
   [image: cover]

   
      i
          

         Twenty floors above the shimmering lights of the Hamburg docks, Public Prosecutor Chastity Riley is celebrating a birthday with friends in a hotel bar when twelve heavily armed men pull out guns and take everyone hostage. Among the hostages is Konrad Hoogsmart, the hotel owner, who is being targeted by a man whose life – and family – have been destroyed by Hoogsmart’s actions.

         
             

         

         With the police looking on from outside – their colleagues’ lives at stake – and Chastity on the inside, increasingly ill from an unexpected case of sepsis, the stage is set for a dramatic confrontation … and a devastating outcome for the team … all livestreamed in a terrifying bid for revenge.

         
             

         

         Crackling with energy and populated by a cast of unforgettable characters, Hotel Cartagena is a searing, stunning thriller that will leave you breathless.ii
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            For Alan Rickman
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            I make myself hold out

            Cause if it kills me

            I don’t care

                      —Millie Jacksonviii
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             WAS THAT IT THEN, I ASKED

         

         We drive through the city, black holes open up on every corner, they tug at the sheet metal of the ambulance, Stepanovic is kneeling beside the shitty stretcher I’m lying on, he’s holding me, he’s holding my hand and he’s singing something to me, I like the tune but the words make me want to puke.
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        two days earlier, a hotel near the port in Hamburg
      

         

         ‘Hello love.’

         ‘Hello, how can I help you?’

         ‘I’m from Unimax. About the sprinkler system.’

         ‘Yes…?’

         ‘Maintenance works.’

         ‘Ah, OK. The keycards for the cellar, right?’

         ‘Right.’

         ‘Just a sec … both cards?’

         ‘Two cards would be ideal.’

         ‘No problem … Here you are then.’

         ‘Super, thanks. We’ll just leave them on the counter when we’ve finished, same as ever, yeah?’

         ‘Yes, of course, same as ever.’

         ‘Perfect. Have a nice day, and, ah, you know, you really are looking great today.’

         ‘Oh, thank you, how nice of you.’

         ‘Corporate philosophy.’

         Twinkle, twinkle.

         Smile.

         Back and forth.

         Departure.
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        OPEN UP, POLICE
      

         

         Stepanovic takes his foot off the gas, he pulls over and switches off the engine. It’s November, it’s dark, it’s cold.

         It’s quiet.

         No wind.

         He gets out, leans against the car and lights a cigarette, the sky gleams orange.

         As of a good half-hour ago, he’s supposed to be on the twentieth floor of this hotel at the harbour edge; he’s supposed to be sitting there, celebrating with his colleague Faller, who turned sixty-five today.

         And that’s damn-well worth celebrating. If you’ve made it that far without being completely screwed.

         Stepanovic drags on his cigarette and watches a woman in the building opposite, on the third floor. Although the woman isn’t wearing conspicuously little, she hasn’t got that much on either, he can see a bare shoulder, a slipped shirt, fair hair pinned up. She’s holding a telephone to her ear with her right hand, with her left hand she’s stirring a pan.

         Stepanovic smokes on, the cigarette helps counter this tightness in his chest that he always feels when he’s supposed to do something that he can’t. Finally getting himself up to that hotel bar, for example.

         But he could ring that woman’s doorbell and say ‘open up, 4police’ and then he’d stand up there in the doorway and smile at her and create an instant, a situation, something fun, charming, stunning, something at any rate, and she’d let him in, and he wouldn’t need long to get her to fall in love with him, at least for a couple of minutes, or for one night, and then he’d be allowed to eat with her, whatever it is she’s cooking there right now, and he’d be allowed to stay overnight with her, the main thing being not going home, and the main thing being not going to that shitty hotel for this so-called party.

         It’s not about parties themselves, a party can be perfectly fine. But not when the guests include two lovers, or ex-lovers, of a woman he loves with everything he has on hand, even if that’s not particularly impressive, but hey, we can only do our best.

         What on earth are you talking about, he hears her say.

         Yeah, my God, fuck off.

         He throws the cigarette in a puddle, locks the Mercedes, walks over the road and presses the bell belonging to the flat on the third floor, left.

         The pressure on his ribcage eases a little.

         He takes a deep breath, and the night air unscrews his heart, so that the moment that’s about to happen can get in there too.
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        WHY EXACTLY DO WE NEED ALL THAT GELIGNITE AGAIN?
      

         

         An empty warehouse by the Oberhafen in Hamburg. Inside the warehouse, thirteen men are sitting on crates, one is standing by a table, he’s bending over something that looks like a building plan. The man has the air of a leader, he’s not overly tall, but hulky. You can see he works out, looks like he’s just finished a work-out. He’s wearing a dark bomber jacket, with a black hoodie under it, on his head there’s a grey knitted cap. His skin is leathery, as if he lives by the sea, under the sun, as if he’s in the wrong place here. The other men watch him as he studies the plan, nobody says anything. The youngest is maybe in his mid-twenties, the eldest around fifty or so, the men come in all colours and all shapes. Some are a little nervous, because a gathering like this, the scent of imminent action, just cries out for nervousness. But because all of them have learnt, over the years, to hide feelings behind faces of cement, what you get is a consciously unruffled conglomeration.

         Some light up cigarettes, the ringleader also pulls a packet from his jacket pocket and smokes, and when he’s finished checking out the site plan, he says: ‘OK, men.’

         The men nod, a couple of them murmur.

         ‘Guns?’ asks the ringleader.

         ‘Got the guns,’ one says, standing up, ‘and the ammo’s ready 6too. Take your pick – we’ve got Uzis, we’ve got nice, elegant .45s. Plus two pump guns and a sawn-off shotgun. For those of you who like things a little bigger.’

         He sits back down.

         Murmuring.

         ‘Gelignite?’ asks the ringleader.

         ‘Gelignite’s fine,’ says the weapons guy, ‘we’ve got plenty.’

         ‘Why exactly do we need that gelignite, I thought we’d got a tunnel to exit by…’ says another, but stops talking when the leader looks at him.

         ‘Tunnel’s in progress,’ says a small, wiry guy with a beard, who’s chewing the nail on his right index finger.

         The ringleader asks about the keycards.

         Someone, sitting at the edge, on the left, says: ‘Sorted.’

         ‘And how about the clothes?’

         ‘I collected the suits yesterday, from assorted dry-cleaners all around the city,’ says someone in the back row.

         ‘SWAT team uniforms, helmets, gear?’ asks the ringleader.

         ‘Ready to go, man.’

         ‘Crow bars, climbing ropes, rubble chute?’

         The leader’s gaze flies around the room and catches on a man with a baseball cap.

         ‘It’s all there, where it’s meant to be, boss.’

         ‘And everyone could recite the plan from memory in their sleep?’

         Collective nod.

         ‘Good. Then we’ll run through this thing again.’
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             MY HEART MAKES AN UNHEALTHY SOUND

         

         The walls are made of glass, dangling from the black ceiling are a couple of dimmed spherical lamps, lying at our feet is the port of Hamburg in its gleaming night-time light. This bar makes such a big deal about the view that I shouldn’t really trust any drink I didn’t mix myself as far as I could throw it. Too much obtrusive beauty, too many look-at-me things, too much distraction. Surely no one can concentrate on their alcohol here.

         My people are sitting towards the back, at a large table.

         In front of it are loads of stand-up bar tables and barstools, a maze of stilts; beside it, a long, elegant bar. A dimly lit perspective with a spectacular view of this city at each end.

         It’s a puzzle to me why Faller has to celebrate his birthday here of all places, after all, we’re more out of place in a joint like this than a pack of mongrels in a plastic bag. Why aren’t we standing at a sticky bar in the Silbersack and drinking bottled beer, why aren’t we sitting in a dark pizzeria being noisy, and where’s the freaking jukebox in this place, oh, there isn’t one, got you, all you get here are two men, and just the sight of these self-same guys instantly crushes something inside me, just glimpsing them out of the corner of my eye is usually enough.

         Now I take a head-on look at each of them for a second, first Klatsche, then Inceman.

         My heart makes an unhealthy sound.8

         ‘Hello,’ I say to everyone, partly to distract from that sound.

         And everyone’s like: ‘Hello?’

         Yes, I know, I’m a bit late.

         ‘Sorry I’m late, guys.’

         ‘Not to worry, my girl,’ says Faller, reaching for my hands and smiling at me.

         He looks good.

         He’s wearing a black roll-neck; he checked his hat and coat in at the cloakroom, just like everyone else checked their things in at the cloakroom. Faller lets go of my hands and I shove them in the pockets of my dark-blue bomber jacket. I’ll never check a jacket or coat in at a cloakroom. That’s like checking a suit of armour in at the cloakroom, you just can’t do that, it leaves you entirely defenceless.

         ‘Pick yourself a nice spot,’ says Faller.

         Now he says that.

         There’s only one chair free. Between Brückner and Calabretta, so that makes it a very nice spot, except that it’s also diagonally opposite Klatsche, which makes it a very complicated spot.

         I sit down all the same, trying not to look in any particular direction, and ask: ‘Where’s Stepanovic then, don’t they allow cowboys in here or what?’

         ‘Half of us wouldn’t be here in that case,’ says Faller.

         And Carla says: ‘We thought you might know.’ There’s that undertone. ‘We thought you might arrive together.’

         I know what she means and I try to give an unobtrusive smile to let her know that I know and, yes, I would actually have expected to turn up here with him, just because we’re pretty good at turning up to places together, but there have been certain moments in the last few months when things have got somewhat difficult between us.9

         I told him in high spirits – OK, more in export-strength spirits – that I still repeatedly go to bed with Inceman, and he considered that to be more than a little bit shit.

         I kind of got the impression that it really niggled at him.

         But I can’t help him there. I’m just the rather confusing kind of woman.

         I shake my head and say: ‘Haven’t heard from him for days. But he said last week that he was coming.’

         ‘Then he’ll be here,’ says Faller, determined not to let anything or anyone spoil the mood, least of all his friends.

         He’s probably the only person in the room who knows, with every fibre of his heart, just how confusing I am, and not just me, but us all, every person in the whole damn world even. Faller knows about the huge knot we form, which I can sometimes only vaguely perceive when I stumble past someone and in doing so catch hold of a hand and feel the little cracks, the damage to the surface and think: wow, you too?

         Stepanovic’s hands are full of them and while I’m thinking about his hands like that, I notice that there isn’t a chair for him if he really does come along later, and Rocco must have noticed too because he says: ‘Guys, we’re a chair short.’

         Faller smiles around at us all.

         ‘I didn’t actually expect all of you to turn up.’

         ‘I was totally expecting it,’ says Klatsche, and looks at me with that certain uh-huh look, and perhaps it’s worth mentioning that Inceman is looking at me with a similar I-can-see-into-your-every-last-corner look.

         Well.

         We’ve got a situation here.

         I’ve got a situation with my ex-lover and my on-and-off lover, but then all the rest of us have heaps of situations with each 10other too. Calabretta, Carla and Rocco, for example, yes, everyone here has a past with everyone, and the resulting situation can be found in full and in detail at this table. Perhaps it’s just as well that Stepanovic isn’t here, perhaps it would even be a relief if he didn’t come at all now, because our situation already feels positively designed to overflow. As if just one more person coming along and sitting in the bathtub with us and then plunging their hand in there, into all the interconnections between us, would mean water everywhere.

         I’d probably be the first to cry.

         Why, I can’t say, I just feel a bit wobbly. That’s another reason why I’m definitely not the one who’d care if Stepanovic joined us, and the lot of you can take a running jump.

         Instead, I try to sort things out a little. The situation and myself.

         Sitting at one end of the table is Faller, who wants to celebrate his birthday.

         To his left are Inceman, Schulle, Brückner, then me.

         Sitting opposite Faller is Calabretta.

         Round the corner next to him are Anne Stanislawski, Klatsche, Rocco.

         Then Carla, who’s just laid a hand on Faller’s left forearm and asked him if he’s OK.

         He nods.

         Question and nod make me realise, in a heartbeat, that we’re not here for our own sakes, that we don’t matter a damn just now. Hey, friendship means stepping out of our own egocentric circles too.

         We’re here for Faller’s sake, and all the lawn and flowerbeds and so on between us that have been trampled over in recent years are utterly irrelevant, and Carla’s question is the only one that matters: How’s the old man doing?11

         If I’m interpreting the expression on his face correctly, he’s quite content. After everything he’s been through in his life. There are two dead women anyway, two dead prostitutes, so women whose lives already weren’t playing out on the sunny side, and then along came Faller. He loved the first of them, Minou, and because he did and because he thought it was that simple, because he thought he was allowed to love whoever he liked and was allowed to save whoever he liked, she had to die. He didn’t even know the second. There had been absolutely no need for an introduction to her before getting mixed up in her death. Having tangled with the Albanian mafia was enough. And so the kid was dead. Lying in bed next to a knocked-out Faller, her underwear soaked in blood. Sometimes I still find myself asking how a man’s soul actually survives a thing like that. Well. The injuries are still clearly visible, at least for people who know a bit about injuries. Then there was the bullet right through his shoulder, which must definitely have left a few splinters in his memory, and which was my fault. After all that, a few years ago, he started fighting again, for justice, for his soul, to avenge his dead. And now he’s sitting here surrounded by people who like him. Sometimes, that liking even borders on love, but of course I can only speak for myself, and maybe for Calabretta too. The light in the bar lays a dark-gold filter over Faller’s face, softens the deep creases around his mouth, around his nose, around his eyes. He looks at us one after another.

         The waiter comes and asks me what I’d like to drink. There are all kinds of drinks on the table, everyone’s ordered something different, whoa, yet another keg of confusion, just stop that for a second please.

         ‘Is that a negroni?’ I ask Carla, who’s playing with the glass in her hand.12

         ‘What else?’ she says, and her voice sounds as though she’s just found the formula for liquid happiness.

         I’d like a bit of that.

         ‘I’ll have one of those too, please,’ I say.

         Klatsche grins at me, and what a grin he’s got. Shameless and sexy that grin is, almost unbearable, my God, how I’ve missed that grin.

         ‘I thought alcohol had to be see-through,’ he says, taking a swig from his beer.

         ‘Things change,’ I say and look him in the eye for the first time since he popped back into my flat for a bit, a good couple of years ago now, and then left forever. His expression drops into the middle of my heart and explodes. Oh wow, what a mess, now I’ll have to clean everything up again.

         Six months ago, he once tried to call me.

         I didn’t answer.

         Brückner leans over to me and asks quietly if he should swap places with his colleague Inceman. So that we can sit next to each other.

         ‘Oh,’ I say, and reckon that’ll have to do as an answer.

         Inceman and I sit next to each other all the time, at least three times a week we sit next to each other at great length, as a matter of fact. First we walk next to each other through the streets for an eternity, by night, I always walk on his right, maybe because I think I might be able to stand in for his right arm that way, and whenever we reach a place where we can sit next to each other, at a serious bar that is, at a sturdy lump of wood that carries us like a ship, we drink just that precise drop too much that lets us forget histories, sentences, moments and in the end, when we’ve done that long enough for the last scrap of sense to have fallen in the water, we lie on top of one another in bed, mostly in mine.13

         He’s never bothered with a flat, he says the whole city’s his flat, and that it’s better that way, feels better.

         So anyway, then we lie around on top of each other and, as if by the by, a couple of earthquakes happen.

         My drink arrives.

         Klatsche shakes his head, pushes his beer aside and orders a pina colada.

         I see: anything you can do, I can do better, bitch.

         Although I think a pina colada’s a bit over the top for tit-for-tat. A mai tai would really have done.

         I raise my glass and toast Faller; the others follow suit.

         ‘To you, Faller,’ I say.

         ‘Well, then,’ he says, ‘to you all.’ And then he stands up.

         Carla claps her hands.

         ‘Speech!’

         She loves speeches.

         ‘Just a little toast,’ says Faller, rubbing his white stubble.

         He stands straight and looks at us.

         He could say that it’s a miracle that we’re here, together at this table. And that each of us deserves great respect for having survived the journey to this day.

         He could say that Carla gets more beautiful with every passing year, that her dark brilliance grows more intense, her face clearer and her curls wilder, the whole world is reflected in her eyes, and if you don’t walk past those eyes quickly enough, you’ll topple in.

         He could say that Rocco’s lost his boyish air, that he’s suddenly, unmistakably, heading for forty, that the second-hand suits he loves wearing so much don’t even look second-hand anymore, they just look as though he’s been wearing them for over twenty years. And that there’s more than 14simply the lust for adventure rioting in his eyes these days and that now it’s almost soothing to look at him sometimes, whereas, until a couple of years ago, he was always so unsettling for everyone around him, but in a good way.

         He could say that, unlike Rocco, Klatsche never was a boy, but always a grown-up man, except that the genetic lottery handed him that boyish face that he’ll still have in ten years, no matter how hard he plays at being a father. But oh, he’s not even playing at being a father, he is a father now, you can see it in his shoulders, in the way he holds himself, in the slight tiredness, sustained by tenderness, in his eyes, in the slightly broader waist. He’s more stable than ever, and that suits him so well that I ought to break into pieces here and now, like a church window exploding in slow motion, but I pull myself together and just carry on looking unobtrusively at him, and keep on looking at Faller too.

         He could say now that Anne Stanislawski is the future, that she looks like a vixen, cunning and quick and wild and royal at the same time, fervent yet composed. Today, she’s wearing her reddish-blonde hair down, which she rarely does – why is she, oh my God, she’s a strawberry queen, and did she count her freckles when she was a child?

         Faller could say that the silver stripes in Calabretta’s hair suit him very well, the way they’re multiplying and getting more and more out of hand, the way they’re seizing possession of his head, and that he really ought to stop giving a damn about his receding hairline because the liberated brow draws all the attention to his finely carved face, to his unassuming wisdom, to the fact that he’s a man who never, really absolutely never, boasts about anything, who always is the way he is, which is mad really, they don’t make them like that anymore.15

         He could say that Brückner and Schulle remind him of his daughters, that casual optimism, that absolute engagement, that respect for all living beings, that somewhat simple but not in the least silly sense of humour, yes, they could be brothers, or Faller’s daughters, and in any case they’re probably simply sons of the north wind.

         He could say that Inceman’s lost right arm is, strictly speaking, on his account, because he was kicked into retirement too early back then, because that’s why they needed a successor, who turned out to be Calabretta, so then they needed a new fourth member for his former team in the murder squad, and because that fourth man then turned out to be Bülent Inceman, previously the hottest shot in drugs. First it was bottoms up, then my heart got blown up, then firebombs rained in through a window, and then his arm was gone.

         Sometimes I wonder if Inceman wishes he’d just stayed put in drugs, then there’d still be a right arm in his life, but then again he wouldn’t have me or the looks that constantly flit back and forth between him and Klatsche.

         Sometimes I wonder that.

         He could have had so much: his peace, wholeness, a wife, a family maybe, all he once wished for before he met me.

         Faller could say that he didn’t actually want to get the evening here started until Stepanovic finally turned up, but, hey, you just never know with him, and in the end you can always trust that he’ll be there when he’s needed.

         Can’t you?

         Won’t he?

