaming. “And guess what the best thing about it is? Greg’s coming to California too!”

Josefa’s jaw dropped. California. She tried to smile but didn’t quite succeed. “And when does it start?”

“In the summer.” Helene unwrapped the cork. “Don’t look at me like that, Josefa! Be happy for me.”

Josefa rubbed her chin. Well, she couldn’t possibly feel Helene out now on the thorny subjects she’d planned to. “I’m a little surprised,” she confessed, and it was the truth. “Just give me a minute to digest the news.”

Her last words were drowned out by the sound of the cork exploding from the bottle and rocketing to the ceiling. Champagne spilled onto the table, but Helene rescued the rest of it, finally raising her glass in a toast.

“Prost, to our future!”

Josefa clinked her friend’s glass without much enthusiasm. “Whatever it may bring,” she muttered.

“You’ve got a new camera?” Helene had discovered the camera lying on the rug. “Show me…It looks terrific.”

Josefa waved her off.

“You’ve probably got much better equipment, Helene. But I’m pleased with it. Pictures come out well. Have a look.”

Josefa fumbled around in a drawer for a thick envelope with photos of Tenerife. Helene leafed through them, commenting now and then about the colors and composition. Then she suddenly fell silent. In her hand was the picture of Ingrid on the hotel patio. Something in Helene’s expression made Josefa perk up.

“That’s a German lady I met a few times. Do you know her?”

Helene just mumbled something unintelligible, then continued thumbing through the stack. The next picture she stopped on was a close-up of Ingrid.

“That’s Freya,” she said clearly this time.

“Freya?” Josefa was puzzled. “No, her name’s Ingrid, and she comes from Germany.”

Helene put the picture back into the pile. “Ingrid’s her second name. She’s really Freya Hallmark, but she hates the name, so she calls herself Ingrid.”

Josefa gave her a blank stare. “You know her?”

“Yes, she’s my cousin. Second cousin or something like that. In any case the daughter of my mother’s cousin.”

“I thought your mother’s name was de Rechenstein?”

“My grandmother was German. Her husband was from a patrician family in Berne. When he died she took the children and moved in with her parents. That’s why my mother grew up in Germany.”

“And…Why was Ingrid—I mean Freya—on Tenerife at the exact same time I was, and in the same hotel, of all things?”

Helene had a swig of champagne. “That’s the way life is. I believe my mother told me that Freya was going there; that’s how I got the idea to recommend it to you. The rest is pure coincidence.” Helene could surely see the doubt on Josefa’s face so she added in feigned indignation, “Hey, I feel like I’m being grilled…Why are you looking at me so funny—something up?”

Josefa took a sip of champagne before answering. “I saw a picture of Freya in the paper. She was with Beat Thüring in a bar. On Tenerife.”

Helene had just started buttering one of her still-warm rolls but put it aside. She didn’t ask who Beat Thüring was. “Freya’s a lawyer, Josefa,” she explained, with forbearance, as if being quizzed by a curious child. “She advises Germans living abroad, and sometimes she goes out with them. And maybe meets a few Swiss too. It’s a global village, Josefa; haven’t you had the same experience at some time or other?”

Everything always sounded so simple when it came out of Helene’s mouth, so normal. And yet this time Josefa wasn’t finding it so easy to trust her.

“So Freya goes to Tenerife often?”

“Depends on the job situation, I suppose. Why do you want to know?”

But Josefa was already on to her next question. “Why did she not reveal her identity? Why did she not tell me who she was?”

Helene licked some creamed cheese and herbs off her finger. “I suspect she was on a delicate mission and didn’t want you trumpeting it about. You’d have certainly asked her a lot of questions, even out of curiosity, and she wouldn’t have been able to answer many of them because of the type of activities she’s involved in. She very often has to be discreet. But you know that from your own job, don’t you?” Helene looked at her encouragingly. “And what else would you like to know?”

Josefa felt she was playing the judge to her own friend. Nonetheless she couldn’t help but ask, “Why did you never tell me about you and Richard Auer?”

There was a long pause as Helene cut her salmon in pieces and scattered onion rings artfully around it. “I was so ashamed. I can’t explain it to you any other way. I thought that if you knew nothing about it, then this painful episode would never have existed.” She leaned back. “In those days I wanted to do what my parents expected of me. Richard’s father was one of my father’s business acquaintances. We both went to business school in St. Gall; I did it for Dad’s sake. But at some point nothing was working out quite right for me anymore. I had a job over the summer holidays at the ornithological station in Zurich—you know the one, don’t you? And all at once I knew what I wanted. What I wanted. That was that. All over with Richard, all over with Dad’s firm…That’s the way it was.” Her eyes were glued to the table as if she were reliving her decision.

They ate in silence. Josefa felt that the time for questions had passed. She didn’t want to bring up her father’s suicide now. There would surely be a better opportunity later.

When Sali rang the doorbell, Helene said goodbye as heartily as ever, and Josefa felt a little guilty for having pumped her friend so hard. But sledding with Sali took her mind off things for a while, including her difficult conversation with Helene—everything except a growing suspicion that she was being tailed.

Two men, who had been sitting behind her and Sali on the streetcar, got into the red railway car on the Üetliberg just when they did. Josefa then saw them at some distance on the sledding path, then at the mountain restaurant, and afterward the same two rode back to the city with her and the boy as far as their apartment building.

She absolutely had to relax and not panic. She decided to run a hot bath for herself when she got home. Maybe she was imagining everything, maybe her senses were overstimulated and her mind had gone haywire. And Helene—what was she supposed to think of her? She’d showed up at Josefa’s full of joy, bearing a bottle of champagne, and instead of celebrating her good news with her Josefa riddled her with questions that smacked of distrust!

Maybe she was jealous. Something was in play in Helene’s life; for Josefa everything was on ice. She had no plans for the future; she didn’t even know what she’d do for Christmas. She’d always either worked or flown off to sunnier climes. Her strongest desire was to travel far away, preferably right now. Far away from murders and extraordinary accidents, away from dark suspicions and unpleasant questions.

She climbed out of the tub, dried off, and slipped into her comfy housecoat.

Every time she checked her e-mail, as she did now, she was afraid of finding one of those threatening messages, but there hadn’t been any for weeks. Instead she found a message from Claire.

Dear Josefa,

Sorry you haven’t heard from me. But you can imagine how fast things are moving here. With Schulmann out and Bourdin close to a nervous breakdown, I’ve had to fill in everywhere. I’m helping Bourdin with marketing and Walther with communications. Maybe it’s a good thing that Schulmann never filled your position. He always wanted to control everything himself anyway. Luckily he’s now in control of absolutely nothing. Walther is very pleased with me, and I get a kick out of that. I’ve always wanted to be really challenged. I’m doing all I can to keep our stars from flying the coop.

I’ll be in touch soon as things have settled down here.

Talk to you soon,

Claire
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The next day the biggest newspaper in town featured an in-depth article on Francis Bourdin, complete with a full-color picture of the man and a headline that read: “What Has This Man Got To Hide?”

The reporter claimed that Bourdin had long planned to take over Loyn from Walther; she asserted that Bourdin had made inquiries of interested investors in financial circles and intimated to friends that he had “the means” to force the old gentleman to sell the company at a low price. Bourdin did not have an airtight alibi for the time of Schulmann’s murder, the reporter continued, giving late Thursday afternoon as the time of the crime, according to her “reliable sources.” The article alleged it was Bourdin and not Schulmann who did the eavesdropping; Schulmann found out about it later. The reporter had questioned the Filipino chambermaid who helped Schulmann clear out Bourdin’s room and had drawn the logical conclusions. She closed with an astonishing speculation: Had Francis Bourdin become too threatening for someone, and was Schulmann—who was brought into Loyn to strengthen Bourdin’s grip on the firm—the fall guy?

Josefa pressed a hand to her mouth. Who was the reporter’s guesswork pointing to? Not Walther! He was a model entrepreneur, and Loyn a gem of the Zurich business world.

Josefa read on. Schulmann apparently gave his lawyer the tapes for safekeeping. The reporter surmised that Schulmann or Bourdin could be up to no good with the tapes and asked, “Which of the guests was going to be blackmailed with those tapes?”

Josefa thought this was hopelessly muddled. Moreover, she was astounded to see the guests list printed—including Thüring, Salzinger, Van Duisen, and of course Westek, though they weren’t singled out for special attention. The reporter only quoted two guests who had participated in the golf tournament. One was an old friend of Walther’s, who said, “I feel sorry for Hans-Rudolf Walther because his company’s making headlines that can hurt it. He doesn’t deserve this. And these kinds of crimes usually involve people who are close to each other anyway.”

Josefa took off her glasses and rubbed her eyes. The newspaper would achieve one thing with this story, that was for sure: Bourdin would have to break his silence and take a public stand.

It was quiet in her apartment. Normally she would hear Esther practicing her dance steps at this time of day. The stillness was eerie. Why didn’t somebody phone to ask what she thought about the article? Why did none of her colleagues from Loyn call her? Was she already consigned to oblivion?

She turned to the blue envelope that she’d picked up along with the newspaper. No sender was indicated. She tore it open and a picture fell out: a photograph of herself. Her face was bathed in soft light, her body at a slight angle forward. She was apparently leaning toward somebody. The gentle curve of the top of her breast was subtly visible in the décolletage of her suit jacket. Her lips were full and open in a mysterious smile. Her eyes had an almost seductive sparkle. Her hair had a shimmer to it and was swept up into a loose knot so that there were no curls on her neck, which appeared long and slender from this perspective. Was it really her?

Josefa couldn’t recall when the picture was taken. She often wore the beige two-piece suit pictured in the photo. But she knew at once who had caught her at this moment, when she looked so sensuous and radiant.

She unfolded the sheet of paper.

I never write letters. But this is important to me. Why don’t you come visit and I’ll cook the only thing I can: fondue bourguignonne. That is my contribution to the peaceful coexistence of the sexes. If I don’t hear from you, I’ll be ready at twelve o’clock on Thursday.

The invitation was the very thing she needed.
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The sprawling apartment complex rose like a giant white steamship from the high-priced land in Zurich’s downtown. The sides of the buildings converged at the front and back almost as large as the bow of the Titanic. There weren’t any swimming pools or tennis courts in the belly of this gigantic ship, though the architecture evoked the sun, the dolce far niente, and laughter—forget about the gray sky.

So this was the city’s famous public housing project. Josefa was stunned when she entered the airy inner courtyard and looked up at the large, roofed-in patios facing out from all the units. She’d heard that the floors in the apartments were made of low-maintenance marble. People fought like dogs to live here, with its view of the river and the mountains—and all for a rent low wage-earners could afford.

Josefa couldn’t exactly count a Loyn photographer among those wage-earners, and it was a riddle to her how Pius Tschuor had managed to latch onto an apartment here. He wasn’t on permanent staff at Loyn, but he was certainly well paid. She really knew very little about this attractive man except that he was an old buddy of Joe Müller from the Internet café. Is it a good idea to walk into a corner of his life that’s been hidden until now?

Pius was standing in the doorway, a winning smile on his face, and Josefa’s heart beat faster. She’d deliberately dressed modestly—a defensive layer of sorts. She wore a thick, white wool sweater under her green down jacket, along with washed-out jeans and lined boots. Pius, however, had donned a tight-fitting T-shirt outlining a powerful yet slim torso, and stylish pants fitted tightly over his derrière. Josefa looked away quickly; she wanted to concentrate on the mission at hand. At least Pius showed enough restraint to invite her to lunch instead of supper.

“I was a bit nervous you might not come,” he confessed frankly, helping her off with her jacket.

His admission was sweet, but she couldn’t help but quip, “I hope you thawed the meat nevertheless.”

“The meat’s fresh from the butcher,” Pius protested. He escorted her through the apartment, which did in fact have white marble floors, as well as a huge living room, a bedroom with walk-in closet, an office that Pius obviously used as his archive, a black-tiled bathroom, and a small kitchen. Almost all the furniture was black—the whole décor struck Josefa like an oversized black-and-white photograph. Not a speck of dust could be seen anywhere.

Josefa thought of her colorful cushions, flowered curtains, and multicolored bathroom tiles. Pius would undergo a genuine culture shock in her apartment.

“Martini?” he asked. Josefa could smell his aftershave; how familiar she’d become with his intoxicating scent. She declined. “I’ve still got to work this afternoon.” She had to keep a clear head first and foremost.

They toasted each other with mineral water instead.

“Josefa, shall we finally start using the familiar form of address between us?”

Nothing spoke against it. She realized she was no longer Loyn’s event manager. Evidently Claire was doing Josefa’s job now; she seemed to have replaced her former boss without a hitch. How fast it had gone. Josefa felt an ache in her stomach.

Pius put the pot of bouillon on the table. The liquid bubbled when they dipped in their forks and meat.

“So what do you think: Who killed Schulmann?” Pius asked without delay.

“That’s what I was about to ask you,” Josefa replied, trying to avoid his intense gaze.

“In a mystery novel it’s always the person who’s least suspicious; in real life it’s the other way round.”

“Don’t tell me you think it was Bourdin?”

“No, I don’t think he’s the murderer,” Pius said, unperturbed, as if talking about a soccer team’s line-up. “It’s true that Bourdin would like to take over the company, but that’s not illegal, is it? At the very most, it’s flattering for Walther. And it’s no secret that Bourdin shoots off his mouth and brags about anything and everything. It almost passes for good etiquette in those hallowed halls. Everybody’s bluffing from here to kingdom come.”

He refilled her glass.

“No way Walther would be a suspect either. For one thing, he can’t be the murderer because he’s going to finance my next coffee-table book.” He grinned. “Schulmann’s a guy who made enemies all over the place. He lusted for power and was unscrupulous. I think you can find the motive for his murder in the time before he came to Loyn. I told that to the police.”

“The police spoke to you?”

“Sure, they’ve talked to a lot of people. You too, of course, right?”

Josefa nodded and spooned some sauce onto her plate.

“So what do you think?”

Josefa didn’t answer right away. Should she tell Pius about Thüring and his pals and about Paul’s speculations about what they might have been planning to do to Loyn? Actually it was surprising that Pius didn’t mention this angle himself. Why did he think Bourdin planted the bugs? But she got hold of herself. We keep our nose out of it. Instead she remarked, “You’ve got to know a person really well to be able to poison him. I mean, you’ve got to have easy access to him, whereas you can shoot anybody from a distance.”

“Did the cops say anything at all that could point to a particular person?”

“No, of course not. Why should they? Maybe I’m a suspect too.”

Pius made a face and looked up at her mischievously from below. “Oh, for sure, Josefa, you’re the most dangerous person I know. Can tell by just looking at you. I like it when you’re so dangerous.” He skewered three pieces of meat with his fork. “I’ll tell you something: A year from now nobody will be talking about this murder anymore. That’s one advantage of our fast-paced age.” He stood up, leaned over the table, and lifted her chin so that she had to look at him. “When are you coming to the cave with me? You know, that would be fabulous for both of us. You could do the publicity for my book.”

“What book is that?”

“My book of photographs of the cave systems in Switzerland. Dripstone grottoes, Hölloch Cave, underground lakes, all the creepy-crawlies down there—it will be unique. A large-format book. There’s never been anything like it. What do you say?”

Josefa shook her head. “If Walther finances the book, he’ll certainly not want me of all people to do the PR.”

“Let me take care of that,” Pius said, clearing the dishes. “I’ve got Walther eating out of my hand.”

When Josefa looked at him nonplussed, he burst out laughing. You never knew with Pius whether he was joking or serious.

Josefa took a deep breath. “Say, listen, can I see the copies of the photos you took at the golf tournament? I’d like to have a few pictures of my last big event as souvenirs. But I don’t want to go begging people at Loyn for them; they’ve got other things to worry about anyhow.”

“Weren’t they on your desk on your last day of work? I remember a picture of Thüring.”

“That was in St. Moritz. Thüring wasn’t at the Lake Geneva event, as you know.”

“Yes, of course, no problem,” Pius said, leading her into his office. Pictures of beautiful young women were hanging everywhere; there weren’t any pictures of her. Josefa wasn’t sure whether she ought to be pleased or disappointed.

“You haven’t put up any bats or caves?” she asked.

“No, that’s my secret project. Anybody can take a picture of pretty women, but the other is far more difficult.” He pulled some wine-red files with contact prints down from a shelf and put them on the table. “Here, use that magnifying glass and write down the numbers. I’ll see to dessert.”

Josefa knew exactly what she was looking for. She went through all the pictures systematically that had the tent in the background. Pius had a different angle from the other photographers because his shots had to include the press crowd that was trying to shoot the golfers. Josefa held the magnifying glass up to the background. She went through picture after picture to see what was happening in front of the tent.

She came upon a series of pictures of Colin Hartwell, posing at first with his wife Pamela—that was still in the morning—then, in the afternoon, by himself with his golf club. She stopped short and leafed back to the pictures with Pamela Hartwell. And sure enough: there was the earring with the rubies and the diamond teardrop, the same one Marlene Dombrinski had put on her desk, the one slumbering in Loyn’s safe.

But she couldn’t stop there.

The pictures that followed were ones she hadn’t wanted to look at before: Francis Bourdin on the ground, bleeding. Confused and horrified faces all round.

Josefa took a closer look at the earlier photos. The metallic whir of a mixer came from the kitchen. Bourdin was nowhere to be seen on these particular prints; he’d been standing beside Pius. Then he suddenly stormed off toward Colin.

Her hand and the magnifying glass began to tremble. This was what she was looking for: a figure, very vague, at the tent entrance clad in a striped dress, then, a silhouette in front of the table on the right-hand side and a bare leg sticking out from under the table. She could just make out a woman’s sandal. If only she had a microscope! She went back a few pictures; there was the same striped dress—Pamela Hartwell’s dress.

The scales fell from Josefa’s eyes immediately. That’s what Bourdin was so frightened about! He’d seen Pamela Hartwell crawling under the table, maybe just a woman’s bare leg peeking out from beneath it. Bourdin must have been afraid that somebody would discover the bugs, so he went and ran straight into Hartwell’s club. How could he have suspected that all Pamela was looking for was her lost earring? So much trouble over a pretty bit of jewelry.

Pius called from the kitchen. “Be right there,” she called back. She quickly shoved the contacts back into the file and tried to put them back on the shelf but couldn’t find a gap to put them in. A drawer was open—Pius must have taken the file from there. And in fact there was another file in there, also wine red. Josefa lifted its cover to see if there were more photos of the golf tournament. The first picture, and all that followed, was of a woman in an erotic pose.

Josefa’s heart began to race. She hastily leafed through the pile. Smiling, lascivious, playful, elegantly dressed, in sports clothes, in a scant bikini, in a half-open bathrobe: always the same person—Pamela Hartwell.

Josefa could hardly catch her breath. What did it all mean? She heard footsteps and quickly put the folder back. When Pius came in she was holding the first folder. “Where does this go?” she asked, hoping that he wouldn’t notice her flushed cheeks. He took the folder out of her hand, put it in the drawer, and shut it. She noticed the drawer had a lock on the outside.

“I’ve made zabaglione. We have to eat it right away,” he said.

“You’re not the lousy cook you say you are,” Josefa complimented him when they were seated again. Her voice was rough as sandpaper.

“You see, there are still some good sides to me for you to discover.” He winked at her. “Did you write down the numbers?”

“No, I couldn’t decide. Why don’t you make a selection for me and send me a few pictures.” She smiled at him. “That would be awfully nice.”

Pius nodded. “But don’t tell a soul. The police are interested in these pictures too, but they only took some from my office at the company. Fortunately I’ve got duplicate negatives.”

Josefa didn’t know quite how to take this. She’d mull it over later.

“Forget Loyn for a while, Josefa. We should really go see a cave together,” Pius suggested. “That will get you thinking about something else. It’s a whole different world, you’ll see.”

The last spoonful of zabaglione melted on her tongue. Maybe he was right. She needed new experiences, new projects. The job of launching a book of photographs was tempting.

Pius was watching her with a gleam in his eye. “Many things stay hidden from most people, luckily.”

Of course, Josefa thought. But just what are those things?
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It was dusk when Josefa left the photographer’s apartment. After so opulent a meal she chose to go at least part of the way on foot. Maybe that would help her sort out her thoughts. She had reacted to the flattering portrait of her like a naïve schoolgirl. How could she be so stupid? She’d given in to the illusion that the photo revealed how Pius saw her: lovely, sensual, seductive. And yet at the same time he was taking pictures of other women. They were in his lens every day—impeccable, desirable beauties, absolutely sure about their effect on men. Women like Pamela Hartwell.

But how did Pius come to take those revealing photographs? Did Pamela ask him to? Did Colin Hartwell know about them? And why had she chosen a relatively unknown photographer? The cold brought tears to Josefa’s eyes. She picked up the pace a step or two and decided to catch the streetcar at Paradeplatz. Pamela liked to flirt, that’s what people at Loyn said, discreetly of course. She had just turned twenty-three and was fifteen years younger than Colin—an Australian beach bunny with beguiling green eyes. Every photographer’s dream.

Josefa needed some consolation. A hot chocolate with whipped cream in Confiserie Sprüngli was just what the doctor ordered. Weeks later it would dawn on her that it must have happened during that half hour in the Sprüngli. While she was unwittingly dipping her spoon into the whipped cream and wallowing in self-pity, Francis Bourdin took his life. And while she was taking the streetcar home, Francis’s wife must have discovered the suicide note and gone looking for her husband. At last she found him in the garage where he had pumped exhaust fumes into his Maserati. The police stated afterward that there were “no grounds for suspicion” that Bourdin was involved in Schulmann’s violent death; however, the investigation would be “intensified.”

Josefa dared not think how confused the state of affairs was at Loyn. Schulmann had been easy to replace, but what would they do without Bourdin, the “magician,” as he was known in the industry? Josefa wanted to phone Claire, but decided against it, realizing how busy Claire no doubt was. Maybe it would be better to talk to Marlene Dombrinski, since she planned to speak to her about Pamela Hartwell’s earring anyway. She sent her an e-mail asking her to call her but instantly received the automated reply that Marlene would not be back until January eighth.

Three days later Josefa wasn’t so sure if it was a good idea to remind her former team member about the earring. On December twenty-second, her birthday, she went to the mailbox to get her mail. Not that she was expecting any congratulations; nobody gave a thought to anybody’s birthday three days before Christmas. And it was the same this time too: no cards, no packages, no gifts. The little girl in her could have wept. Josefa didn’t even know who she was going to spend Christmas with. She had organized a dozen Christmas banquets, but she hadn’t been invited to one herself. She had no desire to see her father and his wife, and Helene had flown off to be with her boyfriend in Canada for a few days. Paul Klingler’s “Christmas party” wasn’t until the middle of January because his company was too busy before the holidays. So Josefa buried herself in work—at least she had plenty of that—and in a plan to rent at least four videos over the holidays.

The doorbell rang at four in the afternoon. She looked through the peephole expecting to see Sali’s bright face and saw a tangle of green instead. Flowers! When she opened the door, the delivery man from the flower shop presented her with a giant bouquet and a small package with a card. Josefa gave him a healthy tip and eagerly read the note.

I have wanted to thank you for so long for the great times we had together. I miss you and hope that life will treat you with all the best.
Lots of love,
Joan

Josefa had to take a seat. Joan Caroll, of all people, remembered my birthday! When Josefa quit Loyn, she’d notified Joan’s agent that she was leaving. But Joan had never called back. And now this.

Josefa opened the little package with trembling hands. It was almost as small as Sebastian Sauter’s gift. She opened the lid, and what she saw just about took her breath away: two earrings on white satin. Rubies in the shape of flower petals set in gold. Each had a transparent stone in the center. A diamond-like teardrop was dangling from it.

Pamela Hartwell’s earrings.
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Christmas. The telephone interrupted her in the middle of Fargo.

It was Markus, calling from London. “We’re playing a club here. A real good gig, it’ll keep me alive at least to the end of February.”

Christmas in a jazz cellar. Not much celebrating there either.

“I wanted to wish you all the best for your birthday,” he continued. “How old are you now anyway?”

“Six years older than you,” Josefa shot back.

“Touché. Hey, I’ve got a hot bit of news for you. Apparently Hans-Rudolf Walther was seen here a few months ago in a gay bar. A friend named Pierre was visiting from Switzerland and he told me.”

“Oh, those are just nasty rumors, the usual gossip around the scene,” she replied. “Walther’s been married twice.”

“As if that means anything, Josefa, you can’t be that naïve!” Markus sounded crushed. “But you don’t have to believe it. I just thought it would amuse you.”

“We are not amused,” Josefa said, imitating the Queen of England. And deep down, she did not think it funny at all. At the moment she didn’t want to hear another word about Loyn. Nothing that she couldn’t explain and pigeonhole. But Markus didn’t have a clue about the turmoil Josefa had been experiencing lately. He lived in a completely different world.

After hanging up, she made some popcorn, adding butter and salt to the little white-and-yellow puffs before returning to the sofa. Walther in a gay bar. How interesting. Did the cops know? If it were all true, then he could be blackmailed; he’d be on the defensive. Then he’d come crawling to her: “Frau-Rehmer-I’ve-made-a-huge-mistake,” and she’d answer: “Unfortunately-this-comes-too-late-for-me-Herr-Walther.” His picture would be all over the newspapers: “Well-known Swiss Businessman Outed.” He might have to retire from Loyn’s management. Whipped, destroyed, crushed. Just what he’d done to others—

The phone rang again. This time she let the answering machine take it.

“Hi, Josefa, this is Claire. It looks like you’re not home. I wanted to let you know that I’m still alive before I go off for a few days. We close over the holidays, but you know that of course. I’ve been stressed out for seventeen hours a day, but things are going well. No sense in panicking. We’ve got everything under control. We’ve got to find Bourdin’s replacement as fast as possible, and I think we will. I hope you’ll have a quiet time over the holidays, and we’ll certainly have a talk soon. All the best for the New Year.”

Josefa refused to pick up the receiver. She didn’t want Claire to think of her as a poor soul in a vale of tears. Besides, she couldn’t stand her busy, excited chatter at the moment. Claire had never asked her if she wanted to come back to Loyn, even out of pure politeness. Out of sight, out of mind, that’s how fast things move. But what did she expect? Claire didn’t need her anymore, and neither did Loyn.

I’m a female pariah, outcast and alone. That’s how I’ll live, that’s my fate, Josefa thought, taking a certain satisfaction in her wretchedness.

Josefa had just gotten back to the movie when she was interrupted yet again, this time by the doorbell. Josefa looked at her watch: half past nine. Who could it be? Hopefully not the Albanian family; they’d be shocked by her casual clothes. She tiptoed over to the door and peeked through the peephole.

Josefa opened the door. Her neighbor had on her little black dress. A gold ring held her dark hair back. “I heard you come home and thought I might share this with you,” Esther said, holding a cake in her hand. Josefa saw whipped cream and vanilla sauce and cone-shaped biscuits and capitulated. A St. Honoré cake!

“Come in,” Josefa exclaimed. “I’ve got a cold bottle of Sekt.”

They sat down on the sofa with plates, forks, and glasses—two lonesome souls on Christmas Eve. Apparently Josefa wasn’t the only one with worries; Esther confided that her last dance gig had been eight months ago.

“I’m getting older, and it’s harder and harder to get into a permanent troupe.”

“Have you any savings?” Josefa asked.

“Savings? What are you thinking! In my job you earn next to nothing.”

“And what are you doing now?”

“I’m living off unemployment insurance. And I keep looking.” Esther emptied her glass in two gulps. “And I do forbidden things. Things I’ve never dared to do before because I was afraid I’d get hurt.”

“What kind of things?”

“Skating, for example. This week I was on the rink at the Dolder.” She bit so hard into the piece of cake that cream spurted out the sides. “And who do you think I saw there?” She looked at Josefa in triumph. “The detective.”

“What detective.”

“The one you were with at the zoo.”

Sebastian Sauter. The lone champion of the good cause. But of which cause? What crime was he investigating?
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For three evenings she’d done laps around the Dolder ice rink, and there was still no sign of the rusty-red ski jacket Esther had described. Maybe Sebastian Sauter didn’t come here regularly. Josefa felt ancient among all the girls and boys. A tall blonde, her hair blowing behind her, was skating just ahead. She obviously had great fun shaking off her admirers with daring caprioles. But it wasn’t long before her persecutors were snapping at her heels once again.

Josefa’s feet were tired. She decided to take a break and have a hot chocolate. She glided over to the exit, where a young man was just putting a foot on the ice.

“Hi, Josefa,” someone called to her. She had to look twice before she recognized him under his colorful knitted cap.

“Hey, Joe,” she replied with a grin. “You surf on the Web and on the ice too?” She held on tightly to the rail, thinking that Joe looked like a Nepalese Sherpa in that hat.

“Never thought I’d meet you up here,” was his rejoinder. “But it’s perfect timing. I was about to e-mail you anyway. Because of that business…”

Josefa had repressed “that business” with a mighty effort the past few weeks. The unknown e-mailer hadn’t sent one of his disturbing messages for some time. But remarkably, Josefa found the sudden silence just as scary.

“Were you able to find out anything?” she asked reluctantly.

“Yes and no.” Joe tried to scratch his head, unsuccessfully, given his gloves and hat. “The only thing I can safely say is that one sentence was a quotation from an English writer, Oscar Wilde. My friend Jack in England told me.”

“Oscar Wilde?”

“Yes, but it refers to men, not women.”

“So it’s a quotation, a well-known quotation.”

Joe nodded. “And Jack says a couple of the other messages sounded like quotations too.”

“That’s really interesting,” Josefa muttered.

Joe seemed happy about her reaction. “Are you going home already?” he asked.

“I really wanted to…” she began, but then a distinctive cap caught her eye. Like hell it was a rusty-red ski jacket—Sebastian Sauter’s ski outfit was dark blue. “…go around one more time,” she finished her sentence.

“Thanks, you helped me a lot,” she called to Joe. “You’ve got a good bottle of wine coming,” she promised before gliding away.

“Make that vodka,” she could still hear him say.

Josefa went on the trail of the dark blue skater, who was maneuvering rather shakily over the ice. “There’s something familiar about you,” she said when she caught up to him.

Sebastian Sauter was so surprised he made an unintended turn and almost lost his balance. “Yes, I know, the skates.”

“The skates?”

“Yes, you’ve got some too.”

Josefa laughed. Not bad for a detective, she thought.

“Come this way, we’re holding up people around us.” He took her by the sleeve and skated with her over to the rail. “And how long have you been admiring my clumsy attempts at slipping and sliding?” he asked, fishing out his handkerchief.

“I saw you just this minute,” Josefa confessed. “Are you going for the national championship?”

Sauter blew his nose. “My son wants to play hockey with me so I’ve got to practice a bit. I don’t want him to lose respect for me.” His expression changed into a questioning one. “And what are you doing here? I’ve never seen you at the rink.”