         Where is the pea-brain anyway?

         Hey, he can’t leave me on my own here.

         But on the other hand, the bathtub’s full already.16

         In that respect.

         Of course, now would be the moment when Faller could say something to me, or about me or for me or right through me, but he doesn’t do that either.

         He says none of all that.

         He tries to sum it up with a helpless but really sweet gesture, with a kind of circle that he draws in the air, then he adds a couple more spirals to it, then puffs out his cheeks and lets the air out again through his teeth, then he gets wet eyes and says something like:

         ‘Yes, then, good, so, well, uh cheers.’

         So now that’s floating over the table like a neon sign, and if I look at all of us like that, you couldn’t actually have put it better.

         He sits down again.

         Carla talks to Rocco, Anne Stanislawski talks to Calabretta, Faller Inceman, Schulle and Brückner make up a flat back four, Klatsche and I look into each other’s eyes. Help.

         ‘So?’ he says.

         ‘So?’ I say.

         ‘What are you up to, then?’

         ‘I’m trying to give up smoking.’

         ‘Since when?’

         ‘Since five minutes ago.’

         He shakes his head. ‘Can’t you talk seriously to me?’

         His pina colada arrives, there’s a lump of coconut and an impressive disc of pineapple stuck on the side.

         ‘I should talk seriously to someone with a salad in his drink?’

         He breathes in and out again, he rubs his hand over his forehead, and I know that was mean. The waiter gives me an ice-cold look.17

         ‘OK, let me take the greens out,’ I say, ‘and then let’s try again.’

         He smiles at me the way he always used to smile at me, with that blend of cheek and love. He pushes his glass over to me, but does so rather too fast, I jam my left hand pretty much into the pineapple, and the leaves or thorns, or whatever they are, as sharp as a dragon’s teeth, rip open the inside of my thumb, I say, ‘wow, deep,’ Klatsche says ‘oh,’ Anne Stanislawski raises her eyebrows and says ‘fuck,’ Carla says we’d better put some disinfectant on it, and stands up to go to the bar, and that’s the exact moment that the first shots are fired.
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             St Pauli, summer 1984

         

         Henning stood at the harbour, the night having just shattered on him. The light and the Elbe were creeping up from the east, they almost sank into the sounds that the morning sent through the city, and that would have been fine by Henning too, just sinking somewhere.

         He looked at the water and watched the ships leaving, the warm wind tickled the back of his neck, he had his hands in his trouser pockets, he was hungry. He still had a little change on him, but it wasn’t even enough for a fish roll.

         He had spent all his money on the girl.

         Elisabeth or whatever her name was.

         He’d met her in the Markthalle, at the Black Flag concert he’d been looking forward to for weeks. When she’d given him a kind of sideways smile, he’d had a few seconds when he didn’t know who he had a bigger crush on, Henry Rollins or her. Then they danced, she was wild and laughed, and that flooded his bloodstream with happiness; after the concert, with all the loud music in his bones, he invited her back to St Pauli; she was kind of scared to come at first, but he talked her three friends round and they all went off to the Kiez together.

         They went on foot; it was warm after all.

         He’d taken the ladies to the Lehmitz, that run-down dive with the tiny, run-down roof terrace over the back yard, where only a chain-link fence separated the people from the sky. Nobody knew exactly why the fence had been put up. Maybe 19to stop the drunks – there were plenty of them in the Lehmitz – from just jumping into the night.

         They’d stood tightly packed under the chicken wire. Henning had handed out vodka shots, one after another, in between they’d drunk beer, the girls had paid for the beer. There wasn’t necessarily romance in the air, but Henning had put his arm around Elisabeth, or whatever her name was, and when she laughed she kept letting herself sort of fall into him, into his arm, she leant against him with a storm in her hips, her bottom was then on his upper thigh, and so he came closer and closer to her.

         Did the two of them want to go somewhere else, he asked her quietly. She looked at him and nodded, and he’d almost have kissed her right there, but he didn’t dare in front of her friends. They were ladies from the Alster, you could see that in the clothes they were wearing, they had sharp tongues on them, you had to watch out not to get snagged on a barbed remark.

         OK, come on, she said half an hour later, when the friends wanted to go home, and so Henning and Elisabeth or whatever her name was snuck away unnoticed.

         He took her hand when they turned into Davidstrasse and they stopped for a moment up on the corner, with a view of the harbour, and she said: ‘It’s always beautiful, that old place.’

         ‘You’re beautiful,’ said Henning, and she laughed again, and then she gave him a quick kiss and pulled him on.

         Damn, he’d missed the moment.

         But that split-second kiss had left thunderbolts on his lips.

         In the Washington Bar, some guys, friends of hers, were sitting at the bar. Went to school together. Oh yeah, thought Henning, posh school, Abitur, university, of course. Nice for 20you. He felt like a wally, stupid and rough, and it was only then that he noticed that he was broke too.

         He dug in his trouser pockets and pulled out what remained of his money.

         Hm.

         Well then.

         Tricky.

         She was already sitting between two of the guys, Elisabeth or whatever her name was, and now she was laughing at someone else, she wasn’t even looking at Henning anymore.

         ‘I just need to head home, get some cash,’ he said, not loudly, but quite loud enough.

         Elisabeth or whatever her name was didn’t react. When he walked through the door, he thought he heard an ‘OK, bye’.

         He wasn’t sure if it was even addressed to him.

         And now he was standing here at the port again, like he so often did at around this time, and hating his life. He’d never even met his father, his mother had thrown herself first into life, then drink: these days she was barely coherent. Now and then she had clear moments, when she screamed at him that he was a useless idiot. Henning knew that she actually meant his father, but that didn’t make things better. He was a useless idiot. He’d dropped out of school in year ten with no qualifications, because of maths, he’d broken off his apprenticeship as a mechanic because of his arsehole boss and everything. Now he wiped down tables in a pub, helped in the kitchen, sometimes at the bar. He quite liked standing behind the bar, the rest was shit. He was sure there ought to be more going on in a life. He kept on thinking about getting on a ship and getting away.

         Leaving Hamburg.

         Never coming back.21

         Nobody would miss him and he wouldn’t miss anyone either. His friend Kalle, who used to be the only decent guy in the whole neighbourhood, had been dead to him since last year. He’d got in with pimps, with those idiots and their ‘professional’ group, the GMBH, because he’d hoped to get something, big shoulders probably, so that he could finally hit back when his dad went for him with his belt. Now he was those losers’ favourite errand boy and spent all day and half the night running to and fro between the boxing ring in the cellar of the Ritze and all the no-tell hotels. Kalle had told him that his immediate boss wore two watches at once, and because he didn’t see anything funny about that at all, Henning hadn’t spoken a word to him since.

         Those guys had a few screws loose.

         He just wanted to get out of here.

         But maybe not right this summer.

         Summer wasn’t generally all that bad in St Pauli.

         And a big step’s a big step.

         Henning looked into the sky, which was slowly turning pink, a few scraps of cloud seemed like they were on the ropes – just like him. He yawned, keeping his hands in his pockets, turned around and headed home up the Hafentreppe, the harbour steps, back to the room with all the rubbish. The thought of taking a girl back to that room made him grin.

         No woman alive would stand for that, he thought. Sod Elisabeth or whatever her name was.

         On his tenth birthday, Henning had more or less decided that everything would change the moment he turned eighteen. Now he was nineteen and sometimes he was surprised that absolutely nothing had changed, but mostly it made sense to him. Because he’d learnt that things didn’t change just because you 22made some wish, or even plans. Well, not for people like him. Layabouts, have-nots, thickos. His days were dull, the nights mostly were too, money was short, his heart was lukewarm. Henning didn’t have much good to say about life, it’d always been on the cruddy side, but he knew one thing: this couldn’t be it, this ‘life’ that he’d heard about now and again.

         He’d tried a few things out over the summer, even a couple of those brainless gangs. The Champs. The Breakers. Found nothing, nobody, only trouble. The gangs did stupid stuff. They were unemployed. Well, they couldn’t help that, loads of people were unemployed, but they acted like it was the coolest, made like they were the greatest, but only did small stuff. By day they played ping pong in the youth club on Nobistor, oh God, Henning hated it, it wasn’t even proper table tennis: if they were lucky, they’d accidentally shoot balls into each other’s faces, and then act like it had been a massive sporting success. In the evenings there was real sport, because that was when they and the Nazis from Neuwulmstorf met up on the Heiligengeistfeld and smashed each other’s faces in. They’d be making out that they were Thai boxers the whole time, but none of them could get his leg higher than the nearest urinal.

         And basically, Henning had to admit to himself, he quite liked chatting to people he had dealings with. Sadly though, that was just quite hard going with the losers in the gangs. Sometimes he thought they didn’t even have enough words in their heads to be able to hold a conversation.

         In a moment of desperation, or rebellion, Henning had tried again with Kalle. He’d called him, they’d met for a couple of cans of Holsten on the Fischmarkt, just like old times. But Kalle had been kind of high. He’d just babbled stupid stuff, about the whores, the bosses, business. All the time Kalle was talking, 23Henning found himself thinking about dark cellars, he didn’t know why but that was the image in his head. Then, when he saw that Kalle was wearing two watches on his wrist, he stood up and said: ‘Hey, I’d better be going.’

         He walked home, through the streets he’d known inside and out since he was a kid, he walked past the worn-out corners with the worn-out pubs and the worn-out people in them, and as he left one of a hundred sex cinemas behind him, the way he always left that kind of miserable entertainment behind him, yet still accidentally cast a glance at the men going in and coming out, he was almost unendurably ashamed of the place where he lived. St Pauli was brutal and grey and full of sad pissheads.

         He didn’t even get what was keeping him here anymore.

         He didn’t even rate the girls anymore: admittedly they belonged to the section of humanity that was kind-of-OK, but unfortunately the girls were dumb too. He could set the evenings on fire if he liked a girl. He got on well with them. He was witty, charming, some even said he was smart and had a dangerous mouth, by which they meant an attractive mouth. He did actually think he looked pretty good, his hair was dark blond and glossy, he might be a little too thin, but he was an OK height, so kind of tall enough, and he might only have two pairs of jeans but their fit was great, much better than on all those idiots who had to keep pulling them up because of that martial arts fad. Henning wore his jeans on his hips, mostly with a grey T-shirt and a pale-brown leather jacket that someone had left in a pub, and he’d spent ages practising the walk he’d copied from Steve McQueen, and was actually pretty good at it. Sometimes, when he walked through the streets with a girl, he almost had the feeling that he really was Steve McQueen, yeah man, he looked just like Steve McQueen, 24didn’t he? He danced with the girls until they laughed in that lovely way that only happy girls laugh.

         In the end though, they got hung up on the guys who always had cash in their pockets and scooters under their arses, preppies with their expensive jackets.

         And if they did get hung up on him for once, then suddenly he’d be the idiot who didn’t know quite where to go next or whatever. He’d ended up with one behind the wall on the other side of the old Elbe tunnel, he’d had sex with her in the brown grass, it had been very quick and pretty senseless.

         He couldn’t shake off the feeling that there just had to be more in there.

         The only people Henning found less than completely dumb were the autonomists. The colourful people who occupied blocks on Hafenstrasse and sat at the bar in the Onkel Otto at night and actually worked for a better world rather than a worse one. You have to really have guts for something like that, really want to change something, to risk something for it, jail and fights and fire. He’d have liked to move in with them, in one of the dilapidated old flats without power and heating and hot water, he’d have liked to support them in their fight for a future for their buildings and for all people.

         But he felt horribly small in their presence, and so horribly thick.

         They might be dirty and odd-looking but they were worlds brighter than him, they’d read books, they knew what they were talking about, and in great depth. Henning just didn’t dare approach people like that and he meant every word of that thought. He left it at sitting in the Onkel Otto now and then, listening to them and dreaming of one day being as cool and determined as they were.

         In the end, it was always the evenings in the Grünspan, the concerts, 25the music, that saved him from the days. The evenings in the Grünspan helped him through wiping tables in the pub and they helped him through the twilight at home with his mum’s frayed, boisterous soul. After the concerts, after the guitars, which pumped his heart full of good things, he generally walked to the port and waited for dawn. Then the light came, the cranes stabbed hard and clear into the sky, the gulls flew after the ships, on the search for edible rubbish, and that made him feel very close to them.

         During those hours by the water, something grabbed hold of him, gripped him, took him by the chest, tugged at it, pulled him towards the sea.

         As the summer drew slowly to a close and autumn came, the yearning for another life had grown so huge that he could no longer swallow it back down.

         One morning in September – a storm was blowing up from the west – he nipped home, packed his second pair of jeans, a couple of T-shirts, pants and a jumper into a sports bag and ran back to the harbour. He looked for a ship, found one to South America and signed on. Working your passage, a simple principle: work for us in return for a bunk. If you see a port you like the look of on the voyage, you just disembark. Or you stay and stay and stay and end up a sailor.

         Henning didn’t want to be a sailor.

         He just wanted to be something other than what he was.

         He stood on deck as the ship sailed, he cast one last glance back at Hamburg, at St Pauli, at Altona, at Blankenese, at the coming storm. Just after Wedel, he headed for the galley and got on with the first job the cook happened to give him.

         
             

         

         A fortnight later, Henning disembarked in Cartagena. 26Colombia. The ship’s cook had given him a hundred dollars to get started with because he liked him, because Henning had done a good job and because he didn’t want the boy to go under right at the start.

         ‘Get yourself a room, get some shut-eye, find a job,’ he’d said.

         It wasn’t far from the container port to the old town; Henning walked. Halfway there, he found a room in a boarding house at the little Plazuela del Pozo. The room was on the first floor, it had a kind of half-balcony and shutters on the windows. The woman who owned the guesthouse looked ninety but that might just have been because she didn’t have any teeth. On the crossing, Henning had learnt a few scraps of Spanish from a Chilean sailor, not much, but because the old woman was generous to a fault when dealing with foreigners, it was enough to discuss the most important things.

         Where did the young people meet here?

         At the beach.

         Where could he find work?

         At the beach.

         Where was a cheap place to eat?

         At the beach.

         What should he watch out for, dangers and that?

         The action at the beach.

         Henning got some shut-eye and the next morning he went to Bocagrande Beach. The beach looked like it had dropped out of one of those cool American films. Sand and palm trees against a skyline, and music everywhere. For the first time in his life, Henning felt big enough to bear the tininess that a life like that means. As if the thing he’d always dreamt of had finally arrived within him. As if someone had thrown open a window and let it in. Whatever it was.27

         He undressed and hung around in the water in his boxers till a salt crust formed on his lips. In the evening, the hunger came. He’d not eaten all day, a bit because he’d forgotten, a bit to save money.

         A few guys his age were sitting under a palm tree.

         They were laughing and drinking beer from little bottles, a couple of them had guitars with them and were kind of strumming on them. In the middle of them was a barbecue, and on the barbecue were fish.

         The guys looked nicer than any other group of guys he’d ever seen.

         Henning plucked up his courage, he had nothing to lose.

         ‘Hola,’ he said.

         ‘Hola, gringo,’ said the tallest of them, standing up; he wasn’t even five-foot-six. Henning made himself a little smaller so the guy wouldn’t have to look up at him so uncomfortably.

         Guys don’t like that, he knew.

         The other man noticed what Henning was doing and smiled.

         Then he said something in Spanish that Henning didn’t understand. Henning said ‘Hola,’ again, grinned his best Steve McQueen grin and shrugged.

         Then everyone laughed and made room for him and offered him a beer and some fish. Several hours passed like that. Beer, fish, beer, fish. By the time the sky slipped into the sea, Henning had, for the first time in his life, found a gang that wasn’t totally dumb, but just as dumb as it needed to be at that age.

         
             

         

         Miguel and the others came to the beach every day, all at different times, but there was always one of them there.

         Henning learnt to surf and to play the guitar, he kept learning Spanish, and he got a job in a beach bar belonging to 28Miguel’s Uncle José. At first, he was just wiping tables again and washing the dishes, and everyone made wisecracks about him because he, the German guy, was so thorough, but he didn’t care. He was now living in a country where the sun always shone, he was earning a little money, he went swimming whenever he wanted, and there were absolutely crazy nights, but more of that later.

         When Henning’s Spanish improved, he was allowed to help out in service now and then, and after four months he had a proper job as a waiter. Uncle José, as everyone called him even though he didn’t look at all uncle-like but more like Al Pacino, let him live in the apartment over the bar, for a song. One condition: if Uncle José needed the room, he was to piss off. Uncle José was married and had four children, but he always said he wasn’t that type of man, and he just needed a bit of a change now and then, and basically it was fine by Henning because then he practically had to stroll through the bars in the old town because that was the very best place to disappear, even for a gringo. He then always followed the same plan, the same paths, he walked along the beach to the Plaza Santa Teresa, where he had a beer or two and watched the girls who looked even more beautiful by the yellow light of the old lanterns than they did in daylight on the beach. Although they had less on in the daytime. But Henning was the type who liked the light of old lanterns and the way it put a spell on the girls’ faces. From the Plaza Santa Teresa, he’d head for Plaza Santo Domingo, where there was a cocktail bar he liked, except that he paid so little attention to the route that he often just got lost somewhere, but in a nice way: he walked this way and that, and with an open soul, through the streets of the old town. Music came crawling out of every crack, the lanterns grew more beautiful 29from one corner to the next, the light grew warmer from one corner to the next, and the flowers hanging from the balconies grew more colourful from one house to the next, and at some point he’d always land up on the other side of the Parque Del Centenario, in the Café Havana. There he’d dance all night with women who seemed to him like goddesses cast adrift.

         For his part, things could have gone on like that forever.

         But at the end of his second year in Cartagena, Uncle José took him aside one evening. Henning had just finished his shift in the bar and was cashing up.

         ‘Listen,’ said José, ‘about Germany.’

         Henning stopped sorting the notes and looked at him.

         ‘There’s someone who’d like to make you an offer.’

      
   


   
      
         30
            
        
        HAS SHE GONE TO BED NOW OR WHAT
      

         

         Stepanovic is sitting in the Mercedes, smoking. He’d drunk a glass of wine with the woman, but hadn’t stayed for something to eat; and although he really would’ve fancied the dessert that was possibly on offer and that they were possibly both thinking about, it would still have been a bit sleazy. It really would’ve been on the cards, he’d noticed that, the woman was just as lonely as him. He’d only needed to look her in the eyes once for those yawning chasms to split the ground under his feet, the depths he knew so well and which attracted him like nothing else.

         Her eyes were saying: now this’ll sting a bit, but in a good way.

         She didn’t even bother asking what he wanted when he stood in her doorway.

         She asked him in.

         She poured the wine.

         Then they sat at her kitchen table, he talked a bit of nonsense about investigations in the area, and when she stood up to fetch her cigarettes, he could’ve just walked after her, boom, quick left-right-combo into the bedroom.

         She was sexy, she looked strong and like someone with a clue about life, perhaps it wouldn’t even have fazed her just to tumble into bed with this stranger and then to lose him again, and/or to chuck him out on his ear. It had been Stepanovic who 31hadn’t been strong enough, it had been his fault, it had been his fault yet again that something hadn’t worked out.