She didn’t answer but suggested they go to the cafeteria instead.

Josefa blew over her hot chocolate for a while and then finally screwed up her courage enough to ask Sauter something that had been bothering her for a long time. “Tell me, Herr Sauter, what section do you in fact work in at the police department?”

Josefa used the eternity it took him to answer to examine this man a little more closely. The top of his ski suit was folded down so that she could see his broad shoulders—and the start of a little paunch, as he sat across from her, slowly stirring his pitch-black coffee. At last he said, “I thought you’d ask me that someday.”

“That’s a very vague answer, if I may say so.”

“You’re right there,” he remarked, turning very serious. “I’m with Criminal Investigation but get involved with burglary in exceptional cases. Right now I’m working with the feds on a political crime.”

“Do you mean to say the break-in at Esther Ardelius’s was a political crime?” Josefa’s hands suddenly felt cold despite the warm cup she was holding.

“There was suspicion that it might have something to do with a political crime. Frau Ardelius was probably not the burglar’s intended victim.”

“Who was, then? Maybe me?” Josefa was getting nervous.

“No, not you. Somebody else.”

Josefa stared at him inquisitively. Sauter met her gaze. “Don’t you read the papers, Frau Rehmer? About foreign political factions bringing their wars to Switzerland when they come here?”

“So it’s the people below me? Sali’s parents?”

“They’re not his parents, they’re his aunt and uncle. Sali’s parents are dead. Murdered.”

“Good God!” Josefa put down her cup. “Who murdered them? And why?”

“Do you remember that attack on a restaurant in the Fourth District? Hand grenades were tossed into it? Sali’s parents were in the restaurant. It was a favorite meeting place for Kosovo Albanians.”

“That’s unbelievable! And who did it?”

“We have our suspicions, but that’s all I can say. Political factions fight in the Balkans and here too. Sali’s parents and some of their friends were targeted because rival ethnic groups were settling scores.”

Josefa recalled hearing about the terrible incident. Militant Serbian immigrants were said to have carried out the attack at the time.

Sauter continued without taking his eyes off her, “We want to know if more people are in danger. The boy’s aunt and uncle, for instance—and maybe Sali too. That’s why we’ve been monitoring the building for a while.”

“Monitoring? What does that mean?”

“There’s a hotel across the street. That’s made it easier, but unfortunately I can’t say anything more than that.”

Josefa took a deep breath. “Then you know all my habits, my visitors—half my life.” She was upset.

“No, it’s not that bad. We only monitor suspicious persons.”

“And who’s been following me all this time? They were your people, or weren’t they?”

“No, they were protecting Sali, people from his uncle’s party. They probably wanted to be sure that the boy isn’t in any danger. They’re just very distrustful.”

Josefa froze. “Or contract killers,” she said sarcastically.

Sauter stretched his back. “We do our best to keep Switzerland safe for everybody. Unfortunately our world is no paradise, and we must learn to live with that.” He put a hand on her arm but immediately withdrew it, as if he’d changed his mind about something. Josefa stared off into space.

Sauter cleared his throat. “Sali’s relatives place an extraordinary amount of trust in you, Frau Rehmer, in spite of everything.”

“Trust? When I’m being shadowed? That’s a laugh.”

“They’ve trusted you with their little boy—a person they barely know, a woman from a completely different culture.” Sauter stopped for a moment. “In my book, that’s practically a minor miracle.”

Josefa raised her eyebrows. “Indeed. Me, of all people, who thinks headscarves are dumb and pashas ridiculous.”

“We have our pashas too,” Sauter said.

His words did not miss their mark. “And you…Do you think I’m trustworthy, like Sali’s par—like Sali’s relatives do?” Josefa inquired.

He looked at her squarely with his narrow, gray eyes. “I trust you not to pass on what I’ve told you.”

“I’m not able to bear so great an honor,” she exclaimed but did not look away until Sauter got up.

“I think you can bear a heck of a lot.” He slipped into the sleeves of his ski suit.

Josefa stayed seated. She took another drink, but the chocolate tasted bitter now. Was he thinking of the maelstrom at Loyn when he said that? That subject, she knew, was taboo between them. A detective would never talk about an ongoing investigation, even if his colleagues were carrying it out and not him. Besides—the lower her profile in this business, the better. There were things she dearly wanted to know, to be sure, but she kept herself in check. Instead she said, “Sali has never spoken about his parents. I wonder if he knows if they’re dead or how they died.”

“Better leave that to his relatives. You already know too much as it is, Frau Rehmer.”

Josefa went right on talking as if she hadn’t heard him. “Sali only talks about his skis. I mean, about the skis he did not get for Christmas. Everybody else in his class got them.”

“My son’s got two pairs of new skis and never feels like skiing. He only wants to play hockey.”

“Why two pairs?”

“A mix-up. One of many between me and my ex, me…and other people.”

Josefa was afraid he’d tell her a whole divorcé’s tale of woe, but Sauter simply said, “I dare you to go back on the ice.” He was standing before her completely dressed now, his cap on his prominent skull.

“I dare you,” Josefa shot back.

He just grinned.
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The sun was melting the last vestiges of snow in places where there had been some shade. Swampy puddles lurked in ambush everywhere. A car whizzed by and sprayed dirty water all over Josefa and her new, light-blue winter coat. That was her punishment for daring to wear a color like that in this weather. She cursed loudly at the departing driver.

Josefa was in a fighting mood even before this affront. A woman cannot be careful enough in the choice of her enemies. She’d printed out the whole batch of the anonymous e-mails; they were even more depressing on paper than in electronic form. A woman can also use her enemies to serve her own purposes, she thought to herself.

She decided to pay her father a visit. Verena’s house—it was still hers alone, in Josefa’s eyes—exuded a proud sedateness as always. Those walls had lasted for three hundred years; you could literally breathe in the past in its grand rooms. Verena put a glass of water on the kitchen table every night. “Each wandering soul must know that it is welcome at our place,” she once explained to Josefa, which was sufficient evidence not to ever take her stepmother too seriously.

There was no glass of water on the table this afternoon, although Verena was entertaining a poor soul. “May I introduce you?” she said as she took Josefa into the little parlor. “This is Anita Schulmann.” His mother.

Frau Schulmann had a surprisingly strong handshake. “Pleased to meet you,” she said in a loud voice. She was much younger than Josefa would have suspected, perhaps midforties. Her hair was dyed red. What are you supposed to say at a moment like this? My condolences? Or, I’m very sorry for you? Josefa could never have gotten those words out. But Anita Schulmann saved the day. “Verena is an old friend of mine; she has surely told you that, hasn’t she? She is so good to me. I could hardly have made it through these last few weeks without her.” Verena squeezed her friend’s hand reassuringly.

“It must be terrible for you,” Josefa said politely.

“Yes, it is bad. My goodness, who would want to do anything bad to Werner? Do you know, I did not know him particularly well. I married his father after Werner’s mother died.”

So that was the connection between Verena Rehmer and Anita Schulmann. The two stepmothers were sitting in enviable harmony on the Biedermeier sofa, one talking nonstop, the other listening patiently.

“Werner had already moved out and was living in Dietikon. He did not come to visit very often, even when Armin, my husband, was bedridden. I am sorry to say he never brought a girlfriend home. Armin wanted to have grandchildren, but a career was more important to Werner. Ah, well, that is how it is today, and one must accept it…Werner never told us about his problems. Never mentioned any enemies.”

Frau Schulmann was wearing red lipstick and had outlined her lips with a dark pencil. Josefa felt stuck, not knowing what to say or think. Verena didn’t do anything to help her out of the situation either. Werner’s mother, on the other hand, did everything possible to hang on to Josefa.

“Who could have done such a thing?” she asked again. “And with a hypodermic needle of all things.”

“With a needle?” Josefa straightened up.

“Yes, an injection, imagine that. The murderer first anesthetized Werner, presumably put something in his glass. Then he pumped poison into his blood stream with a needle. Werner died right away. The police discovered the injection point on his body but will not say where, as the investigation is ongoing.”

Her blood-red mouth was quivering.

“Would you like another cup of coffee, Anita?” Verena asked.

“Yes, please, but decaffeinated,” her friend replied.

“Of course, my dear. Josefa, your father is expecting you in his office, if that is all right with you.”

Josefa was now reluctant to say goodbye to Frau Schulmann. Maybe she could pick up some more interesting pieces of news. But Verena escorted her with a firm step down the long, dark hallway. “Sometimes he’s better, sometimes worse,” she whispered to Josefa, “but you’ve caught him on a good day; he’s not so tired today.”

Diabetes. Something else Josefa had successfully repressed. But she was reminded of it by the sight of the needle in the open case on her father’s desk. “Do you have to inject the insulin yourself?” she asked by way of a greeting. That saved her from having to hug him.

He took off his glasses and turned around in his wooden office chair to look at her. Verena’s father, a corporate lawyer in his day, had done his accounts in that chair.

“Yes,” Herbert Rehmer said. “But that’s not the worst of it.” He rubbed a flat hand over his forehead. “I have to stay on a diet. Weigh everything, not one gram too much. You can lose your lust for life over it.” This confession almost took the wind out of her sails. But then she heard her father say, “And what catastrophe brings Josefa Rehmer to her parents’ house this time?”

This comment allowed her to regain her usual objectivity. “I’d like you to read this.” She handed him the printouts. Her father was a connoisseur of English literature, so a translation was unnecessary.

Rehmer put his glasses back on. Josefa studied him more closely as he read; he’d aged quite a bit in the few weeks since her last visit.

Her father looked up at her, irritated. “What’s this? What am I supposed to do with this?”

“I got these messages from an anonymous sender. I want to find out who it is.”

“So what? What do you want from me?” Herbert Rehmer was as impatient as ever.

“Somebody says there are quotations in there. Quotations from famous people. I’d like to know what those quotations are and who sent them.”

Her father gave her a curious look. He opened his mouth as if to say something but refrained from doing so.

“I recognized two quotations straight off,” he said after a while. “One is from Tennessee Williams: ‘We have to distrust each other. It is our only defense against betrayal.’” He translated it into German for her, then went back to the page. “The other is from Oscar Wilde, but somewhat changed. The others, let me see, I’ll have to look them up.” He got up with great effort, dragged himself over to the bookcase, and selected a thick tome.

“What’s that?” Josefa asked. Her father looked at her again with that strange expression.

“A reference work,” he grunted. And then, in a somewhat more animated tone of voice, “Here, Elizabeth Barrett Browning: ‘The devil’s most devilish when respectable.’ That’s my translation. I’ve improvised a bit.” After thumbing some more he found another quotation: “‘An injury is much sooner forgotten than an insult.’ Lord Chesterfield in a letter to his son.”

Herbert Rehmer couldn’t resist this kind of riddle, and Josefa knew it.

Finally he found another quotation: “As a matter of fact, I was glad to hear you lose your temper. It’s a good sign when sick people are cross.” He raised his eyes. “A passage from Dorothy Parker. She goes on: ‘It means they’re on the way to getting better.’”

That gutless bastard left out the last sentence, Josefa thought to herself. Of course, it would have changed the sense completely. Or did the mysterious writer assume she’d discover the continuation one day? But she couldn’t worry about that now. She noted the title of the reference work in which her father had found the quotations.

“Thanks a lot. That really helps.”

“Josefa, are you trying to tell me something with these quotations?” Her father once again took the bull by the horns.

She shook her head. “I told you: I got these e-mails from an anonymous sender. He wants to tell me something.” And she got all bristly again.

Her father kept turning his ballpoint pen around in his fingers and said nothing. This annoyed her.

“Maybe you can imagine—or maybe not—that it’s not particularly nice to get these warnings. It’s not…even edifying to be pursued by the media just…just because somebody at a company was murdered where you once happened to work. And then to lose your former boss through suicide. And while it was all happening…trying to start up your own business.”

Herbert Rehmer coughed a little and shuffled the papers on his desk. “I don’t know if this will help, but I can tell you one thing: English is most certainly not the writer’s native language, unless he or she is crafty enough to distort some sentences with non-English expressions, which I don’t believe…I hope that helps you get somewhere.” He handed the pages back.

She stood in the room, undecided as to how to end the encounter.

Then Josefa spoke up one more time, keeping her eyes lowered as she talked. “There is something else. As a kid…As a teenager I had a lot of questions, and very few were ever answered. You know that there were many things that weren’t discussed. Now…now I’ve started to look for the answers. I know…that is, I am convinced I can find them if I’m persistent enough.” She took a deep breath. “I want to know what’s behind certain things. What’s going on behind the scenes. I don’t want to be excluded anymore, do you understand? I want to know what’s happened. What my part is in the whole picture…What role I’m going to be assigned.” She raised her head and looked out the window. “So what I want to know is…why did my mother say in the hospital, ‘Josefa belongs to me’? And why did you say, ‘She belongs to both of us’?”

Now she looked at her father, who gingerly lowered himself back into his chair. He rubbed his eyes for a long time and with some effort, as if that could somehow blot out the sight of his rebellious daughter.

“She was confused,” he said at last, in a halting voice. “The medications confused her. She was dying. She didn’t know what she was saying anymore.”

Josefa waited. But her father didn’t have anything to add.

“I want to know,” she insisted doggedly. “There are still a lot of things I don’t know. I’ve a right to know them. I was there, wasn’t I? It concerns me too. It’s…it’s not only about your life, it’s about mine too. I’m not going to let go, Papa.”

She turned to the door and looked back at her father. He sat there with shoulders drooping, his head lowered. She waved the papers in her hand. “Thanks.”

“Have Verena get you a coffee,” she heard him say. She was dismissed.

Josefa found her stepmother upstairs, sorting out her spring wardrobe. A half-filled clothes bag for charity lay on her dressing room carpet.

“Anita is a very private person, you know,” Verena said right away. “And now media gossip is spreading everything about. It’s not a simple matter. But I think Werner was not a simple person.” She straightened out the collar of a lilac-colored blouse lying on her lap. “I met him once briefly.”

“You met him?” Josefa asked in astonishment.

“Yes, I visited his father in the hospital. He was in the clinic where I was working at the time. And Werner Schulmann was visiting him at that very moment. He thought I was a nurse and treated me accordingly.”

“What do you mean, accordingly?”

“Haughtily and arrogantly, I can’t describe it any other way. Until his father cleared up the mistake. Then he took his leave very quickly.” Verena removed her slippers and began to rub her feet together. “Werner made life difficult for Anita. He wanted to prevent his father from changing his will in her favor. He threatened her with lawyers, imagine that! He called her a gold digger, although she was married to Armin for eight years and besides that gave up her job in order to take care of him. Oh, do let’s have another coffee.”

She got up and looked at Josefa expectantly. She knew this piece of news had her stepdaughter on the hook.

“Tea, please.”

They went down to the kitchen and Verena put the kettle on. “Werner did in fact threaten Anita with a lawyer,” she repeated. “His lawyer didn’t want to hand over Werner’s documents and tapes at first.”

“Tapes?” Josefa repeated, her ears pricking up.

“Yes, surely you know about the tapes from the golf tournament. Werner gave them to his lawyer for safekeeping. But you can’t fool around with the police like that. The lawyer ultimately had to hand them over.” They sat down in the little parlor with their teacups.

“So Schulmann deposited the tapes in his lawyer’s safe. I thought he kept them at home,” Josefa said, surprised.

Verena nodded energetically. “The police got the tapes from the lawyer. Mind you, it’s likely that Werner had copies at home—but they’ve vanished. That’s what Anita told me.”

“Copies? There were copies of the tapes? And how does Frau Schulmann know that?” Josefa struggled to hide her impatience.

“Very simple. Werner told his lawyer that he’d copied everything he’d given him to deposit safely.” Verena looked at her stepdaughter; she could very well figure out what thoughts were going through her head. “From everything Anita told me, I have come to the conclusion that the police are only in possession of the originals and are still searching for the copies. Otherwise they would not have asked Anita if Werner had a safe somewhere. Or a holiday home. Or a girlfriend.”

“Questions like that are routine,” Josefa objected.

Verena did not let herself get distracted. “The police explicitly asked Anita about the tapes. That was after the lawyer had given them the originals. Why should they ask her about them if they already had them? They wanted to know for certain who has the copies. That does make sense, after all. They probably thought Werner gave them to Anita for safekeeping. Many mothers would do anything for their sons.”

“I don’t know,” Josefa said upon reflection. “Sounds to me it’s all a bit confused. Suppose Schulmann was blackmailing somebody with the tapes. Suppose that’s why he was murdered. And suppose the murderer found the tapes in his house and took them.” She shook her head. “They might easily have guessed that Schulmann had copied them. Or that the originals were somewhere else. Then why the murder? It doesn’t make any sense.”

Verena had folded her arms across her chest. “Maybe someone just went crazy. Maybe it was a panic reaction. And the police want to find the copies—because they might lead to the murderer.”

Josefa found it extremely humorous all of a sudden that she was sitting with her stepmother in the small parlor spinning out murder theories.

“Possibly,” she said. “Oh well, in any case we’ve got something to think about. Thank you for the tea, but I must be getting on home.”

Her stepmother seemed a bit disappointed that the parlor mystery novel ended there. But she regained her composure at once and smiled. “You have a lovely coat,” she said in the vestibule. “I can recommend a good dry cleaner, right nearby.” Nothing really escaped Verena’s sharp eye.
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An avalanche in the Alps in the Canton of Wallis buried thirty-nine of the fifty-one houses in a single mountain village. Josefa heard it on the morning news. More bad tidings came at noon: A steel company was closing its doors because the bank had cut off its credit. Five hundred people would lose their jobs. When Josefa turned on the TV that evening, the announcer reported three top items: the avalanche, the mass firing—and Karl Westek’s fatal accident. “A car driven by Karl Westek, the former CFO of Swixan AG, rolled over several times on the autobahn near Düsseldorf. Westek was found dead at the scene. No other cars were involved. Police are investigating. Foul play has not been ruled out.”

Karl Westek. A fourth man connected to Swixan dead. The third man at the table in St. Moritz. Only Curt Van Duisen’s left. What must be going through his mind right now? Nobody could claim now that these were accidents. Lost in the Canadian bush. Drowned off Tenerife. Killed by a shot from his own hunting rifle. And now this weird car accident.

She’d seen Westek recently at the bar in the jail, with the young woman in the black chiffon blouse. And now he was dead. Josefa felt as if she’d been in an earthquake and the aftershocks would never end. Everything in her life suddenly felt as if it was beginning to totter.

Then she saw a picture of the red Porsche on the screen. A write-off, demolished beyond recognition. The reporter said that Westek was alone in the car. A retrospective of his life followed: His relentless rise and then his merciless fall. His attempt at a comeback by starting up a venture capital company. Westek, a “close friend” was quoted as saying, had never gotten over his failure at Swixan. And “the public,” she continued, never forgave him for cushioning his fall with money he’d sluiced off beforehand. Then came some earlier sequences of Westek going before the cameras to state that there was no way he could have known how things stood at Swixan AG, his massive jaw trembling a little as he lied. He then made the claim that it was malicious slander to say he had inside knowledge that enabled him to profit from his timely dumping of Swixan shares before the price sank like a stone. Another interview from the TV archives showed the ousted manager complaining that he was the victim of a conspiracy.

Josefa’s phone rang, interrupting the televised retrospective.

“Have you heard yet?” Paul asked. Josefa could nearly feel his excitement. He went right on talking. “By the way, Van Duisen has gone into hiding.”

“Who says so?”

“On the radio today. He’s said to be in an unknown location to escape the media.”

“The media? Hasn’t the man got other things to worry about?” Josefa couldn’t believe her ears. “Now there are six people dead. What’s going on anyway?” Her voice cracked a little. Why am I so worked up? Why should all these dead bodies be any concern of mine?

“That’s what I’d like to know too. There’s never been anything like it. It’s as if the bad guys in the economy are being picked off one after another.”

“Stop it, Paul. I don’t want to thank, er, think that far down the road. That’s—”

“A Freudian slip,” he broke in.

Josefa said nothing.

“You still there? Josefa, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you. I apologize, most sincerely. The whole thing just seems so absurd to me.”

“It’s OK,” she said in a husky voice. “Will you still be holding your Open Doors Day anyway?”

“But of course. It’s the end of the world twelve times a day. I’m not about to turn away clients every time that happens…I really hope I can count on you.”

“I’ll be there,” Josefa promised, automatically. She didn’t know how she was going to get through it under these circumstances—making superficial conversation and buttering people up while munching tapas. What she wanted most was to pull the bedcovers over her head right now and forget everything.

When she hung up with Paul, she pulled the phone wire out of the wall. And hesitated only a moment before fetching her old teddy bear out of the closet—no one was looking anyway. She needed something squishy to cuddle up to. Something that didn’t pose any riddles.
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Flashes of light bombarded Josefa’s head as she set foot on the waxed floor in the hallway of Klingler & Partners.

“Are you nuts? Letting the press in!” a stunned Josefa croaked.

Paul was standing before her, beaming. He raised a hand to calm her down. “We’re taking every guest’s picture to stick on the thank-you notes.”

“Why the hell didn’t you tell me?” she exclaimed.

“It was supposed to be a surprise,” Paul said, taking her gently by the sleeve. “Come on, a nice smile for Franziska, our star photographer.”

Josefa forced a smile, the flash blinding her. Klingler smiled too, showing his teeth—he was very good at posing—and took her into the large meeting room where a stand-up buffet was lavishly set. Maybe this wouldn’t be all bad, Josefa thought, taking in the array of goodies.

“Come and meet René Hinkel, for starters,” Paul said, relieved. “René,” he called, and a short man turned quickly around. “René, this is Josefa Rehmer, my esteemed colleague. She’ll turn the company’s anniversary into an event that will be the envy of all Zurich.” The man eyed her with curiosity; he had a glass of wine in one hand and a napkin in the other, which he quickly wiped his lips with.

“Now we can go ahead and open up a youth club,” Hinkel said by way of an introduction, yelping out a laugh. Josefa didn’t get it. “The three of us here grew up on Schlingenstrasse: Paul, my humble self, and Michi Gantz back there, the artist among us,” he explained. “Does great oils. Have you seen any? Hanging in banks. I’ve never made it that far.” He laughed again.

Josefa twisted the corners of her mouth into a smile. She didn’t want to appear standoffish.

“Don’t I know you from somewhere?” Hinkel was saying.

“Probably from the TV ads for herbal cough drops,” Josefa answered, in a pointedly friendly voice. “I’m the Alpen-Heidi.”

Hinkel laughed loudly. “Very good, very good. So you work for Paul?”

“Yes, but I have my own company,” she said while inconspicuously eyeing the buffet. Her mouth watered at the sight of the Japanese gyoza. Stop thinking about the food! You have to sell yourself, nail down contracts, land jobs. Hinkel kept moving his face closer and closer to hers, and she kept moving subtly away from him. Did he learn that technique at a management seminar?

“Where did you work before?” Hinkel asked, nibbling on a toothpick that surely had speared one of those tempting delicacies.

“At Loyn,” she responded curtly. Did she have to be ashamed of that name after all that had happened? Or even worse—would she have to endure endless questions about who might have killed Werner Schulmann?

“Loyn!” he exclaimed. “I’ve just been talking to somebody who was at Loyn too. Where is he?” He turned around to look. Before he could point out the person with his toothpick, Josefa had already discovered who it was and fled straight to the buffet.

“Frau Rehmer, how nice to find you here!”

She gave such a start that a hairpin came out of her chignon. Richard Auer was wearing a black suit and a dotted bowtie. His watery blue eyes glistened.

“Frau Rehmer, I’m so happy to run into you. We went our different ways in a…er…rather unharmonious terms. But I did you wrong. I know that now!”

Auer’s voice sounded artificially muted, like a priest’s in a confessional. Josefa felt her temperature rising. Auer gave the impression of being somewhat tortured, and she did nothing to make it any easier for him.

“You know I’ve stopped working for Loyn?” he said, sounding like a conspirator.

“No, I didn’t know that.” She tried to cover up her surprise and keep herself from asking, Did they throw you out?

“Yes, two weeks ago now. I was able to leave immediately because I’d accumulated so much vacation time.”

Why has nobody told me?—Claire, for instance. But I haven’t talked to Claire in a long time. And Pius? He surely must have gotten wind of it.

More and more guests were pushing their way to the buffet. Richard Auer steered her to a quiet corner.

“You know, you were sooo right about Werner Schulmann. Too bad I didn’t spot it at the time. But then he showed his true face.” He lit a cigarette nervously. Josefa thought this wasn’t a good place to smoke, but she was so gripped by what he was saying that she didn’t want to interrupt.

“His true face?” she asked with feigned indifference.

“Yes, unpleasant business, extremely unpleasant. Schulmann took liberties that were simply inexcusable.”

Now Josefa couldn’t hold back. “Like what?”

“I can’t tell you. They were below the belt, if you get my meaning.”

She didn’t get it, naturally. Auer nevertheless looked at her as if expecting some acknowledgement that he’d done the right thing. As if they were in the same boat now. Well, he could wait till the cows came home. So Auer was now back on the job market; she probably looked like a good contact, might even be useful to him. She asked herself why he was so open about leaving because of Schulmann—under highly mysterious circumstances, as he put it.

As she was about to give a polite excuse and move on, an idea came to her. Use your enemies. “I admire the way you drew the consequences,” she said with a forced smile and could have killed herself for saying it. Auer returned the grin; if he’d seen through her mock flattery, he didn’t show it. “By the way, we have a common acquaintance,” she went on to say. “Helene Meyer.”

“Oh, how interesting. You know Helene.” Auer faked surprise.

“Yes, and I also met her distant cousin, Freya Hallmark.”

“Oh, really.” Auer wet his lips.

Josefa was feeling her way, as if on thin ice. “You know Freya too, Herr Auer?”

“Yes, her father and mine were close friends. But Helene has certainly told you that.”

Josefa ignored the remark. “Your father, Herr Auer, was also a friend of Peter Meyer’s, wasn’t he?”

His eyes flitted back and forth as if looking for an escape. Some cigarette ash fell to the floor. “Yes, they became friends shortly before his…his demise. But Hilmar, Freya’s father, came off badly when Swixan went broke.”

“Was Peter Meyer to blame?”

“Blame…” Her former colleague scuffed the ground with his right foot and studied the floor. “Peter certainly got Hilmar involved. Hilmar really did think a lot of him. My father warned him not to put virtually his entire fortune in Swixan. And after it went belly up, Hilmar got very sick. He never got over it. He wanted to help all his kids build their homes—that was his goal. He worked his fingers to the bone and saved up for that his whole life long.” Auer fumbled around with his bowtie. “And when Peter took his life, Hilmar…he took the catastrophe personally. He totally withdrew from the world. He’s being treated now in a special clinic, but you can hardly speak to him. It’s a disaster for his daughters, especially Freya, who was closest to him.”

Richard Auer sounded sincerely shaken. But he blew some smoke up into the air and said, “Hilmar didn’t listen to my father. You’ll always pay a big price for your stupidity at some point. I was just talking about this with my father at Christmastime when I was visiting up in Mannheim.”

Josefa thought she’d heard enough for now and was about to sidle off, but then he said something that stopped her in her tracks.

“You probably know all of this from Helene. She visited Freya’s father two weeks ago.”

“Two weeks ago? Are you sure?”

“Oh, yes. My aunt went to see him in the clinic and Freya and Helene were there. She told my father about it.”

Paul suddenly interrupted and took her away after a few words of apology.

“I thought I should pry you away from your old colleague,” he whispered when she’d left Auer.

“Very nice of you, Paul. But why did you invite him in the first place?”

Paul shrugged. “Why not? It’s Open Doors Day, I can’t discriminate against anybody.”

“He’s an ass-kisser, and you know it,” Josefa fumed.

“Josefa, half the world is full of ass-kissers. If I ignore them, there goes my business. You’ve got to develop the hide of an elephant. Don’t let them get to you.”

“Maybe that creep doesn’t bother you, but that guy would sell his own grandmother.”

Paul grinned. “Knew that already.”

“Very funny. Anyway, I think I’ve got to go somewhere quiet and catch my breath. Auer stressed me out,” she said.

“Go to my office; it’s open.”

“You’ve left your office open?”

“Obviously, that’s why it’s called Open Doors Day—anything that shouldn’t be seen is safely locked away.”

Josefa went up the wooden stairs with the wine-colored runner. Paul’s office reminded her of Athena Meyer-de Rechenstein’s living room. It was so rich in history. There was even a tile stove in the corner. The room had been painstakingly tidied up. A glossy prospectus lay on a little coffee table. Josefa dropped into a leather chair near the large bay windows. Her eyes wandered over the gray lake and the fog-shrouded mountains. She slipped off her high-heeled shoes and put her feet up on the table. What a blessing!

A babble of voices and a clattering of dishes filtered up to her. Classical music was playing softly in the background. She closed her eyes and tried to calm down, but she couldn’t get the business about Helene and Freya off her mind. What dark secrets were these cousins hiding?

Then she heard approaching footsteps. She quickly took her feet off the table and grabbed the brochure. Klingler & Partners. We make a difference in your company because your company makes a difference in the world. We give your company our best because your company gives the world its best.

Well, Paul says a real mouthful there, she thought, amused. But he was right: It was exactly what his clients wanted to hear. The footsteps outside the room receded. She leafed ahead; terrific pictures, cool design, big words. Plastered above it all was a statement from the late Andy Warhol: Being good in business is the most fascinating kind of art.

When Josefa finished translating the quotation, her heart skipped a few beats. Trancelike she closed the pamphlet, picked up her handbag and shoes, and tiptoed into the library across the hallway. She went systematically along the book spines, row after row. At last she found what she was looking for; her quivering finger searched through the index. She found the Warhol quotation. And she found all the other quotations, one after the other: Dorothy Parker, Lord Chesterfield, Oscar Wilde, Elizabeth Barrett Browning...

But it couldn’t be! Paul sending me threatening e-mails? She rooted around in her bag. The page of messages was still there. She read through the sayings with absolute concentration. Was there anything that might point to Paul, a turn of phrase, an undertone? She couldn’t find anything. A lot of people have reference books like this one, she rationalized. That wasn’t necessarily significant; anybody could set up an address with Hotmail and invent a sender. “Nonoose”—what a curious expression. Maybe it was in the index as well. She went down the alphabet again. Nothing. Nonoose, no blues, no shoes—she rhymed them off to herself.

That was it: no noose. Two words, not one!

She went along the rows of books again and took out an English-German dictionary. noose (nu:s) 1. (n.) Schlinge (also fig.) to slip one’s head out of the hangman’s noose—to barely escape the gallows.