         But it was the season too.

         November.

         Darkness.

         Difficult month for someone who’s afraid of the dark.

         He’d probably have felt safe with that woman in his arms, but having to beat it afterwards, oh God, that would’ve been a catastrophe. He only slept with women if he could be sure that he’d stay overnight with them. He basically only ever slept with women to be allowed to stay with them afterwards. It was never about the sex. It was about the night that he had to get through.

         Now his main job is to go to this party. He’s promised Faller, and he’s told Riley that he’ll come, so he bloody well will pop in, for a bit at least. He’ll wish him a regulation happy birthday, drink a beer or two, keep away from Bülent Inceman and that other guy too, the one Calabretta had said would be there, and finally he’ll keep away from Riley, and then he’ll just leave again.

         That could work.

         He tosses his cigarette butt through the open window, it sizzles as it lands in the little puddle outside the car. He gives one last look up to the flat belonging to the woman with the bare shoulders. The windows are dark.

         Has she gone to bed now or what, but then the main door opens, oh, look at that.

         She’s wearing a thick jacket and a thick scarf and is heading off somewhere.

         The light of the streetlamps brushes her face, there’s a twist in Stepanovic’s belly, he finds her far more beautiful now than he did earlier at her kitchen table.

         He’s already got his hand on the door handle, he could get 32out quickly and follow her and then say: ‘Hey, there’s a thing, fancy that, I was just heading to the pub too, just gone off duty.’ But then he gives himself a bollocking: Ivo, stop it now, he takes his hand away from the door again, lights the next cigarette, lets in the clutch and turns the key in the ignition.
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        ANY MORE THAN TWO HOSTAGES AND THINGS GET MUDDLED
      

         

         There are twelve of them in total. They’re wearing dark suits; they just pulled the guns out from under their jackets. Uzis, short pump guns, sawn-off shotguns, .45 Colts. All kinds of shit that makes quite an impression. The shots went into the ceiling, nobody got hurt, but in a way we still did of course.

         Nobody moves.

         As if our blood has been siphoned off.

         They’ve herded us into the farthest corner of the bar and promptly rounded up the phones, the whole operation took less than two minutes.

         A man is standing at the bar, holding his Uzi to a barman’s head, the barman is to phone reception.

         He says there was a short circuit, yeah yeah exactly, something made a hell of a bang, he guesses the lights shorted, at any rate it’s pitch-black up here, any chance the technician could pop up ASAP? Yes? He’s coming? OK, thanks.

         The barman hangs up, the bar phone’s taken off him. The batteries are taken out of the phone. Now it’s dead.

         I take a closer look at the guys in the dark suits. They look neither nervous nor particularly tense, they seem pretty sure of their business. Pros, the lot of them. Not necessarily all pros at hostage situations – those are pretty rare after all – but they’re 34probably all very experienced at their specific jobs, and it looks as though the whole lot of those jobs involve a gun in the hand. They carry their guns like women carry handbags.

         The guy who seems to be directing the rest of the team, I’ll call him Number One from now on, has his finger on his lips as he looks at us. He has hair cropped to a millimetre and a weathered face, but it’s hard to say exactly what tanned his features like that, the sun, the sea, the wind, or the slaps in the face dished out by life. Could’ve been all of them. He looks like an extinguished lighthouse. Dark and abandoned, and also slightly cold, but you can imagine what it was like when the light was still burning.

         And I can immediately see all that there used to be.

         Spirit of adventure.

         Courage.

         Yearning.

         Piracy.

         A whole Department for Passion.

         And the courage is still showing through.

         Oh boy.

         If only we’d met in different circumstances: any except these ones here would be fine by me.

         ‘Nothing will happen to anybody so long as you stay calm,’ he says and smiles in a way that could really make you think: oh, he’s such a nice guy, you know.

         If he didn’t have a .45 sticking out of his waistband.

         ‘And nobody plays the hero, OK?’

         I see Calabretta from the corner of my eye and register the way his jaw muscles tense, the way the entire man is unbending around the shoulders, and I think: that goes for you too, my friend. Nobody. Plays. The. Hero. I saw him hand over his 35phone. One phone. But he always has a second one stuck into his ankle boot and, sometimes, on very Italian days, stuck down there next to the phone, there’s a knife.

         I don’t know what exactly I ought to hope for right now.

         Faller seems to be feeling similar, I can see it in his eyes, and the forceful way they’re resting on his successor. He knows just as well as I do that Calabretta is the one in our circle most likely to get the idea that he wants to bust everyone out of here. And if he manages to exchange three, four looks along those lines with Klatsche, he’ll join in right away. So that settles the allocation of tasks: Faller keeps Calabretta in check and I do the same for my former partner, the man I was not together with for ten years and who is now a bit too close to Calabretta for my liking. But if he were closer to me, that would be kind of problematic too.

         The rest of our little family party has itself pretty well in check. The other serving police officers – Schulle, Brückner, Stanislawski – are vigilance incarnate, but unobtrusively, i.e. just the way good coppers should be. Inceman is keeping out of all the little groups forming. He’s standing right back in the corner, leaning on the glass outside wall, as if he were standing on the edge of a fairground ride at a carnival, perhaps the dodgems. Rocco and Carla look around in confusion and hold hands and probably haven’t even grasped what’s going on here, just like the rest of the clientele.

         Nobody utters a sound.

         Except the cut on my left thumb, which takes the floor with a sudden burning, but it’ll shut its trap too, and if it doesn’t, I’ll just tell it to.

         Two guys are standing at the entrance, securing the bar against anything that might come from outside.36

         Not much will come.

         There are a lot of us, thirty, forty people maybe. Five hostages would easily be enough to stop the police getting involved; come off it, any more than two hostages and things get muddled. You start by freezing situations like this until the hostage-takers speak up and make something like demands.

         And so we stand there, shaped into a kind of human ball, eight of them have formed a semi-circle around us and trained their weapons on us, and essentially we’re all waiting for the technician.

         It’s Tuesday evening, just before eight.
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             Cartagena, early 1987

         

         They ate dinner together in one of the expensive restaurants in the old town. Henning, José and this man, whose name was Esteban. He was a good head and shoulders taller than all the other Colombians Henning knew, those little men with hearty laughter in their faces. Esteban didn’t actually look like a Colombian at all, more like someone from Madrid. He looked like a torero. Long and slim and knife-sharp. His hands were something like a fan of scissors.

         But he was very polite.

         He wanted to know how Henning liked it in Cartagena, why he’d left his home, what he liked to do in his spare time. And he was very interested in Hamburg and in the people there.

         Lots of artists?

         Musicians?

         Jet set?

         People with money?

         Everything Henning told Esteban, about the bars and clubs and the various scenes in the city, he took on board with a satisfied smile, without much by way of comment. As if it was simply what he’d been hoping for.

         Later on, after they’d chatted about this and that, about the days after Henning’s arrival in Cartagena, exactly why he’d wound up here and what he was thinking about doing with his future and so on, they were on to the rum by then and smoking cigars, which Henning disliked intensely, Esteban made him the offer that was the reason they were sitting there around this 38table: if he, Henning, could help Esteban and his business partners do deals with Hamburg, Esteban would be very happy and Henning would never have to wipe tables in sleazy bars again. The corner of José’s mouth twitched a little when Esteban said that, but Esteban wasn’t the kind of guy someone like José would contradict.

         ‘What kind of deals are we talking about, exactly?’ asked Henning and then Esteban smiled that satisfied smile again, the one that was, in a funny kind of way, very cold, and he ordered another round of rum.

         
             

         

         In February, Henning flew to Hamburg. He had four weeks, then his flight would go back to Colombia. Esteban was intending to collect him from the airport in Medellín, and Henning was intending to have something to present over dinner: customers.

         Esteban had given a clear indication that the best thing would be if his prospective business partners could start by coming to Colombia. Ideally with ten thousand marks of dirty money in their pockets.

         And then they’d see.

         All that mattered was for them to be trustworthy. Pros. But not bosses who might try to make their share of the pie bigger than it ought to be. More like slightly younger pros maybe, with a lot to gain but not much to lose. With no need to throw their weight around. And most importantly: no spies, no cops.

         Henning had to guarantee all that and that felt, on one hand, like nothing at all, because Henning was young, but on the other hand it weighed on his shoulders as heavy as a crane – the spies thing was the tricky part. How the hell was he supposed 39to know that: you couldn’t peer inside a gangster’s brain, a gangster’s brain was even more remote from him than a woman’s, he hadn’t the foggiest what might go on in there, or how or why.

         He realised that when it came to brains, he’d have to take a chance. That nobody won anything without chancing some super-risky shit now and then.

         He’d dared to head out into the world with nothing in his pockets, and he’d been lucky. So he wouldn’t bottle out now, not now. Instead, he’d choose the people as thoroughly as possible.

         And he’d trust to his luck again.

         He’d had two happy years after saving up through nineteen hapless ones. That just couldn’t be all he was getting.

         The Kiez welcomed him, greyer than he remembered it. That was good because it meant he couldn’t get comfortable. He was very careful not to fall back into old habits. He didn’t stay with his mum but at a sleazy flophouse on the Reeperbahn; the owner knew him from before, she gave him a good rate, not that that actually mattered because Esteban had given him plenty of money. He kept away from the Grünspan, the Markthalle and Hafenstrasse. He concentrated entirely on his task, spoke to the key people, the right people, and he was ultra-cautious. He was no longer Henning from St Pauli; he was now a guy working for the Colombians. He put on a businesslike tone and at certain moments, he acted just a notch too cocky.

         And he got results amazingly quickly.

         Three pimps in their late thirties were on a bit of an offensive in their search for new fields of operation. Their core field of operation was prostitution but there was no profit in that anymore. AIDS: a fucking plague. Suddenly people who went 40to bed with girls who went to bed with other people had to go in fear of their lives.

         The three men had taken over a club together in the last year, no sex or table dancing, nothing like that, no, no, a proper disco. Small but perfectly formed. They’d done it up a bit, a few new mirrors here and there and front and back, and a new dance floor and loads of glass and all that, and all things considered it really looked a bit like New York. Studio 54, man. Although there was still some fine-tuning to be done on the drug-fuelled excesses, wild sex and unbridled eccentricity. All the same, trendy young people from the scene in Eimsbüttel and Eppendorf were already socialising in the club, English musicians hung around at the bar after gigs, keeping an eye out for groupies, wannabe-artists were drinking away the rest of their bourgeois lives, and the genuine jet set were slowly but surely starting to arrive. Now, getting into the international cocaine business seemed like a wicked idea to them.

         Of course, Henning had already made extensive enquiries about the gentlemen. Well, as extensive as possible considering everyone here always has to tell you an even bigger load of bullshit than the person before.

         As far as Henning could tell from his research, the three had grown up in the Kiez. People knew their families. Well, OK, in as much as you could call them families; people actually knew their mums: as with so many people, their dads were absent to varying degrees.

         In their youth, the three of them had been virtually founding members of the Nutella Bande but had never got beyond mid-management-level pimping in that organisation either. They’d all been in jail, but more for prostitution and gang criminality than for outrageous violence or any kind of idiotic flipping out 41with guns. They’d always served their full terms, and there was no kind of suspicion that they’d got on good terms with the police. If that was rumoured about anyone, Henning had winnowed them out from the start.

         That hadn’t happened often.

         There were iron-clad rules in the Kiez and if you broke them, you were as good as dead, and if one person more, or one less, got shot off a bar stool it wasn’t such a big deal. So everyone kept to the rules. Well, almost everyone.

         There had to be someone to shoot now and then.

         The three part-time pimps were in their late thirties, a good fifteen years older than Henning, and the perfect age for what Esteban had in mind. One of them was no taller than six foot and had a slight paunch, the other two were kind of broad-shouldered but gangly types, a lanky six-foot-six. Henning stood a little taller on the evening in the Ritze when he explained, over a rather neglected beer, what it was all about.

         He had business partners in Cartagena, he told the men with fat watches and long hair at the backs of their necks, and pulled a suitably important face.

         ‘Uh-huh, fancy that.’

         His business partners were very anxious to build links to Hamburg.

         ‘Oh right, that’s interesting.’

         His business partners hadn’t previously had any connections with Germany, so it would be an exclusive arrangement.

         ‘Oh right, that is interesting.’

         Maybe they could start by having a couple of weeks’ holiday on Colombia’s Caribbean coast, getting to know the country and the people.

         ‘Sounds very sensible.’42

         All entirely non-binding, of course. If they didn’t agree a deal, nobody would get hurt, and they surely deserved a holiday at least.

         ‘We’ll have to think about it, come back tomorrow evening.’

         
             

         

         When he got to the Ritze the next evening, they were already sitting at the bar, playing with their wristwatches, as excited as toddlers; mind you, Henning got the feeling that the one with the belly was the most excited, although he probably was in general anyway.

         
             

         

         Four days later, he and Knut, Heinz and Norbert got on a plane to Colombia.

         Everything was arranged: they’d be met in Medellín, not by Esteban but by a driver, and from there they’d go direct to Cartagena, to a hotel with a pool, get settled in, get acclimatised.

         Holiday!

         In the plane, somewhere over the Atlantic, the initial tension started to ease a little in Knut, Heinz and Norbert, and they talked about their new business, but only in code.

         Precautionary measures.

         
            The boys from Hamburg felt like they were in the movies.

            Knut: ‘Course then we’ll see how we can get these Miami Vice episodes played to the people back home.’

            Norbert: ‘We’ll need special video recorders.’

            Knut: ‘Mobile video recorders. Lots of little video recorders.’

            Norbert: ‘Yeah, but big ones too.’

            Knut: ‘Extra-large.’43

            Heinz: ‘I spoke to Schnulli about that, he’s sorting out the recorders.’

            Knut: ‘What d’you mean, you spoke to Schnulli?’

            Heinz: ‘Only about the re-cord-ers, man.’

            Knut: ‘But he hasn’t the faintest about Miami Vice, has he?’

            Heinz: ‘Course he hasn’t, dude, I’m not stupid.’

            Knut: ‘OK.’

            Heinz: ‘OK, man.’

            Norbert: ‘You talk too much, Heinz.’

            Heinz: ‘I do not.’

            Norbert: ‘You do too.’

            Heinz: ‘Kiss my arse.’

            Norbert: ‘Bend over then.’

            Heinz: ‘Ha ha. You stupid arsehole.’

            Nobert: ‘You’re the arsehole.’

            Knut: ‘Guys …! Stop it now.’

            Guys: [Grumbling]

            Knut: ‘Well, I can’t wait to see how many episodes of Miami Vice they offer us anyway.’

            Heinz: ‘The whole first series, surely, there you go, that’s the least they can do, heh.’

         

         Hahaha, heeheehee, hoohoohoo, and, oh God, they called themselves Crockett and Tubbs and Zito.

         Henning had the feeling that not even Knut, Heinz and Norbert themselves knew what they were on about there, and all in all the guys were a bit of an embarrassment to him. But for one thing, almost everyone else on the plane was Colombian and didn’t understand their babble, and for another, he didn’t have to make friends with them. He just had to hand them on to Esteban.44

         Mind you, he hoped that he wouldn’t find Knut, Heinz and Norbert too stupid to deal with. Although, hey, the Colombian wanted people from the Kiez, and now he was getting them: people from the Kiez. And they were all professional crooks, but not the worst type.

         Esteban couldn’t ask for more than that.

         
             

         

         Esteban was highly satisfied when he met Henning for dinner the next evening. The driver had given him a detailed report on the guests from Germany the night before, and apparently Knut, Heinz and Norbert were exactly what Esteban had been looking for. Picture-perfect small-time and impressionable crooks, easy to mould into shape for the long term, and to subjugate.

         ‘Look after them a bit to start off with,’ he said to Henning as he stuck a lump of meat in his mouth. ‘Show them the city, the beach, the girls, tell them how things work, get them ready for me. On Saturday there’s this party at my club. Bring them to me then.’

         ‘OK,’ said Henning, ‘will do.’

         City, beach, girls, party. Sounded like a good job.

         Esteban chewed on his steak as if he were chewing on Henning, and his eyes bored into Henning’s face as he, still chewing, pushed a roll of dollar bills over the table to him.

         From that moment on, Henning realised that it was no longer down to him to say ‘OK, will do.’ From now on, he had to do what Esteban wanted.

         He waited till Esteban had finished chewing, and swallowed, then he took the money, and with that, the deal was sealed.45

         Knut, Heinz and Norbert were sweating. They didn’t know what to do with their leather jackets, and their mullets were itchy as hell too.

         They desperately needed other clothes.

         Dude.

         ‘Whoa, it’s hot here, let’s start by buying some new clothes, man,’ said Norbert, when Henning picked the three of them up from the hotel in the morning.

         ‘Yes,’ said Henning, ‘we’ll go shopping.’

         The Hamburgers looked like complete idiots here in Cartagena. Their shirts were too thick and too tight, their jeans were too high-waisted, topped off by those slightly grilled faces, which had had a couple of days out of their familiar dark bierkellers by then. And they couldn’t make themselves feel better by punching someone’s face in, because you didn’t know what would happen here if you did. Maybe everyone had knives.

         OK.

         They had knives too.

         But not on them.

         ‘Come on,’ said Henning, ‘we’ll get you something looser.’

         Later, they sat in a beach bar in pale trousers, their shirts as brightly coloured as the drinks in front of them, hanging off the backs of their chairs were pastel-coloured sports jackets, and the rest was made up of girls and the sea.

         Knut, Heinz and Norbert were starting to settle down as they settled into Cartagena. Their faces were relaxing visibly. It did you good to sit under palm trees.

         ‘Nice in the shade,’ said Knut.

         ‘Sure is, dude,’ said Norbert.

         Heinz couldn’t say anything just then, he was too distracted. He felt as though God had poured out beautiful girls with a 46watering can. Those long, dark curls, all those bare legs, all those wonderful feet in the sand, and the way they could walk, and what that did with their hips, my God. That stuff just didn’t exist in Hamburg.

         All three belched.

         The Bacardi and Coke.

         Norbert re-ordered and Heinz decided he needed to slim down a bit more before the party with their new business partners on Saturday.

         Knut wondered aloud if he should buy one of those silver shirts after all, the one’s he’d seen in the city, the other two nodded, and Norbert thought that it would be Knut who had to have a glittery shirt, that old show-off.

         
             

         

         The big party made Henning nervous. He’d briefly toyed with the idea of ditching and dropping everything and running away, just getting away from Cartagena, to Argentina maybe.

         Or better, straight to the South Pole.

         In his dreams there were so many different versions of how this stuff here could go wrong, and every single one of them ended with a bullet in his head.

         So it didn’t help to tell himself he’d just kind of slipped into it.

         A shot in the head was a shot in the head.

         Knut, Heinz and Norbert were standing at the bar in their hotel, drinking Bacardi and Coke. They drank Bacardi and Coke pretty much non-stop, Knut felt that you just couldn’t help it in this heat. Henning ordered himself a Cuba libre.

         They drank quickly then headed off. The pimps from Hamburg had spent the week learning a kind of loose, relaxed 47walk and they now shambled away with it. Their moves were only kind of middling cool. Henning was expecting the Colombians to ask questions about that.