The clamor from downstairs grew louder. The soft background music was practically inaudible now. “No noose”—keine Schlinge. What’s that supposed to mean? No hangman’s noose? Who for? For her? Why do I suspect Paul so quickly? Why should he of all people… She paused. Her pulse began to race. Schlingenstrasse! Didn’t René tell her that her friend grew up on Schlingenstrasse? So it was Paul after all! But why would he do a thing like that? It was absurd!

The door creaked open. Josefa spun around. Paul was standing in the doorway with a full plate and a glass of red wine. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you,” he said. “I thought I’d better get some meat on your bones so you’re well armed for the evil world of financial sharks.” He put the plate and the glass down on the massive oak table. Josefa didn’t move a muscle. She glanced at the glass on the table. The murderer first anesthetized his victim.

Paul looked at her expectantly. Then he discovered the reference work in front of her. “What—you’re at work again? You’re not serious.” She just looked at him in silence, frozen stiff. “Josefa, what’s the matter?” Paul asked, a note of concern in his voice.

By way of an answer she pushed the printouts at him. She saw from the expression on his face that he got the picture immediately. Her body felt like lead.

Paul sat down at the table, near the opened door. He buried his face in his hands for a while, then folded them as if in prayer and looked at her. He suddenly seemed old and gray. “I’m glad it’s out in the open,” he said. “I’m glad you know.” He paused. His voice was flat and soft. “I’ve wanted to tell you for a long time but didn’t have the guts. I was too cowardly. Simply a coward.”

Josefa saw fine beads of sweat glinting on his forehead. He pressed his hands together.

“I wanted to poach you from Loyn, get you out of there. That’s all I wanted, nothing more. I knew Bourdin was talking with Schulmann long before anybody else. Schulmann saw to it that it made the rounds fast in our circles. That show-off.” He stopped. Paul Klingler—the continual speech-maker, the linguistic acrobat, the well-oiled talking machine—was struggling for words. “That’s why I was trying to warn you when you were still in St. Moritz. When you didn’t yet know what was coming down the pike.”

She looked him square in the eye, and he returned her gaze.

“I think Schulmann’s a very, very dangerous guy,” he began slowly, forgetting he was talking about a dead man. “There are psychopaths in this world who are easy to spot and others who are never unmasked.” He wiped his mouth several times before continuing.

“I’ve read a scholarly article on the subject, Josefa. The writer—a psychiatrist recognized the world over—estimates that about one percent of the population in the West can be considered psychopaths. These sick obsessives can cause people unimaginable pain—even destroy them—without a single pang of conscience. Because they have no conscience at all. They’ve no fear of punishment. They can’t understand other people’s feelings or empathize with them. They’re simply…evil. Evil, do you understand?” He looked at her imploringly. His shoulders sagged; his long torso looked compressed.

“I’ve read that only a minority of psychopaths are violent. The great majority are…normal. At least on the outside. They function well, even seem sociable, but they really aren’t.” Paul’s voice got livelier, like a TV moderator trying to get the audience on his side. “Psychopaths can work at swimming pools, libraries…er…hospitals, in high office, or be streetcar conductors or bus drivers, what do I know—anywhere. They can even be business consultants; I wouldn’t want to make any exceptions. It can be your own mother, an uncle or…your own brother. Believe me, they’re just like us. Or seem to be.”

Josefa gazed steadily at his face. She wanted to record every movement, every twitch. Paul looked away into the distance. He seemed to be in another sphere altogether.

“They don’t have a conscience; they’re human predators,” he said, balling his hands into fists. When he noticed it, he relaxed his hands and looked quickly at Josefa, who hadn’t missed a trick.

“Something the psychiatrist said made a deep impression on me. ‘Psychopaths love chaos, and that is the reason they feel comfortable in the rapidly changing world of modern businesses.’ Another psychiatrist divides them into three categories—”

Paul stopped short, seeing Isabelle, his assistant, at the door. “Paul, some people want to say goodbye to you,” she announced.

He waved her off. “Tell them I had an unavoidable, urgent long-distance call, we’re talking about a job worth millions,” he said without a second’s delay. “And get their names, I’ll call them myself later.”

Isabelle left without batting an eyelash.

Paul glanced at Josefa to see if she’d gotten the message: You’re more important to me than anybody else.

She didn’t budge.

“This psychiatrist divides them into three categories: con men—like somebody who pretends he’s going to marry you but only wants your money. Then there are the puppeteers, who manipulate people to get at somebody else. They’re more powerful than the con men because they stay hidden. Then there are the intriguers, the troublemakers, the trap-setters.” He rubbed the fingertips of his right hand over the tabletop nervously. His tension was palpable.

“Psychopaths have three motivations: They’re looking for a thrill. They’ve got a pathological need to win. And they enjoy exercising their power over others, even if it means hurting people. Many white-collar crooks are psychopaths—executives who dupe investors, brokers who manipulate stock prices, driven by financial greed.”

Josefa listened with rapt attention in spite of being in a daze. She felt that her feet had turned cold, but her cheeks were hot, her hands moist.

All this analysis must have been going round and round in Paul’s head. He must have found a significant explanation in those words.

After a brief pause, he turned and looked straight at her. “I think Schulmann’s a psychopath, Josefa. A mixture of puppeteer, intriguer, and pain in the ass. And I wanted to do everything to keep you out of his reach, but I didn’t know how to.” He spread his hands wide like a preacher. “You loved your job at Loyn above everything else. And you’re stubborn, Josefa, I know that. If I’d told you about Schulmann, you’d probably have thought me a bellyacher filled with resentment.” He looked into her eyes for some response, for some hint of understanding. “You’d have tried to prove to me that he couldn’t bully you. And you’d probably have thought I’d describe Schulmann as the embodiment of evil just because I wanted you to work for me.”

He swept his right hand over the table. His voice was firmer now; he seemed to be nearing the climax of his confession. “But most importantly, I was in no position to tell you how he humiliated me at Harckmüller.”

“Why not?” Josefa blurted out. “Did you prefer to humiliate me with those e-mails?”

“I didn’t want to humiliate you. I wanted to raise your level of awareness.”

“Raise my awareness? Am I hearing you right? You scared the hell out of me!” Josefa said bitterly.

“OK, granted I wanted to frighten you. Fear is sometimes the most effective defense against danger. It’s made you alert and cautious, activated your distrust. That was the only way to protect you against Schulmann’s viciousness.”

He pushed his chair back violently and stood up, gripping the back of the chair until his knuckles bulged. “I’m going to tell you about the experiences I’ve had with him, and you’ll understand me better.” He paused, clearing his throat. “Five years I worked for Harckmüller, and Gerhard Harckmüller wanted to make me partner because he was so pleased with me…Then Schulmann came into the company, and things soon changed. It all began when some of my clients’ data became public knowledge. The clients complained, naturally, and thought I was the source of the leak. But I suspected that they were the source. There didn’t seem to be any other conclusion. Nobody had access to the data except me and them. But a relationship based on trust was now well nigh impossible.”

There was a pause. Paul’s lips moved without making a sound, as if he could not—would not—say out loud what followed. Josefa watched him, fascinated; she’d never seen her old friend like this.

“Then somebody downloaded some child porn onto my computer. And this somebody made sure a colleague would discover it and pass it on to the boss. At first I was able to convince Harckmüller that somebody—maybe a hacker—had got into my system illegally. Somebody had cracked my password, so from then on I kept changing it. And then two women I worked with received suggestive e-mails—from my address. The boss demanded we talk and I demanded an internal investigation. In the meantime I was on the point of going to the police and filing charges against persons unknown, but Harckmüller was afraid of a big scandal.”

Paul was prowling like a tiger now back and forth in front of the bookshelves. His fingers brushed against the backs of the books as if he could gain some consolation from the contact. “After that, everything went wrong. Schulmann would seize every opportunity to shoot subtle little darts at me. He’d never attack me openly but would put me in a bad light whenever he could. My nerves were shot, and I was losing sleep; I’d make little errors, mistakes through lack of concentration. Schulmann would get off ironic remarks time and again, he enjoyed it enormously. He soon had other colleagues on his side, people whose work I’d criticized or who were jealous of my position in the company.”

He came to a stop and turned to face Josefa, as if he had momentarily forgotten she was at the table.

“Harckmüller privately held me responsible for the lousy atmosphere in the company. I sensed it though he never said it. Our relationship cooled noticeably, but Schulmann cast his charm around on all sides. He wasn’t particularly good at his job as far as substance or the heavy lifting was concerned. But he had great powers of seduction. He made people around him feel that he thought they were especially efficient and talented and seriously underestimated. I used to watch him at it quite a bit. He’d wrap them around his little finger. I heard some time later that psychopaths possess enormous powers of persuasion. Even psychiatrists get fooled by them time and again.”

Josefa’s mouth was dry, so she took a sip of wine. “How did you find out it was Schulmann? That business about the computer, I mean.”

“At first I was only guessing. I tried to set a trap for him. A trusted colleague let me use his computer for a while. But I couldn’t tell anybody I suspected Schulmann. I could lock my office, but other persons still had access to the area, security, cleaning staff. I couldn’t put in a video camera or hire a detective to investigate. At some point I gave up.” Paul sat down; the corners of his mouth were twitching.

“Harckmüller was visibly relieved when I offered my resignation. Schulmann had the nerve to come into my office while I was clearing it out. He wanted to say goodbye. I told him I could do without that. Then he said—and I remember his exact words—‘Even giants sometimes go before a fall. Even the Titanic wasn’t invulnerable.’ He said it with a smile. That’s the exact moment I was absolutely certain he was the one, because one of my passwords was ‘Titanic.’ Christ, how I hated that guy!” Paul got up quickly. “I need some water if you don’t mind.”

Josefa shook her head. She slipped her shoes on. The party downstairs was still in high gear, and Paul would antagonize his guests if he didn’t go downstairs soon. Served him right. Though that was much too lenient a punishment for the trouble he’d caused her. She was very hungry and started on the hors d’oeuvres on her plate. Paul came back promptly, as if fearing she might disappear in his absence. He’d barely taken a sip before he launched back into his story.

“Schulmann would have driven you crazy, believe me. Those e-mails were meant to make you cautious. You were supposed to watch the people around you very carefully. I hoped if you were on your guard you wouldn’t fall prey to Schulmann’s charm.”

“Charm? You’ve got to be kidding!” Josefa protested.

Paul ran his fingers through his hair. “Yes, he didn’t particularly turn on the charm for you. I picked up on that right away. But my campaign was already underway, and besides, I had already decided to get you to leave Loyn…And as you saw, he drove somebody else nuts.”

“Who?”

“The murderer. I’m convinced that somebody went crazy because Schulmann went too far. Somebody who was less of a coward than me,” he said ruefully.

“Paul!” Josefa was more horrified at his tone than his words. “Do you know your warnings were totally superfluous? I’d already been warned.” Paul looked up at her in surprise.

She told him about Schulmann’s advances in San Francisco culminating in his sexual assault in her hotel suite.

Paul slapped his forehead. “If only I’d known! Why didn’t you tell me? I feel so stupid, Josefa, I’m so very sorry…I’m honestly sorry.” He shook his head. “But at the same time I’m very glad that you got away. That he wasn’t able to do something really bad to you.”

Josefa offered no response. She was too stunned, too confused. She didn’t know what to think of the whole business. It was time to go home. She got up, and Paul followed her out. She was glad he didn’t ask her for any explanation, didn’t want to know how she felt about him now, whether she forgave him, because she didn’t know herself.

When they got to the hallway she remembered what she wanted to ask Paul before he fetched some water.

“Why didn’t Harckmüller make Schulmann a partner?”

“I wish I could say because he wasn’t good enough,” Paul remarked. “But things didn’t get to that stage. Schulmann made an incredibly stupid gaffe. At a company party he told a young lady that she looked like a hooker in that dress and bawled her out for daring to appear at a company event in such a getup. Schulmann thought she was a volunteer and his tirade would impress everybody. The young woman turned out to be Harckmüller’s daughter.”

Well, well, Josefa thought as she went downstairs. Sometimes all it takes is a dumb little mistake to seal your fate.
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Nobody could see her cards. Nobody knew her intentions, her true face.

She walked through everything in her mind once again. An ingenious plan. A brilliant brain. A dazzling façade.

Suddenly it was all so simple. Even simpler than she’d thought.

She used a towel to take the kettle off the stove, mixed the water with some snow in a basin, and added liquid soap. Then she carefully dipped her hands. The water changed color.

I will wash my hands in innocence, she thought. The idea pleased her enormously. She repeated it over and over as she cleaned traces from her hands. Traces no one should ever see.

How stupid people are. How set in their ways. And how susceptible to—but she’d rather not think about that now.

Enemies are like a huge buffet. A magnificent, delicious buffet. You can help yourself to them. While politely thanking them with a charming smile and sending a silent promise with your flashing eyes.

And then turn the knife.

Later, when the time was ripe.

Then they’ll see how stupid they were. They’ll tear their hair. Scratch out their eyes.

If they still have time.

She stretched out comfortably on the old sofa in front of the fireplace. Her work was accomplished. Victory would soon be hers.
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The Gasthaus Trittlibach smelled of cheese and kirschwasser and garlic because the innkeepers made their living off the guests in wintertime who came for the fondue specialties. “Fondue Specialties” was even on the menu. But Josefa had no yen for Vacherin-Gruyere-fondue or Emmental-Raclette-Tomme-fondue with nutmeg. She didn’t have the slightest urge to have melted cheese that evening.

She ordered a glass of Saint Saphorin even though she knew she’d regret it later when she couldn’t get to sleep.

“You’re not having anything to eat?” the waitress asked, a stocky, elderly lady with bushy eyebrows.

“No, not today,” Josefa answered, wracked with guilt.

“But this table is reserved in one hour,” the waitress said.

“No problem,” Josefa replied and looked around. The room was just half full, and it was going on nine. Josefa had chosen the Trittlibach only because it was so near her place, and she was rather tired. “Someone’s coming who won’t be eating either,” she called after the waitress, just to bug her.

“How exactly do you know?” an amused voice behind her said. Josefa turned around in surprise. Sebastian Sauter had caught her once again in a less than edifying moment.

“It figures—cops always come in the back way,” she remarked.

“That’s not true today. For one thing, I am off the job sometimes, like now, for instance.” He was standing before her in a pullover of an indeterminate dark color and a rusty-red winter jacket (so Esther was right about the jacket she’d seen him in at the rink), and had a pair of skis in one hand and ski poles in the other.

“So here they are,” Josefa said, her heart beating faster. “They look great, really high tech. Sali will certainly like them.”

Sauter leaned the skis and the poles against the wall and took a seat. “My Kevin is happy he got a hockey stick instead.” He looked frozen stiff.

The waitress reappeared, and Sauter ordered. “A salami platter for two and a glass of Sonnenberger.”

“You’re a man with feminine intuition,” she teased him. “I actually do want salami.”

“You’re half Italian; you’ve got to love salami. Polenta’s the only thing you can’t get here.” He looked at her with his own peculiar blend of concern and curiosity so familiar to her by now. And there was something else in his eyes, but she’d rather not say exactly. She was keyed up enough as it was.

“And what’s up in your life at the moment?” Sauter asked. Many of his questions came out of the blue like this.

“Well, I’ve been reading a book—that is, no, I’ve read about a book, by an American writer whose divorced husband stalks her wherever she goes and hassles her with all sorts of tricks. He has masses of items delivered to her that she never ordered, sends people dirty letters under her name, and things like that. He was a computer expert. He did this for years and made her life a never-ending nightmare. In the end she had to assume a new identity and literally go into hiding.”

Sauter listened intently. The waitress brought bread and cutlery. He offered Josefa the breadbasket but she waved it away.

“He traced her anyhow, I think through her credit card or the bank—I’m not exactly sure. No, I believe he hacked into a computer in a government agency; of course, it would have to be something electronic. She was terribly desperate, at the end of her rope; all she could think of was to kill him.”

The salami platter arrived. Sauter pushed it into the middle of the table, over to her. “It’s best to eat it with your fingers,” he told her, passing the bread again, and this time she took some. They both ate in silence, their eyes on their plates or on other customers. It was pleasantly quiet in the restaurant. Sauter picked up his wine glass; he had powerful hands with prominent veins. Hands of a man who liked to work with wood.

“I know you’re not telling me this story so that I’ll say I’m not stalking my ex-wife. So what are you trying to tell me anyway?”

“The moral of the story? I’m glad I wasn’t in her shoes, I mean, in the position the American woman was. Not only because her husband was a stalker. I think I’d have made the same decision she did. I think I would have killed him too. I wouldn’t want to be a victim my whole life, living in fear of death. Horrible.”

She was toying absentmindedly with a slice of salami. “You’ve got to protect yourself. You owe it to yourself. Why should that guy get away with it? The difference between me and her is simply luck. Lucky I don’t have to decide. That’s the sole reason I’m a good person—a good person in the eyes of the law—because I’ve never been in a desperate situation like hers.”

She looked up at him. He put a slice of salami into his mouth, looked back at her, broke off a piece of bread, chewed it, took a sip of wine, and looked at her again. For a long time.

“And who can define ‘desperate situation’?” he asked. “Where do you begin?”

“Fear of dying, for example. Fear of dying, every day.”

He stopped chewing. “You’re not in any danger, Frau Rehmer—I ought not to have told you about Sali’s parents. I don’t want to upset you.”

He pressed his lips together, and his gray, almost transparent eyes turned very dark. The ceiling light over the table was so low that his forehead was in shadow.

Josefa shook her head. “I’m not talking about me, I’m talking about that American woman.”

He didn’t believe her, she could see that. She felt trapped. Why was she telling him these things?

“I don’t want to talk about it anymore.” She shifted around in her seat. “What I meant to say is that you’re all by yourself in the most decisive moments of your life, at birth or death, in fear or anger.”

She thought this summary was awfully awkward and out of place, especially here in the Trittlibach, with its red-and-white tablecloths, sheep horns on the wall, and an off-duty cop bedecking the table with bread crumbs.

“I think I’m too tired to carry on a reasonable conversation,” she said quickly. “Since I’ve been working at home alone, I yak away like mad the first chance I get.”

That wasn’t the least bit true, and Josefa was unhappier about it than she was about what she’d said before. She was so befuddled that her strongest desire was to get up and run out of the room. My life’s coming apart at the seams.

But since she couldn’t do that—and she absolutely wanted to take Sali’s skis with her—she propped her elbows up on the table and put her hands over her face. She looked at the almost empty salami platter and felt Sauter’s eyes on her. She was sure to have dark rings under her eyes and her hair, which she’d rather carelessly tied up, was sticking out in all directions.

A few customers at the next table were playfully squabbling over the cheese crust on the bottom of the empty fondue dish. “That’ll cost you the next bottle of wine, Peter!” someone shouted. It sounded like an echo from a distant world. People who have a fondue, get worked up over a badly chosen Christmas present, take their dog to the vet to be dewormed, write letters to the editor, have an allergic reaction to nuts or strawberries or milk, buy a Loyn bag for their fortieth birthday. People who’d never run over a child by accident, who’d never get cancer, who’d never lose all their money in the market, who’d never hate a person from the bottom of their heart.

“I’ve heard there are people who never look in the mirror in the morning and don’t recognize themselves anymore,” Josefa said.

Sauter cleared his throat, as always when about to say something personal. “I’m not a great talker, Frau Rehmer, but I understand what you’re saying perfectly well. I…When I discovered that my wife, my ex-wife, had a lover for months, I hardly recognized myself anymore. Certain thoughts go through your head, and you get feelings you’d like to forget later. I don’t want to go there again, but maybe it was a good thing I was there once. I understand a lot of things better now.” He mashed a bread crust with his strong fingers.

“As a police officer you’ve got to learn, in the middle of everything…of all those enormities you’re confronted with, how to keep your world separate and in one piece. And that’s usually through the family. In my case it definitely was. When that fell apart—it was bad. At times I really lost it. But I still have good, close contact with Kevin, I have my work, and I did not turn into a drunk.”

“Something else? Dessert? Coffee?” the waitress interrupted. Josefa raised her head, and to her surprise ordered the lemon sorbet she’d seen on the menu.

“A double espresso,” Sauter said.

Josefa moved her hand back and forth on the checkered tablecloth, like seagrass pushed by the waves. She was composed now and covered up her embarrassment with some mockery. “So there’s a chance you’ll get to heaven in spite of everything?”

Sauter grinned. “Absolutely. And you too, Frau Rehmer. You too.”

She returned his smile and added, ritually establishing the familiar form of address between them, “My name is Josefa.” And before he could respond, “I like the name Sebastian. So cool.” Then she began to laugh at herself.
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The black delivery van had been standing for half an hour in front of the abandoned factory. The compound was deserted; railway tracks led from the cavernous, dismantled hall into nothingness. An old tow truck was tipped over on its side on the icy ground. The lettering on the outside factory walls was barely decipherable. The air was filled with the screaming of gulls drifting past on their way to the lake.

The fingers of the man in blue overalls drummed on the steering wheel. When he yawned, his breath came out of his mouth in white puffs. It was ice cold in the truck, but he didn’t dare turn on the motor. He wanted to be able to hear the slightest sound. He had come here in a company truck. The furniture moving business he worked for was well known. Their customers included companies like Loyn. His presence in this place could be easily explained if need be.

His supplier was reliable but cautious. They knew each other, but nevertheless there was always a little distrust in the air. Neither party wanted to put himself in a dangerous position.

Some gulls were trying to break up the frozen earth with their bills, but suddenly they flew off in all directions. The foreman saw a midsized truck approaching. That had to be him. The truck went past and disappeared behind the factory. The man in blue overalls got out and went over to it on foot. When he reached the vehicle, the door opened and he swung up inside. A brief greeting, a quick exchange of glances with the man in the driver’s seat.

“The goods are first class.”

“Can I see them?” The man in overalls tried to conceal his excitement. The less interest he showed, the better. He’d only be able to check afterward to see whether the articles the supplier was unpacking in front of him were really worth the money. But he had to take the risk. No guarantee of an exchange in this case.

“So, as agreed?” the man in blue overalls asked.

The supplier nodded.

The man took a bundle of bills from the pocket of his overalls; the supplier counted them and tucked them away in his pocket. When the man jumped out of the truck with his package, the supplier called after him, “Good thing the guy can’t talk anymore!”

The man in overalls went back to his truck without saying a word.
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The hotel corridor was deserted. And though she was in a hurry, Josefa didn’t knock immediately on the door to room 398. She wanted to collect herself first. Her temples were pounding, and her breastbone felt sore. She must have picked up some bruises on the streetcar when she was thrown against the man in the lambskin coat. He didn’t seem to notice that the hard object in his pocket had hurt her. She couldn’t shake off the thought that it was a gun. That was exactly what it felt like.

Her knees were wobbly. It had all been a bit much recently, and her nerves were raw. But she mustn’t keep the representatives from Dessag waiting any longer. She knocked firmly on the door, ignoring an illuminated button blinking “PLEASE ENTER.” She walked into the vestibule. A light was on in the adjacent room. No wonder, the curtains were drawn.

Should that have tipped her off—the drawn curtains? Or the fact that nobody opened the door when she knocked? Should she have been more cautious in light of the fact that six people had been killed during the past few months, all of them men she knew from work?

When she saw the figure in the doorway, she froze. Cut and run! Run, Josefa, run. But she was unable to move a muscle.

Curt Van Duisen motioned for her to enter.

“I’ve been wanting us to have a little chat for a long time,” he said, as if that explained everything.

Somebody was fiddling with the door behind her. Josefa spun around anxiously. The man in the lambskin coat.

“My bodyguard,” she heard Van Duisen say. Her panic level rose higher, but her way out was blocked. How stupid of her! How could she have walked right into the trap?

Van Duisen saw her fear. “Frau Rehmer, you’ve nothing to be afraid of. Do come in. I’ve always thought a lot of you, which is why I owe you an explanation.” He took a step back into the room and turned slightly. “The police are monitoring our meeting.” A man emerged from behind Van Duisen, another face she recognized.

“Please excuse any unpleasantness we have caused you,” Franz Kündig said. “We had no choice but to arrange matters this way.”

“Is this an interrogation?” Josefa asked, alarmed. She was rooted to the spot.

“No, no,” both men assured her simultaneously. “I only want to explain a few things,” Van Duisen added.

“I’ll take your word for it, Herr Van Duisen.” Josefa replied, following him into the suite. Maybe there are hidden microphones, maybe this talk’s being taped, Josefa thought to herself. She was determined not to disclose anything that could harm her.

Van Duisen gestured toward a patterned upholstered chair. “Please take a seat, Frau Rehmer.” He sat down on the sofa next to it. Franz Kündig was no longer in her field of view. He must be standing in a corner behind her; she’d rather have kept an eye on him. The bodyguard had apparently gone out into the corridor.

Van Duisen lit a cigarette—she’d never seen him smoke before. Or at least not that she could remember. His face was flabby, his skin rough like rice paper. Josefa sat up stiffly in her chair, her hands knitted together.

“Frau Rehmer,” Van Duisen began, then cleared his throat. “What I’m about to tell you is what I’ve already told the police. But I should like you to know it as well. I do not want you to think I’m a cad. I know how much you have put yourself out for Loyn and how difficult it was for you to leave the corporation.”

Josefa kept silent and looked him straight in the eye. Now, Herr Van Duisen, that’s not what it’s really about, she thought.

He puffed on his cigarette, releasing a cloud of smoke. “I won’t beat about the bush any longer. Well—Beat Thüring, Henry Salzinger, and Karl Westek had designs on Loyn: They wanted to gobble up the company. They were looking for a way to get Hans-Rudolf Walther to sell. They were even ready to force him to unless he made a deal. They thought it would be a good idea if I joined their group. But…I did not want to have anything to do with it. I thought a lot of Walther, and I suspected that the three were up to no good with Loyn. Thüring dreamed of a comeback as a CEO of a famous corporation. And Salzinger and Westek probably wanted to buy the company in order to cannibalize it and auction it off piecemeal—the Loyn trademark above all—for a big pile of cash.”

Ashes crumbled onto Van Duisen’s dark blue suit. He brushed them off impatiently. Josefa heard a noise behind her. Probably Kündig shifting position in his chair.

“I told those men I was not interested. And I told them that their scheme was unwise as well. First, Walther wouldn’t sell, and secondly the company was overpriced, and thirdly nobody would want to do business with them after what happened with Swixan. Gentlemen, I said—this was at lunch in St. Moritz—gentlemen, the public would be against you.”

Josefa didn’t know if she wanted to hear all this; she thought Van Duisen was laying it on rather thick, and she didn’t want to get sucked into this business any further. The point was that every one of these guys was dead, and the whole gang had died under very strange circumstances. Feeling uneasy, she took a look around. Van Duisen picked up on her lack of enthusiasm.

“I’m sorry, would you like some water?” Before she could say anything he was at the fridge. “Or fruit juice?”

Josefa chose the mineral water. The air in the suite was getting muggy, and the smoke was bothering her. She held the cold bottle to her pounding temples for a few seconds. Van Duisen went back to his seat. He drank nothing, as wrapped up in his story as he was.

“At Lake Geneva, Karl Westek hinted that he had information that could compel Walther to sell. He said his information came from a reliable source, a mole inside the company. I thought he was just showing off. Walther’s not a very close friend of mine, but still, I know him well enough to know that he knows how to guard his secrets. But when I heard the tables had been bugged, I realized I had to take Westek’s words much more seriously than I had thought…Francis Bourdin or Werner Schulmann, or both of them, must have got wind of the business—Schulmann after the golf tournament at the very latest, Bourdin probably earlier, after St. Moritz.” He gave Kündig a brief, sideways glance. “The two of them would certainly have wanted to know what the three men were up to. And the mole inside Loyn probably really does exist.”

Van Duisen paused, his eyes fixed on her. Josefa just squinted at him, her eyes burning.

“A person with access to information,” he continued.

“And what do you want from me, Herr Van Duisen?” she asked, her patience exhausted. Even if there was a mole, what did she have to do with it? It was the police’s job to shine a light into the darkness. What did they think her role was in this? Her anxiety made her forget that she’d been looking for answers herself for the past few months to no avail; now she had the opportunity to settle at least one of the questions.

Van Duisen sounded as if he were pleading a little. “I want you to know that I was not in league with Thüring, Salzinger, and Westek. Whatever their scheme was, I was not a party to it.”

Josefa gave him a blank stare. “Why is it so important for me in particular to know all this? Did you tell Herr Walther about these talks?”

“Yes, of course, but he merely laughed and turned a deaf ear. Walther told me that he heard stories like these at least once a month, that there probably wasn’t anyone around who had not been suspected of trying to acquire Loyn. It flattered him enormously.”

“And what did he say about the mole?”

“I didn’t mention it. As I said, I thought it was a trick of that braggart. I cannot go around spreading suspicion about innocent employees. That is not my style.”

Josefa took a drink of water. “I have never suspected you of anything untoward, Herr Van Duisen. I don’t know the slightest thing about this whole business.”

“You saw me sitting with Westek, Thüring, and Salzinger in St. Moritz, Frau Rehmer. At my age I’ve nothing to lose but my good reputation. I’ve already lost the most precious thing in my life; now I want to protect my family’s reputation. I want there to be some people in Zurich who believe in my integrity. People like you, Frau Rehmer. I’ve no other task in life—this is my only mission.”

Josefa turned her glass around and around in her hands. Something didn’t add up, something was being left unsaid. With all due respect to Van Duisen’s mission, what was the subtext?

He leaned forward. “I hope you understand that this conversation is proof of my trust, Frau Rehmer. I have taken some not insignificant risks to come here; you see I need bodyguards.”

Suddenly she got it. Van Duisen was not being driven to confess out of pure sympathy. It was out of fear. He still had something to lose besides his reputation: his life. And she was supposed to spread the word. Van Duisen is innocent, Van Duisen has nothing to do with it. Anybody who valued her opinion at all was to get the message. Any person she was in contact with. Anybody in her closest circle. It wasn’t the general public that Van Duisen was aiming his mission at. It was a small group of people. Of potential murderers.

She was bowled over. She couldn’t look Van Duisen in the face anymore, she was in such turmoil.

“Herr Kündig, do you think the murderer is someone I might know?” she asked crossly, giving the detective a start.

Kündig shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “That’s one of the options we must consider, Frau Rehmer. I don’t think I’m telling you anything new. We follow up every clue that might shed light on the murders. We’re trying to do everything to prevent another one.”

“Am I in danger? Or maybe even more, now that I’ve met with Herr Van Duisen?”

Kündig didn’t answer right away. He seemed to be choosing his words with care.

“Let me put it this way, Frau Rehmer. Suppose you come across a potentially dangerous dog. If I don’t say anything about his treacherous character, you’d probably walk past it, relaxed and with no inhibitions, and this self-assured behavior would keep him from attacking you. On the other hand, it could bite you because you’ve come too close. But if I warn you about it, and you meet up with that dog, then you’re prepared and can look out for yourself. On the other hand you might be afraid now, and when a dog smells fear, it bites. My job is to catch the murderer or murderers. We’re doing our utmost to achieve this as quickly as we possibly can. And by coming here you’ve made a contribution to this end.”

“How so?” Josefa asked, perplexed.

“Unfortunately we can’t tell you that.”
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Josefa rushed out of the hotel. She was mad, and most of her anger was directed at the giant of a man waiting for her at the hotel entrance. When she saw the contrite expression on his face, her rage grew.

“You deceived me,” she yelled. “You betrayed me! Lied to me!” It didn’t bother her that passersby turned around and stared. Paul started to explain, but Josefa cut him off. “You’ve abused my trust, and that’s the second time,” she shouted in his face. “You’re ruining my life!” She’d have accused him of worse if her cell phone hadn’t rung at that very moment.

“Josephine?” It was Kelly, Joan Caroll’s agent. Josefa had to get a grip on herself.

“What’s up, Josephine?” the American lady asked. Oh, of course—she’d left a message for Kelly. When did I do that? She’d lost all sense of time.

“Kelly, I got a gift from Joan and would like to thank her personally.”

“Best to write her a card or an e-mail. Joan’s very busy,” was Kelly’s brusque reply.

“No, I’d like to speak to Joan in person. Please tell her that.”

“I’ll do my best, but I can’t promise anything. Joan’s traveling a lot, got very little time. OK? Bye-bye.” And she hung up.

Josefa felt like throwing her phone in front of a car. Paul was still standing next to her. Before she could launch into a new tirade he blurted out, “Joan Caroll has backed out of her contract with Loyn, by the way.”

“How the hell do you know? Have you got a mole at Loyn?”

“A what? No, I got it from a business partner in the US Joan’s negotiating with Prada because she wants to fill the vacuum as fast as she can.” Josefa looked at him in astonishment, and Paul exploited the moment to justify his previous actions.

“Josefa, the police asked me to arrange this whole business. That’s the only way it would work. It had to be hush-hush. What was I supposed to say to Kündig anyhow? That you wouldn’t cooperate? I thought you liked Curt Van Duisen. I thought you’d be pleased.”

“Pleased? You’re off your rocker!”

Paul raised his hand in a conciliatory gesture. “It’s proof that the police trust you, Josefa. You can rest easy now.”

She struggled to find her words, the rage mounting inside.

“Shows what you know, Paul! You haven’t got the faintest idea! And how did you know where this meeting would be, anyway?”

“Josefa, I set it up myself.”

She shut her eyes. If things kept going like this, she could sign up for burnout therapy tomorrow.

“Come on, let’s go to a café,” Paul suggested.

“A café? Here, on Paradeplatz, at this hour? Forget it. They’re full of bankers now. Besides, I don’t want anybody overhearing us.”

Paul took her tacit agreement as a sign that he might still calm her down. He thought for a second.

“I’ve got it. Let’s go to the Fraumünster.”

“To a church?”

“There’s a whole gang of tourists going there to see the Chagall glass windows. Nobody will even notice us.”

He took her arm, and she offered no resistance.

Paul Klingler was right: A large tour bus was parked only a few steps away from the front of the Fraumünster. A guide was telling tourists inside about the history and significance of the windows, including the rose window that Marc Chagall had made in the seventies, but Josefa already knew all about it.

She took a pew right at the front, and Paul sat down beside her. The two of them said nothing for a while; Josefa was organizing her thoughts while Paul waited patiently, something that didn’t come easily for him. But she didn’t want to make any allowances—the whole thing was so damn unfair! The police trusted her, Van Duisen trusted her, Sali trusted her, Sali’s aunt and uncle trusted her—but who could she trust?

“We have to distrust each other. It’s our only defense against betrayal,” she finally said.

“I beg your pardon?”

“That’s the quotation you sent me. From Tennessee Williams.”

“Ah, yes.” Paul was trying to get his long legs under the pew. “You’ve every reason not to trust me, Josefa, after all that’s happened. But you’ve also good reason to trust me.”

“Who says?”

“Your instinct. Or else you wouldn’t be sitting here.”

Josefa shrugged. “What’s that supposed to mean? You trusted Schulmann, at the beginning, and then he double-crossed you.”

“And now he’s dead as a doornail,” Paul added. “What’s with that mole at Loyn?”

She decided to tell him what came up in her talk with Curt Van Duisen. Didn’t she have a mission? Paul would be her first victim.

He listened intently, and when she told him about Thüring’s insinuation that he could force Walther to sell, he whistled softly. After she was through, he said, “I’m not much surprised…not very surprised at all. Thought that’s what the gang of four might have been cooking up. You know what I think of Van Duisen. I think the old fox thought hard about joining in. Loyn’s a jewel, enough to make a lot of mouths water. But he also figured out that the deal wouldn’t pay. The risks were too great.” He was wiggling back and forth next to her, apparently finding it difficult to sit comfortably. Or Paul might have been suffering from gambler’s fever and hoping to hit the jackpot.

“Maybe Van Duisen was genuinely convinced that public opinion would kill the deal, one way or another.” He coughed, then took out his handkerchief. “Or that the other three couldn’t be trusted, that they’d quarrel among themselves. The fact remains that he did sit at the same table with them in St. Moritz. And sat with Westek at Lake Geneva. The tapes will reveal what they actually discussed. Apart from that, Van Duisen can say whatever he wants. Thüring’s evidently drowned, and the other two are dead for sure.”

“You might as well say it: ‘murdered,’” Josefa shot back.

“Well, that hasn’t been proven yet. As far as I know, the police are only treating Westek’s accident as a possible murder.”

“And Feller-Stähli, the lawyer?”

“He certainly had a hand in it, that’s perfectly obvious.”

Josefa mulled it over. “I don’t think Van Duisen had anything to do with Westek’s murder.”

“Why?”

“The police would be treating him as a suspect if they thought he did. And the poor dear wouldn’t be so afraid of becoming a murder victim himself.”

The flock of tourists had wandered over to their side of the church, the guide’s voice interrupting their conversation. When they’d gone on, Paul picked up from where they’d left off.

“I find Schulmann’s demise more interesting. What did Werner Schulmann have up his sleeve, and what did Francis Bourdin have up his? Why did they bug those guys? It strikes me as obvious that Bourdin brought Schulmann into Loyn, probably to expand his power base. And then things worked out quite differently from the way he imagined they would.”

Josefa wrinkled her brow. “I somehow can’t conceive of Schulmann knowing about the bugs before he discovered the tapes in Bourdin’s room. Our cunning little Francis wouldn’t take that risk.”

“I have to agree with you there; after all, Schulmann hadn’t been with the company for long. Why would Bourdin make himself vulnerable by having an accomplice? But the way I see it, Bourdin and Schulmann both wanted the same thing: control of Loyn. Schulmann as manager, Bourdin as creative genius. But Bourdin was wrong about Schulmann; the guy was only after power and didn’t give two hoots about the company or its products.”

Josefa shoved her hands into her coat pockets and pressed her arms to her body. It was cold in the church. “Nevertheless, it still doesn’t make any sense,” she said pensively.

“What?”

“That Bourdin would kill Schulmann. Schulmann left a note saying that if he were found dead his cause of death was to be investigated. Not a word about Bourdin. If Schulmann had even the merest suspicion about him, he’d have acted accordingly.” She was shivering. “No, Schulmann must have felt very secure, very superior as far as Bourdin was concerned.”

Paul wrapped his scarf more tightly around his neck. “The fact he didn’t name names is a method psychopaths use to victimize someone by casting suspicion on innocent people and—”

Josefa interrupted him. “So let’s say Bourdin and Schulmann wanted to take over Loyn. Thüring, Westek, and Salzinger wanted to as well. But the company was not to be had!”

There was a sudden silence in the church; the tourists had disappeared. The two of them were lost in thought, until Paul said, “That brings us to the mole. What information did Thüring and Westek get that led them to believe they could force Walther to sell?”

“That’s what Westek said, not Thüring. But…who gave him that information?”

“Nobody in top management, certainly, nobody who had access to top-secret data, Walther’s CFO, for example. People like that could only lose, I mean, lose a lot of money. Besides…you can hide a lot of things in a family business; they don’t have to release the numbers the way a public company does,” Paul stated.

Josefa nodded. “Maybe Schulmann found a way to access important data; he was a good hacker. He certainly tried to steal computer data. There’s still a question as to how far he got with it?”

“But Schulmann definitely did not give any data to Westek,” Paul objected, almost whispering; the church had grown so quiet.

Josefa had to smile. “We’re acting as if we know something. But we’re just playing cops.”

Then a thought crossed her mind. “Maybe the gang of four was blackmailing Walther.”

“Why?”

“Look at it this way.” Josefa hesitated, uncertain how far to get into it. “A friend of a friend said he saw a certain prominent Zurich businessman in a gay bar in London.”

“Wow! That puts a whole new light on things. But who’d give up his life’s work because of a blackmailer? That doesn’t save him from being blackmailed later. But still…that sure is an interesting angle.” He moved his legs around again. “But of course…if it had been blackmail, why would Thüring and company need a mole?”

“We’re none the wiser.” She heaved a sigh.

Paul clicked his tongue. “Six crooks are dead, but the world isn’t one iota safer.” He laughed hoarsely. “Only a few bears in Canada and a few deer in Vals can breathe easier.”

“Why in Vals?”

“Because Salzinger can’t go hunting there anymore.”

Josefa looked at him in surprise. “You told me he was in the Canton of Wallis. Vals is in Graubünden.”

Paul shook his head. “You see how good my geography is. But it was in Vals; I’m dead sure. He was seen at a thermal spa in Vals shortly before his death.”

“How do you know that?” Josefa felt as if the pew were catching on fire beneath her. Vals. Where Helene always used to go hunting with her father.

“I read the papers, my dear.”

How did I miss it? She just couldn’t sit still any longer. She tugged at Paul’s sleeve in irritation. “Come on, they’re about to lock up. We’ll have to admire the Chagall windows another time.” She took the opportunity to deliver a short prayer up to heaven. A prayer for Helene.

“Dreaming up murder scenarios in a church, that’s not exactly pious,” she whispered to Paul on the way out.

He waved his hand. “We went in fighting and came out in peace. If that doesn’t please him up there!”

Sometimes it was maddeningly difficult to prove Paul wrong.
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“I cannot give you any personal information about Sali Emini,” Dr. Derungs said, resolutely. “You are not a relative, so therefore you have no right to any data on him.”

Josefa leaned back in her chair, annoyed. Duri Derungs, acting director of Zurich’s Medical and Psychological Services for Schools, was a strikingly handsome man with a mellifluous voice. But what he was spouting at the moment did not soothe her in any way. It only took a few minutes for her to label him arrogant, but Josefa suppressed her annoyance because he had made the time to talk to her.

“Perhaps you misunderstand. I only want to be able to help Sali more,” she began.

Derungs cut her off at once. “I don’t know what kind of help you mean, Frau Rehmer, but Sali receives psychological, therapeutic help from our trained experts.”

It cost Josefa some effort to remain patient. “Sali is obviously a traumatized child. What I don’t understand—and you can generalize about war-damaged children if you like—what I don’t understand is why Sali presents no aggressiveness or other striking behavioral patterns. What’s going on inside? How can I help him overcome his war trauma?”

The psychologist frowned. His answer came very slowly, as if he were addressing a schoolgirl. “These children react in quite different ways. Some become depressed, others conform too readily, many display destructive behavior or constantly rebel. But many withdraw completely, emotionally.”

Josefa did not relent. “That’s precisely what worries me, that Sali is outwardly so completely normal. But he’s experienced war, and his parents were killed. He never talks about them. I don’t know if I should even mention his parents.”

Dr. Derungs leaned forward and folded his slender hands. “May I ask you something, Frau Rehmer? Why are you interested in the lad?”

Josefa blinked in annoyance. What sort of a question was that? “We live in the same building, and his uncle has asked me several times for help filling out forms for the school or with Sali’s new glasses. I often take him on outings—with his family’s permission of course.”

“Do you have any children? Are you married?”

“No to both. Why do you ask?” Her voice became a touch sharper.

“You like the boy, do you not?”

“Of course. But…What are you trying to say, Herr Derungs?”

“Simply give the child some attention, let him feel that you like to be with him. But do not attempt any therapy with him. We’ll take care of that.”

Josefa, now incensed, shook her head, “No, you’ve got the totally wrong idea, that’s not my point at all—”

“Sali has been fortunate in the midst of misfortune,” Dr. Derungs continued. “He has an uncle and aunt who lost two sons in the war and are giving him loving care. And he has a large clan that still exists to some extent. Your assistance, Frau Rehmer, is certainly valuable and welcome to his family. But you should prepare for the time”—now the psychologist was looking her straight in the eye—“when Sali will vanish from your sight, sooner or later.”

“Whatever is that supposed to mean?” Josefa no longer made any effort to be polite.

“His family could be sent back to Kosovo after the war, for example, or return of their own free will.”

Now Josefa leaned forward as well. “Herr Derungs, I must tell you frankly that I do not see where you’re going with this. Do you have to deal all the time with people who question your work with these children?” She could smell his aftershave: Givenchy pour Homme. Bourdin had used it too.

“No, it’s not that. I would just like to point out that one day you will have to leave Sali, and that the separation is not always easy—for either party.”

Josefa stared at the man before her. She’d come to find out something about Sali, and now suddenly it was all about her. This paper-pusher has a screw loose, she thought.

“Sali is not filling some vacuum for me,” she managed to get out. “He came into my life, I was asked for help, and I like the kid; I help him with his homework. I don’t want to put him in therapy or adopt him or alienate him from his family.”

She had risen from her chair in her anger. “You probably think I’m some kind of rich bitch who’s suddenly discovered her heart over an orphan from the Balkans and is going to use this poor kid to solve her own problems!” She shoved the chair away quickly and put both her arms on his desk, making the psychologist pull back reflexively. “But you know what: He does help me in fact—this little boy helps me see the world differently. No, he helps me see a different world—a more diverse, brightly colored world than you can probably ever conceive of,” she snarled. “Thank you for this helpful conversation, Herr Derungs.” She turned around, opened the door, and stormed out.

It was dark. The air seemed colder and damper than in the morning. But Josefa could still feel how hot her face was. Her skin was taut; she didn’t make any effort to put on her gloves but ran down Seestrasse as if she were being followed. A streetcar stopped a few steps in front of her, but Josefa ran blindly on. She turned near the Stadelhofen Station and went in the direction of Lake Zurich.

She came to a stop in front of the opera house. She had a stitch in her side and had trouble catching her breath. Groups of chattering people were streaming into the high, brightly lit doorways. There was a roaring in Josefa’s ears, blood was pounding in her temples, and a milky wave was swimming before her eyes. She felt the metal chain in her hands and started spinning the steel ball, haltingly at first, then faster and faster and more and more powerfully and menacingly. Now the ball hit, blow after blow, crushing walls and pillars, cutting through buildings, mercilessly mowing down everything within its radius. People fled screaming out of its murderous path. But something was still standing, a pitiful little figure, a boy with big ears and eyes wide open. Sali, Josefa screamed, go away! Run. Fast! She couldn’t stop the ball; it was flying at breakneck speed, higher and higher. The little boy ducked, the ball just missed him by a few inches, took off, and shot up into the sky.

Josefa looked at the child on the ground. It lifted its head—but it wasn’t Sali, it was a girl! Her black hair was in ringlets, and dark lashes framed her terrified eyes. She said something that Josefa didn’t understand.

A cold shudder ran through her body. She shut her eyes for a few seconds. When she opened them again, the girl was still standing there. She looked at her, bug-eyed, and said something again. The brightly lit opera house was in the background; a few people were running for the door. Josefa noticed a young woman in a yellow anorak, looking at her expectantly. Then she heard the girl’s voice, “You lost your gloves.” The little one held out something dark blue to her. She must in fact have dropped her gloves.

Josefa regained her composure enough to be able to stammer in her friendliest voice, “But that’s very kind of you.” She said to the girl’s mother, “Such a bright, considerate little girl.”

“Yes, she was always like that. She’s always helping somebody or other. I don’t know who she gets it from.” The woman laughed and Josefa smiled. She waved to the girl, who was now walking away holding her mother’s hand and repeatedly turning around to look at her. Josefa didn’t notice until now that the girl’s hair was hidden beneath a furry cap. Maybe she didn’t have dark hair. Or long, black eyelashes.

Josefa took deep breaths, the cold evening air filling her lungs; her head suddenly felt light as a feather. The glow on her face was gone, her mouth and her temples were no longer tense. She pulled on her blue gloves and hiked home with a firm step under the glow of the street lights.
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The morning meeting in Zurich’s Criminal Investigation headquarters was drawing to a close. The mood was both subdued and slightly edgy. Two murders and still no suspects. Or too many suspects. Franz Kündig had one of the Zurich newspapers before him. “Murders In Zurich Finance World Still Unsolved,” a headline read. “Westek Accident Was Murder. Porsche Sabotaged. Police Investigating Persons Unknown.”

Kündig had already read the newspaper article in his office at seven that morning. He wanted to go to the conference prepared; it was always good to know what the media were speculating. And they weren’t shy about it. “Was Thüring’s Tenerife Drowning Really Accidental?” “Did Feller-Stähli Get Lost All By Himself?” “Did Henry Salzinger Actually Fire Shot From His Rifle?”

Kündig also wanted to check that the few facts he could give to the press had not been misquoted. “We have no evidence that Beat Thüring, Henry Salzinger, and Urs Feller-Stähli were murdered”; “Based on our investigations until now, Van Duisen is not a suspect”; “We know where Van Duisen is. He is cooperating with investigators but does not want to comment publicly on the events.”

Kündig drummed his fingers impatiently on the desk. Too many suspects and still no concrete evidence, no really hot clue. The tapes from Schulmann’s place hadn’t turned up anything useful. The media were applying pressure. The police chief in the canton administration was turning up the heat too. And Kündig’s own ambition was starting to get the best of him.

“Anything else?” Kündig asked, looking at his watch and then around the table. Heinz Zwicker said, “We’ve got transcripts of the phone calls.”

Ah, yes, the transcripts, Kündig sighed to himself. The judge had given them permission to tap Loyn’s phones. It was an act of desperation. All other leads had gone nowhere. Schulmann certainly had enemies, but what careerist clawing his way up today does not? Jealousy and egomania are two of the most common emotions in a world where feelings officially have no place.

“Anything special?” he asked. He was under stress because he was heading the Schulmann case and two others. And now the Westek case was his as well. He had two little kids at home and a newborn that wasn’t sleeping through the night. His wife complained he was working too hard; she wanted him to cut back, but that was impossible now. It would have cost him his career, and this was the chance of a lifetime.

Kündig realized he hadn’t heard a word his colleague was saying. “Sorry, Heinz, I didn’t catch that.” Zwicker looked at him in surprise but patiently repeated himself.

“Josefa Rehmer phoned Marlene Dombrinski about an earring that was found in the party tent. At Loyn’s golf tournament.”

“So?” Kündig asked impatiently. The meeting had run ten minutes over already.

“She told Frau Dombrinski that the earring belonged to the wife of the famous golfer, Colin Hartwell. Frau Rehmer had put the earring aside at the time, in the office, because nobody knew whose it was. Frau Dombrinski said she could hardly imagine that was the case because she had just met Pamela Hartwell recently at some event. Frau Hartwell would certainly have inquired about the earring.”

Kündig looked at his watch again. “Heinz, I should have left long ago. Please get to the point.”

Heinz Zwicker was as ponderous as he was insistent. “Frau Rehmer said to Frau Dombrinski that she’d seen photos of Pamela Hartwell crawling under the table in the tent—during the ominous photo shoots with the golfer.” Zwicker paused for effect to see if everybody had grasped the import of his words. “Frau Rehmer said Pamela Hartwell was definitely looking for her earring because in pictures taken earlier she was still wearing both earrings.”

“And so?” Kündig stared at his colleague. Who stared right back.

“Have you ever seen photos of Pamela Hartwell crawling under a table?”

Kündig pushed his chair back. “Can’t remember. There are photos by the ton. Follow it up.”

Zwicker remained seated, unfazed. “But I’m off for three days to Germany because of Westek’s Porsche.”

Kündig closed his briefcase. “OK, then do it when you’re back. Meeting adjourned.”
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After an atypical end-of-January thaw, the beginning of February witnessed freezing temperatures. A thick layer of ice lay on the pond in Irchel Park, where ducks waddled clumsily around, sometimes skidding over the ice to pick up the dry bread crusts that children and old women tossed to them. Josefa watched them for a while before walking over to the low university buildings. She didn’t have a clue which entrance was the right one, so she asked and asked until she wound up at Ethology. Yes, a friendly woman in a green apron said, you’ve come to the right place for behavioral research, but we don’t know a Helene Meyer. She directed her to the administration building. A young secretary there entered Helene’s name in her computer and did in fact find her. “Here, that must be her. She’s on a research project for alpine swifts, right?” She picked up the phone.

“I’m sorry. Helene Meyer is out on her forestry program for school kids,” she said, hanging the receiver up. Josefa looked so crestfallen that the secretary added that Frau Meyer would surely end her open-air lesson at the Kohlerwald Woodland School Center where the school kids usually left their bags. She described the location of the school lodge, which was fortunately within the city limits, and Josefa thanked the young woman for her trouble. She returned to her car as quickly as the icy ground permitted and turned the heater on high because her hands felt ice cold in spite of her wool gloves.

Luckily she located the forest road more easily than she’d expected. A large sign clearly identified the wooden school building in the clearing. A small pickup truck with the tailgate down was parked in front of the rustic building. The lodge door was unlocked, and Josefa went into a room that looked like the kitchen. A pot of steaming water was on a stove, but there was nobody to be seen.

“Hello!” she called, but received no answer. She called again, louder. Nothing. The door to the adjacent room was unlocked. Paper towels, stuffed animals, bird nesting boxes, and orange tarps were piled on trestle tables. Bright yellow raincoats made of heavy synthetic material hung on the wall. Lockers took up what space was left.

“Hello!” Still no reply. Josefa went back to the kitchen, sat down on a wooden bench, and deliberated. At least it was more or less warm in here. Somebody must have turned on the heat. The truck by the door, the unlocked building, the steaming water—that was reassuring. She saw a wooden shelf on the wall and found some cups, a can of instant coffee, some condensed milk, and a box of sugar cubes. Josefa shook some coffee into a cup, added sugar, hot water from the pot, and milk, and then searched for a spoon. The rough-hewn wooden drawer was hard to pull out and even harder to shut. Josefa pushed with all her might until the drawer suddenly gave way and slammed shut.

She stirred her coffee and warmed her hands on the hot cup. All of a sudden she heard a noise. She pricked up her ears and listened. There it was again, coming from a corner somewhere. She ran into the next room. “Hello!” she shouted. “Hello!” Now she heard footsteps, as if someone was climbing a staircase. They came nearer. A door was banged open and slammed shut. Somebody was in the room, she could sense it. But she didn’t see anyone. There must be a pathway hidden by the lockers.

“Good God, you scared the hell out of me!” Helene exclaimed, staring at Josefa dumbfounded. “What are you doing here?”

“At the university…they told me that…you…were here,” Josefa stammered as if in apology. Helene walked past her into the kitchen. “Man, I was thinking it was something else! I heard noises up here, a loud bang.”

“The door was open. Anybody could just waltz in.”

“Nobody, but nobody just walks into this place. Nobody comes out here.” Helene looked around the room.

“Now I am here, and you can go ahead and say hello,” Josefa complained.

“First I have to wash my hands; I’d rather not touch you like this. Where’s that soap?” She glanced at Josefa’s cup. “Can you make me a coffee too? Black, blacker, and blacker still.”

Josefa filled the pot with cold water again and put it on the stove. Then she washed her spoon and piled a huge amount of coffee into a second cup. Meanwhile Helene was drying her hands that were red from the cold water. Josefa noticed that her friend had a bandana on, which made her look like a guerilla fighter. Helene gave Josefa a quick hug and said, “Happy New Year, my dear. What were you up to on New Year’s Eve?”

“Oh, that was so long ago I don’t remember anymore,” Josefa said honestly. She poured Helene’s coffee and handed it to her. She wanted to sit down again, but Helene shook her head. “I’ve got something I have to do. Bring your cup.”

“Helene, I must have a talk with you. You didn’t answer my messages on your answering machine or your cell phone. That’s why I’m here.”

Helene was already at the door. “Sorry, but I didn’t get back until Sunday and had to get ready for this nature hike on Monday. I was simply too tired to call back. I didn’t have the impression that it was urgent, forgive me. But let’s talk downstairs.”

Josefa picked up her cup and followed her through the concealed door in the next room that led to a small, dark back room. Helene went ahead; a large animal hanging from the ceiling came into view. She didn’t know immediately what it was, since a piece of its skin was already stripped off. Then she made out the animal’s head; it was hung by the hind legs, its dark, dead eyes staring into nothingness.

“A deer,” Helene explained. “Somebody hit it on the road and left it there. I sent the kids home, it was too cold for them today anyway, and went to take care of this animal. The game warden is sick, and his assistant is going after a large dog that’s been attacking game. So he asked me to bring the deer here and start working on it.”

She put on an apron and plastic gloves and picked up a knife lying on the table. Josefa saw a big bucket of bloody guts in the corner.

“Was the deer already dead?” she asked, unable to take her eyes off the exposed flesh.

“I had to shoot it, it couldn’t be saved.” Helene separated the skin from the flanks. She worked quickly and skillfully in spite of the low light. After a while, she muttered, “You’ve got to kill animals sometimes if you want to help them.”

The room was ice cold and reminded Josefa of a dungeon.

Helene cast a glance at her. “Sorry, I can’t heat this room. The meat stays fresh longer. Erwin, he’s the number-two game warden, he’ll be coming later on to cut this animal up. I’ll get a few choice cuts for sure. And you will be invited for a saddle of venison.”

But Josefa didn’t respond; she wasn’t in the mood for jokes so Helene turned back to her work again.

Josefa sat down on an overturned plastic pail beyond the lamplight beam and announced in a firm voice, “Helene, I’ve got to ask you a few questions.” Her friend mumbled something unintelligible and kept her head down. “Why did you lead me to believe you were in Canada when it appears that you were in Germany?”

If Helene was surprised, she didn’t show it. “I never told you I was going to Canada,” she answered calmly and kept on working. “I only said that I’ll be meeting Greg. Who told you I was in Germany anyway?”

Josefa ignored the question and pressed on. “There are just too many extraordinary coincidences—too many extraordinary situations. Your cousin was in Tenerife precisely when Thüring disappeared. She was also in the bar where Thüring was partying; she was even photographed with him. She happened by chance to be in the same hotel as I was, she recognized me and just happened to know Pius Tschuor’s name. Then Salzinger dies, supposedly shot with his own hunting rifle.” Josefa was rocking back and forth on the pail, her arms folded on her chest in an attempt to keep warm.

“Just by chance he died near Vals in Graubünden, and just by chance that’s where you and your father always went hunting. I phoned your mother, Helene, and she told me that you were in Vals for a few days at the end of July—precisely when Salzinger had his accident. You’ve never breathed a word about this. And then I met you a little while later at the Münster. Wouldn’t it have been natural for you to say something about your trip?”

Her friend turned away from the deer and looked at her as she wiped her knife on her apron.

“I know that the Swixan bankruptcy was tragic for your father,” Josefa continued, “and it certainly was for you too. I’ve got to get it out, Helene, sorry that I have to open old wounds.”

Helene said nothing.

But this time Josefa did not want to keep anything back; the issue was too important. “I also know that Freya’s father paid a terrible price for Swixan’s downfall. And Freya probably did too.”

“Josefa, I—” Helene started to say.

“No, please let me finish,” Josefa begged, “or I’ll lose my train of thought. Where was I? Oh, yes. So then you spent the Christmas holidays in Germany and not in Canada. At the same time as Karl Westek, who was in Germany like you, was killed in his Porsche because somebody tinkered with the brakes or the motor. All of that can’t just be coincidence, Helene, do you understand? I simply can’t get over it. And that’s not all.”

Josefa cleared her throat, then carried on bravely.

“Feller-Stähli loses his life in a hunting accident somewhere in the bush around Prince George. And who’s a guide in Prince George? Your boyfriend Greg. There’s something not quite right here.” Josefa took a deep breath. Now it had to come out. Whatever the consequences, it had to come out. Her heart was pounding right up to her throat.

“Helene, did you have anything to do with the deaths of Thüring, Salzinger, Feller-Stähli, and Westek?”

Josefa couldn’t bring herself to look her best friend in the face. Instead she stared past her at the deer’s half-open mouth, its tongue hanging out as if somebody had tried to pull it out.

It was deathly quiet for a while. Then Helene turned her back to her. The scraping and poking of the knife was audible once again, as were the soft squeak of the rubber gloves and the shuffling of her hunting boots. Josefa’s throat grew tight. So that was it. Helene was turning away from her because of the monstrous suspicion Josefa harbored.

“Helene, please…” she implored in a low voice.

It seemed an eternity until Helene spoke. Her voice sounded constricted, as if it took all her energy to hold back a powerful stream of emotions.

“I knew you’d ask me these questions one day, Josefa, that’s obvious. You’re anything but stupid. But now…now that I hear you, it’s…hard to take it calmly.” She turned toward her, but Josefa still couldn’t see her face.

“That’s a big bombshell you’ve thrown. And because I know how concerned you are for me—at least that’s what I’d like to think, and, yes, I think you’re still loyal in spite of everything—only for this reason am I going to tell you the whole story. But I’ve got to keep going here, or I won’t be finished in time. Do you want to hear it now or later?”

“Now,” Josefa said wearily. A deep sadness overcame her, as if something had been irretrievably destroyed.

“Whenever something bad happens in the family, you’ve got two choices, maybe three. You can blame others and be bitter. Or you can blame yourself and get desperate. That almost happened to me. I was filled with feelings of guilt over my father; it was for me that he sold the company. At least, so I thought. He lost everything that was important to him on my account. All we had left was our house because that belonged to my mother.”

Helene’s words were broken up with little pauses as she concentrated on her knife strokes. Josefa followed every motion of her hand as if she could understand all the more easily what Helene was saying.

“I would certainly have gone into a deep depression if two things hadn’t saved me: the injured birds I nursed back to health at the Mythenquai bird station—you should have seen the will to live in those little bodies; it was incredible—and my mother. She had me go into therapy. She had just lost her husband and did not want to lose her daughter as well.”

Josefa had the feeling her body was slowly turning to ice. She’d finished her coffee and was now completely abandoned to the cold. She pulled her down jacket tightly around her. She didn’t want to interrupt Helene for anything. Her friend might never want to talk to her again.

Helene gulped down her coffee and moved over to the deer’s other side.