         But on the way he found himself up to the ears in questions anyway, because the gentlemen were evidently just as nervous as him, and while nerves made Knut and Norbert clam up, they made Heinz all the more talkative.

         ‘What do we do when we first get in there? Do we shake hands? Will there just be Esteban? On business? Or will there be others? Will there be coke? Should we do a line too? Or just stick to Bacardi and Coke? What about girls? Are we allowed to touch them? What if they want to mug us? What if they’re just taking the piss? Maybe they just want to shoot us, Henning, do they want to shoot us?’

         Henning couldn’t answer any of the questions except the one about whether they should shake hands with Esteban: Yes, they should, why the hell wouldn’t they? And would there be coke – was there sand on the beach?

         You could count on cocaine in Colombia like you could on corn schnapps in Hamburg.

         ‘It’ll be fine,’ he said, cutting through all Heinz’s questions and generally trying to act like this wasn’t his first time too.

         Then he laughed and the others laughed too, but there was something slightly hysterical about the laughter, and then in the end, when Heinz still wouldn’t stop and the questions kept getting dafter – ‘what if I get the runs from doing coke’ – Norbert said: ‘Just shut your gob, man, I’m shitting myself here as it is.’

         Heinz still kept on talking but at least he didn’t ask any more questions. It felt like half an hour’s walk, but they were actually there in only fifteen minutes.48

         Esteban’s club was an exclusive joint on the top floor of a high-rise by the sea. Knees wobbling, they stepped into the concrete building, rather plain on the outside, and took the lift to the roof terrace on the twenty-third floor. Standing at the entrance were two large, bull-necked guys in dark, loose-cut jackets. Their suits looked like uniforms and there could easily be multiple weapons under those jackets. The two of them worked their way down the queue.

         When it was the Hamburg guys’ turn, Henning told them his name and that he was a friend of Esteban’s. They were waved through to the roof terrace without further checks, which Henning found interesting at least, if not pretty impressive. He’d clearly been admitted into some kind of alliance.

         The rooftop was full of people. The men were wearing outfits of trousers, sports jacket and T-shirt, or trousers and shirt, in every shade yielded by the current pastel-fad. The women were in glittery fabrics, dancing back and forth between the men. Henning took less than ten seconds to grasp that every single one of the women was paid to be there. Their dresses were just that notch too short and their expressions were just that notch too sexy. None of them was on the roof because she wanted to party. They were on the roof because Esteban and his friends had hired them.

         They served drinks, they danced, and they flung their arms round men’s necks.

         A truly beautiful young woman with bleached hair and a sequin dress, possibly intended to imitate the sea, came over to them with a tray of colourful drinks.

         Henning, Knut, Heinz and Norbert each took a glass. They were too nervous to clink them, they just knocked the brew down. A few hundred yards to their south-west lay the 49Bocagrande Beach like a gigantic chain of lights under the night sky. Henning let the sweet alcohol run down his throat and it washed down his fear, which was mingled with the general excitement.

         The trick seemed to be working a treat on the three pimps too.

         ‘Hot chicks here,’ bleated Heinz after the first glass, ‘and that view, wow, uh, hello, chica, could I have another of those drinks, thanks. Man, have you seen the pool dudes, the water’s green…’

         ‘That’s not the water, that’s the lights in the water, you doofus,’ said Norbert.

         Knut’s eyes were also resting on the pool, but with less interest in the water; he was busier in his mind with the girls in the golden bikinis, moving through the water as though they were on their way to some fricking nymph competition.

         After the second drink, he tore himself away from the phony mermaids and looked at Henning.

         ‘Can you introduce us to our future business partner now?’

         Henning nodded and looked around the roof. He spotted Esteban on the edge of the terrace. The Colombian was leaning against the glass parapet like a statue. The cigar in his hand sent a single, long smoke signal into the sky.

         ‘OK, lads,’ said Henning, ‘this way.’

         He forged a path through the crowd, cautiously, don’t barge anyone, don’t stand out or get found out, let alone chucked out. Knut, Heinz and Norbert waddled behind him. They’d checked the cool walk in at the cloakroom.

         When Esteban saw them coming, he laid his cigar in the nearest ashtray, spread out his arms and smiled his refrigerator smile, which Henning found more than appropriate in this case, and hey: it was a smile.50

         He embraced Henning, said ‘amigo’ loudly and whispered into his ear that he was very grateful to him for these amusingly dressed men, but if even one of the three turned out to be a cop, Henning was a dead man.

         Henning knew that Knut, Heinz and Norbert were everything but cops.

         They were boys from his manor, with all their weaknesses they were just plain St Paulianers, and that was their strength. They came from the very bottom and wanted something from life. They were like the girls in the gold bikinis.

         Esteban let go of Henning and held out his hand to Knut, Heinz and Norbert, clapping them on their shoulders with his other hand.

         ‘How nice of you to visit me,’ he said, and Henning immediately began to interpret for him, because that was now his job, that much at least was clear to him.

         Knut, Heinz and Norbert fired off a few pleasantries about nice to be invited, good party, great club, best girls, we’re connoisseurs you know, hahaha, dumb laughter got scattered around, the nerves vanished.

         Then confidence-building measures.

         More drinks.

         Standing up.

         Cocaine.

         Sitting down, and in the private rooms to be found a floor below.

         Girls. Also in the private rooms, lying down, and yes, later, standing up, why not, that’s what they were there for, just in passing, you know. The stand-up fucking was the result of all the coke.

         Henning didn’t touch the coke, and after four Cuba libres, 51he left the rum out and just drank cola. He felt the need to stay alert, wanting to watch out for the boys a bit, after all, he’d brought them here. His feeling was right, as he realised when he saw Heinz with his trousers down at one of the pool bars in the middle of the terrace, seeing to one of the bikini girls from behind, as if he’d drunk a whisked billy-goat.

         Henning was glad that he didn’t need to look either Heinz or the girl in the face, and went to find Knut.

         He found him and Norbert bent over a silver tray with white powder, and he asked them kindly to reel their mate Heinz back in, pronto. They’d still got stuff on in Cartagena, and after all, tomorrow was another day.

         He felt like one of those old madams from the Kiez.

         Knut and Norbert reluctantly packed it in with their noses and, after a veritable bollocking, also packed Heinz up, then they thanked Esteban for his hospitality and said their goodbyes.

         Esteban hugged all four of them and let Henning know that it had gone very well. The next party would be in three days, they’d find out where. Then they’d start to talk business.

         The next day they all lay on the beach, but in the shade, please, yes definitely in the shade.

         Knut, Heinz and Norbert moaned a little about apparently massive headaches, although they were actually very pleased with themselves, although Heinz got a roasting about once an hour because he’d let himself get carried away with that terrace business.

         ‘On the whole it went pretty well,’ said Henning, ‘don’t worry about it.’

         He had no idea how it had really gone, he didn’t know what Colombian drug dealers expected from north German business 52partners, but he thought it couldn’t do any harm to give them all a little pep talk, and after all, Esteban had said that he was satisfied with the gentlemen from Germany.

         Over the next two weeks, things continued to exactly the same beat.

         There was a party in a different club every time, with drinking, snorting and – in the designated shagging rooms – shagging; all that was perfectly fine, hell yeah, it was practically the done thing, and in between times, Esteban kept vanishing into the designated consultation rooms to consult with the Hamburgers on the important matters.

         The ‘modus’ as Knut called it.

         Henning was there as an interpreter, but otherwise he kept out of it.

         His place for drinking and dancing was the Café Havana: his friends were there, Miguel and the boys were there, the girls he liked were there, that was real life.

         Everything in the clubs that Esteban invited them to was made of crystal.

         The Café Havana was also where he’d met Mariacarmen one evening. She’d grown up in Cartagena’s old town and had been studying something technical for a year. She consisted entirely of dark curls and a bright laugh, and for Henning she was the most exciting woman in the whole world.

         On their third evening together, he’d been allowed to walk her home, they’d kissed outside her parents’ house, things had gone no further. They danced, they talked, they laughed, then Henning took her home and they snogged a bit – done.

         He could hardly bear it.

         He wanted to share everything with her.

         He told her nothing about his job for Esteban, to her he was 53just a waiter in José’s beach bar. He sensed that she wouldn’t let him come to her door if she found out about Esteban. Mariacarmen was always saying how much she despised people who hoarded up money and power at other people’s expense. Who’d kill anyone who questioned the length of their dicks, and who grew a second pair of balls if there was actual killing to be done.

         When Mariacarmen had been drinking, she’d punch her left first into the air and proclaim the revolution in the Café Havana.

         Henning fell more deeply in love with her every time she did that, and, for the first time in his life, he was scared of losing someone.

         Esteban was afraid of nothing, Henning felt that again every time he met him, and that was what made the Colombian so terrifying. Esteban just couldn’t be doing with certain things: the Colombian cocaine police and the DEA, the narcotics detectives from the USA.

         The police in Cartagena didn’t bother him, he’d got them under control, or that’s how it seemed to Henning when Esteban made jokes about them.

         At no time did he make jokes about Knut, Heinz and Norbert, which meant that he took them seriously. And so, as the three men’s return flight to Hamburg drew closer, they agreed on a trial run: there was a general cargo ship that ran regularly from Cartagena to Hamburg, and two kilos of uncut Colombian cocaine would be transported in it.

         Price in Colombia: five thousand dollars.

         Street value in Hamburg: a hundred and sixty thousand marks.

         The Hamburg guys would pay down three thousand dollars 54out of the dodgy funds they’d brought. The remaining two thousand were due with the first real deal.

         Mutual trust, as Esteban called it.

         On the evening before they flew back, though, verification seemed the way to go after all. There was too much money at stake, both now and in the future.

         Knut and Norbert came into José’s bar, unarmed of course, as two men verified with considerable care, before meeting Esteban in the back room.

         Esteban introduced them to the sailor who’d hide the cocaine between the decks of the cargo ship and who’d hand it over in Hamburg once they’d docked. Then he held up a waistcoat, a kind of jungle-kit thing with loads of pockets. The cocaine was sewn into the waistcoat in flat packets, as Knut and Norbert in turn verified with considerable care.

         Esteban slipped the sailor an envelope containing five hundred dollars. In Hamburg, once everything had been processed, he’d get another five hundred from Knut and Norbert in the gents’ in the Silbersack.

         Everyone looked a bit tense.

         Then a polaroid photo of Knut and Norbert was taken so that the sailor would remember the two of them when he had a couple of days’ shore leave in two-and-a-half weeks. He’d turn up in St Pauli, in the Silbersack, and hand over the delivery. It was decided that Knut and Norbert would be sitting at the bar between six and ten p.m. on three separate evenings.

         Then they all drove to the port together in a black minibus, Esteban, Henning, Knut and Norbert, the sailor, the coke, the polaroid photo and Esteban’s gorillas. The sailor was escorted aboard the cargo ship by the gorillas, Esteban slipped a few notes to a man standing on the gangway, guarding the ship.55

         The sailor wouldn’t run off with the cocaine, of course, because Esteban knew where his wife and children lived.

         After barely fifteen minutes, which felt like hours to the Hamburg guys, the gorillas came back ashore. The men drove to the hotel, where Heinz was sitting with the money.

         Three thousand dollars changed hands without Heinz giving too much of a commentary.

         Esteban, very pleased with the smooth operation, laid another vacuum-packed bag on the table: a hundred grams of the finest white powder. As a bonus. As a sign of their friendship – well, business partnership. At most. And, of course, so that Knut, Heinz and Norbert could show off the fantastic quality of their gear as soon as they got back to Hamburg. After that, they toasted the future with Cuba libres and Bacardi and Cokes.

         They flew out the next morning.

         Knut had hidden the little bag of free cocaine in the depths of his unmarked suitcase, between four pounds of Colombian coffee.

         
             

         

         Over the next two weeks, Henning went to ground. He put in double shifts at José’s and acted like he had nothing to do with anything, least of all an international drugs deal.

         
            He only met Mariacarmen once.

            He hardly went out.

         

         Esteban beat a retreat to his lodge in the mountains near Medellín. There was no reason to fuss. Knut, Heinz and Norbert started work the very day after landing in Hamburg.56

         They needed a place, a super-secret cocaine-hiding place, where the stuff could be stashed away for the long term, a stash that wouldn’t be directly linked to them if – in an unfavourable turn of events, say – it did get raided.

         After all, things wouldn’t stop at the two kilos the sailor had in his waistcoat. They’d be importing quantities that could get you put away for years.

         In the end, they chose Norbert’s safe-deposit box down in the cellar of the Reeperbahn Casino – very popular with criminals and senators alike – as their stash. It was the most practical option. The safe-deposit boxes had been installed when the place was opened in the late seventies. Large safe-deposit boxes. Everyone in the Kiez who had dirty money to stash away possessed a box and a key. Norbert had barely used the box in recent years, the money from the club they owned together was actually mainly clean. There was still a sports bag lying in the furthest corner of the box with a few tens of thousands of marks of hooker cash. A little getaway dough, you know.

         Not only was the box not associated with anybody in particular, but also sports bags didn’t attract that much attention; there was always somebody traipsing towards the cellars with a sport bag, and that was actually the best thing about this solution. And at the cellar lobby, people were very careful to ensure that there was only one person busy with the boxes at any time, for personal space, you know. There was only one key to each box.

         The human barrier who watched over the door to the strongbox room, and kept an eye on the rest of the cellar while anyone was busy at a box, was Norbert’s brother Lothar. Nobody had anything against involving him, up to a point. And Lothar would never grass because he’d come into the world deaf. He’d always talked with his fists.57

         After the matter of the stash was sorted, they had to clear up how the business would run. It was decided that sales would be transacted in Norbert’s office for now, because it had a lockable door and a small safe. A kind of practical second stash. The office in the back room of their club belonged to all three of them, of course, but Norbert was the only one who was any good with numbers, so in that respect he was also the only one always sitting at the desk, so in that respect it was Norbert’s office. Now and again there might be a girl in there too, and the girl might be there to see Knut or Heinz instead, but that had to be arranged in advance.

         The rest would emerge once they’d treated the jet set to a few snorts.

         
             

         

         The day after the ship from Cartagena docked, the sailor arrived in the Silbersack as arranged.

         One point five kilos were deposited in the stash, five hundred grams went straight into the second stash in Norbert’s office.

         The business was a firecracker from the very first night; just a week later, they booked a flight to Colombia for Knut. Only one of them would ever fly out, so as not to attract attention.

         And so everything flourished.

         Every two weeks, a cargo ship came in with one sailor wearing a five-kilo waistcoat, eight hundred thousand marks street retail value per month. Every six weeks either Knut or Heinz or Norbert flew to Medellín with almost thirty thousand dollars in his pocket.

         After a year, the quantities were doubled.

         There were just two sailors per ship.

         At the Hamburg end, they’d built up a stock of bulk buyers, who sold the stuff on across the city.58

         One looked after the scene and the actors in Eppendorf, another dealt with the artists and musicians in Eimsbüttel, one pushed the stuff to the jet set in Winterhude and Uhlenhorst, another supplied the high society in the Elbvororte, and yet another had sole responsibility for a hotel on the Alster where certain politicians, dignitaries and senators regularly let the day fade away in the bar and then later in the rooms.

         They were all making a killing, but Knut, Heinz, Norbert and Esteban were doing best of all.

         It was all running perfectly.

         
             

         

         Things between Henning and Mariacarmen were running smoothly too. After the first trial deal, it hadn’t taken long for Henning to feel that he was out of the matter again, both morally and gangster-wise. His only responsibility was to pick up whoever arrived in Medellìn from Hamburg, drive him to Cartagena, and then smooth out everything between Esteban and his German partners that needed smoothing in Colombia. He ensured that Knut or Heinz or Norbert felt good, cleared away cultural differences before they could arise, translated from German to Spanish and back again, and simply left out half of what Heinz said.

         At first he was still paid in cash, but then it got better.

         Much better.

         Esteban gave him the freshly renovated cocktail bar on Plaza Santo Domingo, the one Henning had liked so much when he first got to Cartagena. The place was established and running well, and that suited him because on the third night they spent together amid the waves on the shore, Mariacarmen, who’d kept him dangling for over a year, got pregnant.59

         Lying in the surf with Mariacarmen was everything Henning wanted, her legs were wrapped behind his back, her voice was in his ear, everywhere – yet far enough away – were the lights of Cartagena, it was so perfect, it was a cliché, and yet it was right, and it seemed to Henning that the night was singing him a song, for them both, and only for them.

         Those are the moments when new people are formed.

         He was so bloody happy.

         And so, in the third year of the big deal, Arturo was born. The bar was running itself by then, Henning had staff by then, and he himself only worked nights because that was the work he liked best. When everyone had drunk enough and didn’t need much more. When nobody got ideas about moving quickly. Then he sat on the bar and played the guitar. He played music from the sea, north German and Colombian songs, Mariacarmen danced with the sleeping baby in her arms and carried on planning the revolution, sometimes she was still studying a bit but, basically, she had everything she wanted. And Henning was almost a celebrity in Cartagena by then.

         The German with the guitar.

         The musician, the bar boss, the good husband and father.

         The whole city seemed to like him, and most of the time he forgot who he actually worked for and the precise nature of the stuff on his hands.

         He never thought about getting out. Firstly, he wasn’t even really in. Secondly, you didn’t get out of the drug business, you never got out of there your whole life, you stayed in for eternity, every child knew that.

         So why think about it.

         It was all so damn easy and the sun shone on his belly for another seven years, until that night in this house in Blankenese.
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        BUT THEY SURELY WON’T START SHOOTING PEOPLE RIGHT AWAY
      

         

         The technician is met at the door, and guns are held to his head, although they don’t seem to impress him much. He looks around, his expression says something like: ah, got you, I always thought this kind of stuff could happen. And now here we are.

         He’s medium height and medium weight and generally looks like someone who doesn’t get thrown off balance easily.

         ‘Well,’ he says, ‘as far as I can tell, the lights are still on.’

         The guy I call Number One turns to him and smiles.

         ‘The lifts,’ he says, ‘we need you for the lifts.’

         ‘I almost thought as much,’ says the technician. ‘I’d do the same in your place.’

         ‘OK then,’ says Number One, ‘let’s head over to the central control box.’

         ‘Back left, right next to the stairwell door,’ says the technician, pointing towards the hotel corridor. ‘But would you please stop holding a gun to my head? I can’t think like that.’

         Number One nods to his two head receptionists and they lower their weapons. He, the technician and one of his colleagues, who was watching our group until just now, leave the bar; the technician is signalling his cooperation with his every fibre, and he’d be pretty stupid if he weren’t. I’m assuming they’ll be back soon and that of course they know, even without 61the technician, how you switch the damn lifts off in that box. Well, I would if I were pulling a stunt like this.

         They probably only need the techie for the code that, in case of fire, sends the lifts plunging irrevocably down to the ground floor. After that, all they’d have to do is shoot up the control box and barricade the steel doors to the stairs.

         Done.

         Although.

         The roof.

         The roof could be the weak link.

         But hey, that’s not my problem.