“I fought against therapy at first, as you can imagine. But my therapist was a wonderful woman with much life experience and good common sense. She was the best thing that could’ve happened to me. I learned to take responsibility for the things I could have some control over and to delegate the responsibility for everything else wherever it belonged. That gave me the strength to act, several years later.”

She carefully wiped the blade on a rag and leaned over the carcass again.

“I worked with Freya to contact the sons and daughters of shareholders and employees who had lost all their money—and in some cases their relatives—because of the Swixan swindle. We wanted to make every effort to ensure that something like that wouldn’t happen again, you understand? We wanted to prevent those bastards in Swixan’s top management from causing people so much grief ever again. And we didn’t want to see them enjoying their millions guilt-free after they were let off.”

Helene put her knife away and undid her apron. Josefa sat cowering on her plastic pail, her whole body quivering.

“You’re nearly frozen, Josefa. Come on, let’s go upstairs and have a warm drink. Erwin will be coming any minute now.”

The water was steaming in the pot in the warm kitchen. Josefa saw that the stove was heated with wood. She stirred in some more instant coffee and sat down near the stove without saying a word.

Helene took off her colored bandana and ran her fingers through her hair.

“Do you know the story of Al Capone, the American Mafia boss? Capone was responsible for dozens of deaths. But since he never carried out the murders himself—he used hired killers—the police could never pin anything on him. But the police found a way to lock him up anyway. Capone actually was in fact sentenced to eleven years in prison. And do you know what for? Tax evasion! Something that gangster hadn’t figured on.”

Helene looked out the window, fir branches seeming to stretch endlessly into the distance. Her face showed great concentration and something like quiet triumph.

“Those guys got off with one of the biggest frauds in the history of Zurich. Unbelievable, but true. But that doesn’t protect them for the rest of their lives.”

Her voice was now perceptibly livelier, as it had just been in that cold dungeon. Josefa gripped her warm coffee cup.

“They made mistakes. Little illegal games. So-called gentlemen’s crimes. Forgivable stupidities. But they weren’t going to get away with them; we’d see to that. That’s why we watched them like hawks. Karl Westek can thank us for his dirty divorce. He was a notorious two-timer, and we let his wife in on his indiscretions, photos and all. If you get my meaning.”

Josefa nodded as if in a daze.

“Salzinger often drove after three or four glasses of wine. That’s why his driver’s license was suspended a year ago. He must’ve wondered who kept tipping the police off. The gun that killed him was not registered, by the way. We found that out too and told the police. But he was already dead.”

Helene was moving her coffee cup back and forth across the table in a random pattern. Josefa kept her arms tightly folded, as if that would help her keep Helene’s words at a distance.

“Thüring had a cocaine habit. We informed the Spanish police on Tenerife, anonymously of course. He’d bought himself off with bribes earlier, but this time it looked bad for him. Maybe he was in a drug fog and hopped off the boat of his own free will.”

Helene leaned toward Josefa and looked her directly in the face. But Josefa couldn’t look her friend in the eye; she just kept her focus on Helene’s cup.

“These guys deserve to be punished, Josefa, but it’s not what you think! We don’t do the judging. Do you think Salzinger’s family didn’t have his death investigated? There’s nothing that indicates anything but an accident.” She let her words hang in the room for several minutes, then leaned back.

“Freya was on Tenerife because she hoped to be on the scene when Thüring was arrested, but the Spanish police messed up. It may sound cynical, but if the police had moved in at the right moment, Thüring would still be alive. He’d be sitting pretty—but in a prison cell.”

She paused. Josefa looked her in the eye now. “And how did she recognize me? We’d never met.”

Helene looked at her in amazement. “But you’re my best friend! I’ve no doubt showed her pictures of you. Of us both, of our hike up the Üetliberg, you must remember that. You are a valuable person in my life. Besides…With those big, dark eyes, your face is not so easy to forget.” Her mouth flashed a wry smile, then she was serious again.

“You must understand that Freya didn’t want to identify herself. She didn’t want to get you involved in the business.”

That wasn’t enough to dispel all of Josefa’s doubts. “And Karl Westek?”

“Westek was in Germany with a prostitute, and he met some shady characters. Then we lost track of him. That’s all there is.” Helene met Josefa’s gaze squarely.

“Now you know more than you ought to, more than what’s good for you. I really wanted to prevent that because you’ve got your own problems. I didn’t want it to be a load on your shoulders.” She gave a bitter laugh. “But you don’t know everything, and it’s better that way. For your own protection.”

“My own protection? Why are you talking about my protection? You have to protect yourself, Helene! What happens if the police see what I’ve seen? When they come to the same conclusions I did? Then what are you going to say?”

Helene shook her head. She put out her hand as if she wanted to draw her friend closer. “No need to worry. The police have no reason to suspect me. Or at least, no more or no less than any other person.”

She pulled back her hand but kept her eyes on Josefa. “If I were you, I’d worry about myself.”

“Why?” she asked warily, freezing again in spite of the heat from the stove.

“Think about it.” Helene moved her head back and forth. “What do you tell the cops if they ask you why you were in Tenerife in July, of all months? And met Freya in the hotel there? What do you say if the cops discover that you were a prize-winning sharpshooter in your early years? And what do you say if your old colleagues tell them that you tried everything you could to stop Schulmann from coming to Loyn and that you lost your job because of him? That you hated each other’s guts and you swore eternal revenge on Schulmann?”

“What are you trying to say?” Josefa stood up so quickly that her coffee spilled.

Helene picked up the cup. “Maybe now you see how I feel right this minute, after your interrogation. Do you really think I am capable of planning a murder—or several? Do you think your best friend is capable of a thing like that?”

Josefa was so confused she said nothing. Disappointment was written all over Helene’s face, though.

“I just meant that you’re as much a suspect as I am—or as little as I am.” Helene picked up her bandana and wiped the puddle of coffee off the table. She looked at the bandana. “I was just about to polish my glasses with that,” she said with feigned resignation before turning on the tap and rinsing out the colorful cloth. Then she turned toward Josefa and said in a conciliatory tone, “We mustn’t drive ourselves crazy. We should concentrate our energy on what’s essential. There are more important things than whether Thüring was full of coke or Johnny Walker when he landed in the water.”

Josefa dropped back down onto the bench. “How did you know about the sharpshooter thing?”

Helene laughed and put a hand on Josefa’s shoulder, giving it a little squeeze. “Look, you won’t find the answers to all your questions. And when you think you’ve got one, another one will pop up.”

They could hear the sound of a vehicle outside.

“That’ll be Erwin, I’ve got to run and help him.” Helene was at the door in a bound.

Josefa washed up the cups. She was glad to be busy. She’d have happily washed the dishes for the whole class, scratched off the dirt with her bare hands. She held the spoon and the two cups under the ice-cold water until her hands hurt.
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Heinz Zwicker put on the Dixieland CD his son had given him for Christmas. He’d spread the contact sheets out on a table in the room that used to be his son’s, before he’d moved out years ago. Zwicker looked upon this room as his refuge now. His wife must have wondered what he did for hours on end in there. But she never asked questions, hadn’t asked questions, and that was something he was secretly thankful for. That, and for so much else.

That evening he went one more time through the enlargements of the pictures he had checked off on the contacts for the police lab. He’d already spent countless hours studying hundreds of photographs—incredible, how much film photographers shot. If he took that many pictures, Zwicker thought, he too would’ve come up with one good shot eventually. He turned the music up a little; his wife was out at a course on reflexology and foot massage.

He picked up his magnifying glass once again to search the background in the pictures, one by one, writing notes on a pad of paper, the number of the photo, and remarks like “upper right,” “standing together,” and “before the swing.” His foot beat time to the music. He would report his observations to Franz Kündig tomorrow.

The instincts of a long-serving criminal investigator told him that the case was finally off and running.
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The mattress was spotted and well worn but would do its job. Esther was standing on it with both feet and looking up. “I’m ready!” she called, raising her arms as if she was at an Evangelical revival meeting.

Josefa was ten feet above her at the balustrade, on the highest stairwell landing on the top floor. She held Sali with both hands; his back was toward her as he sat on the balustrade, ready to take the plunge. Ropes were firmly tied to the metal railing of the landing, left and right. Sali was strapped into his climbing harness and looking like a well-wrapped Christmas present. The gear was Helene’s and really much too big for him. Josefa unhooked the karabiner. “You can go now, slowly,” she told him.

“Slowly” was a word that Sali apparently didn’t like to hear. He pushed away like a bungee jumper off a bridge, something he’d evidently seen on TV.

“Easy, easy,” Josefa cautioned. Fortunately the rope he was hanging from was securely fastened, and she only reeled it out a little at a time. “Toes up, always pointing up.”

“Josefa’s letting you down on the rope, Josefa’s letting you down on the rope,” Esther chanted from below.

“Stop that right now!” Josefa’s voice was so shrill that Sali looked up at her in alarm.

“But he doesn’t understand a word anyhow,” Esther said to placate her.

“Maybe he doesn’t understand, but he can sense it. Children can sense that.” She stroked Sali’s slender shoulders to calm him down. “Only silly adults let someone down on a rope. What we’re doing is called rappelling.”

“Rappelling,” Sali repeated.

He swung down like a pendulum and plopped onto the mattress—ignoring Esther’s outstretched arms.

“Bravo, Sali,” Esther complimented him. Josefa knew her neighbor found all this climbing in the stairwell somewhat hazardous but didn’t want to be a killjoy. Esther would also never climb into an underground cavern with this gear, as Josefa planned to do. She just had no idea how much fun a venture like that could be.

Sali looked up at Josefa, beaming. Her heart skipped a beat. How happy the kid could be! She was about to shout some words of congratulation when her cell phone rang.

“Josefa, how are you?” It was Claire.

“Hello, Claire. Right now I’m standing in a stairwell and practicing rappelling.”

“What are you doing?”

“I’m playing with the boy who lives downstairs.” She had no urge to start on a long explanation.

Claire didn’t pursue it anyway. “Josefa, you can’t conceive of how everything’s changed here. Positive changes, really positive.” She sounded a little frantic but self-assured.

“Positive?” Josefa was looking at Sali and Esther standing impatiently on the landing. “I heard Joan cancelled her contract because of the big scandal.”

“Oh.” Claire hesitated slightly, as if caught off guard by the fact that Josefa already knew. “Joan was lured away by Prada, but she’d been planning it for a long time. Anyhow, we want a younger, fresher image-maker. You’ll be amazed at the people we’re negotiating with, Josefa, but I can’t breathe a word yet.”

As a matter of fact Josefa was amazed. Who was this “we”? These decisions were discussed at the top management level, not with employees like Claire.

Josefa continued, her curiosity piqued. “But Walther must be shaken up after all the things that have happened. And now Karl Westek as well. That’s red meat for the media.”

Josefa was watching Sali and Esther tussling on the mattress. Good thing his uncle and aunt weren’t looking, she thought.

“Westek is of no interest to us, Josefa. That has nothing to do with Loyn. Walther isn’t exactly overjoyed with any of this, of course, that’s obvious. But I told him, Herr Walther, people have short memories. In a year it will be all forgotten. That’s how it goes with the worst—”

Her words were drowned out by the penetrating laughter from below.

“Claire, we’ll have to talk next week,” she shouted. “I’m away for five days. We’ve finally got to get together.”

“I’m always very busy. But we should at least try. Let me know when you’re back.”

Josefa snapped her phone shut. Sali’s uncle was on the landing.

“He wants to rappel too,” Sali announced gleefully. Everybody laughed, and Josefa joined in, though she really wasn’t in the mood.
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“Well?” Heinz Zwicker asked. Franz Kündig was examining the two rows of photographic prints spread out on the table.

“So she’s looking around under the table while her husband is posing for the press.” Kündig traced his index finger over the bridge of his nose. “He swings his club, and Francis Bourdin tries to get past him. The blow stops him. Where is Francis Bourdin trying to go so fast that he doesn’t see that club? He sees somebody disappearing under the table, maybe only a leg or some movement. But he wants to check it out right away and see what’s going on.” Kündig made a dramatic pause. “See if somebody is looking for his bug or has found it already or what do I know.”

The only sound in the conference room was the drumming of his fingers on the table.

“I wonder if that wouldn’t be on tape,” Zwicker says at last.

“It isn’t,” Kündig replied.

“Yes, we know that. The question is whether there are more tapes of the goings-on under the table.”

“If they exist, we don’t know anything about them,” Kündig said, wondering what Zwicker was getting at and whether this was the right moment to tell him about another of his observations. “Then we must find them and—”

Zwicker pointed impatiently to three pictures. “Look very carefully in the background.”

Kündig was not very pleased by the interruption but did take a closer look. A woman, a man. He clicked his tongue. “They seem to be deep in conversation.”

“Yes, exactly,” Zwicker said excitedly. “They’re together during the whole press event and before it as well. And always a little off to the side. Westek has a definite conspiratorial look on his face. What’s the connection between them, I’d like to know.”

“Hmm. We ought to speak with the lady, definitely.” Kündig snapped his fingers. “Where was I? Oh, yes. Where can we reach her?”

Zwicker gathered up the pictures. “You’re asking me, seriously?”

Kündig looked startled, then corrected himself quickly. “I mean the golfer’s wife, Pamela Hartwell. You’ve got to interview her as soon as possible wherever she is.”

“Done,” Zwicker replied, a bit disappointed. “And the other woman?”

“Her, too. But she won’t get away from us.”
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A profound silence lay over the white landscape opening up before them. The sun was hidden behind thick clouds, but that didn’t spoil the view of the gentle hills dotted with snow-covered stands of trees. It all seemed frozen in a majestic calm, as if lava had been poured over everything and had captured the moment for all eternity. The only thing moving was their car slowly heading, curve after curve, for the highest point on the pass.

“Isn’t it gorgeous?” Josefa exclaimed, having never seen this part of the Jura landscape; she was pleasantly surprised that there were still such wonderful discoveries left in Switzerland.

“This is only a foretaste of what’s to come,” Pius said in his deep, pleasing voice. Josefa felt a blissful, exhilarating frisson. Three days of skiing had relaxed her and brought out her sense of adventure. She looked forward to discovering a new world, one only revealed to a few. It would be a therapeutic change from her work in Zurich.

Pius had come to Crans the previous evening. He arrived late, and Josefa had already finished dinner. They had a nightcap in the hotel bar, then retired to their rooms knowing they’d be getting up very early.

Pius was eager for Josefa to describe her experiences in the cave for his book, a challenging prospect that made her anxious, though Josefa felt honored that he was willing to share this corner of his life with her.

“I’m completely euphoric every time I climb down in. I’m addicted to the feeling,” Pius confessed. Josefa observed him in profile: He was wearing light mountain-climbing clothes in fluorescent colors; his slim, sinewy fingers skillfully navigated the SUV like a ship over the ocean. He returned her gaze. She knew she looked good in spite of the short night; her face was lightly tanned, and she was elated.

“I’m proud of the picture I took of you. It’s one of my best,” he said.

She knew exactly which picture he meant. She’d look back when she was old and gray and recall the moment when she was truly beautiful. But she didn’t want to let on how much the photograph meant to her.

“My dear, charming fellow, you must have gorged on honey for breakfast to make your words sound so sweet,” she kidded him. “Isn’t that part of your repertoire? I shall make you beautiful, madam, and you shall make me happy in return. No, even better: You shall make me rich in return.” Josefa placed a theatrical hand over her heart.

“Josefa, you’re not that easy to sweet-talk. I had to ambush you just to snap a picture.”

“And yet the most stunning women lie before your lens of their own free will,” she joked. “From Joan Caroll to Pamela Hartwell.”

Pamela’s name had hardly escaped her lips when she realized her mistake. She could have kicked herself. How could she have been so thoughtless as to give away her obvious snooping?

Pius didn’t respond, and Josefa feverishly imagined how she could make up for it. “Maybe ‘lie’ isn’t the right expression, I meant ‘place.’” You’re just making it worse!

Pius still said nothing. The road was getting steeper. “Are we coming to the top of the pass soon?” she asked brightly, changing the subject.

“So you think they make me rich?” Pius asked all of a sudden.

“Who?” Josefa said nonchalantly, making a great show of admiring the dramatic landscape.

“Women like Joan and Pamela.”

“Pius, that was a dumb joke, I was just goofing around.”

He took the next curve so fast she bounced against the car door.
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The atmosphere in the conference room was downright solemn. Six men and one woman were looking expectantly toward the end of the table where Kündig and Zwicker were sitting. It was 7:30 a.m. Kündig got going without the usual formalities.

“We have here the transcript of an interview with Pamela Hartwell, the wife of Colin Hartwell, the golfer. They are both in Paris at this moment—she’s gone shopping and he’s romping around on some golf course. Frau Hartwell did not want her husband present at the interrogation. But that doesn’t matter. Our colleague Zwicker went to Paris. He showed her some photos, the ones where she’s crawling under the table. Heinz, will you take over?”

Zwicker cleared his throat. “When Frau Hartwell looked at the pictures, she grew nervous and asked what we wanted. A French justice official was present. I said she was to explain what she was doing under the table. She said she was looking for an earring she’d lost but didn’t find. She asked who took the pictures. I gave her the name of Pius Tschuor, the photographer at Loyn, whereupon she became visibly upset. ‘I don’t believe you. It was definitely somebody else who took these photos,’ she insisted. Then she stood up and shouted, ‘Why should he do that? What did he tell you?’ I asked her why she was so distressed. She was on the brink of tears. Then she demanded to talk to her lawyer.”

Zwicker paused, and Kündig took the floor again.

“On the basis of Pamela Hartwell’s remarkable reaction we would like to question Pius Tschuor. But he cannot be reached at home or on his cell phone. We could not find anyone who knows of his whereabouts. For this reason we have asked for a search warrant of his premises, which we will certainly get today.”

Kündig looked around the table. The young woman, who had been assiduously taking notes, asked, “What do you expect to find in his apartment? Have you any definite suspicions?”

“We suspect we will find pictures that Tschuor, for whatever reason, did not share with us.”

Of course everyone at the table knew that this was only a half-answer. Kündig, the old dog, was once again holding something back.
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“Black ice,” Pius noted. “That’s good.”

Josefa looked at him in bewilderment.

“The colder, the better,” he explained. “When it gets warmer in the spring, you can expect water seepage.”

“But it’s been unusually warm for the past few days,” she objected.

“No problem, it doesn’t happen that fast.” He took the curves more carefully now. “This book is very important to me, Josefa. It will be phenomenal, I can tell you. And if working with beautiful women ultimately makes the book doable, then it was worth the effort.”

They were obviously now at the top of the pass, but Pius didn’t stop; he seemed anxious to get to the caves.

“I thought Walther was bankrolling the book,” Josefa said, picking up where they had left off.

“Walther’s a coward. First he made grandiose promises, and now he wants to renege.”

“Just like him. What did he say about it?”

“He said it wasn’t a promising time for a project like this, he had other priorities and didn’t want to commit himself to anything.” Pius suddenly sounded bitter. His smile had vanished. Josefa chose her next words with care.

“I understand your disappointment, but…couldn’t you see it coming?”

“How do you mean?”

“Well…He’s in a really tough spot. Schulmann’s death, Bourdin’s suicide, rumors about Thüring and his buddies. I can well imagine that in his present situation he wouldn’t give a damn about a picture book on underground caverns.”

“They’re all wimps. Walther should be glad he’s rid of Schulmann so elegantly—he’d have made a mess of the whole company. Schulmann and Bourdin wanted to get Walther over a barrel and take over the firm. Even the biggest idiot could have seen that, it was clear as a bell. Now they’re both dead meat. But that’s good—what’s Walther’s problem? He’s got the public’s sympathy. The brilliant self-made man, that’s what they call him. Or even better—the kind owner of a family business. Laugh that one off! The champion of enduring quality in an age of junk,” Pius announced, imitating a TV announcer’s voice. “So what’s his problem? I simply don’t understand how he could leave me up a tree with this project. I was always loyal to him.”

Josefa found his logic shocking. Walther had always treated Pius well; she had seen it herself. And to shrug off the deaths of two men, one violent, as a lucky break for Walther—that was truly cynical.

“Do you know how much harm can be done to a public image? The name of Loyn is now associated, first and foremost, with unexplained deaths, not with glamour and exclusiveness and everlasting beauty. And then there’s that bug business. The guests are all asking themselves if their gossip and tittle-tattle were caught on tape. Loyn may never recover.”

Pius was not impressed. “I strongly disagree with you there. People forget so incredibly easily. They want to forget. Do you remember when the first Gulf War took place? No. In a year Schulmann and Bourdin will be unread footnotes too.”

“That’s exactly what Claire says.”

“She’s right. Claire’s looking ahead. She’s doing a lot to keep Loyn on its feet. She’s doing well, your hardworking assistant. Wouldn’t be surprised if she makes it to management someday.”

Josefa kept her doubts to herself. She was afraid that Walther, who was in a bind, was exploiting Claire unscrupulously and would bring someone in ahead of her when times were better.

“Claire was the best assistant I ever had,” Josefa reflected. “She always knew what I wanted and often did things before I asked. We were so much on the same wavelength at the end that we could read each other’s thoughts and feelings. Like an old married couple.”

“Oh, sure, the Rehmer-Fendi duo struck terror into everybody’s heart.” Pius grinned mischievously.

They were now bumping along on a broad, uneven path that was probably meant for agricultural vehicles. Josefa had gone quiet. She didn’t want Pius to know that she was a bit annoyed with Claire—Claire, who apparently wanted to demonstrate that everything was running very smoothly, much better than during Josefa’s time at Loyn.

Josefa’s mind kept going back to Pius’s opinions on Walther. Why this chilling lack of understanding? How could he size up the situation so badly? Of course he wanted to see his book in print. And maybe he was more strongly driven by ambition and the desire for recognition than she wanted to believe until now. Everybody fights in his own way for a place in the sun.

“Did you ever find out who the anonymous e-mails were from?” His question took her by surprise. What made him think of that?

“Yes. Joe in the Internet café gave me a key tip.” She didn’t want to elaborate, which is why she asked, “Where do you know Joe from?”

“From our training.” Pius brought the car to a standstill. “We’re here.”

Josefa looked around everywhere. “Here? Where’s the cave?”
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They proceeded systematically and thoroughly. First they packed up the photo archive then the rest of the documents. Zwicker took care of the tape cassettes and sent them immediately to the sound specialist. He’d have his triumph eight hours later, maybe the biggest of his professional career.

Late that evening, he was sitting with Kündig and the sound technician in front of the mixing console.

“Is that a copy?” he asked.

The technician shrugged. “Can’t say without comparing the tapes first. And we’d have to bring in another expert. Then we could get the English words better.”

“English words?” Kündig and Zwicker looked at each other. “What English words?”

“The section at the very end,” the technician said.

“What section?” Kündig leaned over the console as if he could read the answer there.

The technician pressed a few buttons and moved some controls back and forth. “You gotta hear this,” he said, grinning and slowly turning the volume up.

At first it sounded like scratching and fluttering, then human sounds: whispers, suppressed laughter. Rustling and groaning.

The two detectives were concentrating so hard that the sound technician didn’t dare grin anymore. Zwicker understood “yes” and “that feels” and “please” and “not yet.” A man and a woman. But it was mostly the woman speaking. He was about to ask a question when the female voice clearly said, “I love you, Dick.” Then slurping, sucking, a gasp, suppressed groans. The man said after a while, “You’ve made me happy, baby.” Sighs, suppressed giggles. Then static and crackling.

The technician broke the spell. “It goes on for a few minutes before the tape ends.”

“What, they keep on screwing?” Kündig asked, obviously off track.

“No, the sex is over, there’s nothing more, only rattling and crackling and static. No identifiable sounds. Must have been an antediluvian device that recorded it.”

Kündig looked over at Zwicker, who couldn’t help smirking.

“So it’s all about sex yet again,” Kündig finally said, dryly. “Who and with whom?”

Zwicker scratched his temple. “Could be the golfer’s wife. No wonder she needs a lawyer. That would explain some things.”

“And the man?”

“She said, ‘I love you, Dick.’”

Dick, Kündig thought, short for Richard in English.

“Richard.” He pronounced the name in German. “Right now only one man comes to mind.”

“My mind too. When do we bring him in?”
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The cave entrance, hidden behind some bushes and piles of stones, was very narrow; an experienced adult could just force his way through. Josefa stood before it wondering if she’d bitten off more than she could chew. Not until now, dressed in Helene’s climbing equipment, had she fully realized the risks involved in an expedition like this.

Pius picked up on her hesitation and smiled encouragingly. “When we’ve got the eye of the needle behind us, everything gets much wider, more open. No fear. I’ll crawl through first, pull my rucksack behind, and you just follow. You won’t regret it, believe me.”

Josefa’s whole body was shivering. “It’s OK, it’s only fear of taking the plunge, Schwellenangst, you know. I can hack it,” she replied, screwing up her courage.

Pius crept on all fours into the hole. Josefa heard rustling and scraping, then nothing. A little while later the rope to the rucksack started to move.

Now it was her turn. She ducked down into the tunnel, lay flat on her stomach, and worked her way forward like a seal. It was dark, and she crawled blindly into the unknown. The sound of Pius calling to her from far ahead gave her courage. She slowly felt her way forward. It seemed to take an eternity. Fortunately she didn’t get claustrophobic. Not yet, at least. She felt smooth, damp rock beneath her. A yellowish glimmer of light became visible in the distance—that must be Pius’s carbide lamp. Suddenly she slipped into nothingness, but a second later she felt a pair of strong hands grabbing hold of her.

“Well done, the worst is over,” Pius enthused.

Her knees were spongy, and her eyes were slow to adjust to the darkness around the circle of light.

“Stand over here, you’ll be safe there,” Pius said. Josefa was still holding tightly to his arm. Then she heard him say in a peculiarly echoing voice, “And now the surprise of your life awaits you!”

They roped themselves together and put on their rucksacks. By the light of their headlamps, they placed their feet carefully on the smooth rock. Pius led, Josefa followed. They ducked under rock ledges and forced their way through narrow cracks. Josefa could only make out sketchy silhouettes, relying on Pius’s instructions. The rope and the helmet gave a false sense of security—she had no illusions about that. A fall wouldn’t only be painful; it could, under certain circumstances, be fatal. But the more headway they made, the more confident she became. If she could make it through this part, she’d be able to make it through the rest.

They only said what was absolutely necessary; climbing demanded total concentration.

Josefa was eager to see what Pius had promised to be a revelation—an experience she’d never forget. She couldn’t turn back now anyway. She was at Pius’s mercy for better or worse.
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Richard Auer was sitting in the interrogation room with a slightly irritated expression on his face. The police had summoned him at six in the morning. He had to postpone an important nine o’clock interview with a headhunter, but he wanted to make a show of cooperating. The two officers sitting across from him mustn’t think he had something to hide.

It was like a bad movie, one of those soft porn flicks he sometimes watched in anonymous hotel rooms on business trips—although this was anything but arousing. He felt bossed around, goaded; he was on the point of telling the officers that he thought it an impertinence to have to listen to this lewd tape, but he felt the eyes of the two officers on him so he tried to appear relaxed. One of the men pressed a button at last, ending the embarrassment.

“Why did we play this tape for you, Herr Auer? Can you explain that?” Franz Kündig asked, looking exhausted. His interrogation tactics were not as well honed today as usual. Kündig’s baby was teething, and the pain was worse at night, cutting Kündig’s normal sleep in half—from five hours to two and a half.

In some world, certainly not his, people had sex in public. Or half in public, if you considered that sex in this case took place under a table with a tablecloth that reached the ground. Kündig’s exhausted state rendered him incapable of finding anything erotic in that; he would have gone to sleep under the table, and there’d be nothing on the tape but the sound of his snoring.

Richard Auer frowned. “No, no idea, but I hope you can clear this up for me so I can be of some further help.”

“Do you recognize the voices of the two parties?”

“No, I’m sorry.”

“Are you sure, Herr Auer? We can give you more time to think about it if you’d like.”

“Herr Kündig, I can only repeat what I’ve said: I do not recognize these voices. Sorry.”

“We’ll play a section for you once again,” Kündig said, motioning to Zwicker.

Richard Auer folded his arms, resigning himself to yet another round.

But suddenly he sat up. The male voice on the tape did sound familiar. That was—no, it couldn’t be. The man was speaking English, American English…Now the woman’s voice. Good God, it really was like a porn tape!

Zwicker cut the sound. “Did you understand that sentence, Herr Auer?”

“Yes.” He was rocking back and forth on his chair.

“‘I love you, Dick.’ Are you that Dick?”

“How’s that?” Auer thought he’d misheard.

“Dick as in Richard. You must know that. It’s your nickname, after all.”

It took a moment for Auer to clue in. And then he didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. But he did neither. Instead he took some deep breaths, something he’d learned to do as a German in Switzerland: always be polite, never arrogant, never didactic, never steamroll the sensibilities of the Swiss confederation.

“Let me hear that part again,” he requested.

Kündig and Zwicker exchanged glances. “Glad to, Herr Auer.” They rewound the tape and pressed play.

You couldn’t miss it now. He hadn’t been mistaken, either time. He waved for them to stop. Then he said, slowly and deliberately, “What the woman on the tape is saying is not ‘I love you, Dick.’ She is saying, ‘I love your dick,’ get it?”

Because the officers showed no immediate reaction, he elaborated. “Dick means…well…it means Schwanz. Dick is…let’s say, a vulgar word for penis. The woman’s telling the guy she loves his Schwanz. It’s got nothing to do with Richard.”

The two officers looked at Auer, the meaning of his words slowly dawning on them. Kündig turned to his colleague and said, “Can this difference be acoustically enhanced—‘you’ and ‘your’?”

Zwicker’s hand stroked his head; he was nearly bald. “We’d best have a sound technician look into it. But we can’t rule out some confusion.”

“Believe me, gentlemen…” Richard Auer began—he wanted to say, you’re barking up the wrong tree but caught himself just in time—“that is not my voice. But it does remind me of somebody.” He hesitated. Kündig leaned forward—a movement that subtly encouraged disclosure.

“I would not want to accuse anyone, but I’m just saying the voice reminds me—”

“Of?” Zwicker lacked Kündig’s patience for interrogation.

“Of Pius Tschuor.”

“The photographer?” Zwicker couldn’t conceal his excitement.

“Yes, and it’s not only the voice. It’s the words too. ‘You’ve made me happy, baby.’ That’s what Pius always says after a successful shoot. ‘You’ve made me happy, baby.’ If he’s satisfied with the model and the pictures, he always says that. I was there at the time, at the outdoors shoot and wherever.”

The two officers said nary a word.

Dick as in Richard, it’s the joke of a lifetime, Auer thought to himself. That’s how fast things can move. A woman pays her lover the usual compliments, and Richard’s immediately a suspect.