         I move the thumb of my left hand, which definitely is my problem, the cut just won’t stop stinging. I have no way of assessing the wound, it’s so dark here. Hard to make anything out. I don’t want to take a closer look anyway, there’s no need to draw unwelcome attention to yourself right away.

         But it’s very clearly stinging.

         I try to read the faces of the other people up here with us. There are the bar staff, two guys and a woman. The two guys look insanely similar. They’ve got the same style of beard, the same nickel glasses and the same braces over the same black shirt, as if that were the uniform for the job here. The woman also has those stupid braces clipped over her fitted blouse, but she’s got a face of her own and looks, all in all, as if she could just as well be standing behind the bar in a corner pub three streets away. She’s tied her hair up in a tight plait, and reflected in her face is the kind of life you live if you don’t always want to fit in everywhere. She looks like a woman who knows more swearwords than a Scottish steel worker. The way she keeps her eyebrows raised, the way she doesn’t just let them down again, the way she gives off scorn, arrogance and composure is simply 62nuts. She makes it unmistakably clear to everyone in the room that she doesn’t like her situation here, but that she basically doesn’t give a shit what’s going on around her.

         I make a mental note for later.

         In case it ends up mattering who you can rely on here and who you can’t. When you get down to it, people who are that non-conformist are the ones I like relying on the best.

         Most of the clientele among the hostages look like tourists who packed a few OK-ish-smart things to wear for this one evening in the bar, they might even have been to one of those dire musicals first. Only four people make a different impression. Because they’re different, because they stand out from the middlingly dressy middle class: two men in very expensive-looking suits, the shirts beneath them are slim cut and unbuttoned that particular smidge too far. One of them has a belly that wants to get out but he keeps pulling it back in. The pair of them have two dolled-up young women with them, each in a little black dress and dizzyingly high heels. I’d say the men are here on business and the women too, only their business is the two men.

         I don’t particularly like the two women, but I like the two guys much less. Because they clearly think it’s a good idea to buy women. That it’s legitimate, and so they do it, just because they can.

         But maybe I’m being unfair, like so often when I want to burn down capitalism. Maybe they’re just two very well-to-do couples who’ve forgotten that too expensive very quickly turns cheap. But if I think about it properly, I’m inclined to plump for version one.

         And, however I dish out my sympathies here, there’s one thing every face in this bar shares, even those belonging to the hostage-takers: every person here looks like a car that’s fallen 63in the river. Each of us knows that, right here, nothing is the way it ought to be, that life has just taken a pretty sharp turn, that after this performance, nothing will be the same as it used to be. Could be that we all die tonight, or maybe first thing tomorrow, or not for another two days.

         Every single face in the room is showing different shades of this knowledge, but fundamentally it’s what’s uniting us now.

         The only one of us who looks different around the eyes is Inceman. He’s put that moment behind him, he experienced it when his right arm flew off. He looks like it wouldn’t faze him if he died, as if it’d be perfectly fine by him. And as always when I look at him like that, his marble face, the dark five o’clock shadow, the thick but shaved hair on his head, the eyes like black diamonds, I sense that for him I’m not part of the solution. But then who is, for anyone. People are never part of the solution. Perhaps we all ought to start talking to more animals. Just start by asking a zebra out for a drink this evening.

         My eyes catch on the barwoman again.

         Oh, of course, I should have known. Seems like she’s pigeonholing this fear differently too. As if she falls from the sky every day and this here is nothing at all. Either she’s a go-between for the Federal Crime Agency – but what the hell would they want here – or she knows the feeling of dying or not like the back of her hand.

         What on earth is wrong with her, or, to put it better: why does she look so right to me when I look so wrong?

         Her cool kindred spirit, the technician, comes back; with him are Number One and his colleague, both of whom now look outrageously cheerful. There’s no way they’ll let the technician go again. It’s far too good to have him. A technician like that could be the joker in this game.64

         Number One gives a curt nod to his men.

         All right.

         The lifts are down, the steel doors to the stairwell are sealed.

         Presumably.

         Anything else would be utterly unprofessional.

         ‘So,’ says Number One, ‘sadly, we need to reduce our party a little.’

         A woman and two men burst into tears at once. My knees go a bit soft too. But they surely won’t start on shooting people right away, it’s far too soon for that, come on boys, really.

         Number One sticks his revolver in his waistband.

         ‘All the women can leave.’

         Oh right.

         Unlucky to have women aboard, or what?

         We’re not on the high seas here, though.

         Anne Stanislawski looks at me, her expression is a shake of the head.

         I look at Carla. She takes Rocco’s hand. Of course she’ll stay with him.

         The barwoman looks at her two colleagues, who are up to their necks in the need to cry. She leans on a pillar.

         The two barbies in the skyscraper heels are the first to pick up their bags and step forward. Now I like them. You can buy almost anything, but solidarity is beyond price.

         ‘Handbags stay here, ladies,’ says Number One; the ladies drop their bags on the spot.

         Then more and more women step forward, only a few stay with their men, maybe they’re the ones without children. If I had a child, I’d go.

         It takes one, two minutes, and thirteen women are ready to march.65

         Number One nods to two of his men.

         ‘If you’d escort the ladies to the stairs, please.’

         They march off, a peculiar little baggage train of people who want to get out of here very fast while, at the same time, dragging sackfuls of guilty conscience behind them.

         So, our hostage-takers will open the steel door to the stairwell one last time. When they’re back again, whatever’s about to get going will get going.
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        Hamburg-Blankenese, autumn 1997
      

         

         A rainy night, the drizzly stuff coming in from all sides, but in the house there was a fire burning in their heads, in their bodies and in their noses: it was a cold fire, but a mighty one. It spread quickly and it squeezed things out of people that would have been better staying in there. A massive casino of souls, wins were only a sham, in the end too much was lost.

         Three of the party guests were police. One of them had been there a few times before, had told his colleagues about it one evening on the quiet. Now they were checking it out, but not the way their colleague had thought.

         They radioed GO GO GO, from the toilet.

         The Narcotics Investigation Team had been put on alert the evening before, they were waiting only a street away.

         The house was busted, along with the organiser of the whole shebang: Konrad ‘Conny’ Hoogsmart, wayward son of rich parents from the Elbvororten and one of Knut, Heinz and Norbert’s main customers.

         The cocaine orgies in the house he’d inherited from his grandfather had become a permanent fixture in the party calendar for the heirs of Hamburg’s merchants. In the week, they managed their parents’ Hanseatic businesses, ready to take them over one day, while on Saturdays, they snorted their noses raw at Conny’s.

         Now they were all arrested and they all sang with one voice, a song of songs about Conny. Conny in turn sang like a robin almost before they’d got him into the police car, in an effort to save his useless skin somehow.67

         That same night, the message got through to Knut, Heinz and Norbert.

         ‘Shit!’ roared Knut, thumping his hand on Norbert’s desk. ‘That arsehole’s grassed us all up.’

         They grabbed the remaining cocaine stored in the office stash, flushed it down the toilet and stumbled out of the back door, full to the brim with the stuff themselves, but the police were already there waiting.

         Click.

         Click.

         Click.

         That was that.

         Knut and Norbert kept their traps as shut as if they’d been sewn up, Heinz spilt every last bean onto the interrogation table after twenty-four hours.

         The names Esteban Higuita and Henning Garbarek had reached the investigative world.

         Heinz was first ignored in jail, then bumped off. They used a blunt bread knife. His throat was more ripped open than slit.

         He’d been the one who’d brought Conny along and vouched for him.

         Meanwhile, the Hamburg police, via the Federal Crime Agency, had got in touch with the narcotics man at the German embassy in Bogota, who contacted the DEA, which in turn notified the Colombian drugs squad. Operation Flat White was called into being:

         
            1 Identify and find Henning Garbarek: that would be easier than looking for a Colombian called Esteban Higuita, after all, that kind of name could be anyone’s.68

            2 Send somebody.

            3 Rip this Esteban and his people a new one.
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        A BREATH OF WIND GETS UP FOR A WHILE
      

         

         Thirteen women leave the hotel bar.

         Some of them find their knees giving way on them in the stairwell, some start crying somewhere around the eighteenth floor, some surpass themselves and support, comfort, placate.

         Meanwhile, down in the lobby: uproar.

         What’s wrong with the lifts?

         Why were they sent down to the ground floor?

         Fire alarm?

         If yes, where?

         What exactly is wrong in the bar?

         Why isn’t the bar’s telephone working?

         Why isn’t the technician answering his?

         And where is he anyway?

         Two hotel staff walk up the stairs, somebody’s got to see what’s going on up there. Between the eighth and ninth floors, the two men meet the women, minor hullaballoo, explanations, halting, just don’t scream, you never know, careful, for heaven’s sake, a hostage situation.

         The men accompany the women back down.

         The head concierge calls the police, the emergency plan is activated, the hotel evacuated. But no announcement, too dangerous.

         The information lands in the rooms via the smart TVs, via 70phone calls, via gentle knocks on the doors. It takes a while till everyone’s down the stairwell and outside.

         A breath of wind gets up for a while.

         The police decide quickly: terrorism.

         And Detective Chief Inspector Stepanovic gets a phone call from the situation room.

         ‘Yes? Stepanovic here.’

         ‘Terror incident, Ivo, where are you, we need you at HQ.’

         ‘I’m on the way to the Hafenkrone. Personal business.’

         ‘…’

         ‘Hello?’

         ‘Ivo?’

         ‘Where exactly are you?’

         ‘Davidstrasse, just past the police station, I was looking for somewhere to park, what the hell’s going on?’

         ‘Wait a moment, mate, stay on the line.’

         Stepanovic pulls in.

         Window down.

         Cigarette lit.

         He leaves the motor running.

         ‘Ivo?’

         ‘Yes?’

         ‘So for a moment I thought … but now … well, we do need you at HQ.’

         ‘First tell me what’s going on. Why’d you want me to stay on the line, don’t fuck about, has something happened here? Close by?’

         ‘We’ve got a hostage situation. At the River Palace Hotel. In the bar.’

         ‘Excuse me?’

         Stepanovic switches off the engine.71

         ‘A hostage situation at—’

         ‘Yes, I got that bit, uh, well, I’ll call you right back…’

         ‘Ivo! Wait…!’

         Stepanovic puts his phone away. He sits in the car three seconds longer, drags on his cigarette, then gets out and locks the banger up. Barely a hundred metres to the River Palace. From here, everything looks normal, calm, just a couple of people running at a somewhat hastened tempo down the street that leads first to the hotel and then down to the harbour.

         Probably plain clothes cops from the Davidwache.

         Stepanovic heads off.

         Hostage situation, right.

         In that hotel on the harbour edge.

         In the bar.

         In the place where a few people he’s quite fond of are trapped, and not just them but: Riley.

         The pressure on his chest increases again.

         But this time it’s not because he ought to do something he doesn’t want to, but because he ought not to do something he desperately wants to.

         Not to put too fine a point on it, he wants to go straight in there and fetch her out, no matter what’s going on.

         As he slowly approaches the hotel, a good dozen uniformed colleagues run past him, heading in the same direction.

         Aha, he thinks, here we go.

         Nobody’s pretending anymore.

         A few patrol cars feel their way forward at a moderate speed.
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        Cartagena, 1997
      

         

         The German newspapers, which Henning bought regularly, informed him fairly soon about what had happened in Hamburg: a drugs ring centring around major dealers Knut E, Heinz B and Norbert K had been busted because a Conny H from the Elbvororten had grassed on them the moment he was arrested. Unimaginable quantities of cocaine had been involved, Hamburg had been virtually flooded with the stuff, but now the city had finally been saved.

         That was more or less how the police report went.

         Henning sold Esteban the story rather less spectacularly.

         The guys from Hamburg had had the feeling that someone was on their tail and so they’d left Germany indefinitely. The arseholes had just bailed. So, frustratingly, the deal was dead.

         Esteban took a while to respond. He dragged on his cigar and sent up the smoke. Then he said: ‘Amigo.’

         Henning gulped.

         ‘Such things can, of course, happen.’

         Henning gulped again, although his mouth was entirely dry in any case.

         ‘But they shouldn’t.’

         Henning tried to hold Esteban’s gaze.

         ‘Still, we’ve worked well together for ten years.’

         Henning nodded.

         Esteban crushed his cigar in the ashtray as if it were a living thing, and then there was a mountain of tobacco crumbs, tobacco leaves and ash lying there.73

         ‘First let’s let the smoke clear a little.’

         Henning let air out of his lungs.

         ‘But in the long term, a replacement would be useful.’

         Henning wasn’t quite sure what Esteban meant and looked questioningly at him.

         ‘You’re my broker, I’ve given you a bar, and I’m sure you want to keep the bar, huh? For a nice, secure life with Mariacarmen and little Arturo – how old is he now?’

         ‘Seven,’ said Henning, and it didn’t feel right that Esteban should utter the names of his wife and son.

         ‘They say Munich is also a juicy market.’

         ‘I don’t know,’ said Henning.

         ‘You can do it,’ said Esteban.

         Then he stood up and left, leaving the bill lying on the table for Henning.

         
             

         

         After that conversation, Henning spent two years trying to forget the whole Esteban thing, and what had, after all, been a very clear threat. Basically, he tried to forget everything that had happened over the last twelve years in that regard. He’d have liked best of all to cast it off like an old skin, but that was impossible. Firstly, Esteban came to Henning’s bar every Friday to eat, and then to drink three or four rums. He always asked, every time, whether Henning had had any thoughts yet. About Munich. Or Frankfurt. And what about Berlin? Henning generally acted as though he hadn’t understood the question. And he tried to wipe the little knickknacks that Esteban left behind in the bar from his memory as rapidly as possible. The notches that he cut in the counter, overtly and flagrantly, with a little knife. The wine glass with a nick broken out of it. The cigar cut into two pieces.74

         Secondly, and this was less easy to push away than Esteban’s indications of his power, when you got right down to it, the bar didn’t even belong to Henning, but to Esteban. Yes, there was the document in Henning’s desk that said it was Henning’s bar, but he knew perfectly well that Esteban could take it away again at any time. He’d simply buy it off him for a token price, as he’d bought it from the previous owner to give it to Henning.

         If you didn’t go along with that kind of suggestion, you might as well hold a pistol to your head. When you’re mired in those kind of dealings, you feel as though you’ve been sewn into a pillowcase.

         The only way to get out once and for all would be to orchestrate the perfect deal. After that, he’d have to sell the bar in good time and scarper to Buenos Aires with Mariacarmen and Arturo. Regardless of the fact that Mariacarmen would never voluntarily leave Cartagena, this also posed the increasingly pressing question: where could he find the perfect deal?

         And then one day, the perfect deal just slouched in through the door.

         A guy from Miami.

         An American of Mexican descent. Some kind of gringo then, but a Latino gringo, so maybe you could trust him. At first he posed as a tourist, then as a businessman, then he asked about cocaine, and then about someone who knew about these things, about cocaine and business, that was. He snorted the stuff up his nose while he sat at the bar and talked.

         Henning told José about it, because he could assess the Mexican better. José reckoned that the Mexican sounded like a pro and he saw no reason why they shouldn’t pass him on to Esteban. That was exactly what Henning had hoped to hear, because the Mexican had spoken about ‘serious business’.75

         He called Esteban and arranged to meet him for dinner. He didn’t want to bring the two of them together in his bar just like that, even if Esteban would have turned up there anyway, by Friday at the latest. He wanted to let Esteban decide for himself if the Mexican was of interest to him.

         And he wanted to finally get the hell out of the sticky shit he was still trapped in.

         Esteban bit.

         ‘Introduce the man to me,’ he said. ‘If it turns into a lucrative business, you’ve paid off your bar.’

         Henning couldn’t pin down where this gracious attitude suddenly sprang from, but he shook on it. They had a new deal.

         One more, thought Henning. The last one.

         Esteban and the Mexican got to know each other over Cuba libres in Henning’s bar; the next week, Esteban brought with him a couple of men that Henning hadn’t seen before. The men came from Medellín. Compared to them, Esteban looked small, and he acted like he was too.

         There was quiet talk.

         After that, Henning didn’t see much of Esteban. Likewise, the Mexican only turned up in the bar sporadically. Sometimes the two came together to drink a rum with Henning, but it was more likely that one of them would come on his own, and even that was rare. Esteban didn’t speak to Henning about the business, but that wasn’t surprising. He’d never done that unless Henning had been involved.

         The Mexican, on the other hand, dropped hints now and then, but not in any odd kind of way. After all, he’d met all these people through Henning. In the circumstances, it was fine to say: thanks, going well, great contact, super, come on I’ll buy you a drink.76

         Henning always turned it down.

         And with every glass he turned down, he felt a little freer.

         Everything was on track.

         But then, a few days after New Year, there was the big row with Mariacarmen. It started with her just checking. Because she’d met this woman, a friend of a friend of a friend, who allegedly knew something about his alleged dealings with an Esteban, and what the hell kind of a guy was he. Henning had dropped a few half-hearted lies around the place and got tangled up in one or two contradictions, but he’d immediately realised that something was going wrong, and anyway, he didn’t fancy telling her cock-and-bull stories anymore.

         So it had come out.

         That Henning hadn’t happened to get the bar cheap, as he’d always told her. That instead, their entire financial fortunes rested on the international cocaine trade.

         She’d threatened to leave Henning, to give him the biggest kick up the arse of his life. She hadn’t cried or shouted or anything, she’d become quieter and quieter, turned more and more in on herself, in the end she hadn’t even answered when he asked her what was wrong now, and then she’d disappeared to her parents with Arturo, just over the weekend, so she said, but he knew that the shit had hit the fan.

         Perhaps he ought to have left her in peace for a few hours then gone after her, quick-quick.

         Perhaps that would have been exactly the wrong thing to do, though, he didn’t know.

         At any rate, accepting José’s invitation to spend the weekend with him in Medellín: definitely the wrong thing to do, although Henning didn’t know that at the time either. Esteban and the Mexican were having a party, it would do him some 77good to take his mind off things a bit, said José, and after all, Henning knew them all, ah, come on, amigo, it’ll be fun.

         OK, he thought.

         It wasn’t a party; it was drug heaven.

         Henning got off his head with everything there was on offer.

         And they all hung the flags out for him, not just José, the Mexican and Esteban, but also the big men from the cartel; he was even introduced to one of the most important producers from the mountains.

         Henning—

         Great guy—

         Brokered our deals with Germany for ten years—

         Hamburg, what a city—

         Henning, amigo—

         And now this—

         Awesome—

         Soon we’ll be shifting a ton of coke a week to Miami—

         What a deal—

         Whole new level—

         Because of you—

         We love you—

         Henning said nothing in reply.

         He was blown away, but not in a good way.

         By the quantities of cocaine that were going to Miami, and by the quantities that were shot down that little tube into his brain.

         He grasped something as if through a glassy mist: the Mexican wasn’t his exit, he’d dragged him in even deeper. He still couldn’t get the fuck out of the fucking affair. He clung on to the bar table he’d just bent over, he laughed, but the laugh broke something in his head, something inside splintered against the top of his skull.78

         Crystal confetti.