Kündig cleared his throat. “We’ll investigate the matter further, Herr Auer. We request that you tell nobody—”

“That asshole,” Auer burst out. He pounded his fist on the table. “So that’s what Schulmann was talking about the whole time!”

He jumped up and, without realizing it, started talking aloud as if trying to figure something out. “Schulmann made insinuations about my wild sex life on several occasions. He told me it was bad for my career to screw around with women connected to the company. When I told him what he was saying was absolutely uncalled for and indeed insulting, he retorted that he had proof and I’d better keep my mouth shut. He said all that very quietly, with a smile, but I found it…intimidating. And he wanted to be repaid for his silence, of course. He said I was to praise him to the skies in an internal report. I was to say how good the company morale had become, how he was able to motivate people, how enthusiastic the clients were about him.”

Auer took a step toward the officers as if pleading before a jury.

“These are things I’m expected to do all the time anyway, but subtly, gentlemen, oh so subtly. Not outright extortion. Don’t get me wrong—I’m above reproach here. There is not and has not been any wild sex life. I’m firmly in control, and my fiancée has nothing to do with Loyn. But those threats were meant in all seriousness, and as you know even rumors plucked out of thin air can be dangerous.”

He made his hands into fists without thinking. “I knew you weren’t to mess around with Schulmann. And I knew I couldn’t keep on working with a man like that, so I left the company. But now I see he really thought he had proof. That tape! He made the same mistake you did! He thought that I was Dick. The motherfucker!”

Kündig stood up. “Heinz, is that woman still in Paris?”

“I’ll see to it right away. And the man?”

“He’s probably long gone.”
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Josefa was blinded. The harsh light reflecting off the bright walls was too much for her eyes, which had just adjusted to the dark. She blinked and instinctively turned her head away. But what she saw then took her breath away. She felt like she was inside a monumental oyster shell arching high up overhead. The cave walls shimmered in fantastic, mother-of-pearl colors that flowed into one another. Bizarre pillars grew out of the ground, narrowing as they went upward, like gigantic termite mounds. Stalactites inclined toward them, hanging like icicles from a roof. It was overpowering: dripstones like crystal candelabras in an underground cathedral. Neither she nor Pius said a word.

Then they looked at each other, and Pius exclaimed triumphantly, “Did I promise too much?”

Josefa shook her head.

“Come on, there’s more to see. That’s just the beginning!”

“Can it be more beautiful? Is that possible?”

Pius held up the lamp. “Yes. But we’ll have to climb and crawl for another hour. Ready?”

Saturday, February 8

Contacted Loyn. Information: P. Tschuor had no assignments from Loyn from February 8–12. They say he is basically freelance, works for other clients as well. Get tel. number from his photo agency, Outlook. Karin Fabian gives us cell phone number. P.T. not answer cell. Fabian says she does not know where to reach him.

Apartment super says P.T. always on road. Reason for postal box (at Sihlpost Post Office). Make inquiries of other photographers. Make list of friends and acquaintances. Find P.T.’s mother in Schaffhausen. She’s heard nothing from him in three weeks. Check his last tel. calls and numbers. Results negative. P.T. seems to use mainly cell. Ex-girlfriend has no further contact. Gives us names of acquaintances. Alert passed on to other police stations, including P.T.’s license plate. P. Hartwell is shooting in London. Zwicker going there for questioning.

“I don’t like this stuff. Granola bars, sports food, astronaut dog food.” Josefa chewed listlessly on an energy bar.

“Would you rather drag a ton of food around with you? This is all concentrated in a few bites. Very practical, you’ve got to admit.” Pius turned down the gas stove.

“Sure, it’s practical, but it doesn’t particularly stimulate the appetite. Better to concentrate liquids down to a few drops. Water is good and heavy, all right.”

“But it gives you some hot tea. That feels good, right?”

They were sitting on a rocky ledge in a flat hollow. It’s true the steaming liquid slowly thawed her out. Josefa hadn’t given much thought to how cold underground caves could be. She was wearing thermal underwear—also borrowed from Helene—but cold was creeping into all her limbs nevertheless. “I’ve got to pee,” she admitted.

“Me too.” Pius stood up. “I’ll go around the corner and take the flashlight. Then you won’t be disturbed.”

Josefa waited until he was out of sight. Her numb fingers made it hard to undo the many layers of clothing and then get them back in order. She had just finished when Pius returned.

“Josefa, what would you think if I go off for a little while to look for a fork? I was here last winter with a guide, and he showed me a second way in. If I can find it, that would shorten the way back. Are you OK with that?”

“I’d rather you not.” As long as Pius was with her she felt safe. But she didn’t want to sit and wait down here alone.

“No need to be afraid. It’s only ten minutes out and ten minutes back. Nothing can happen. But it would save us the two hours it took us to crawl in here.”

A tempting prospect. The last few hours were really very strenuous. And even continual movement didn’t generate enough body heat for her to feel comfortable.

“So, twenty minutes?”

“Yes, not a minute more. Either I find the way out or I don’t. Can you do it? What do you think?” Pius regarded her almost pleadingly.

“OK,” she gave in. “But I’m taking you at your word!”

“You’ve got the whistle too, don’t forget that.” Pius started off. “Be right back.”

Josefa heard knocking and rattling noises for a few moments. Then it went quiet.

Sunday, February 9

Photographer Klaus Winiker says former colleague of P.T., Joseph Müller called “Joe,” works in Internet café in CentStn. Müller does not know where P.T. is. Not seen him for quite a long time. Says he can phone an acquaintance. But will not give me tel. Joe phones acquaintance. Says she is not home. Cell phone number not known. Leave Internet café, have call traced immediately. Phone belongs to J. Rehmer.

J.R. cannot be reached, and not by cell phone. Call her father. Doesn’t know where she is. Gives Paul Klingler’s number, business consultant, J.R. sometimes works for. Klingler says she signed out for one week vacation. Skiing somewhere in west of Switzerland. Go to J.R.’s apartment. Neighbor Esther Ardelius says she looks after place while J.R. on vacation. Gives us name of Rehmer’s friend Helene Meyer, ornithologist, Zurich Uni. Find Meyer there. Says J.R. skiing in Crans. Then to tour dripstone cave not open to public with P.T. Police in Crans check all hotels. Meyer says she can find cave researcher, an expert.

Zwicker has approval for questioning in London. P.H. wants to make statement with lawyer present. Zwicker on way to airport.
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Josefa looked at her watch again. Half an hour had already gone by. Ten minutes late, that was explainable. If only time didn’t pass so slowly down here. Pius must be in the vicinity by now. She picked up the whistle and blew it. The penetrating sound was deafening. Only an echo came back in response.

Maybe Pius answered when her ears were still buzzing. This time she plugged her ears with her fingers before blowing. Nothing. Just an echo. She stood up and stretched her legs as much as she was able to on that little ledge. Perhaps I should go around the corner and whistle from there. Maybe the rock walls cut off the sound.

She whistled once, twice, three times. Nothing. Did he even have a whistle on him? She couldn’t remember. How stupid. She was annoyed with herself. Why did she let him go off against all the dictates of reason? Pius must know that she was worried now. Why is he doing this to me? He’s got cave experience, and I don’t!

Josefa kept moving her legs so they wouldn’t go to sleep. She was cold.

Maybe Pius underestimated the distance. Or their watches weren’t synchronized.

There’s sure to be a simple explanation. He’ll pop up any minute now, apologize a hundred times, and beam at her as he announces he’s found the second exit, Josefa told herself, packing up her rucksack.

Monday, February 10

J.R. left Hotel Des Anges in Crans Saturday morning five a.m. P.T. also. He spent one night there, she five. Separate rooms. P.T. registered in hotel with own car. Three dripstone caves in area. One open to public, second closed. Third only accessible to scientists. H. Meyer says she found out that P.T. went through third cave last year with Charles Favre, scientist at Lausanne Uni. Lausanne colleagues en route. Search party forming.

Waiting for transcript of P.H. questioning in London.

It was perfectly still. Deafeningly still. Only the spattering of drops could be heard. Then the terrifying silence again.

Josefa sat immobilized. Just don’t make a sound. Just listen and see if you hear something. Somewhere.

Her bones hurt. Or was it her muscles? Everything felt clammy. Clammy and cold. She tried to stand up, move around. But her body didn’t obey. She held her arms around her shivering legs. She felt cramped, all pressed together.

How cold it is!

She’d been waiting for Pius for two hours now. She didn’t believe there was some delay or misunderstanding anymore. She’d stopped thinking that something happened to Pius. She was too angry for that, too desperate. Pius had left her here intentionally. There was no other explanation.

Her carbide lamp was still burning, but for how long? And her water supply was limited. She wasn’t hungry, just miserable and scared.

The horrible feeling of being abysmally lost.

She’d experienced it once before. Way back when—on a hike in the mountains with her father. The mountain wasn’t very high. They’d almost reached the top when the weather abruptly changed. An ice-cold wind was blowing right through their clothes. It was even more unpleasant at the top. The wind was so biting that it was a struggle just to get food out of the rucksack in spite of her hunger. Josefa was overcome by a feeling of overwhelming hopelessness. When her father asked, “Something the matter, Josefa?” she began to cry bitterly. Herbert Rehmer, clueless as ever, could only reply, “You managed to do it; now it’s downhill all the way.”

It was exactly that feeling of absolute abandonment that was lurking in every crevice. Any moment now it would creep out and attack her. At any moment, as soon as her resistance—her last spark of confidence—was extinguished.

Josefa had quickly rejected the thought of going back by herself. She would get hopelessly lost in this labyrinth. She would wait here until…what?

Nobody knew where she was except Pius. She’d told Helene and Esther about this expedition to the cave, but how long before her friends would start to think something was wrong? When would they inform the police? And how would they know where to look?

It was the darkness she feared the most, though. How long would her lamp keep burning?

She rehearsed her last conversation with Pius again and again. She had the crazy idea that she could find a clue in their exchange of words—something that she’d missed. Maybe he’d communicated something to her that might mean her rescue. Or he’d let on that he wasn’t about to come back.

She reached for his rucksack—at least he hadn’t taken that with him. It had a water bottle, two energy bars, and a foil emergency blanket. She wrapped the warm blanket around her.

Had he told somebody he was going to this cave? Had he created a safety net? Had he told his friends? But who were “his friends” anyway? Who did he spend his free time with? She knew so little about him. He had his colleagues at Loyn, and he certainly had some photographer friends. And there was this scientist who showed him the cave…And Joe. Joe was an old buddy of his. Didn’t Pius say that he knew him from their training together?

That’s odd. Was Joe a photographer once? She couldn’t even conceive of it. He’d worked as a nurse, that’s how she met him… Did Pius train as a nurse as well? She tried to visualize Pius in a white smock. Pius emptying bedpans, washing human bodies, and telling kids they didn’t have to be afraid of needles. It just didn’t fit.

She saw her father’s syringe lying before her on the desk. Insulin that he had to inject daily. Does he always do it himself or does Verena help him? Would my father miss me if I don’t come back?

It was Josefa’s body that reacted first. She had to catch her breath. Her pulse was racing. And then a terrifying image entered her consciousness. Pius. The syringe. Schulmann.

Her thoughts were all a jumble. Somebody must have given Schulmann the injection, somebody who knew a thing or two about how to do it. About fatal poisons. About overdoses.

A nurse! Was it possible that Pius…? Schulmann would have let him into his house without giving it a thought. After all, Pius would sometimes come and show him photographs, even late at night. But what motive would Pius have for poisoning Schulmann? Schulmann couldn’t hurt him. There were no indications or rumors that he was harassing the photographer.

Josefa’s ears were buzzing. Maybe the scream of the whistle had affected her eardrums. She closed her eyes.

The buzzing was more clearly audible now. More of a soft rustling sound. But it wasn’t her ears. It came from somewhere deep down there. Water!

Josefa leapt to her feet. She tried to locate where the rustling was coming from. How far away is it? Suddenly she was overcome with panic the likes of which she’d never felt before. Maybe I won’t freeze after all. Maybe I’ll drown instead.

At that moment the light in her lamp started to flicker.
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It was one of the greatest moments in Heinz Zwicker’s life. He had taken the night flight back from London for the sole purpose of opening the morning meeting. Franz Kündig was already on his way to the Waadtländer Jura and had left the field to him.

“To summarize,” Zwicker said, his voice noticeably deeper than usual. The whole staff was gathered there, eight in all.

“Pamela Hartwell began her affair with Pius Tschuor in March of last year at the presentation of the new Loyn collection in London. For both of them it was apparently mainly about sex. Moreover Tschuor took art photographs of Frau Hartwell, who had acting ambitions. Everything took place in secret. During the golf event in September the two took advantage of the break after lunch to engage in sexual activities under one of the tables in the tent. Tschuor had given Frau Hartwell two earrings that day as a gift, apparently an heirloom from his great-aunt.

“The table under which the incriminating acts took place was outfitted with a microphone, about which the two people knew nothing at that point, according to Frau Hartwell’s statement. The sexual acts—involving mutual oral gratification—lasted roughly ten minutes. They were on the tape discovered in Tschuor’s apartment and confiscated by us. When Frau Hartwell went to her hotel room shortly after her rendezvous with Herr Tschuor, she discovered an earring had disappeared. This caused her to look for it under said table in the party tent, with negative results, however. Both she and Herr Tschuor were very worried about the situation. Frau Hartwell was afraid it could lead to troublesome questions because she said Pius Tschuor told her that the earrings were very valuable.”

Zwicker took a drink of water. You could have heard a pin drop in the room.

“Tschuor found out shortly afterward about the existence of the recording. He called Frau Hartwell at the end of September to tell her about it. He said that Schulmann had played the tape for him, but in the belief that the man under the table was Richard Auer. Tschuor said Schulmann regarded the matter as a huge joke. He told Tschuor he wanted to lure Auer out of his usual reserve.

“Pius Tschuor, so said Frau Hartwell, was afraid that Werner Schulmann would play the tape for Herr Auer, and then it would come out that it wasn’t Auer who was involved but Tschuor.

“Tschuor and Hartwell were both terrified that Schulmann might blackmail them with the tape, especially Frau Hartwell. She said they could not understand how Schulmann acquired the tape. She then said that Schulmann explained to Tschuor that a reporter just happened to forget his pocket recorder and left it lying around nearby; Schulmann had played the tape to find out whose it was and stumbled across that passage on the tape.

“Tschuor and Hartwell thought his explanation did not hold water. She said they thought about strategies for resolving the situation. First, they would simply deny everything in case they were discovered because it was easy to fake a tape recording. But Pamela Hartwell was afraid of a scandal, primarily because her marriage was already on the rocks and she assumed her husband would exploit this incident in any divorce proceedings.

“Frau Hartwell and Pius Tschuor could not agree on where to go from there. Then Schulmann was murdered. When Frau Hartwell found out about it a few days later, she phoned Herr Tschuor. He said that they had nothing to fear even if the police found the tape at Schulmann’s. He said Schulmann had apparently secretly taped other people who would be of more interest to the police than the previously mentioned sequence on the tape. She said Tschuor sounded very confident and at ease.

“Frau Hartwell did not know what to think of that, but she could only sit and wait. When asked if she was afraid Tschuor might blackmail her, she stated that he would never make the tape public because Hans-Rudolf Walther, Loyn’s owner, wanted to subsidize a book of his photographs. She said Tschuor would never want to scuttle the project because of a scandal.”

Zwicker paused. “Any questions?”

The young woman spoke up, “Does this mean we suspect Tschuor killed Herr Schulmann to gain possession of the tape?”

Zwicker moved a hand to his right. “Peter, will you explain that?”

A corpulent man took the floor. “We have discovered that Tschuor began training to become a nurse after high school. He did not begin a career as a photographer until later. We are now trying to ascertain whether Tschuor obtained the substance that knocked Schulmann out.”

Zwicker took over. “If that turns out to be the case, then it strongly points to a means and a motive—that Tschuor could have actually panicked because of the tape.”

“And the Westek case?” another officer asked.

“We’re still on it, but it looks very promising—excuse me a moment.” Zwicker retrieved his cell phone from his pocket, answered it, said a few words, and then put it away.

“They found Tschuor’s car at the cave.”

“And Frau Rehmer?”

“Still no trace of Rehmer or Tschuor. There’s some hope that they will both be found in the cave.”

“How do things stand between Rehmer and Tschuor? Is she in peril?” The question came from their female colleague.

Zwicker rolled his ballpoint pen thoughtfully back and forth between his hands before he answered.

“We assume she suspects nothing, or else she wouldn’t have gone into the cave with him. The question is whether Tschuor is counting on the fact that she is not suspicious, or whether he’ll panic again.”
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He’s trying to kill me. He’s planned it all. He took off before the water came in. Josefa was quivering. The warm blanket she was clutching with stiff fingers crackled. I’m going to die here, and nobody will know what really happened.

She felt something warm running down her legs. She’d urinated. Out of fear.

The light from the carbide lamp grew dimmer and dimmer. Josefa thought about Sali. How would they explain it to him? And who would tell him? He won’t understand. He’ll just think that another person has gone from his life forever. That’s how he’ll see it. People aren’t reliable. Their promises are lies. People turn away without a word of explanation. They’re all traitors, Sali, hypocrites leaving you high and dry.

She began to cry. Her whole body was racked with cramps. She was overcome by a longing for her mother that rolled over her like a storm-tossed wave. She couldn’t stop crying. And this time nobody would say, Josefa, you mustn’t cry or we’ll all fall apart.

The tears gradually ebbed away. She was completely exhausted. And then the cold came back!

Will I freeze to death? Will my body slowly stop functioning? She stared into the light, her eyes burning.

She tried to keep herself awake. But fatigue was stronger.

Feb. 10, 2 p.m.

Call from Sebastian Sauter (Pol. Crimes). Asks whereabouts of J.R. Had information from E. Ardelius, R.’s neighbor. Sauter knows A. and R. from Pol. Dept. investigation. A. asked Sauter if something happened to R. Sauter told by A. about cave. Sauter very interested in case. Will keep him informed.

She gave a start. It was dark all around her. She felt beside her, everywhere. Cold stone. The lamp. It must have gone out when she was asleep.

Don’t be afraid, Josefa. It’s only the dark.

They must be starting to search for me now.

So much time’s gone by. They must be searching by now.

It’s so cold. So bitterly cold. Move your hands, Josefa. Fingers. Feet. Rub your face until it hurts. Pull the protective blanket tighter.

Think about Tenerife. The sun. The heat. Feel that warmth?

I’m still alive. The water hasn’t got to me yet.

Think about Helene. I can trust Helene. After all, she’s my best friend.

Think about Sebastian Sauter. You’re sure to go to heaven, Frau Rehmer. My name’s Josefa. I think the name “Sebastian’s” cool. We might go to the opera together, Josefa. Rigoletto. Rigoletto! I’d love to, Sebastian. As soon as I’m back from my skiing holiday.

Don’t be sad.

Don’t drift off. Keep your mind busy. Recite a poem. Es reitet der Vater durch Nacht und Wind. The father? Er reitet durch Nebel und Nacht und Wind…She heard a horse’s hoof beats, rattling harness. In seinen Armen hält er das Kind…Er hält das Kind…das tote Kind.

I must blow the whistle so the rider can hear me. The whistle, where’s my whistle?

The horse, it’s coming closer. Rattling, and now voices. Light, a glaring light! “Shosefa.”

Somebody was forcing her to sit up straight, holding her tight. “Buvez, Shosefa. Tout est bien. Vous êtes sauvée.”

A man was handing her a plastic cup. It was steaming. That smells good. That’s warm.

“Buvez,” the man repeated. “Ça vous fait chaud. Ça donne de la force.”

Hands were picking her up, arms supporting her. “Can you stand up?” a woman asked. She had very short hair. Her face was sunburned, but two rings around her eyes were all white. Her lips were white. She had an orange jacket on and yellow pants. A clown, Josefa thought to herself.

“We’ll take it very slowly.”

Josefa felt her legs give way. Two men held her firmly under her arms.

“Ça va aller,” one of them said. It’s going to be all right.
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Helene spread a nightie out on the bedcovers—it was white, with red-and-black ladybugs on it. “I couldn’t find anything more elegant in your size in this godforsaken place. But I thought the green nightgowns with the slit down the back were far worse.”

Josefa was touched, and she laughed, trying to fight back her tears, but then gave in. She was too weak to stop them. “It’s so nice to see you,” she said in an unsteady voice.

“You weren’t so nice to look at when they brought you out of that cave. You were the picture of misery,” she replied in a gruff voice. It was her way of keeping strong emotions under control, as Josefa knew all too well. “But Valérie and the boys did a good job. They found you in two hours.”

“Going through the first entrance?”

“Yes, the second passage was flooded in spots. There must have been a fast inflow of water sometime earlier.”

“Did they find…Pius?” Josefa had to struggle to get his name out.

“No, not yet. Kündig from Criminal Investigation will be dropping by in a minute to ask you a few questions before going back to Zurich.”

“I’d like to go back to Zurich too.”

“That will take a while yet. Doctor says you’re suffering from shock; you were completely dehydrated and had hypothermia.”

Josefa took Helene’s hand. “I was so afraid they wouldn’t find me,” she cried.

“Bull.” Helene played with her hand. “I would never let you go into a cave and not check to see if you got back in one piece. That would be the last thing I’d do. But the cops were much faster.”

“How long was I down there?”

“A little more than fifty hours.”

“Where’s my suitcase?”

“The cops confiscated everything in the car. But you’ll get your things back. They must—”

There was a knock at the door. Franz Kündig stuck his head in. Helene withdrew discreetly, promising to come back.

“He tried to kill me, didn’t he?” Josefa asked the investigating officer as soon as Helene closed the door.

“That’s something we still have to clear up, Frau Rehmer. Can you tell me what happened?”

First she told him she suspected Pius might have been involved with Schulmann’s murder. Kündig watched her closely as he made notes. Then she began to recount the events in the cave.

“Why did he want to kill me?” she asked. “Why did he think I posed a threat?” The question was burned into her brain.

Kündig gazed out the window onto the wintry scene before him. He resisted the temptation to tell her about the CI’s most recent discoveries, replying instead, “We still know too little. His car was found at the cave entrance. We don’t know if he really wanted to kill you. What we know from the woman who rescued you, Valérie Mabillard—a researcher on caves—was that he left you in the safest place in the cave, an area that’s never flooded. Maybe he got lost and a surge of water caught him unawares so that he couldn’t turn back. Until we find him, dead or alive, we won’t know for sure. But one way or the other he put your life in peril.”

There was no way that Josefa wanted to hear that Pius did not plan to kill her or that he—or his dead body—was trapped somewhere in the icy water of the cave. “And Westek? Did Pius kill Westek too?” She was persistent although shivering. She wanted an explanation. She needed to hear something that would make sense of the fear she’d felt down there.

“No, as far as we know he had nothing to do with it.” Kündig cleared his throat. “We hope to make an arrest in the Westek case soon. Maybe you can help us there, Frau Rehmer.”
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She felt all along the cool metal, caressing its curves and edges. Her hands were on the small side, fingers slender, elegant, nails polished in a pale pink. They were hands that disclosed nothing—that she knew.

Before returning to her workplace she’d get a manicure at the friendly Vietnamese lady’s around the corner who never asked tedious questions.

She huddled in front of the stove and put on more wood. The fir branches outside were bending low, heavy with snow, and gentle flakes danced before the windows. She made coffee in an old-fashioned metal pot and sat down on an old sofa covered in a colorful patchwork quilt. She tucked her legs under and began to unwind.

At last she had time to dwell on her thoughts. Sweet thoughts of revenge.

Nobody would make the mistake of underestimating her and not be punished. Not even a man like Werner Schulmann. How could all the tearful scenes she made have sucked him in so? He thought she was a helpless, passive, silly creature. How dumb was that?

Schulmann was a brilliant hacker. Had been.

And she was a brilliant parasite. She’d made use of him for her own ambitious plans. He wanted to make a play for Loyn. But she wanted to be Loyn’s figurehead.

A woman who makes it to the top. Who shows them all up.

Werner used her apartment computer so that nobody could find any trace of his secret shenanigans. And he unwittingly presented her with the very trail she needed. What that data pirate raided from the company’s network—that was what she was after too. He compiled files with documents he’d stolen from Loyn’s secret electronic databases. And she…she had surreptitiously fastened a little mirror over the desk. (Women are known for putting mirrors everywhere, aren’t they, Werner?) She cracked his password in a few days; after that it was child’s play.

She got up to pour herself another cup of coffee. Then she went to the window and looked at the drifting snow.

Schulmann. She never was afraid of him. She knew him, all right; he was just like her—unscrupulous. But he wasn’t good enough. He didn’t have the right stuff to reach the top rungs on the ladder. Made too many enemies. She despised him with every bone in her slender body.

How good it was that she’d put her money on another guy in the nick of time. Karl Westek. He had his own schemes. And Westek was once a powerful man in a huge corporation. She courted Westek. He needed her.

Then Schulmann was murdered, and that confused her. No, not confused—bewildered was more like it. Pleasantly bewildered. She’d never have believed Francis Bourdin, that slob, could carry out a murder so carefully. And Bourdin had to be the murderer, no question. But then he got scared. Wasn’t up to it. Though the cops couldn’t pin anything on him. Can’t even today.

In spite of the bugs. Schulmann used them to blackmail Bourdin for sure. Werner would never have dreamed Bourdin could pull off a thing like that without telling him. Probably hadn’t been paying enough attention. Must have rankled a hell of a lot. One hell of a lot. And Bourdin—you’ve got to hand it to the guy—simply put Schulmann away.
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“Josefa?”

“Sebastian!”

“Am I interrupting you—bothering you?” he said, switching to the more intimate form of address.

“Sebastian, I’m so happy to hear your voice. I thought maybe…maybe we’d never ever—”

“Josefa, everything’s OK now; it’s all over. You’re safe, do you hear? That will never happen again. Never.”

“It was terrible down there. So cold and still…It was scary. I felt so lonely.”

“I know. It must have been horrible. You’re very brave, Josefa. Everybody’s very impressed with you. I wished I could have… Esther Ardelius phoned me because she was so worried. I was… Your father moved heaven and earth.”

“Papa?”

“Yes, I heard from a colleague that he called up somebody in the canton government to urge the police to get a move on. He used all his pull to get them to look for you. And your friends, Helene and Esther—what terrific friends you have, Josefa. They’d move mountains for you. They—”

“Sebastian.”

“I’m talking too much, right? I know, I ought to let you rest, I—”

“Sebastian. I thought about Rigoletto when I was down there. And that we wanted to go to the opera. Isn’t that crazy? I thought Sebastian’s sure to have bought tickets already. I can’t now…I can’t just simply go like this…like…like…Do you understand?”

“Yes, yes, I understand. Oh, Josefa. You can’t imagine how I… When are you back in Zurich?”

“Soon, Sebastian. Very soon.”
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She heard thunder in the distance. It lasted several seconds. She listened hard. An avalanche. It must be an avalanche.

But she was safe here. The hut had stood here for fifty years. Her father had told her that on a family picnic.

The snow was thinning out, might even stop completely. Suddenly she was shivering, though the heat from the fire was intense. Remembering Karl Westek must have caused her uneasiness.

How angry she was during those weeks when it looked like Westek was letting the whole thing slip through his fingers. He was extremely nervous; Thüring and Salzinger had been rubbed out, Feller-Stähli was no longer in the land of the living either, Van Duisen wasn’t in the game anymore. And to make their misery complete, Westek was right in the middle of expensive divorce proceedings.

That wimp. Her hopes were dashed; her climb to the top of Loyn looked like it was in the utmost danger.

She got madder and madder every time she thought about it. She kicked a piece of wood across the room. That son of a bitch. That backstabber. Westek had wanted to drop her and go it alone. That bastard thought because his pals were dead that maybe his hour had come. Westek, going it alone. He sniffed an opportunity because he had good reason—good information—to suspect that Loyn was buried in debt, that Walther would be forced to sell. Westek supposed as much, thanks to information he had from her. That vulture. She’d given him all the data, and now he was cold-blooded enough to cut her out.

It took great effort back then to keep her anger in check. How she’d loved to have drowned him in boiling water! Like a farmer in her village used to do with June bugs. But she knew she had the upper hand, and that kept her calm enough to deal with it.

How stupid Westek was to think she wouldn’t find out about his plans. Now that she was so close to Hans-Rudolf Walther, now that she was indispensable to the old boss, everything had changed. She’d never been so high up before.

No doubt about it: she was coming down to the wire.

Westek had thought he could exploit Walther’s dicey position. He wanted to present himself as a savior in time of need. A white knight. And this was all going on behind her back. A rank amateur, that Westek. She had to ditch him; he was getting in her way.

It had been so simple. They went to the Düsseldorf Investors Convention in his Porsche. She wore a wig, and they registered under an assumed name—he didn’t want to make his divorce any more complicated than it already was. And while he was off on business, she had time, a lot of time, to take care of the Porsche’s motor and brakes. He thought she was going shopping. (Because that’s what women like to do most of all, don’t they, Herr Westek?) And she did do it, afterward. After all, she needed an alibi—and shopping bags with impressive names on them. Just in case.

The snow was getting heavier. Her rage had subsided, she noticed with a smile. She fished out a hard, anise-seed stick out of a tin can and nibbled on it, lost in thought. How easily things had gone afterward! The big row with Westek just before the trip home to Switzerland, along the lines of: I’m just your sex kitten, a cheap lay. You don’t love me, et cetera. The sort of things men hate. Naturally he wanted to get rid of her, so she just had to burst into tears, pack her things, and run off. And all it cost her was a ticket to Zurich on the Intercity Express.

Nobody had better get in Claire Fendi’s way. You don’t stab her in the back just like that.

Who would ever suspect that such a dainty, angelic woman was behind the sabotage on the brakes? Westek was only another link in the chain, along with the “accidents” involving Thüring, Salzinger, and Feller-Stähli. They’d be sure to look for the perp, or perps, among the victims of the Swixan bankruptcy.

She warbled away to herself:

For no one knows my little game,

That Rumplestilt—I mean—

That Death’s Angel is my name!
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“No, she said a little lake.”

Kündig’s voice echoed around the white tile walls. He was sitting on the rim of a bathtub. The head nurse had summarily shipped him off to this bathroom when he asked where he could use the phone undisturbed.

He had his cell phone in his right hand, a piece of paper in his left with a sketch that Josefa Rehmer had made. It had occurred to her that Claire might have gone to that out-of-the-way mountain valley, the cirque where they’d gone skiing together. The sketch showed mountains, firs, and a road leading into a valley. “Frau Rehmer didn’t actually see the lake. It was frozen over and under a blanket of snow. A kind of small mountain chalet was somewhere near the lake, in the firs.”

Kündig was dying for a cup of coffee, but his colleagues in Zurich were keeping him tied up.

“It’s an isolated part of the woods, looks like a barrier forest against avalanches.” A barrier forest in an isolated valley? Why? For one lousy chalet? Kündig didn’t even want to think about it. He was a city man, body and soul.

He squirmed on the hard edge of the tub that was digging into his behind. Lucky his colleagues couldn’t see him right now.

“The chalet? It’s right in the middle. No, not the valley, the middle of the woods. So you don’t have her sketch in front of you; I made a point of faxing it, it’s all on there. What? You need more details? No, I can’t disturb her now, she’s sleeping. I can’t see her for an hour. What does the geographer say? So what if it’s a geographer or a mountain guide, the main thing is he knows the area!”

Kündig adjusted his sitting position again.

“Did Düsseldorf come up with anything yet? OK, getting the people in the hotel there is critical. The name Karl Westek assumed he lifted from his former tax adviser. Isn’t that a doozie? Well, thank God I don’t have an expensive divorce hanging around my neck like Westek did. Yeah, and no girlfriend twenty years younger than me if that makes you happy. Is the mountain guide getting somewhere? What’s he say? Yes, yes, I’ve got all the time in the world, I’m in a hospital, you know.” He gave a sigh of resignation.

“What photos? Anonymous sender? Oh, those photos, the ones Westek’s wife got of his sexual escapades. No, that was another bed bunny; that wasn’t the woman in Düsseldorf. No, not Claire Fendi, that’s obvious. The man really couldn’t stop himself, one after the other; he had his brain between his legs. Well, drop it. Let him rest in peace. Too bad we haven’t any witnesses from the convention. Doesn’t matter. But Fendi’s home computer is a genuine gold mine. Wonderful documents, Zwicker says. Sounds good. Seems she wasn’t so clever after all. I’m curious to hear what the lady’s going to tell us.”

He struggled to his feet. That was enough sitting for a while; his rear end was sore.

“No, the sun was in her eyes. At one o’clock, when they were on the slope. So you figure out where south is. We could save ourselves a lot of trouble if we could ask Fendi’s parents. They’re somewhere in Spain, Heinz says. And Spain’s big. Her brother died five years ago, car accident. He was a speed fiend. And her father must have been a real tyrant, the genuine article. There was a court case a few years back because the guy’s supposed to have burned all his daughter’s belongings. And you know why? Because she wanted to move out! Yeah, burned them, tutti quanti—clothes, books, papers, even her skis, can you imagine? Must have been a royal asshole. And then he got off. Witness versus witness, and the mother claimed she didn’t see anything. Case dismissed, you know the drill. Those characters act like Mongolian chiefs in their own home. And you can never pin a thing on them. What? No, I’m not getting worked up, why should I, we know all that. Heinz is looking for aunts, uncles, distant relatives as we speak. But we might get there first. What—” Kündig came to life. About time! “What, three? How are they different? Yes, the minute she’s awake. Bye now.”

Happy to be sprung from his uncomfortable white prison, he took the elevator to the cafeteria.

He was knocking back his third espresso when his cell phone rang.

“I’ve got to find the note first,” he said, thumbing through his notebook. “Shoot. What? Spell that, please.” Kündig wrote down three names and put a slash after the first before adding one more word.
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She looked out the window. Blue-gray snow clouds covered the sky. She lit a second oil lamp. She’d finally have time to read the newspapers she’d brought along, including the Wall Street Journal and Financial Times—she knew what she had to do for Walther in her new position. Josefa would be amazed at how far busy little Claire had gone. And would still go.

There was a time when she looked up to Josefa, admired her, would have done anything for her. But she was wrong about Josefa—how quickly an idol can fall from its pedestal! Josefa gave up without a struggle, simply pitched everything overboard that the two women had built up over four years. She betrayed her team, hung her assistant out to dry. What a pathetic defeat!

How spineless women are! Women like Josefa. Women like her mother, who would always lay down her arms in front of her husband. Who would never give it right back to him. Who would never defend her daughter, never offer to protect her. A mother who betrayed her daughter. But you don’t know me, my dear sweet mother. Your daughter has learned to take what’s rightfully hers. By hook or by crook, at any cost, because you don’t get anything without paying a price. That’s exactly what Josefa had never realized.

Claire angrily wiped some crumbs from the anise-seed stick off the table. She had gotten it so wrong.

They both were obsessed and angry and plotted revenge. But only she had enough determination. The little assistant.

Josefa had let herself be pushed out so easily. She wasn’t made for a no-holds-barred fight. She wasn’t the right caliber for the climb to the top. No elbows and skin that was far too thin. And she couldn’t use men for her own purposes, didn’t know how a woman could deploy the art of seduction properly, could bring sex into play. Josefa had nothing to fight Schulmann with. Simply hoisted the white flag. She was too naïve and far too easily intimidated. They both had a spiteful Fury hidden within, but Josefa just turned into a sensitive plant. And so her little assistant had to implement what the boss couldn’t achieve.

I know how to use my enemies. The thought filled Claire with great satisfaction. She put the papers on the plain wooden table and pulled up a chair. Then she thought she heard something. An odd sound. She listened intently. Nothing, only the crackling of the fire.

She sat down and opened up the first paper. One day her name would be in these pages. Her picture. The woman who made it. Who didn’t let herself get pushed around. Who couldn’t be shoved into a corner like some old umbrella. Who was craftier than all the rest, stronger, tougher. A warm, intoxicating feeling filled her. But before she could read the first paragraph, she heard it again. That noise. Only closer this time. Menacingly close.
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When Kündig came back to the ward, Josefa greeted him with a worried look. Her face was abnormally flushed. “Have you found her yet?” she asked.

Kündig shook his head and pulled out a piece of paper. “But we’re moving ahead.”

“Is she in danger? What could happen to her?”

Kündig shuffled his feet, embarrassed. He hadn’t told the patient the whole truth. She’d been led to believe that the police were looking for Claire Fendi as an important witness. Apparently that meant to Josefa that her former assistant could be a threat to somebody and for that reason could be in danger herself.

“There’s no reason to worry,” Kündig assured her. “We’re doing all we can. As far as that valley is concerned, I have here three names, and maybe you can recall something about them.” He read the names: Mattental, Glaubiger Berg, Velten-Höhe.

Josefa shrugged. “This will be disappointing for you. Claire never told me the name, and I never asked what it was, as incredible as it may sound.”

Kündig stuck with it. “The locals also call the Mattental ‘Güldeli.’”

“Güldeni? No, doesn’t ring a bell.”

“Güldeli, not Güldeni.”

Josefa sank back into the pillows in despair. She’d been rescued by courageous people, but there was nothing she could do to help find Claire. “Güldeli for gülden or golden,” she murmured, exhausted.

Kündig scowled. “I’ll phone my colleagues again; maybe they’ve dug up some more information in the meantime.” He went to the door.

“Dorita!”

“Beg your pardon?” Kündig turned on his heel.

“Dorita. Don’t you remember? You asked me at the police station if I knew who Dorita was. Translate ‘Dorita’ into German and it comes out ‘the little golden one.’ Or ‘Güldeli’ in the dialect. Maybe it’s not coincidental.” Josefa’s cheeks glowed.

Kündig was puzzled. He looked at her without saying a word, then asked, “In what language?”

“What did you say?”

“What language is ‘Dorita’ in?”

“I don’t know. Maybe Spanish. But I’m not sure.”

“Spanish.” Kündig frowned. “Spanish,” he repeated slowly. “Yes, that makes sense. That makes sense.”

“Who is Dorita?” Josefa asked.

But Kündig was already out the door.
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That sound again—a crunching, like footsteps in the snow. She peeked out the window but could only make out the shadowy silhouettes of fir trees. Maybe it was an animal; she’d seen deer around the chalet.

She put on her down jacket and slipped on her trekking boots. Then she grabbed the key, clutching it like a talisman. She climbed carefully up onto the table and opened the little window at the rear of the chalet. She slid over the sill and glided down into the soft snow, then closed the shutters, leaving a small crack. Now she listened. There was a faraway buzzing noise like the sound of a helicopter. She quickly ran behind the nearest fir. She circled the chalet under cover of the trees. The snow was trampled down right beside the walls all around the building. Were those her tracks? She had to make sure. Her hand felt for the reassuring cold metal in her pocket. She couldn’t hear anything suspicious. Trudging ahead as quietly as possible, she checked the tracks in the snow by the dimming light. No doubt about it, they were hers. Relieved, she stood up straight and stalked toward the door. She pulled out the key—and stopped short. Her eyes fell on something that made her blood run cold. A large, unfamiliar footprint.

The window. Opening the door would take too long. She ran around the corner, pushed the window open, and pulled herself up on the sill, holding the key in her teeth. She pulled one leg up after her but couldn’t get any purchase on the sill.

She tried it again.

“May I help you?” A loud, mocking voice. A man’s voice. Claire’s knee was stuck between her arm and the sill, so she couldn’t turn her head to see him. Now she heard him coming closer. She figured out at once from which direction: from the shadows behind the fir tree where she’d hidden.

Her arms slackened, and she let herself drop. The key plopped into the snow. The man was already right behind her.

“Criminal Investigation. Do exactly what I tell you,” he commanded. “Pick up the key.”

She bent down, turning slightly, and when she straightened up, she was staring down a gun barrel. The man had a dark ski suit on, a hood that revealed just a bit of his face, and opaque sunglasses.

“Now go to the door.”

Cops out of uniform. How did they find her? Or were they not looking for her at all?

Maybe it was all a mix-up. Best to play the innocent.

“Please put that gun away, it scares me,” she requested in a soft voice.

“Just a precautionary measure,” the man said. His voice was calm, superior. “Unlock it.”

How did he know the door was locked? How long had she been watched?

She turned the key, and the lock stuck, as always. She turned around. “Could you push the door open, it’s so heavy.”

Maybe he’d fall for it.

“You can easily do it yourself,” the man replied. “And don’t try to make a run for it; our men have the place covered.”

She pushed the door open with great effort. She’d found her role, the helpless victim.

“Shut the window,” the man said as he sat down on the sofa. She saw he was wearing thin leather gloves. When she got to the window, he changed his mind.

“No, leave it open.”

She turned around and faced him. He was still pointing the gun at her.

“Take your jacket off.”

She did what he asked and laid the jacket gently on the floor.

“Sit over there.” He pointed to the corner near the stove and looked around. “You have a nice little workshop here,” he said. “A workshop for bomb-throwers or what?”

If only he’d take his hood off, he must be sweating in that outfit.

“And now tell me how you killed Westek.”

His sunglasses reflected the fire in the stove. She couldn’t see his eyes.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Claire had quickly realized there was something fundamentally wrong. But she instinctively felt it was smarter not to let on about anything.

“Don’t play dumb, that won’t help.” The man’s voice was razor sharp.

She tried offense as the best defense. “Can I see your police ID?”

“How did you kill Westek?” the man repeated. One hand held the gun in his lap, the other lay carelessly on the back of the sofa.

He didn’t frisk me, Claire thought. Maybe he’s not a cop after all, a thought that invigorated and terrified her at the same time. Her jacket was too far away. A cold draft was coming from the window. She tried soft-soaping him once again. “I’d very much like to help you, but you must appreciate that first I’d like to know who I’m dealing with.”

“How did you kill Westek?”

“I’d like to talk to my lawyer,” Claire said, shifting around in her chair.

“Stay where you are!” the man barked. Now Claire was certain that she was in real danger—and not from the police.

“How did you kill Westek?”

Claire said nothing.

The man leaned forward. “Then I’ll tell you how you murdered Westek. You went to Düsseldorf with him. You went to the Investors Convention with him, and he gave you his car for the rest of the day. That’s what he told me on the phone. Just in passing; he didn’t know how important that was.”

Claire winced inwardly. What else did Westek blab to this man?

“You jiggered the brakes into a death trap, madam. A trap that would snap shut at high speed on the autobahn. That’s how it was, right?”

His tone grew scarier and scarier. Claire listened with bated breath.

“You planned everything down to the last detail. Here, in this chalet, right? Here, in this neat little workshop in the mountains where nobody ever comes. You had a fight with Westek, and then he threw you out the door—he told me that too. Then you disappeared and let him drive to his death. Was that not so, madam?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Claire said, as composed as possible. “You must be confusing me with somebody else. I barely knew Herr Westek. I’ve nothing to do with his tragic death.”

“Oh, really?” the man said sarcastically. He took his cap off with his left hand and his sunglasses as well but kept his leather gloves on.

Claire stared at him, mystified. She knew the man from somewhere—and yet she wasn’t sure. Was it him? But that was impossible! No, it must be a delusion. A nightmare.

The man gave her a vaguely smug smile. “Good camouflage, huh? The miracle of plastic surgery. Nobody recognized me in Düsseldorf.”

His face was contorted in a sardonic grimace. “A little cocaine can’t wipe out a terrific plan like Westek’s and mine. I can pull strings behind the scenes too. Things actually turn out better if you’re out of sight, as you know well, my pretty one. Nobody knows who I am. It’s a more comfortable life anyway, living in secrecy. Am I right, Dorita?”

Claire instinctively bit her lip. Her muscles were aching from the tension.

But Westek’s treachery hurt her even more—another betrayal. And it pained her that she couldn’t kill him a second time. He’d handed over her pseudonym to him. Why had she used the same password for Schulmann and for Westek? Dorita. A serious blunder.

The man on the sofa ran his leather fingers through his blonde hair. His hair used to be dark. He must have dyed it, Claire thought to herself. And his eyebrows too. His tinted contacts were a bright blue, a good disguise for anybody trying to hide his true eye color. His nose wasn’t as fleshy as before, and his teeth were white, straight—perfect. Only his shoulders were as broad as ever, his figure bullish, like in the pictures in the papers.

Why hadn’t she recognized Beat Thüring’s voice right off? But she’d only had one long conversation with him, in St. Moritz, when she could hardly shake him off. She couldn’t think straight. She needed a new strategy; she had to play for time. For space.

She had to play to win.

“Dorita?” she heard herself say in a soft voice. “A pretty name, isn’t it? Westek didn’t tell me the big secret until Düsseldorf—that you didn’t drown at all. Just disappeared from view. And that you were rather dependent on Westek’s good graces. Poor Beat. That’s what he called you. Sure he confided in me, everything. He was proud of me. It made him proud to have a mole at Loyn. Dorita. I gave Westek all the key information. Well, he suddenly decided it would work better without you, Herr Thüring. Westek didn’t want to split anything with you; you were just a nuisance to him.”

The man opened the top of his ski suit and peeled his sleeves off. The pistol lay beside him on the sofa.

“Westek should have rubbed you out right away, you piece of shit,” he said. “But he was too cautious; he always wanted to make absolutely precise plans so he would be safe and above suspicion. Well, I don’t bother with those things.” He stood up and slipped off his boots, not letting Claire out of his sight. “But first let’s have a little fun.” His smile was unambiguously lewd. “Westek said at least Dorita’s useful in bed.”

“Westek faked you out beautifully on that one,” Claire said with feigned ease. “He wanted to move ahead with the Walther business. He wanted to buy the company from him for a pile of cash. And throw you to the wolves.”

Thüring’s laugh was rough and dry. He opened his zipper down to his belt, snaked out of his overalls, and stood in front of her in his long underwear.

Claire kept on talking—talking to save her life. “I knew all about the locker in Düsseldorf. Karl told me everything: that you’d leave him a lot of money in a locker. And you’d leave the key at stand 412 at the convention, hiding it behind the coffee machine. He didn’t want to meet you face to face. That might’ve been too dangerous.” She took a deep breath. “He also gave me the combination for the lock on the briefcase with the money. He wrote it down for me, just in case. Everything he told you on the phone was a decoy. He wanted to con you, Thüring. That’s why you killed him, right?”

“Aren’t you laying it on a bit thick, you lousy little bitch? Why should he pick you of all people to tell all of this?” Thüring was still standing in front of the sofa and looking down at her. It was clear that he didn’t believe her. Or not completely. But at least she’d unsettled him a little—and got him distracted. He had to wonder how she knew about the locker. How she knew the number of the stand. And maybe the combination too. His face was twitching a bit. She could read his uncertainty: Maybe she’d seen compromising bank documents at Westek’s? The secret accounts for illegal transactions? He had to find out how much she actually knew. She and any potential accomplices.

“I’ve got proof right here, in this chalet,” Claire said.

Thüring’s eyes narrowed into slits. “You’re lying, you dirty rotten whore.”

“Westek gave me the number. The paper with the combination on it is in the bag under the sofa.”

“You sneaky little slut. You think I’m going to fall for that?”

“Just stick your hand under there. You’ll see I’m telling the truth.”

He hesitated a moment. Then reached under the sofa without taking his eyes off her and pulled out a green leather handbag.

“The note’s in the little side pocket.”

He sat down on the sofa and rummaged around in the bag. A white piece of paper surfaced in his hand, folded over several times.

Claire’s muscles tensed. This was her one chance. Thüring would need both hands to unfold the paper. The gun was lying on his thigh.

Claire bounded over to the stove, grabbed the hot, half-full coffee pot, and threw it in Thüring’s direction. She heard him scream. She ducked down, grabbed her jacket, pulled out the pistol, and took aim. Her burned fingers brought tears to her eyes.

She saw Thüring’s face as if through a veil; it was stained with the brown liquid. Her opponent stood up and waved his arms. Claire fired.

His large body sagged and hit the floor. Claire prepared to shoot again. Thüring lay before her with his legs twisted. She came a little closer. He was holding his stomach; blood was gushing out. She couldn’t see his gun.

“Don’t shoot,” he pleaded. “Don’t shoot.”

“Keep nice and still. Or else…” She kept watching him, tense and alert, her fingers trembling on the trigger.

“Westek never wrote the combination down,” she said scornfully. “You dickhead. Why should he? That weasel. I taped him in the parking lot. We were all set to drive away when his cell phone rang and he told me to get out of the car.” She was talking more to herself than to the man whimpering and bleeding on the floor.

“Ordered me out of the car, the bastard. As if he shouldn’t get out and take the call. I said I wanted a cigarette in my handbag. I had a tape recorder in there and secretly turned it on.”

Claire laughed dryly. “That idiot never could learn anything new. Always being spied on and never even noticed. The person on the phone gave him the stand number and the combination for the attaché case. There was talk of a lot of money. Westek repeated everything out loud as he wrote it down. In exact detail. So that he would understand everything perfectly. Now I know who the caller was. Thank you, you rat.”

Suddenly Thüring kicked out at her with all his strength. He caught her on the shin. Claire lost her balance and fell against the stove. But she kept a tight grip on the pistol.

He couldn’t get up as fast as she did.

She fired. And fired.

Until Beat Thüring lay lifeless on the floor.
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The ward looked like a flower shop. Josefa had already arranged to give the bouquets to the nursing staff. She sat by the window waiting for Helene to pick her up. The doctor had finally discharged her but prescribed therapy in Zurich for post-traumatic stress symptoms. “The effects of experiences of this kind always show up later; it’s important to take care of them with specialized treatment,” she explained.

Take care. It would be nice, Josefa thought, if everything could be taken care of, like a bad dream. If she could only wake up and find it had merely been a nightmare. She thought of the people in Kosovo. What was it like for those Muslim women who bore children by the men who’d raped and tortured them? Did they get specialized treatment too; did that take care of everything? Josefa looked at the flowers, the white bedcovers she’d slept under for the last time, the leftovers from lunch on the tray. Her packed travel bag was beside her.

But she hadn’t packed the letter lying on the night table.

Esther had forwarded her mail to the hospital. There was a letter from Herbert Rehmer; it had been postmarked one day before Josefa’s trip to Crans. Verena Rehmer, who’d called the hospital daily, knew about the letter and expressed some concern about how she would cope with its problematic contents in her “fragile condition.”

“We don’t want to burden you with more worries,” she said. That “we” is what struck Josefa. She thought it was actually none of her stepmother’s business. She exchanged a few words with her father on the phone—Josefa had expressly forbidden him to come to the hospital—but all she said was, “Thanks for the letter.” It was still too fresh, too early; there would be time later for getting things straight. She had to sort out her own feelings first.

She took the handwritten pages out of the envelope and read the lines that by now she almost knew by heart:

Dear Josefa,

This letter is for your eyes only, and I want to expressly request that under no circumstances will you ever make it public knowledge.

It is not easy for me to reopen the painful past. But if it helps you cope with the present, I cannot deny you your wish.

When the doctors told your mother that she had an advanced stage of cancer, she reacted by repressing it. Filomena did not want to hear one word about chemotherapy and radiation but sought help from a miracle worker in her homeland. You might remember that she often went to Italy in those days. But she did not visit her relatives, as she told you two kids, but one of the slickest of quacks instead.

Please excuse my blunt language, but I have my reasons. Your mother came increasingly under the sway of this miscreant, mainly whenever there was a clear, but temporary, improvement in her condition. I tried to hold her back but couldn’t; I wanted to give her the liberty of dealing with her disease in the way she wanted to. And I felt powerless against that tumor.

But one day when she came back from Italy, Filomena started talking about a separation. She wanted to move to Italy and take you with her. That’s when I began to defend myself. I did not want to lose you. I sought help from doctors and psychologists. Filomena and I gradually became closer again; we talked long and hard, something we had done all too rarely in our marriage.

Unfortunately her condition rapidly worsened in the next few months. It was her express wish that we not tell you children how bad she was. Maybe that was a mistake. I think she could not even admit it to herself. She never gave up hope for a cure, to the end. But as a result her death must have been a much greater shock for you children.

As the end neared, she needed stronger and stronger painkillers. They changed her personality more and more. As I told you earlier, she was exceedingly confused. Shortly before she died, her mind reverted to the time when she wanted to go to Italy and take you with her. That is why she insisted that “Josefa belongs to me.”

I have never told you and your brother about how confused she became because I did not want to cloud your memory of your mother in that way.

I hope this answers your question.

When you have children yourself, you will see that it is easy to make mistakes in difficult situations. I was certainly not immune to them then and am still not. But I do not want to carry guilty feelings around with me my whole life long because of it. And I am just not able to anymore.

All best wishes from

Papa

Josefa folded the pages and put them back in the envelope. She stared out the window for a long time. The chain of hills on the horizon dissolved into white clouds. The sky was pleasant in spite of the gray. Josefa wanted to have a question answered, and here was an answer at last. One answer. But would she ever get answers to all her questions?

Claire came to mind. What could have happened to her? Franz Kündig had left for Zurich four days ago…

The phone on the night table rang. That must be Helene.

But somebody else’s voice was on the line. A husky whisper.

“Josephine, how are you? I feel so sorry for you!”

She almost dropped the receiver. It was Joan Caroll.

“Josephine, I heard about those awful goings-on. It’s just terrible, the things that happened to you!”

Josefa tried to sound as unruffled as possible. “So nice of you to call, Joan. I’m feeling pretty well, under the circumstances.”

“Is it true about Pius, Josephine? People are saying he tried to kill you.”

That surprised her. Word got around fast. “No, probably not. He might well have got lost in the cave and couldn’t find his way back. Some water flooded in, you know. The people who rescued me think he drowned.”

“Oh, Josephine, that must have been so dreadful for you. I absolutely had to talk to you. I owe you an explanation.”

Josefa burst out, “Because of the earrings.”

“Yes,” she heard Joan say. “It wasn’t very clever of me, and I hope you’re not angry because of it. Pius gave them to me as a present.”

“Pius?” Josefa sat down on the edge of the bed.

“Yes, he always paid so much attention to me, he…was after me and…there was nothing between us, believe me. But sometimes a woman needs a little consoling when she’s tired and down. I didn’t put Pius in his place firmly enough. That was unprofessional of me. He gave me those earrings, and I accepted them. Afterward I saw pictures of Pamela Hartwell wearing the same earrings. I caught on right away. I was furious. Do you see what I mean, Josephine?”

“Not quite, but please go on, Joan.”

“Oh, it’s so humiliating, Josephine. I sent you the earrings because I wanted Pius to see them. So that he’d get the message. I thought you’d tell him about them or wear them when he was with you. It was a stupid, petty act of revenge. I’m so sorry.”

Helene peeked into the room. Josefa gave her a sign and her friend tiptoed over to the chair by the window and sat down.

“I was enraged at the time, especially at men. I felt used and deceived. I wanted to let him have it right back.”

Josefa looked at Helene apologetically. “No need to explain. We all have those feelings,” she replied.

“Josephine, there’s something else you must know. The jewels are genuine. Pamela must have been wearing copies.”

“Copies?”

“Yes. Pius said the earrings were his great-aunt’s. Wealthy women often have copies made of their expensive jewelry. They keep the real ones in a safe and wear the imitations. Pamela Hartwell got the imitations. The genuine ones are worth twenty thousand dollars.”

“How do you know that?”

“I had them appraised, of course. If the earrings were junk, I wouldn’t have given them to you. I’d have thrown them away. My revenge would have been perfect only if Pius would have seen that I’d rejected his twenty-thousand-dollar gift, with no regrets. Do you understand?”

No, Josefa thought, not really. Why did Pius give Joan a gift worth twenty thousand dollars? Why didn’t he bankroll his photography book with it? Or did he want to curry favor with Joan? Did he hope she’d help him in his career? Or that she’d let herself be photographed in the nude like Pamela?

“I sincerely hope you’re not mad at me, Josephine.”

“I appreciate your frankness, Joan,” Josefa replied in her benumbed state, “and many thanks for the present.”

“Lots of luck, Josephine, and all the best.”

Helene was observing her with curiosity the whole time. “So who was that?”

“If I tell you, can I ask you a question?” Josefa responded.

Helene nodded.

“Joan Caroll has given me a twenty-thousand-dollar present,” Josefa said, and then without a pause, “What’s the story with Claire?”


[image: image]

The corpse made for a horrible picture. Blood was seeping onto the rough wooden floor. Given the choice, Claire would have loved to show Thüring to the public in this state—in his long johns. The erection he’d gotten while planning to rape her would have made him look even better. That was probably his routine at Swixan, banging female employees and then dumping them.

How did Thüring find out she was here? He must have followed her. He knew she had tampered with the Porsche’s brakes. He knew a lot of details—but where did he get them? Only from Westek? Or did he have an accomplice, somebody who might have tailed her in Düsseldorf? Maybe he didn’t have her shadowed but Westek instead. Maybe he didn’t trust Westek as far as he could throw him. She’d never find out the truth. But one thing was certain: He wanted to get his revenge on her, wanted to find out how much she knew about everything and who else might know. That’s why he tracked her down.

Why hadn’t she detected anything suspicious? Maybe he was simply following in her tracks at a safe distance. That wasn’t hard to do in the new snow that fell the night before.

She had to bury the body, but the ground was hard as a rock. And she couldn’t imagine doing it with her burned hands. It was better to drop the body into the lake, and Thüring’s car along with it. She felt around in her pockets and took out the key. Then she paused. What if she couldn’t break through the ice on the lake? Or the ice gave way under the car’s weight before she found a good spot?

Wouldn’t it be better to take off and leave the corpse here? Nobody could prove she was the murderer.

She looked around. She’d have to make her workshop disappear. Too bad. But what if they’d think that it was Thüring’s hideout? That he had tinkered with Westek’s Porsche? But her footprints were in the snow. And her fingerprints all over the chalet. She’d have to deal with that later. She’d find a solution to everything. One thing was for sure: There were no witnesses to the murder. Nothing was over yet.

First she’d have to take care of his car. She put on her jacket and her boots. Then she eased her gloves over her reddened skin.

The crackling and crunching of snow underfoot was the only sound breaking the silence of the valley. Good that she was so far from civilization. After a quarter of an hour’s march she saw the glint of her car in the woods. But Thüring’s car was nowhere to be seen. She walked back along the road through the forest, up to the curve and then spotted it, a white SUV.

She opened the passenger door and went through the glove compartment. All she found was the registration—under a fictitious name. She looked under the seats. Nothing. A flashlight, tissues, and a road map lay on the rear seats.

She walked around the car, opened the tailgate, and found a black suitcase. She searched through Thüring’s key ring until she found a little key. It fit. She rifled through clothing and other personal belongings until her hand hit a hard surface. She unearthed a file folder, made herself comfortable on the driver’s seat, and started the motor to warm the car up.

The documents were in English. Her gloves made paging through them difficult, but she quickly realized that they had to do with a declaration of intent, involving the Loyn Corporation in Zurich and Kerikko International Investments based in the Bahamas. But how did these preliminary contracts fall into Thüring’s hands? Not even Schulmann had gotten his paws on documents like these.

She started to examine the pages more closely. It was instantly obvious what she had in front of her: a preliminary contract for the sale of the Loyn Corporation to Kerikko International. She felt hot all of a sudden, her heart was pounding. That couldn’t be! That simply wasn’t true—but there it was, in black and white: Hans-Rudolf Walther was flogging his tradition-rich company to an ominous investment company in the Bahamas.

Walther must have been planning this for a long time! He must have been negotiating for weeks with this company, maybe months. Walther had led all his employees to believe something else was in the wind.

And she guessed who was behind Kerikko: none other than Beat Thüring. He had put his straw men up front until he felt he was safe. Karl Westek was one of them—that was perfectly clear to her now. His Trojan horse. Thüring wouldn’t come out of the woodwork until the sale was in the bag—maybe not for several years—and he’d pop up as the owner of Loyn. Thüring was one sly fox. He bet on the fading memory of the public, the courts, the shareholders. And with good reason. What did she once say to Josefa? People forget so fast; nobody will care a fig for it in a few years.

But maybe he wanted to break up Loyn without ever revealing his identity. Maybe he wanted to milk the company for everything he could, sell off the brand to the highest bidder to make a lot of money. And Walther was going to let all this happen.

She hadn’t picked up on any of this. She hadn’t seen through Walther, and he had deceived her along with all the rest.

She was so close to reaching her goal, and now it seemed it would burst like a soap bubble. Nothing could stop Walther, she knew that now. He wanted to sell, that filthy toad! She crumpled up the paper in a rage.

There was only one thing she could do.

She shifted the car into first and stepped on the gas. She looked back instinctively in the rearview mirror. There was a car. Getting closer. She was stunned. She’d never seen anybody here before Thüring.

Did he have an accomplice? She hit the gas and fishtailed around the curve. When she got near her own car, she saw some movement. Two men on skis, with radios and armbands. Police!

Claire gunned it again, crossing to a smooth, white clearing in the fading daylight. The car bucked and rocked, but Claire kept her eyes firmly focused on the open path ahead. A mad hope had seized her. If she could just make it to the other side before they did, where she knew the terrain, then she could gain a few precious minutes. Nobody would know who’d taken off in the SUV. Maybe the ice would hold, maybe—
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Josefa was staring out the car window. Desolate patches of countryside and industrial buildings bordered the heavily traveled autobahn between Bern and Zurich. She hadn’t uttered a word since hearing Helene’s incredible account. The truth was hard to grasp. Two people she trusted, two people she knew well, were murder suspects.