         He waved to one of the girls with the trays and took another two drinks.

         When Mariacarmen came home on Monday and he tried to touch her, to speak to her, to reconnect with her, he could no longer get through to her.

         
             

         

         A few days later, the bang came.

         Just as the first delivery was meant to go out to Miami, the Bogota drugs squad and the DEA raided the harbour in Cartagena in a joint operation. The Mexican had vanished, Esteban was dead, so was José: the police hadn’t messed around after the dealers opened fire. Three other cartel members had been busted and another five arrested.

         Virtually the whole organisation had gone sky high.

         Miguel stormed into Henning’s bar, screamed at him, just kept on yelling: ‘What have you done? WHAT! HAVE! YOU! DONE!’

         It took a while for Henning to understand exactly what Miguel meant – José, the drugs deals themselves, the Mexican, or all of it?

         ‘Get lost,’ said Miguel, ‘and I’m not just advising that because I never want to see you again.’

         There was a rage in his face the like of which Henning had never seen in a person before, not even in Mariacarmen, and Mariacarmen was very good at rage.

         ‘Take your wife, your kid and your guitar and then piss off, as fast as you can. Your best chance is to vanish into thin air.’

         Henning gulped and nodded.

         Then he took all the money from the till and all the money 79from the little safe behind the kitchen and switched himself off. His emotions, his thoughts, his panic.

         He went home and told Mariacarmen in short sentences what had happened. He stood around like concrete. He had no plan for what to do. He couldn’t go back to Hamburg. It was pretty certain that there’d be an arrest warrant out for him there, the police there weren’t entirely stupid these days. He couldn’t go to the USA if the DEA had been involved in the raid at the port. The DEA were more dangerous for people like him than anyone else.

         But they wouldn’t be safe anywhere in Colombia, the cartel was everywhere, he’d learnt that much in the last thirteen years.

         ‘Curaçao,’ said Mariacarmen, ‘we’ll go to Curaçao.’

         ‘Curaçao? Why Curaçao?’

         ‘Shut up and pack your things.’

         Arturo sat on his bed and cried.

         
             

         

         They travelled all night long, on one of those minibuses that are held together only by a nerve-jangling clatter. Always following the sea, then across the green border towards Maracaibo, Venezuela.

         They must’ve been unimaginably lucky, Henning said over the rattling after the border. Cos the bus hadn’t been checked.

         Mariacarmen said: ‘Idiot, nobody checks here.’

         By sunrise they’d reached Coro.

         It cost them a decent whack of their cash to get onto the boats, the floating markets, which would set off for Curaçao in the grey of the morning. At first nobody had wanted to take them, or at least the market people had acted like they didn’t want to take anyone. But Mariacarmen had managed to arrange a crossing all the same.80

         So they arrived on Curaçao, the gangster island, as Mariacarmen called it, the place where you could park yourself if there was no room for you anywhere else, if you had to vanish.

         They crawled out of the depths of the vegetable boat they’d been lying in. Then they stood for a few more minutes by the front made up of squat, colourful houses, and looked around, before diving into the turmoil of Willemstad. Mariacarmen in front with a light rucksack on her back, towing eleven-year-old Arturo in her wake, Henning following with his old, heavy kitbag over his shoulder and his guitar in his hand.

         The label ‘imbecile’ was branded on the back of his neck.
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        OPEN BAR
      

         

         Thirty-seven people. The ten of us, then the two barmen and the barwoman; the technician, along with two very young men who’d been alone there from the start; four guys of around thirty, whose wives have gone; two middle-aged men and a woman who seems to be with one of them; and then there’s the two guys in the expensive suits.

         Plus twelve hostage-takers.

         That’s the line-up. This is how you play.

         We hostages may, should, OK fine: must sit down. So we’re all sitting at the back of the bar. The kidnappers have spread themselves out well with their guns, none of us has the least intention of not listening to what they say.

         Number One stands at the long bar.

         ‘I think you’ll understand us not introducing ourselves to you,’ he says.

         His voice has taken on a confidential hue. As if it were important to him that we’re not afraid. I’m not sure if it’s working, but I register it and make a note of it for later, in case it comes in handy.

         Memo to self: I’m finding the man who has power over me rather likeable, actually.

         ‘And even if we are compelled to remain strangers,’ he says, ‘I don’t want you to lack anything. If anyone needs the toilet, 82for example, just let one of my colleagues know, and he’ll accompany you, at least as far as the door. Besides which…’ he looks at the bar staff, ‘… open bar, OK?’

         The barwoman shrugs.

         ‘Fine by me.’

         Her two colleagues stare at the floor, they’re acting more and more as if they weren’t even here.

         Memo to self: Just cos we’re all hostages, that doesn’t mean I automatically find the hostages more likeable than the hostage-takers.

         ‘Are there food supplies here?’ asks Number One.

         The barwoman nods.

         ‘I can fetch something.’

         ‘Just tell me where.’

         ‘In the aisle behind the liquor cabinet,’ she says. ‘Asian-style rice crackers. The proper food comes from the restaurant kitchen and that’s presumably shutting right about now. But the crackers are OK. Low calorie.’

         Faller pulls a face.

         Oh no.

         You can’t be serious.

         He was the one who wanted his party here.

         Now we’re just partying with Asian-style rice crackers and automatic weapons. And hey, at least there’s an open bar.

         I stand up and point to the wall of spirits.

         ‘May I?’

         Number One scans me once, it starts off at my face, then his look wanders down to my boots, he evidently marks me as a pass and says: ‘Sure, lady, help yourself.’

         I take myself behind the bar and hunt for clear, high-percentage alcohol.83

         Left-hand cabinet.

         On the second shelf is Finnish vodka.

         I pour a decent slug of it into a large tumbler, take a few ice cubes from a cooler, throw them into the glass and walk back to our table.

         Then, as unobtrusively as possible, I stick my left thumb into the cold liquid.

         It burns like all the fires of hell.

         Now Faller stands up and goes to the beer tap. In passing, he glances briefly at Number One again and says: ‘Open bar, have I got that straight?’

         Number One nods, Faller nods too, and then he draws himself a beer.

         When he comes back to our table, he says: ‘Mine was kind of flat.’

         He sits down.

         I’d really like to ask for the rice crackers right now, just to see how Number One would react, but then I don’t want to draw too much attention to our table, after all.

         So I just lean back and ignore the fire that’s starting to blaze in my left hand.

         The other hostages are doing similar stuff, like fidgeting around on their seats, crossing their arms, scratching their heads. Everyone’s trying, in their own way, not to stand out, and to keep the nerves, which are scattering around the room like low-flying swallows, in check.

         But the big fear, which was until just now still the only significant emotion in this bar, is very slowly being joined by this one question: What the bloody hell do they want from us?

         Meanwhile, Number One mixes himself a gin and tonic, with Tanqueray.
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        ARE THE NINJA TURTLES ON THEIR WAY?
      

         

         The patrol car’s tyres are smouldering gently away when Stepanovic arrives at the hotel. Nobody drove fast, but everyone invested the drive with such sacred importance that it must have felt as though they’d bombed down the extremely short stretch from the Davidwache police station to the River Palace Hotel at 280 kph. The police are in the middle of dragging in barricades, they’re closing the streets all around the crossroads. Guests and liveried staff are milling around in front of the hotel, making a colourful, uncertain huddle of maybe a hundred people, more every second. The people are streaming out of the large, open glass doors. Only a few have jackets or coats with them, but they all have panic in their luggage.

         Stepanovic has joined the group of evacuees before his colleagues who are barricading things even have time to catch on and send him away.

         Three dark saloon cars come to a stop at the barricade. Ten men in plain clothes get out.

         Aha, thinks Stepanovic, the SWAT team, here for a cautious recce and assessment of the situation.

         He lights a cigarette.

         The phone in his pocket buzzes incessantly.

         He doesn’t answer.

         His plain-clothes SWAT team colleagues run past him, he 85turns his face aside a little. After all, they might have inadvertently crossed paths back when he was still in the SWAT team himself.

         He finishes his smoke at his leisure. He needs those couple of minutes to grasp the fact that this is really happening. It’s important to grasp it. Once you’ve grasped it, you can think. But not before. Before, you can only react in some way, and the situation is too delicate for that.

         Then he throws his cigarette away and finally, OK, OK, answers the telephone.

         ‘Yes?’

         ‘Ivo!’

         ‘Sorry, I was busy.’

         ‘You’re not actually standing outside the River Palace Hotel right now, are you?’

         ‘…’

         ‘You’re standing outside the River Palace Hotel, OK.’

         ‘I’m not leaving here.’

         ‘We need you in the situation room, Ivo. This is a terror incident.’

         ‘My friends are up there.’

         ‘Friends? Since when did you have friends?’

         ‘Well, let’s just call them our colleagues then.’

         ‘You’re not serious.’

         ‘I am.’

         ‘Who?’

         ‘Chief Inspector Calabretta, Stanislawski, Schulle and Brückner from murder.’

         ‘Oh shit. Anne.’

         ‘Georg Faller.’

         ‘No.’86

         ‘And Chastity Riley, the public prosecutor.’

         ‘Fuck.’

         ‘Right.’

         ‘Got you.’

         ‘You see.’

         ‘Yes, OK.’

         ‘OK then, so what now?’

         ‘This means trouble, you know that.’

         ‘I can help here.’

         ‘Those aren’t the orders.’

         ‘You can sort that for me.’

         ‘Pff, I dunno, what can I sort, Ivo? But hey. They’re not exactly going to come and get you.’

         ‘Quite.’

         ‘I’ll pass that on then.’

         ‘Do that.’

         ‘And we’ll see about the rest.’

         ‘Exactly,’ says Stepanovic, ‘we’ll see about the rest. Have you lot got things started your end?’

         ‘Yes, we’re on it. You know how it goes, the SWAT team and mobile task force bosses have just turned up, federal police and GSG9 have been requested, investigators, SOCOs and two negotiators are on their way to the hotel.’

         ‘Good. Do I know any of them?’

         ‘Definitely. But you won’t care either way, will you?’

         ‘Probably not. Has the airspace been shut down?’

         ‘Course. And they’ve just started closing streets south of St Pauli this minute. Plus someone from the SCO in Wiesbaden is about to step onto a plane: apparently he settled a similar situation in Frankfurt neatly four years ago, we called him right away.’87

         ‘What kind of business was that?’

         ‘Oh, that bank, you know. The anarchists. The ones who forced those investment guys to stand naked in the windows.’

         ‘Oh yeah, I remember.’ Stepanovic uses the moment to bring some calm into play. A little normality and ordinariness. ‘Are the ninja turtles on their way?’

         ‘They’re just getting tooled up, and the armoured squads from Lower Saxony and Schleswig-Holstein are coming too, the senior officers are just getting it sorted.’

         More and more vehicles are arriving outside the hotel, vans, cars, full of police and equipment. And the ambulances with the emergency medics inside them.

         ‘OK,’ says Stepanovic, ‘I’ll let the guys know that I’m here.’

         ‘Oh, don’t they know how lucky they are?’

         ‘Nobody ever knows that, mate.’

         Stepanovic hangs up and shoves the phone back into his coat pocket.

         Maybe he should have stayed with the woman after all. Phone somewhere down in the depths, and him too. Something cracks in his head because it was such a cowardly thought.

         He peels away from the group outside the hotel and walks towards the uniformed officers, a couple of them are already starting to transfer the evacuees into surrounding hotels, restaurants and bars, so that they can get away from here for now, but not right away, you know. They’ll then arrange the witness statements in the various locations.

         Stepanovic holds his right hand out to the incident commander, showing his ID with his left.

         ‘Hello, Ivo Stepanovic from SCO44.’

         The incident commander shakes his hand and narrows his eyes to slits, the better to read the ID.88

         ‘Himmelmann,’ he says, ‘Davidwache.’

         ‘I happened to be in the area,’ says Stepanovic.

         Himmelmann looks at him.

         ‘Is that right?’

         He’s clearly not inclined to be fucked around. Stepanovic looks up at the hotel, his eyes stick to the bar on the twentieth floor.

         ‘Yes, yes,’ he says, ‘I was just passing.’

         He offers Himmelmann a cigarette; he shakes his head.

         ‘Thanks, maybe later.’

         Stepanovic pulls out his lighter, but doesn’t light the fag, lets it hang dry from the corner of his mouth.

         Stares up at the bar again.

         ‘SCO44, right?’ asks Himmelmann.

         Stepanovic nods.

         ‘You ought to be in the situation room really.’

         ‘Yes, I ought really,’ says Stepanovic.

         He looks at Himmelmann.

         ‘Just give me something to do, OK? You’re the incident commander.’

         Himmelmann’s eyes turn to slits again, but this time it’s not because he can’t make something out. Quite the reverse.

         ‘Who’s up there, mate?’

         ‘I’ve already told HQ.’

         ‘Who?’

         Stepanovic takes a deep breath, then does light up, and says: ‘Four of our colleagues from the murder squad, a retired cop and a state prosecutor.’

         ‘Holy shit.’

         ‘You said it.’

         Himmelmann looks up to the bar.89

         ‘But maybe it’s not such a bad thing.’

         ‘I’m not sure,’ says Stepanovic.

         Himmelmann looks at him.

         ‘Someone there who might play the hero at the wrong moment?’

         Stepanovic tilts his head once to the right and once to the left.

         ‘I wouldn’t bet my life that Calabretta wouldn’t.’

         He drags on his cigarette.

         ‘Or me, if it comes to that.’

         ‘Vito Calabretta?’ asks Himmelmann.

         Stepanovic nods.

         ‘Whew,’ says Himmelmann. And again: ‘Whew.’

         ‘He won’t screw up.’

         ‘No, he won’t, no, let’s just not worry about it.’

         He rubs his left hand over his forehead.

         ‘Could I have a smoke after all?’

         Stepanovic pulls out his packet, Himmelmann helps himself to a cigarette, lighter, thanks, don’t mention it: ‘Whew, huh.’

         The two men smoke, the first supply tents are being put up at the crossroads.

         ‘So that’s why you’re staying here, I see.’

         ‘Yes,’ says Stepanovic, ‘absolutely, let’s just not discuss that any further.’

         ‘The negotiators from SCO2 are already on their way,’ says Himmelmann. ‘How about joining them, are you any good at negotiating?’

         Stepanovic shrugs his shoulders.

         ‘I seem to be pretty good at most things.’

         ‘Want to latch on there?’

         ‘With the negotiators?’90

         ‘Uh-huh, I can see that working.’

         ‘OK. You’re in charge.’

         ‘I can’t exactly hand that over to you right now.’

         ‘You don’t want to anyway.’

         ‘True.’

         ‘Negotiator then,’ says Stepanovic.

         Himmelmann nods and says: ‘Exactly. Negotiator.’

         ‘All right. Then I’ll make myself at home in one of the tents. What are you doing?’

         ‘We’ll be fully set up soon,’ says Himmelmann, ‘first we’ll put the situation on ice and wait for our special-forces colleagues.’

         ‘OK,’ says Stepanovic, ‘OK, OK. We’ll work it out somehow.’

         He slaps Himmelmann on the shoulder, then clears off. It could be ages before there’s anything to negotiate here.
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             Curaçao, summer 2001

         

         They’d been on the island for a year and a half now. Mariacarmen, the thirteen-year-old Arturo and Henning, who now called himself ‘Henk’ and acted like he was Dutch, as did most of the Europeans stranded in the former Dutch colony – they either were Dutch or they acted like they were. Mariacarmen had found a job as a cook in a restaurant on Tugboat Beach, although the ‘restaurant’ was more of a hastily knocked-together wooden shack south of Willemstad than a serious gastronomic hotspot. Arturo spent his days messing about in the water in front of the restaurant, with a view of a rusty, disused refinery, which looked like a cemetery full of floating coffins. Mariacarmen stood in the overheated kitchen and stirred iguana soup and cactus soup, she deep-fried reptiles and she pulled keshi yena out of the oven – baked cheese balls stuffed with meat. Henk sat in a wooden shack behind the official wooden shack, polishing the dodgy Dutch he’d picked up on the fly; sometimes he played a bit of guitar or nailed fallen boards back up, painting them over in bright colours. Curaçao seemed to him like a heap of glaring colours, which was just trying, in all its insistent vibrancy, to cover over the underlying rottenness.

         Henk had grasped relatively quickly that they weren’t the only ones on this island who needed to hide from someone and who had one main aim: not to attract attention. If he did end up attracting anyone’s attention, he’d be screwed. There were various connections between the island and the Venezuelan 92mainland, and there were superannuated Colombian gangsters hanging around on every corner.

         If he attracted anyone’s attention, it’d only be a matter of time till they got him.

         Whoever.

         The cartel.

         The DEA.

         The Colombian narcotics police.

         In summary, the prospects were shit all round.

         Henk spent most of his time in this makeshift shack that, in a broken kind of way, they lived in.

         Then in October, the time came. For a moment, it was almost good that the waiting was over, but only for a fraction of a second, and then everything fell apart, then everything was shredded and devoured.

         The cartel had sent two hitmen.

         Henk, Mariacarmen and Arturo were in the miserable wooden shack that was hung with a few colourful scarves, still lying on the large mattress they shared, when the door burst open. Henk had to kneel down, Mariacarmen and Arturo were jammed into a corner. The muzzle of a pistol was pointed at Henk’s head, but when the hitman pulled the trigger, he only heard a click. At the same moment, the second hitman shot first Henk’s wife and then his child.

         After maybe a minute and a half the two men had gone again.

         Henk spent another hour lying beside his dead family, possibly another two or three or four, he lay on top of them and wept for them, he kissed them, he begged for forgiveness, but he knew that there would be no forgiveness, because his world no longer existed.93

         Nothing held anymore, the safety catch had been taken right off everything. When the day, and its backstabbing warmth, came stumbling round the corner, Henk stood up, walked into the sea, swam out and waited for sharks.
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        MY HAND IN THE VODKA
      

         

         Displacement activity: I ask myself which of the hostage-takers I’d sleep with.

         The two guys guarding the entrance: no. Neither good-looking nor exciting. And one of them is a head shorter than me and looks unappealingly rectangular and obedient to authority.

         The one guarding the drinks cabinet: no. There’s a vicious twist to his mouth.

         Of the eight men guarding us, I find one fairly attractive, he’s got reddish hair, wise eyes and moves in a gangly, sauntering way, as if he isn’t quite sure what he’s doing here. I call him ‘Red’ and make a mental note for some future point, if we ever get out of here. Think about just asking him for his number over the course of the night. I mean: we’ve got nothing else to do, so we might as well occupy ourselves with each other.

         Inceman looks at me and gets what I’m doing, I look him briefly in the eye and hastily away again. I take a swig of the vodka, then I put my hand back in the glass. I’d sleep with Number One like a shot, but that’s been obvious from the start.

         The two suits in the right-hand corner start whispering quietly and altogether it seems to me like the light here’s just been turned down. I try to make myself comfortable with my thumb in the alcohol and, because I’m not particularly good at 95comfiness and such things, I look at Faller – his mere presence can be a great help in such an undertaking. He smiles back, not necessarily knowing but still having an idea.