Helene saw no point in keeping these dramatic events from Josefa. She’d find them out sooner or later anyhow, she said. It’s better to hear about them from a friend.

Then Josefa broke her silence. “That must be awful. The ice-cold water, the darkness down there, the fear. She must have been terribly afraid.”

Helene didn’t answer right away.

“The police risked their lives to get her out of the water. Claire wouldn’t be alive without them. They could easily have fallen through the ice themselves.”

But Josefa wasn’t listening. “She must have been very desperate to drive out there. She didn’t see any other way out so she just drove out onto the ice,” she added in a weary monotone.

“Josefa.” Helene spoke in an unusually gentle manner. “Claire probably killed two people. Yes, they were bad guys, but people nonetheless. And on the face of it, she did it without any scruples, maybe even planned it all. You mustn’t forget that.”

Josefa sat up straight in the passenger’s seat. “But what drove her to it? What was going on inside? Where did she get this…this decisiveness? What was she trying to achieve?”

She didn’t dare ask the question Helene was expecting: Why had she been so mistaken about Claire? Instead she said, “She was so excited to be entrusted with so much responsibility. That they gave her some management jobs. That Walther needed her. Pius said she was really doing a great job.”

Pius. She stopped talking.

Helene said after a while, “I think a lot of people are under enormous career pressure. They want everything immediately—money, fame, fortune. And if they don’t get it, if somebody’s standing in their way, then they go and get it any way they can. A lot of them say they’d kill for it, and some of them do.”

Josefa thought about how Claire always supported her, how no assignment was ever too much for her. “Claire must be very talented in ways I never recognized. Meticulous planning, timing, determination, that criminal energy—she had all that in her. And she moonlighted, worked really hard. And she was completely fearless. She followed through on everything and—”

“Now let’s stop all this, Josefa. Claire did—”

“I know, I know—but if she’d had the opportunity to apply that energy, that potential in an appropriate job…Helene, there’s nothing she couldn’t have become!”

“Oh, she still can,” Helene countered with sarcasm. “She’s not dead yet, only in intensive care. She’s got a fifty-fifty chance of becoming Mother Teresa in the future.”

“I know avenging angels, cold as ice, who rescue poor little birds,” said Josefa calmly, keeping her eyes on the road. “I know seemingly dear, sweet, innocuous women who know a lot and pretend they know nothing. I know respectable people capable of putting poison into somebody’s bloodstream. And I know—”

“By the way,” Helene interrupted her, unmoved, “it said in the paper that Schulmann didn’t die from an injection of poison but from a so-called date rape drug the murderer put into his whiskey. I think the drug’s called Rohypnol, or ‘roofies’ for short—a guy hanging around a bar with malice aforethought, for example, might slip it into a woman’s drink. In no time at all it makes the woman unable to resist and practically unconscious. They are raped and can’t remember a thing afterward.”

Josefa was thunderstruck and stared at her. “But the needle… They found the hole where the needle went in.”

“That’s another thing. Schulmann had blood drawn shortly before—supposedly for an AIDS test, if you can imagine that. The police are just now coming out with the whole story. They found the Rohypnol in his glass; there were traces in the whiskey. But the drug wasn’t the cause of death. Pius apparently smothered Schulmann with a plastic bag while he was unconscious.”
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Bürglen, in March

Dear Frau Rehmer,

You do not know me, and Claire might never have told you about me. My name is Berta Fetz, and I am Claire’s aunt. Konrad, my husband, died a year ago. He had a weak heart, but a good one, that much is certain.

Now Claire is in a detention center, and she is supposed to have done some bad things, but nothing is proven yet, and I hope justice will be done. Only the Lord God knows what really happened and why Claire knew no other way out and went astray.

But I do know one thing for certain: Claire is not a bad person. She had a hard life, and she has always had to fight for everything and never got anything for free. I must explain it to you some more. Martha, Claire’s mother, is my younger sister by six years. I had good luck with Konrad, but Martha married a bad man, and that destroyed her character.

And yet they had such a pretty, clever, diligent daughter, a “Wunderkind,” Konrad used to say (we have no children of our own unfortunately.) My sister Martha is not pretty, nor am I, but Claire was such a sweet girl, with her blue eyes and her strawberry blonde hair and her delicate features. She probably got them from our grandmother Jeanne—a Swiss Frenchwoman from Geneva who married down, unfortunately, but Jeanne was always something special, like Claire.

When she started school they quickly saw that she was ahead of everybody else. She always had the best grades. And could she draw! Frau Rehmer, you should see the drawings she made for Konrad. And she was also very good in arithmetic. But Martha and Emil were never pleased with Claire. Many were the times I asked my husband why they were not happy about their Wunderkind. Konrad always said she was outgrowing them. Not physically, because Claire is rather small. But I think because she was smarter than her father was. And prettier than her mother. Many parents would have wished for a child like Claire.

They never praised Claire, they criticized everything about her. She could never please them. But Michi, her brother, he was three years younger, was spoiled rotten. And he was a ne’er-do-well. He could not even finish his apprenticeship; they threw him out. But he tore around in the most fantastic cars, a new one every year. Where does he get the money from, I would ask Konrad. Well, where do you think, is all Konrad would say. Is that not mightily unfair!

Claire often worked with Konrad in his garage. She was interested in motors. She was interested in everything. Konrad would have taken her on as an apprentice but Claire’s teacher talked to my sister and my brother-in-law. He said she should go to an advanced high school; such a good pupil must be encouraged. But Emil and Martha would not hear of it. They wanted to make a secretary out of Claire. That is of course a good job, but not for Claire.

My husband gave Claire money for a business college. Emil found out about it immediately, unfortunately, from a post office employee, because the money went through our postal savings account. There are no secrets in a small village like ours. I always suspected that Emil had something improper going with that woman in the post office. He ranted and raged, not at Konrad, he didn’t have the courage to do that, but at Claire. She then secretly took all her things out of her room and put them in the shed because she was going to run away. Her boyfriend Lukas was going to pick up her things for her. But Emil found out and set the shed on fire. We were never able to prove it, but Konrad and I were convinced he did it.

After that Claire could never go back home, and I think she did not want to. She was just seventeen at the time.

But she did finish business college, and she kept on with further training. She always wanted to be something, and she managed to do just that. I have to congratulate you, dear Frau Rehmer. You helped Claire so much, and she so liked it at the company. I want to aim high, she told me once. I want to aim high. Then they’ll get an eyeful. She meant her parents, naturally. We had a nice chat in the kitchen once. I can still see her standing before me as if it were only yesterday. She was wearing a pretty, bright purple dress and looked so elegant! She was a delight for the eyes. That was the only time she came for a visit after Konrad died.

And now she is in jail. And Martha and Emil are living in Spain, in the sun, living the good life of retirees. They have never once written to Claire. Or phoned her. As if she were not their child.

I think it all had something to do with men. She always latched onto the wrong men. Those men they talked about on television, they were certainly a bad influence on her. They were criminals, if you want to call them what they were. They surely promised Claire the moon and did not keep their promises. And she believed them.

But she did not really need that. She was such a hard worker, such a smart woman. Her teacher always said, Claire is so highly gifted. And she was right at the top. Herr Walther made her his right-hand man. Those men would definitely have wanted to stop that. Because Claire had no need of them anymore. That is how it looks to me. Believe me, Claire is not a bad person. Luck was simply not on her side.

Frau Rehmer, do pay Claire a visit, maybe later when things have settled down a little. She has such respect for you. If you had stayed with Loyn, all this would surely not have happened. Claire was very angry at the way they treated you at Loyn. She told me on the telephone: they are not going to treat me like that.

But a person can be wrong.

I have never written such a long letter in my life, but it is for Claire. After all, she is my niece, and I am really the only person she has.

May the Lord give you strength to bear these difficult times.

I wish you the best with all my heart, Frau Rehmer, and please, do not forget Claire.

Respectfully yours,

Berta Fetz

Holding the letter, Bianca Schwegler let her hands sink; she shook her head. Leaning back in the soft upholstered chair, she looked out Josefa’s living room window and studied the façade of the hotel across the street.

“I feel sorry for that good woman. First she loses her husband, and now her niece is a murderer. Berta Fetz would certainly never have dreamed that she’d have to cope with a nightmare like this at her age.” She looked at Josefa, who was lying on her yellow sofa wrapped up in a soft blanket. “But then…two years ago we’d never have dreamed of the things that have happened in just a few months, would we have?”

“Never, not in a thousand years,” Josefa replied pensively, twirling one of her black-and-gray curls around her index finger. She was wearing a comfortable velvet lounge suit and warm wool socks. She didn’t exactly know why she was showing the letter from Claire’s aunt to her former secretary, of all people. Maybe because Bianca Schwegler was a woman with so much life experience, someone who had raised her son all by herself. Someone who had been working for Loyn for thirteen years. She’d survived a long string of bosses thanks to her down-to-earth temperament.

Bianca Schwegler had sent her a sweet card with a homemade cut-out and offered to come for a visit “as soon as you’re better and would like to see me.” And one day Josefa did indeed phone her. They had never found time for a good long chat since she left Loyn, and that was Josefa’s fault, not Bianca’s. She had never really found time for people she basically liked a lot.

But now, she found that people were her salvation. Salvation from death and salvation from fear.

“Berta Fetz will get another rude awakening,” Bianca continued, pulling up her sleeves. “What she says about men, I think she’s got that wrong. Sorry to gossip like this—but Claire beguiled and manipulated men every which way. I know, Frau Rehmer, you must think I’m jealous, but I’ve often watched how Claire would turn on the charm. That coquettish look, that Marilyn Monroe whisper. That’s how she aroused men’s protective instincts—but we both know that Claire could very well take care of herself. She knew exactly what she was doing and why.”

Josefa wrapped the blanket more tightly around her. “Isn’t it crazy that she conned Schulmann? Claire had no fear of him at all…She outclassed him.”

“Outclassed? I’m not so sure. But you’re right, there was more to her than we thought. After Schulmann was dead and Herr Bourdin…you know already…she really ran the show, I mean communications and event marketing and everything. Walther relied on her totally. I saw a totally different side of her. Even her voice got lower.” Bianca sighed. “But she was already going down the wrong road, and that was the beginning of the end…Now we don’t know what will happen to Loyn. What the new owners have in mind—the Americans. They don’t give a damn for Switzerland, and they probably haven’t any serious interest in our products. But there’s where you see Herr Walther’s true character. Money. It’s always and only about money.”

She was rocking back and forth. “I’ve got to give Claire credit for one thing. I don’t think it was money that mattered to her. I think she simply wanted to be the queen of Loyn. What would have happened if you’d stayed? She would never have rebelled against you, right? Don’t take this the wrong way, Frau Rehmer, but you and Claire always were a team that gave me the creeps.”

Josefa raised herself up, irritated. “The creeps? How so?”

“Because you never argued. There was never really an angry word between you and Claire.” Bianca toyed with her necklace. “It would have only been normal for you to get in each other’s hair now and then, with all that stress.”

“We had our conflicts, Frau Schwegler, even if they weren’t as noisy and wild as Francis Bourdin’s, for example.”

Bianca leaned forward. “It often crossed my mind that at some point one of those two volcanoes had to erupt.”

“So? Which one did you think would blow first—Claire or me?”

“I couldn’t say at the time, Frau Rehmer.” Bianca smiled. “But it turns out that you were the first to erupt.”

“Me?” Josefa looked dumbfounded.

“Yes, of course, all of a sudden you just up and left Loyn.”

“Oh…that’s what you mean. Yes, of course, you’re right,” Josefa said in a wobbly voice.
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Spring blossomed at the end of April with a force that Zurich hadn’t experienced that early in years, and everybody streamed outdoors to savor the end of the cold season. Ducks sunned themselves on the edge of the pond, a safe distance from dogs, small children, and young football players.

Girls in skin-tight tank tops baring their stomachs stretched out on the rough-hewn stone blocks beside the stairs to the university buildings; wild grass was shooting up among the stones. A few punk teenagers were banging their mountain bikes together in a sort of bullfight.

Farther along the footpath old folks from the nearby retirement home were sitting on wooden benches every few yards, reading the paper or offering remarks on what was taking place on the green lawn in front of them. Families spread out their picnic paraphernalia—big and little Tupperware containers with potato salad, pickles, nuts, dried fruit, sliced tomatoes, and cream cheese with herbs. Chicken thighs, steaks, and bratwursts were poked and turned on barbecues, often by gesticulating men in fluttering T-shirts.

Even Paul Klingler had taken on this task. He considered himself a barbecue specialist, and his homemade marinade was the best-kept secret on Zurich’s Bahnhofstrasse. “After the banking secrets, of course,” he’d assure everybody with a wink.

The potatoes wrapped in foil were still a long way from soft so Paul could abandon his observation post for a couple of minutes and cool his feet in the pond.

But then he spotted a Labrador headed single-mindedly for his grill.

“Go away,” Paul roared, storming toward the dog. The dog’s owner came running from the opposite direction and grabbed the animal by the collar. Then he looked up at Paul, who in the meantime had picked up the tongs and was brandishing them in a threatening manner.

“Hey, what are you doing here?” the man said and took off his sunglasses. “How come you’re not at the office? It’s Sunday, after all.”

Only then did Paul recognize the dog’s owner. “You should talk, Bruno. You’ve got every reason to be poring over your files.”

“No cynical remarks, my good man, there are enough of those in the newspapers. And that’s why I have to listen to constant complaints from my family.” Bruno Zicchun, a man in his midforties in jeans and a crocodile shirt, took a look around. “Do you have family here?”

“My daughter’s over there,” Klingler said. “There’s a whole bunch of us. The kids like it; there’s lots of room.” He wiped his hands on the striped dish towel on his shoulder. “You guys have landed another hopeless case,” he said as a gambit.

“Hopeless?” Bruno emitted a loud laugh. “You might be in for one hell of a surprise. I’m telling you, my client will walk out of that courtroom a free woman.”

“Dream on. Everything’s stacked against her. The cops caught her red-handed. Even the murder weapon was there, a gift for the crime scene investigators.”

Bruno Zicchun leashed his dog—it was still greedily sniffing the air—before answering. “Nothing’s ever as it seems, you know that yourself.”

The lawyer looked around. A woman in wide, colorful pants and an embroidered vest was sitting on a bench several feet away. Her graying, black, curly hair was tied back by a wildly patterned scarf. A young boy, who looked Eastern European and had big jug ears, was watching her repair a kite. Although Bruno assumed the two didn’t speak German, he lowered his voice anyway.

“This is completely confidential, Paul, between you and me, but we’re building a case that’s rock solid. There’s only circumstantial evidence for Westek’s murder. No evidence, no witnesses. Sure, she was with him in Düsseldorf, but no way does that make her a murderer.

“I grant you she worked as a teenager in her uncle’s car repair shop now and then. But is that proof that sabotaging the Porsche was her work? OK, she had top-secret documents from Loyn on her home computer. But Schulmann and Westek both used her computer, and she was naïve enough to give them her password.”

When Paul gave him an ironic smile he took him by the arm. “So who says that it wasn’t Thüring who knocked off Westek? Westek was a confidant, a potential danger. He knew Thüring’s new identity. And Thüring knew a thing or two about automobiles.”

Paul raised his eyebrows in feigned horror. “And you want to sell that to the court and the public? Just a few too many coincidences need explaining, don’t you think? And then she knocks Thüring off in an isolated chalet and is sitting in his car when the cops arrive. How do you guys explain that one?”

“Sit, goddammit!” Bruno’s dog was pulling so hard on the leash that the lawyer had trouble controlling it. “That was self-defense, pure and simple. Thüring’s a criminal, after all; even you must admit that. Drugs, white-collar crime, who knows what. He’d have certainly shot her dead if she hadn’t defended herself. It was his gun that was lying there.”

“And the lady just happens to be running around with Westek’s gun? Ahhh. Very, very tricky, Bruno. Lots of luck, that’s all I can wish you.”

“You watch, we’ll wangle it. Your steaks are certainly blacker than my prospects in this trial.”

“It’s all in the marinade, the marinade.” Paul patted his friend on the shoulder. “But take this hungry wolf away so I can get the meat onto the plate safely.”

“That is not wolf, that is dog,” the jug-eared boy, who now stood before them, announced. “I have hunger,” he shouted when he saw the sizzling steaks.

“See ya soon,” Zicchun shouted, dragging his Labrador behind him.

Paul put an avuncular hand on Sali’s shoulder. “Who’s the hungry wolf here, hmm?”

The woman with the scarf and the wide pants joined them. “Sali, your kite’s fixed.” She handed him the colorful, shimmering trapezoid, and he ran off, his hunger forgotten.

Paul grinned at her. “Interesting, isn’t it? All the things you find out on a nice green meadow. You got all that, right?”

“Yes,” Josefa said, checking the dark brown steaks.

“You know,” Paul went on, “I wouldn’t put it past him to actually get her off. He’s a good one, that Zicchun.”

“But the people want blood, Paul. They can’t get at Pius, because he’s probably dead in that cave somewhere. And not at Thüring and his consorts anymore either. So that only leaves Claire.”

Paul was unimpressed. “In a trial like this one, anything’s possible. Just you wait. And you know, in the final analysis nobody’s going to think she was capable of doing it, the murders and all that. She looks so innocent. Have you gone to see her in jail yet?”

“No, it’s still too soon. First I’ve got to figure things out for myself. You know, sometimes I think it might have happened to me.”

“How so? That Claire would have killed you?”

“No, no, that’s not what I mean. But sometimes…How quickly you can lose control of yourself when you’re under pressure. I mean, under constant pressure. At times something comes over you that’s stronger than anything else. Feelings you never thought you could have. They come from who knows where and overwhelm you.”

Paul shook his head in amusement. “My dear, you’re a model of self-control. I’ve seen you really lose it only once, and that was after the meeting with Van Duisen and the cops in the hotel. But that was a tempest in a teapot. Speaking of water, could you please get me something to drink? I can’t leave the grill unmanned.”

“Yes, or wolves will appear,” Josefa said, shaking off her dark thoughts. “When are we going to get something to eat?”
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Josefa dropped Sali off at his apartment; his aunt and uncle had been invited to the picnic but had declined. Then she went to her apartment, took a long, hot shower, and rubbed her body with a subtly scented lotion afterward. She washed and dried her hair, even applied a little eye shadow and lip gloss. She deliberated before choosing a white blouse and a full white skirt, knotting a large, purple silk scarf around her hips to finish it off. She put on a CD on the spur of the moment and danced barefoot over the parquet flooring.

When the doorbell rang downstairs, she was completely out of breath and her cheeks were flushed. She heard footsteps in the stairwell and soon saw the pronounced shape of a head with fine blonde hair, then two broad shoulders. He finally rounded the last flight of stairs, and she saw his narrow gray eyes darken when she met his gaze. He was still shy in his serious way, and that appealed to her.

“Are you going out?” he asked, now standing opposite her.

“Why?”

“Because you’re so elegantly dressed. And then those sparkling stones, they look good on you,” he remarked, noticing the rubies on her earrings.

She drew him into her apartment. “To translate: Does that mean you’re happy because I’ve made myself look pretty for you?” She turned a coquettish pirouette. He let his jacket and briefcase slide onto the floor and wrapped her in his arms.

“And how happy I am,” he said and kissed her. He liked to kiss and kiss often—she hadn’t thought he was like that. But Sebastian Sauter was, as she’d discovered recently, a man full of pleasant surprises. He still behaved somewhat cautiously, to be sure, and until now he’d only given her a few glimpses into his inner life, but she found him on the whole an utterly delightful package of a man. Even if she’d only admitted it to herself so far.

“You’re here earlier than I expected,” she said. “I was going to bake a quiche Lorraine for you, but I haven’t even started.”

“Do you have any fresh bread?” Sauter picked his jacket up off the floor and hung it in the closet. Then he took a flat metal tin out of his briefcase and a plastic container.

“Caviar!” Josefa exclaimed in delight. “And sour cream! I’ve some baguettes in the freezer. We can bake them.”

Sauter brushed his thin hair back. “Wine, woman, and wow!” he teased and promptly got a poke in the ribs.

“Wine, weird, and wow,” Josefa retorted.

They sat in the living room afterward, on a blanket that Josefa had spread out on the rug. Their stomachs were full of caviar, sour cream, and crusty white bread. Sebastian Sauter lay on his side, his head propped up in his hand. He was listening to Josefa tell him about the picnic in the park and how she had repaired a kite with tools from her handbag.

“I didn’t know how nice it was to fly a kite. It’s as if your soul were flying along with it; I felt so light and exhilarated. I don’t think I ever flew a kite as a kid. I felt a little today what it’s like to be a happy-go-lucky kid.”

“Yes, that what kids have going for them. My son makes me see the world through a kid’s eyes again. It certainly is good for Sali if he can forget himself when he plays.”

Josefa wrapped her full skirt around her knees.

“You know, Sali’s an amazing kid. There’s so much life in him. He can be so thrilled. He’s had such awful experiences, but nevertheless there’s such…such a powerful will in him to be happy. He takes in beautiful things like a sponge. The trust that he has in spite of everything—in me, in other people, in life—it’s…it’s…” Josefa felt tears welling up inside her.

Sauter would never interrupt her in moments like this. He’d learned to let people talk. That was the policeman in him. He’d simply wait until she spoke again.

“To see that, you know, it gives a person hope. Hope that it’s not only bad things that last. You have to give good things space to survive.”

Sauter seemed to sense that she wasn’t only talking about Sali but about herself as well. He cleared his throat. “I’ve often thought about how divorce has affected my son. Always shuffling between parents. But Kevin’s developing astonishingly well. I think I’ve become a better father. That’s what I imagine at least. Children bring out the best in you.”

Josefa began to pick up the used paper napkins. “Then maybe I can still become a good person if only I’m with Sali long enough.” She went to the kitchen.

“A reconciled person,” he called out after her.

“What did you say? A nice person?” Josefa replied. She came back smiling with two bowls of crème bavaroise. “You should have seen the salads Emilie brought. She’s such a creative cook.” 	

“Who’s Emilie?”

“Paul’s new flame. A Frenchwoman. Paul has a terrible accent when he speaks to her. I can hardly stand it sometimes. But he loves her meals. And she’s thin as a rail. Incredible.”

She did not mention Bruno Zicchun and his remarks. They only touched on the subject of Loyn when it was unavoidable. Josefa was happy to have some space from those events. And she knew Sauter didn’t want to be put into the position of having to comment on a colleague’s investigation. He liked to keep these worlds strictly separate.

“And then,” she continued, “I ran into that old man again who regularly brings his Siamese cat for a walk in Irchel Park, unleashed. It follows him like a dog. Last summer—I think it was last summer—I helped him with a crossword puzzle. He had to find a long keyword. He could still remember it, imagine that! He even still knew the question perfectly well. The man has some memory, simply unbelievable. And he must be at least eighty.”

“So what was the question?”

“It was in verse, something like this—let’s see if I can remember: He moves our personal belongings, strangers’ worlds pass through his hands. He knows their comings and their goings, but never tells us where he stands.”

Josefa looked at Sauter expectantly.

“‘Habe’ and ‘Pfade’—do they rhyme?” he asked, licking the finger that he’d greedily stuck into the crème bavaroise.

“It was a crossword puzzle, not Schiller’s Ode to Joy, Herr Polizist.”

“And what’s the answer?”

“I suggested Koffertraeger, and it fit and was long enough. But the old man said today that the first part of the word didn’t work, and he couldn’t finish the puzzle, that made him very antsy. The first letter didn’t fit with the rest. But I’m sure that we had the right word.”

Josefa got a ballpoint and wrote the letters on a paper napkin.

“Do you want the last of the caviar?” Sebastian asked.

“I’d love it.”

Josefa wiped the inside of the tin clean with a piece of bread. “Every black speck is worth a fortune.”

“I think, dear heart, you must bury one illusion.”

“Why? Did you confiscate the caviar from a Russian Mafioso?”

“I’m talking about the crossword. I think you got it wrong—the word’s Moebeltraeger.”

She counted out the letters on her fingers. “M-O-E-B-E-L-T-R-A-E-G-E-R—furniture mover, not porter. Well, aren’t you the clever one! Is that what you learn in the Zurich Criminal Investigation Department?” She leaned over him.

“Yes, and a lot of other things. For example, how to keep a body covered.”

“But that doesn’t rhyme with anything.”

He pulled her down to him and murmured in her ear, “But it sounds immensely poetic.”
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Were they wise to him? Sepp Kohler sat in front of his eavesdropping equipment, petrified.

He moves our personal belongings…

Was this one of those crazy coincidences, or was there something he hadn’t given careful enough thought to? Frau Rehmer’s words. That melodious, crystal-clear voice—it cut like a laser beam through his secret universe. Rehmer and the police detective.

What a strange couple. But he’d heard it coming: their cautious approach, the fumbling questions, the yearning in Sauter’s voice, his gentle wooing, Rehmer’s reticence, her relaxed laughter, the long, intense conversations. It had been better than any TV soap opera, better than the gossip in the supermarket tabloids, better than anything his fellow workers could recount about their monotonous lives.

Strangers’ worlds pass through his hands…

People are so clueless. They get an expensive alarm system for their houses, two fierce dogs for their garden, a combination for their safe. But they think nothing of it when a furniture mover walks in the door, into their office, into their living room, into their bedroom. To them he’s just a furniture mover for a well-known company. No, that’s not right. To them he’s a shadow, a nothing. He’s always ready to work, he functions, and he’s discreet. And he simply melts away when his duty’s done.

Just think. They don’t know a thing about the little sentinels he leaves behind. They don’t take any notice of the tiny opening in their carapace where a little insect has burrowed in. He inserts an identifying chip, like a veterinarian does to an innocent dog. Whatever they do, whatever they say and scheme, he’ll bear secret witness.

He knows their comings and their goings…

That gracious Frau Rehmer. She saw in him the trusted worker, always on the spot when called for a Loyn event. How happy she was when he helped her move into her new apartment. Her generous remuneration was just as valuable to him as her beaming smile when she thanked him. Oh yes, he’d taken special care when transporting that lamp with a heavy base, an heirloom cherished beyond measure, as she put it. A solid, delicate piece, with a blue shade and a twisted, thick, brass-colored setting. It was an easy task to plant the bug. He’d done it dozens of times, under far more difficult conditions.

Like under the tables in Loyn’s tent. He’d been relieved, and a little insulted, to read in the papers that Francis Bourdin was suspected of installing the microphones. Bourdin! What an amateur! It was a put-down of the work that he, Kohler, had carried out. As if a guy like Bourdin was capable of acquiring the devices and then installing them properly. You need technical smarts for that—and reliable connections, suppliers from the shady world of the military. Bourdin couldn’t plant a bug. He was one himself.

That guy would be lurking around everywhere. Even that evening at the tournament when Kohler, his hard-working genie, pretended to the security personnel that he had to check that everything was in order. That was part of the routine; nobody had any reason to be suspicious. One of his spies had fallen off, obsolete stuff, though cheap enough to buy. Things like that would happen time and again. Annoying, but unavoidable. When he crawled back out from under the table, Bourdin was standing in front of him. He must have followed him, that spying scumbag.

The jig’s up—is what he thought at that moment. It’s all over. Bourdin had him in his clutches, but not the way he feared at first. Because Bourdin saw unsuspected possibilities for the future—and he saw in Sepp Kohler just the man to turn those possibilities into something else, for himself.

Kohler was sworn over to Bourdin for better or for worse. More worse than better, as it turned out. Bourdin was not the man for such secret operations. Just imagine: He left the eavesdropping equipment in his hotel room where anybody could walk in and find it. And worst of all: Bourdin had “confidants” like that reptile, that blindworm Schulmann. What do you expect from a hard-boiled schemer like that?

Bourdin just didn’t get it. Eavesdropping is a pleasure in itself, not a means to an end. Anybody who uses pirated knowledge as a weapon makes himself vulnerable, delivers himself up.

…but never tells us where he stands.

He had to throw Bourdin under the bus, had to tell the cops that the CEO had been sneaking around in the party tent, supposedly to check the table arrangements. That, along with the tapes and the eavesdropping apparatus—and Bourdin was caught in the trap. He wouldn’t even try to explain to the police where he got the bugs from. Wouldn’t have helped him anyhow.

And yet he—the canny furniture mover—could have solved all the super-manager’s problems. Because while the cops were still in the dark, Bourdin told him that Schulmann was in the know. That was shortly after he’d been let out of hospital. Did Schulmann know about me too? he asked the head of Loyn right away. Bourdin dismissed the thought with a wave of his hand. At least he’d kept his mouth shut at the time. But for how long? You mustn’t tell Bourdin too much.

And then Schulmann wanted to get rid of some old furniture, ordering him to take it to the incinerator in his truck, at night, after Kohler left work at the company.

When he got to Schulmann’s house, it was brightly lit. He drove around to the back, just as Schulmann had told him to. The entrance there was wider. He parked the truck behind the hedge. He didn’t fancy any unwanted witnesses. He knew the entrance through the garage to the house—hadn’t he handled Schulmann’s move as well? Charged it up to Loyn of course. In his right hand was a plastic bag with a hammer in it.

He came across something in the living room he hadn’t reckoned with. He found Schulmann lying beside the sofa in a contorted position. The guy’s got himself totally pissed. That was his first thought. A half-empty bottle of whiskey was on the table, next to a glass. Was anybody still around? He listened carefully—he was a first-rate listener. But he didn’t hear a thing. He came closer. Schulmann was still alive but completely out of it. Maybe drugs were involved?

He couldn’t find any rhyme or reason to it, but this was no time to deliberate. Because he suddenly had a splendid idea.

Not the hammer, no blood splattered everywhere. The plastic bag would be quite enough. So neat and quiet.

The word’s Moebeltraeger. That was the policeman’s voice.

Was that a warning? Did he suspect something? But now everybody thinks the photographer did it! He would have to thank Pius Tschuor. He played right into his hands. Good spadework, Herr Fotograf.

So why was he alarmed?

Had he left any clues? Hadn’t his contact at the former military supply depot kept his trap shut?

Now he heard Josefa Rehmer’s voice, as if through an amplifier: My therapist would prohibit me from having anything to do with you.

A muffled Why?

You’ve so many cavities and passages. Your nasal passages, your ear cavities, your oral cavities, your navel cavity…

Let me see: your nasal passages…navel cavity…

Now there was nothing but noises. Sepp Kohler sat there spellbound.

Then he relaxed. What he heard now were whispers of love.

They were unsuspecting, naïve, dallying.

He wasn’t in any danger. He was sure of that. His secret was intact.

He reached for the beer bottle on the table in front of him and let the cool brew run slowly down his throat. He put the bottle down, contented, and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

At that moment he heard a loud scratching noise. Where did that come from?

The transmission suddenly cut out. An eerie silence set in.
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