         His eyes seem to have got darker over the last hour.

         ‘Congratulations on the party, old man,’ I say, ‘who’d have thought there’d be such emotional fireworks, eh?’

         He raises his glass, I raise mine, but first I take my thumb out, then we clink.

         ‘Had it planned out way in advance,’ he says.

         ‘I knew it,’ says Rocco quietly, and Carla says: ‘Could you get us a couple of drinks now too, yeah?’

         Rocco nods, gives her a kiss on the brow, stands up and walks to the bar. Turns back to the table quickly and looks round the circle.

         ‘Anyone else for a drink?’

         The table raises its hands as one, and Klatsche says: ‘Fourteen beers, please.’

         I’m not sure, but I reckon the psychological fog up here is getting thicker and thicker, even the hostage-takers’ faces have taken on that typical tarnished bar-sheen. The only ones who look like they’ve still got pretty good visibility are the barwoman and the technician.
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        HIS HEAD IN THE CIRCULAR SAW
      

         

         Stepanovic is sitting in one of the supply tents, he’s got his hands on his knees, contemplating the tent walls from the inside and trying not to smoke.

         He knows that he’ll smoke enough over the course of this night, and maybe tomorrow too, and the night after that and the day after tomorrow as well.

         It could drag on for days.

         As long as the guys up there don’t start shooting hostages, incident command is in no hurry. Just change shifts every eight hours, apart from the negotiators, who stay permanently in play: that’s at least one reason why this might not be such a bad position. Himmelmann thinks he’s pushed him out with this negotiator thing. Stepanovic knows that he’s been pushed in as deep as it gets.

         He’ll stay here, whatever happens.

         He’ll stick as close to her as possible, he’ll keep watch here on the street, he won’t abandon her, and maybe he’ll even get himself up there somehow, because of course that’s the goal.

         But that doesn’t concern anyone in this dive.

         The thought that someone could hurt her without him being there to protect her feels as though his head’s got caught up in a circular saw.

         Someone comes in and puts thermos jugs of coffee and tea on a folding table.
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        Curaçao, winter 2001
      

         

         Henk couldn’t have said how long he drifted in the water.

         A couple of hours.

         A couple of days.

         All he could say was: the sharks hadn’t come, they’d left him alone.

         Instead, Emeric found him, level with his diving station in Westpunt. The current had simply carried Henk northwards and then back to the coast.

         Emeric had fled to Curaçao thirty years earlier.

         He’d grown up in St Nazaire on the French Atlantic coast, where he’d worked as a fisherman, like his father and his grandfather, and presumably every other man in his family before him. He’d sat on the beach in a wooden hut on stilts, day in, day out, and thrown nets out, hauled nets in, mended nets.

         Until the day when his five-year-old son was caught by a wave, a few hundred yards southwards, and dashed against the rocks.

         Emeric had been sitting on the beach, smoking, it had happened so quickly, he still had the cigarette in his hand when suddenly his son was lying there.

         His son’s death had been like a sudden ambush, as if someone with a machine gun had come along and riddled him with holes.

         His wife had left him only a few days later, and Emeric had forgotten who he wanted to be.

         So he’d climbed aboard a container ship and sailed away, he’d 98gone ashore somewhere in the Caribbean and then, like so many people, landed up on Curaçao. By then he was sixty and didn’t yet suspect there was a spot on his pancreas preparing for a war within his body.

         The diving station at the northern end of the island worked out well, more and more tourists with more and more money came every year and booked in with him, and he was precisely as content as a man can be when he’s lost his child: things kind of went on somehow.

         At least he got up every day, to dive.

         When he saw Henk floating in the sea, he saw a not-quite-so-young man, who was about the age his son would have been by now.

         He’d have pulled him out either way but, in this case, he had the feeling that he was fishing one last task out of the water.

         Henk wasn’t unconscious, just in a kind of zombie mode. He looked at Emeric as they both lay gasping on the beach and Emeric, who could read in Henk’s eyes that the water hadn’t been an accident, thought: well, let’s see about that, dying and so on.

         He brought him to his house, dried him off, gave him something to drink and to eat and to do.

         It took twelve months until Henk wasn’t suicidal every hour of the day. During this first year with Emeric, he thought constantly about dying but just didn’t have the strength to do it. But all the same, being alive would have been different, being alive would have meant feeling the sun on his skin, the warm wind, the sand under his feet. Being alive would have meant being hungry and thirsty, being different people in his sleep and when wakeful. But Henk was like a blank LP, where the needle ran in its groove, yet didn’t make a sound.99

         Sometimes he suspected that he might actually have become a zombie.

         And despite this, the old diver seemed to love him with an unconditionality that Henk had previously only felt from Arturo. This meant that he didn’t actually want to feel it, love had become an emotion that seemed to be strewn with a thousand landmines, he couldn’t even begin to go there, to that emotion, and what even were emotions anyway, dammit. But Emeric’s constant being-with-him meant that he didn’t stop breathing at least.

         Yet Emeric was ageing at such a rate that now and then Henk came to suspect him of wanting to vanish as fast as possible. Days came when he was so weak that he stayed lying in bed and left the work and the clients to Henk. Henk suspected that Emeric was in pain but didn’t ask about it, partly because he knew that he wouldn’t get an honest answer.

         At some point, Emeric’s face began to fall apart and fall in at the same time, now he looked like the sharks that Henk had waited for years back and in the end the penny finally dropped. Emeric had been the shark he’d needed.

         One morning, when Henk got up, Emeric was no longer there. And one of the two boats had gone.

         On the kitchen table, in a large envelope, was a will. When Emeric had realised how ill he was, he’d gone to see a notary in Willemstad, deposited a second will there, and left Henk the diving station.

         In the envelope, Henk found a handwritten note:

         
            
        My friend, I’m ill but nobody’s getting me into a hospital, let the Atlantic get me, that’s where I belong. And now, you arsehole, you’ve got a job to do, like I had one in you. Make something of it.
        100
      

         

         Henk found himself smiling when he read that, for the first time in a very long time; he’d actually given up smiling after his life was blown sky high in Cartagena. He waited to see if he’d find himself crying too, but that didn’t happen till weeks later, when he was sitting by the campfire at night, telling a genuinely friendly couple from Utrecht, who’d come for the diving, about his friend Emeric.

         The woman loved it so much she almost freaked out – a man who can cry, good grief.

         ‘If only you knew,’ said Henk, blubbing the rest of the night away.

         The next morning it seemed to him that something had flowed out of him, a poisonous snake, or something. He could breathe differently again, more deeply, more consciously, more strongly. He cautiously allowed the air into his system. He knew that he had to draw a line.

         He was forty now.

         ‘I’m starting again,’ he said aloud, and let a deep draught of the unfamiliar air into his lungs.

         So Henk started again, with all his former yearning for adventure now transformed into an entrepreneurial spirit. He invested in the diving station; within a few years, the diving station developed into a small, but very smart, luxury diving resort; the guests, who came from Europe and the USA, got ever more exclusive, sometimes so exclusive that they made Henk sick, but he was set on getting something on its feet, and there was nothing left, either externally or internally, to link him to the Henning who’d been hunted by so many people. He no longer felt a single inner spark of fear of being busted, either by the DEA or by anyone else.

         So what if they did.101

         He’d been somebody else, and the few people who had known Henk on the island told themselves he was dead, had ended up in the sea, as shark food.

         Henning Garbarek, who’d set off from Hamburg to Colombia as a young man, wasn’t even a memory. If there was anything official to be dealt with, he used Emeric’s papers. But most things on Curaçao were better settled by way of kickbacks anyway, official papers were a joke.

         He’d employed young people from the island, including a couple he liked a lot.

         Now and then he caught himself thinking about leaving them everything.

         Just like that: Surprise!
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        DIDN’T WE WANT TO SHOOT OUT THE SMOKE DETECTORS?
      

         

         Too many guns, too many men in suits. If you look at it like that, the situation is no shittier than everywhere else in the world.

         Then again, if my observations are correct, everyone’s got a fresh drink in front of them now, at our table and at all the other tables too. We don’t look around very much, stay in small groups by ourselves: it’s more and more as if we were sitting along a bar, albeit a very unusual one. And, in the way of international bar relationships, the small groups or pairings congregate according to their internal states of matter.

         Rocco and Carla have created their own gasiform bubble, in which they’re sitting silently, holding hands and presumably communicating telepathically, now and then they look at each other and give each other a fleeting kiss. Calabretta, Schulle, Brückner and Faller make up the second team. Solid state. They’re talking medium-softly about football, about the pitfalls of positional play and who has what job to do in what position, but of course they’re talking about a very specific team, namely the one that’s determining the tactics in this room. How does our team move and in which direction, what should we break, what should we take with us, what ought victory to look like. I consider it pretty risky, but hope that our captors are too preoccupied to get what my friends there are really up to.103

         Klatsche, Inceman, Anne Stanislawski and I make up the third team, and we’re something between liquid and plasma. Let’s just call it heart clinic. No idea how things are for Anne right now, but I get the impression that she fits quite well into our broken group, just because she seems to know a load about what it’s like living among fragmented people. When the situation across the board is so fragile that it could liquefy or go critical at any second.

         In the heart clinic, there aren’t many more phrases being tossed to and fro between the patients than in the Carla-Rocco bubble: so basically, almost none.

         Now and again we look at one another, communicate our respective conditions to each other with our eyes, and every couple of minutes someone says some little, meaningless thing, just to give the others the feeling that not everything is lost. That our chances of getting out of here intact aren’t all that bad. Although, of course, none of us has ever been entirely intact, well, uh, maybe Inceman, as a child.

         I was hit hard at the age of two, Klatsche at two days, or even in his mother’s belly – she was allegedly as drunk as a skunk when she brought him into the world. Anyway, what’s become of him is a miracle.

         That anything came of him at all.

         I mean, it’s quite an achievement: from a drunkard’s brat to the burglar king to entrepreneurial locksmith to restaurateur to family man with a terraced house in Rahlstedt.

         Hats off to you, I think yet again, as I so often do when I look at him, while at the same time I could thump him one for the business with the family and the house.

         I miss him every day, every night, every hour. Since he left me, my world no longer has a security system, it’s more unsettled 104than ever, it feels as though it could explode at any time, boom, gone. But it could do that anyway, of course, every button is flashing red irrespective of whether or not an idiot like me has had a love story blow up around her ears.

         Klatsche looks at me, and I wonder yet again exactly how he’s really doing and whether he can read my thoughts – it’s crazy how much I’d love to lie down beside him.

         He glances at the floor.

         The corner of his mouth twitches.

         Then he says, more for the other two than for us, that he has the feeling a storm could blow up soon and he wonders what that would be like up here, whether you’d feel it, be able to, want to.

         Inceman says he’d prefer some heavy rain, ah c’mon, he’d even take a thunderstorm, one of those rare autumn thunderstorms, but the two of them don’t look at each other while they speak, they just look at me.

         For once I don’t feel like lobbing weather metaphors around the place.

         I leave the two men as they are because that always was what I was best at, stand up and walk over to Number One at the bar.

         ‘Are we OK to smoke?’ I ask, because it really is about time, and not just for me.

         Number One looks at the ceiling, then he looks at the barwoman and says: ‘I was just wondering about that myself.’

         The barwoman looks for a moment at the technician, who’s standing very nearby and nods calmly. She pulls a packet of cigarettes from her trouser pocket, takes out a fag, sticks it in her mouth and says: ‘Weren’t you guys trying to knock the smoke detectors out earlier? If not, what was all the shooting in aid of?’105

         She pushes the packet over the bar to Number One. He seems to think about it for a few seconds, then he takes a fag from the pack.

         I can’t begin to tell you how smart that was of her, probably smarter than anything anyone here in this room has even done. She’s made herself an ally, but not in any way that would be putting a rope round her neck.

         ‘Thanks,’ says Number One. He knows exactly what she’s just done. And what he’s done by accepting her offer. The cigarette plus her official permission or, yes, dammit, her request – a positively urgent one, as befits the circumstances – to finally get the hell round to shooting out the smoke detectors.

         So, on the one hand, everything seems to have got confused while, on the other hand, things have sorted themselves out miraculously: let’s just carry on in that direction, it’s nicer for everyone.

         He gives one of his men a sign.

         ‘Right, we did actually want to shoot them out, the smoke detectors, didn’t we?’

         The guy takes his revolver and, one by one, shoots every smoke detector off the ceiling; even as they’re falling to the floor, some of them start to perform their unappealing concert. Those ones just get shot at again, until they’re quiet.

         Then about ten cigarettes start burning at once.

         The two guys in the expensive suits are sitting on two bar stools at a round bar table in the other corner, and one of them flinches when the smoke detectors get destroyed, but it’s not because of the shooting, no, that was a different kind of flinch, but … I can’t quite put my finger on it. My gut tells me it was an indignant flinch. A condemnation. As if it’s something to him somehow – whether or not the technology is shot to bits.106

         I smoke right-handed, my left hand is in my trouser pocket, burning more beautifully than any tobacco.

         ‘It’s my friend here’s birthday today,’ I tell Number One. I nod towards Faller. ‘We’re celebrating.’

         ‘Is it a milestone?’ asks Number One, looking over to our table.

         ‘Sixty-five,’ I say. ‘Quite an achievement.’

         He goes behind the bar, mixes another gin and tonic and holds it out to me.

         ‘Then here’s another one for him, on the house.’

         ‘He doesn’t drink hard liquor,’ I say, ‘something with beer at most.’

         ‘Oh,’ says Number One, ‘well, the drink was more for you anyway.’

         I look him in the eyes: blue metal, but not steel, not quite such a hard material, there’s even a little of the ocean mixed in there.

         He doesn’t just hold my gaze, he makes something of it.

         Whoops.

         Not bad.

         ‘What did you have in mind?’ I say. ‘Stockholm syndrome?’

         ‘No idea,’ he says, ‘what did you have in mind?’

         ‘I don’t think I ought to make any more plans for today,’ I say, ‘unless the SWAT team rock up about now and kick the artillery out of your hands – all your hands.’

         Now he gives me a sharp look.

         Aha.

         He’s trying stuff out on me.

         I reckon he’d like to scare me, like to see how I react to another mode of address. What discomfort does to me.

         He’s coming into my life just a little bit late for that, but of course he can’t know that.107

         ‘Nice try,’ I say, and at that moment my voice sounds so much like Lauren Bacall that I’m a mystery to myself.

         He sips at his G&T, then he looks at me in yet another completely different way.

         Almost tenderly.

         The most peculiar hostage-taker of my life, right now.

         ‘I like you,’ he says, ‘and whether you believe me or not, I’m not intending to shoot you or anyone else here.’

         ‘Then just let us all go,’ I say.

         That sentence has to be worth a try.

         He shakes his head.

         Possibly that wasn’t Lauren Bacallesque enough of me this time.

         ‘Sorry,’ he says, ‘I need you.’

         ‘You can’t say that sort of thing to me, we barely know each other.’

         ‘Damn,’ he says, tapping the fingertips of his left hand on the bar, ‘schoolboy error.’

         He smiles at me, the way men over fifty smile at women. If it’s just a bit later on during the party.

         ‘There, I almost went and introduced myself.’

         ‘Yeah, damn,’ I say and smile back, after all, why not, ‘that would’ve been a thing, eh?’

         I take my drink and stand up.

         ‘I’d better go and sit back down, don’t want to keep you from your work.’

         As I walk back to our table, I feel his eyes on my back, and now I can feel my left thumb again too, very distinctly. I pull it out of my pocket, finally let some air to it, and sit down.

         Anne Stanislawski looks at me with raised eyebrows, a little amused, a little radical.108

         ‘Are you crazy,’ says Klatsche, ‘yeah, you’re completely crazy.’

         He makes the cuckoo gesture, yeah, wow, he actually taps his index finger against his forehead and makes the cuckoo gesture, I haven’t seen that for years. Do people even still do that?

         ‘Hey, you can’t flirt with him!’

         ‘I’m just trying to establish a connection that might come in useful for us,’ I say.

         ‘Yes,’ says Inceman, ‘you’re always good at that. And then you stand up and kick the connection up the arse.’

         He twinkles at me, his gaze shoots into my belly and does things there that disintegrate me and put me together, that are terrible and beautiful all at once, in a single breath.

         Yes.

         He’s in that state.

         Plasma.

         He’s a live wire, he feels stuck, and so he is. He’s very bad at enduring it in the long term. He used to be better at it, if I remember rightly. It hardly bothered him then. He had this unshakeable calm within him, this solidity. He wasn’t always part of the plasma group. Perhaps he’s been spending too much time with me since then and is taking on my bad habits. Perhaps he’s just understood that freedom is all that remains when you’ve lost all manner of things.

         Plasmification in times under rock.

         Although, weirdly, I’ve felt more imprisoned in other situations than I do in this one here, I’ve lived through days in the office that I found tougher.

         In any case, Inceman’s in a state where, technically speaking, you can only calm him with sex. But that’s quite difficult right now for a variety of reasons. Of course, I could sit on his lap later on, maybe if Klatsche goes to the loo, or if Inceman and 109I get the chance to sneak off to the toilets together for a bit, and just as I’m thinking that and looking at him, I notice that my mere thought seems to relax him a little. And me too, actually.

         Consider supplying Klatsche with another large beer so he’ll have to disappear for a minute or two soon.

         ‘How’s your thumb?’ the man himself now asks, rather inopportunely, dragging me out of my brainfuck with Inceman.

         Hello, heart clinic here.

         I look at my hand. The cut is deep and the bloody red is mingled with a trace of yellow. The skin around the cut is slowly, but single-mindedly, taking on a dark colouration.

         ‘Iodine ointment might be a good idea,’ says Anne Stanislawski, now entirely part of the solid, pragmatic clique.

         ‘It’s OK,’ I say and I’m about to shove my hand back in my jeans pocket, but it stings like hell when the denim touches the wound, so I abandon the idea and just set it down on my leg.

         ‘We need to get that checked out,’ says Klatsche.

         ‘Not an option,’ I say, ‘none of us can check out right now.’

         ‘Stop hating me,’ he says, and I say: ‘I don’t hate you, quite the reverse.’

         Inceman lets air out through his nostrils, inhales again loudly, reaches for my gin and tonic and tips most of it down his throat in one gulp.

         Meanwhile, the hostage-takers are in the middle of setting up a soft-drinks orgy. Each of them has a bottle of cola, and some have orangeade too.

         There are times when sugar’s better than coke.

         Red’s poured himself a mix and grins at me. He seems to get the kind of cohesive yet heterogeneous little group we are.

         As for the other hostages, now and then one or another of 110them walks slowly up to the bar, fetches something to drink and sits back down again; this all happens very cautiously and with consideration, but not necessarily unsteadily. Only the two guys in the expensive suits have yet to move from their seats. They’re the only ones who don’t have full glasses in front of them, and their eyes are eagle-like, and I like them less and less. Their presence means something unpleasant, I’m just not sure exactly what it’ll be yet.

         Anne Stanislawski watches the way I’m watching.

         ‘I noticed that too,’ she says.

         ‘Yes,’ I say, ‘something isn’t right about them. They could still be trouble.’

         ‘And what’s your assessment of our minders here?’ she asks quietly. ‘You know, after the first close contact with the enemy.’

         ‘I don’t get the impression that they mean to harm us,’ I say, ‘but ask me again later, and just don’t ask me what this is all about.’

         ‘It just gets better and better,’ says Inceman. ‘One brief, smouldering glance from Madame and, hey presto, she’s a regular expert.’

         He breathes deeply in and out again, and I think: lap, lap, lap.

         He looks me in the eyes.

         I know, man.

         But I also know that the two of us, of all people, will never get out of there.

         Whether that’s here or anywhere else.

         But here for starters.

         OK?

         I hold my thumb in the vodka that’s still in front of me, lukewarm by now. But the thumb is so hot it almost sizzles, and even if I can’t hear it, I can at least feel it.111

         Our colleagues on the football-tactics team have got to the rapid counterattack by now, they’re talking about exactly where is the best place to reclaim possession, and I don’t think that’s good news.

         Number One is standing at the bar like he’s fallen out of an old film, something that’s all face and sepia-coloured light. He drinks up his gin and tonic, straightens his belt, draws his gun and says: ‘So, let’s get started.’
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        Curaçao, November 2017
      

         

         Diving guests from Germany. From Hamburg. Four men, four women. The women, with their in-your-face beauty, didn’t exactly fit with the rather obese guys of around forty. Henk would’ve bet on escort girls, and one of his staff, who’d previously worked in another expensive resort on the island, said: ‘They’re bought, definitely.’

         On the third day, the diving instructor booked by the group wasn’t available, his wife had had their baby in the night. So Henk took the Hamburg guys on. But he avoided speaking German to them, they communicated in English, and only the bare essentials. He spoke with a Dutch accent. He didn’t particularly like these people.

         During a lunchbreak – the guy who’d paid for the whole shebang on the island had vanished to the toilet for a while – Henk heard the other three talking about him. The women were in bikinis, lying in the sand and pretending to sleep, presumably so the guys would leave them alone.

         They called him Conny.

         Conny owned a small empire in Hamburg. He came from a time-honoured merchant family in Blankenese, if you could talk of honour there. He was some kind of property tycoon, and he’d come into his wealth entirely dishonourably. For almost two decades he’d acted as ‘the bank’ in St Pauli. He not only stashed all kind of people’s dirty money – money from the brothels, human trafficking and the drugs trade – in a now-abandoned casino on the Reeperbahn, he was also the go-to 113guy when it came to laundering the filthy lucre through property dealings. He was permanently looking after umpteen millions in notes and bullion; he had his fingers on money that had been lying in the casino cellars for ages and no longer belonged to anyone because the owners had died in jail or had the misfortune to be shot off some barstool or other.

         His latest coup had been to pinch someone’s lifetime dream: possibly one of the last property tycoons in St Pauli who did have a tiny scrap of honour had built a five-star hotel on the harbour, part of the new Hamburg skyline, known as the Hafenkrone. A cracker, a prestige property and, just before the old man died, Conny had fleeced him of it. He’d muscled in as an investor, to force the old king out with a few shady moves.

         Lunch on the beach was over, but Conny was still in the toilet shack.

         ‘Yes, yes,’ said one of the men who were here at his expense, ‘good old Conny, he must just be doing a couple more lines.’

         And then they raved a bit more about old times. The coke parties that Conny had hosted in the early nineties, in his grandparents’ house in Blankenese. When they’d bathed their faces in powder and whores.

         ‘Hey ho,’ said another, ‘shame that couldn’t go on for ever.’

         ‘Hey ho,’ sighed the third.

         ‘Turned out all right again though,’ the first one was speaking again, ‘just imagine: if Conny hadn’t grassed them all up back then, a guy like him would’ve become the dropping-the-soap-specialist in jail.’

         ‘A guy like Conny would’ve kicked the bucket, he’d never have got out of there, and we wouldn’t be here now, guys. Doesn’t bear thinking about…’

         But by then Henk had stopped listening.114

         By then he’d long realised who Conny Hoogsmart was: namely the guy who’d caused all the shit.

         The man who was responsible for Henning Garbarek’s misfortune.

         Yet since the time he turned grass so spectacularly, when he’d let everyone who’d done business with Knut, Heinz and Norbert get busted, he’d been permanently walking on the sunny side.

         Konrad ‘Conny’ Hoogsmart was the original arsehole.

         Henk felt everything inside him turn to stone. The poisonous snake had come back and it had crawled inside him, bringing such power that he could have sworn he was a dragon.

         He didn’t yet know exactly what he had in mind, he only knew that he had something in mind, and he started doing press-ups, first twenty a day, then thirty a day, then forty, he added more and more. When he’d got to two hundred press-ups, he sold the diving station on condition that the new owners contract his favourite couple to run the place, and took a container ship to Hamburg.
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        COLUMBOISHNESS
      

         

         ‘All right, I’ve just been told I should pop in here and say hello, because apparently we’re both on the same team, but we’ve never met, so who the hell are you?’

         The guy’s pushed the tent flap aside and is standing on the street, which has just this minute become a threshold. He’s got thick, black hair, shot through with a few silver strands and parted on the side, he’s wearing a screaming-blue roll-neck jumper under an unironed, beige trench coat, and he was probably in his early twenties the last time he was slim. His eyebrows are dark and sharply defined, his mouth is just a single mocking twist, he’s very carefully, if not exactly freshly, shaved. His pale trousers are a touch too long and too baggy and are held up by a wide black belt, his shoes look as though you could walk to Stralsund and back in them, and do that right now.

         He looks at Stepanovic as if he doesn’t see him as a colleague, but more as a dog that’s strayed into the situation, which, strictly speaking, he is.

         ‘Ivo Stepanovic, SCO44,’ says Stepanovic, ‘and yes, if you happen to be one of the negotiators, we’re now colleagues.’

         He stands up as he says that.

         So. Six foot four.

         Just deploying body height too.116

         ‘But looking at you like that, I’d bet more on Inspector Columbo.’

         He’d felt the thing with the dog and returned it in a split second. At once the two of them find themselves in some kind of thing.

         ‘Rönnau,’ says the Columbo guy, lifting his chin up, ‘Dr Ulrich Kai Rönnau, psychologist from SCO2, mission support.’ He clears his throat. ‘But feel free to call me Doc Uli, I usually respond pretty well to that.’

         ‘OK, Doc Uli,’ says Stepanovic, raising his eyebrows, ‘I’m Ivo.’

         He holds the tension in his body.

         ‘Is just Uli OK?’

         The two men don’t shake hands because all their hands are shoved as brutally as possible into trouser pockets just now, and hey, why bother changing a situation that also keeps their hands warm and dry, and safer all round, of course?

         ‘It’s OK,’ says Rönnau, looking Stepanovic in the eye, his chin still slightly pushed out. A little Morricone would be good now, but all you can hear is the foghorn on a container ship.

         ‘Are you on your own?’ asks Stepanovic.

         ‘Not anymore,’ says Rönnau, he’s lowered his voice the precise notch that might or might not be necessary, depending how you look at it.

         Stepanovic thinks about sitting back down again because he suddenly gets the feeling of being part of a very big heap of bullshit. But OK, he’ll play along a moment longer.

         ‘Don’t negotiators usually come in pairs?’

         ‘Usually, yes,’ says Rönnau drawing out the word yes. ‘But our colleague from Bergedorf was in a car crash on the way here.’

         ‘No,’ says Stepanovic and now he really is a bit startled. A car 117crash is always a damn sight too close to home for someone who loves to drive as much as Ivo Stepanovic does.

         ‘Yep,’ says Rönnau. ‘But no drama, probably just a little whiplash.’

         He shifts his weight onto the tips of his toes and back again.

         ‘Should we step outside for a bit first and have a smoke?’

         He glances over his right shoulder into the street, as if he needs to check something.

         ‘And then you can tell me at your leisure what you’ve got.’

         Mr Morricone, please, paging Mr Morricone. On the megaphones, on the speakers, on the turntables, whatever: you’re up.

         Stepanovic fires off a sigh and says: ‘A smoke is fine, but as far as I’m concerned, let’s just give the rest of it a rest.’

         Rönnau fumbles a somewhat crooked cigarette out of his coat pocket, gives Stepanovic one last look, as if he’d like to operate on his brain, sticks the cigarette in his mouth, lights it and says: ‘OK.’

         Then, in all his Columboishness, he strides out into the night and relinquishes the threshold between the tent and the street.

         Stepanovic follows him, shaking his head.

         Outside then, smoking the proffered peace pipe, looking at the hotel bar while this typical Hamburg drizzle, that is potentially such a cliché, comes down and strokes both men on their middle-aged faces, Rönnau says, without looking at Stepanovic, obviously: ‘DCI Himmelmann has informed me that we have four serving colleagues, two non-serving colleagues and a public prosecutor up there.’

         ‘Correct,’ says Stepanovic, ‘although have might not necessarily be the operative word.’

         Rönnau professionally ignores the little jibe; it immediately dissolves into the air.118

         ‘Anything else I ought to know?’

         He holds his cigarette like other people hold a key. It virtually hangs from his right hand.

         ‘Any kind of special personal relationships between you and our colleagues in there? Or even between the colleagues?’

         ‘That,’ says Stepanovic, ‘has fuck all to do with you, Uli,’ thus on one hand straightening the situation up another fraction, while, on the other, laying the foundations for the rest of the night.

         Rönnau shrugs his shoulders, juts out his lower lip and says: ‘Hm.’

         It’s just short of half past nine.

         It’s about time for a beer and a corn schnapps.
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        St Pauli, summer 2018
      

         

         First he recruited a go-between, late one evening in a shabby pub, then, little by little, the rest of the team. A total of twelve colleagues: eleven for the hostage situation up in the bar, one for the exit strategy.

         For each of them, it wasn’t just the money they could earn from the campaign that counted. What counted was the possibility of destroying Conny Hoogsmart, with whom they all, without exception, had a score to settle. Henk had sought them out for precisely that reason.

         They had to be prepared to take a risk.

         A big risk.

         For that you need more than the prospect of a million euros apiece.

         Once Henk had the keys to the empty warehouse on the Oberhafen in hand, they started to implement the plan that he had forged on Curaçao in the fires of his rage.

         They found the one employee in Hamburg’s biggest architecture firm who was ready and willing to be bribed into getting the hotel plans for them.

         They stayed at the River Palace as often as possible, in various configurations and disguises and under various names, so as to learn the procedures in the place by heart.

         They got hold of guns and explosives: the former-Yugoslavian ex-soldier who had the junk shop on Talstrasse also had an extra room with an inexhaustible supply of everything that kills with a bang.120

         They bought well-fitting suits and whatever else they needed by way of costume.

         They got their hands on the equipment for their exit.

         They took care of the technology.

         They organised the tunnel borer.

         The man in charge of the tunnel started boring right away, taking his time, centimetre by centimetre.

         Once they were ready to get hold of the keycards for the sprinkler system room, they knew that the time for preparation was over.
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        THE WURST IS YET TO COME
      

         

         They’ve rigged something up: a chair, a table and a stand with a mount for a smartphone. On the table are several paper bags. Just now, they pulled the bags out of assorted briefcases they’d clearly brought with them and stowed under their tables when they arrived here a few hours ago, as ordinary customers in suits.

         Number One pulls a phone from his trouser pocket and, judging by the way he handles it, it isn’t his. It must be one of the ones that were gathered up earlier.

         He looks at the phone like it’s a shoe with shit stuck to it.

         Then, with the gun in his other hand, he goes over to the two blokes in the expensive suits and stops in front of one of them, in front of the one who’s still sucking his belly in so awkwardly.

         ‘So, this must be yours,’ he says, holding it under his nose.

         Wait: he’s holding it up to his face.

         Got you.

         The display lights up.

         The back of the telephone has a matt-gold sheen.

         ‘Yeah,’ says Number One with a smile, ‘I remembered right, it’s definitely yours.’

         The sentence lands in the faces of the other hostages like a mighty clap of thunder. Until just now, a distinct veneer of politeness 122had added a friendly air to the strange situation. Now someone’s been singled out and the veneer is gone.

         Things are getting moving but not in a good way, and the tone seems to be turning rather shriller, at least when it comes to the guy who owns the phone.

         Number One holds the gun to his temple.

         ‘Stand up and come with me.’

         The guy stands up and walks, flanked by Number One and another captor with an Uzi, to the chair with the table and the bags. He’s quite clearly given to understand that he’s to sit down.

         Number One puts his gun away, the Uzi’s at the guy’s head now, which should be more than enough.

         Then Number One fiddles about on the phone, sticks the thing on the stand and pushes one of the bags closer to the guy.

         ‘Open it and start eating.’

         The guy hesitates briefly.

         The Uzi is pressed rather more firmly against his temple.

         With trembling fingers, he rips the bag open and pulls out a large, fatty sausage.

         He’s sitting facing us, with his back to the floor-to-ceiling windows by the entrance. Behind him is the glittering harbour panorama. He looks a little as though what is happening here is no massive surprise.

         As if he’d known all along that this was about him.

         He was tenser than the rest of us put together, I’d seen that from the off, with a sense of foreboding, and now he seems almost relieved that things are finally happening. But the relief in his face has nothing to do with an absence of fear, it’s more as though the hours of waiting before root canal treatment are over.123

         Which, of course, doesn’t make the procedure as a whole even a fraction better, because this here’s a place where they work without anaesthetic. It would be going too far to say that I have any hopes for the bloke, but I wouldn’t begrudge it to him if he’d actually had a couple of drinks before his cue just now.

         Number One carries on fiddling about on the phone and taps at it a few times. Meanwhile, the guy in the chair takes the first bite into the sausage that he’s to eat, if you please, although, no: nobody said please.

         It’s a pretty revolting sausage. It cracks as he bites into it and it’s easy to imagine the way the fat and the meat are spreading over his teeth.

         Number One appears satisfied, positions himself beside the stand and looks at the sausage man. He’s now standing with his back to us.

         ‘Camera’s rolling,’ he says. ‘We can start.’

         OK, understood.

         He’s filming.

         The sausage man chews and swallows, they’re dreadful, the sounds coming from his mouth.

         ‘So,’ says Number One, ‘go ahead.’

         ‘But I’m already eating,’ says the sausage man and he looks at his legs, which are trembling. ‘What else?’

         ‘Tell everyone in here and out there who you are and what you are.’

         The sausage man swallows and lifts his head.

         ‘And keep eating, the bags are full, you’ve still got a lot to do tonight.’

         He bites off more of the sausage, then he says, with his mouth full and only just loud enough to be heard: ‘My name is Konrad Hoogsmart and I own this hotel.’124

         ‘That’s right,’ says Number One, repeating it a little more loudly: ‘Your name is Konrad Hoogsmart and you own this hotel.’

         He turns back round to us for a moment after saying that, and there’s such an expression of triumph on his face that you’d actually like to congratulate him.

         He returns his attention to the man on the chair.

         ‘But I want you to start right at the beginning. When were you born and where? Who are your parents and your grandparents? The people out there, your friends and business partners, lots of whom have hopefully latched on to this already, are sure to want to know all about you. They’ll want to finally understand who they’re dealing with, won’t they?’

         OK.

         A film isn’t just being made here.

         It’s being streamed on the net.

         ‘What do you want from me?’

         The sausage man’s voice – sorry, what was his name again? – Konrad Hoogsmart’s voice trembles a bit.

         ‘I just told you. Are you deaf?’

         Number One points at the sausage in Hoogsmart’s hand.

         ‘Bite.’

         Hoogsmart bites, chews, swallows.

         ‘Speak nicely and tell them everything, don’t leave anything out.’

         ‘How d’you mean?’

         ‘Well, just start with your birth.’

         ‘I was born in Hamburg in 1965,’ says Hoogsmart, biting off a piece of the sausage.

         ‘Parents?’ asks Number One.

         ‘Friedrich and Eva-Katherine Hoogsmart.’125

         ‘Grandparents?’

         ‘Heinrich and Klara Hoogsmart.’

         ‘Don’t stop eating, Conny,’ says Number One.

         Hoogsmart eats but he’s finding it hard. It’s a large, fat sausage. This sausage has nothing to do with oh, go on then, why not.

         ‘And now tell us please: where’s your parents’ house?’

         If I were Hoogsmart, I’d ask a few questions in return, but I have neither an Uzi at my head nor a face full of revolting meat products, so it’s easy for me to shoot my mouth off.

         ‘Blankenese,’ he says.

         It’s very quiet the way he says that, it’s hard to make out his words again.

         ‘Once again please, and a little louder this time.’

         He’s keeping him over the barrel, he’s not prepared to accept imperfections, however minimal.

         ‘BLANKENESE.’

         Hoogsmart spits the word out and swallows it down all at once and I hear him choke for the first time but there’s not just revulsion in his voice. There’s fury.

         He seems to know what’s going on here and that he’s not going to be allowed to get up and go at the end.

         I sit as though I’ve been riveted to my chair, the others look like they’re just the same. All riveted. Moving seems impossible to me, and I don’t even want to, anyway. Nobody moves, it’s as though the whole room has been put under a gruesome curse. The situation is completely different from how it was even thirty minutes ago.

         And the cut in my thumb, which I’m still only perceiving in fits and starts, is burning its way, millimetre by millimetre, towards my bone.126

         Number One withdraws behind the tripod and starts to walk up and down, then he stops and lobs a glance at me.

         He seems to be thinking about something, Stockholm syndrome maybe and whether anyone could make something of it, or whether maybe not. But maybe he just needs a brief distraction from the horror he’s busy creating here. I can understand that.

         I look at him, as stubbornly as I can.

         Hold on tight to his gaze.

         We snag on each other briefly, I try to stick with it, but he breaks it and looks out of the window, he takes the couple of grams of humanity that just jumped him for a moment there, the quiet doubt, the feeling that something isn’t working, isn’t OK and is totally going to go wrong, he takes all that, trusses it up and hurls it against the windowpane.

         Then he turns back to Konrad Hoogsmart.

         I stay with him with my eyes and think that it really wasn’t as bad as all that, and that we ought to try it again later.
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         Policing-wise, the police are sorted.

         Stepanovic can hardly bear the process.

         He’s not great at bearing police process at the best of times, because he doesn’t believe in process and considers it just people’s ridiculous attempt to distract themselves from the fact that everyone’s got to die one day. But now here, with all this, and with Riley as a prisoner in a tower, there’s chaos running riot inside him, nothing even comes close to adding up anymore.

         And on top of that, there’s this hideous, shitting process.

         He could rip up the street in his rage and frustration.

         All the members of Team Process are standing around in their places, maddeningly cool, exuding a maximum of patience. Stepanovic leans on a pillar beside Rönnau and tries to exude anything but the thing crawling through his every fibre: up there in that bar, surrounded by rather a lot of guns, is this woman who also doesn’t give a damn about process, while not giving one about his love, or about danger either. Besides which, and he finds this a rather unattractive thought, but sod it, it’s just the way he feels, he hates the idea that there are two guys with her who are, or were, both regularly allowed to sleep with her. He doesn’t know which is tormenting him more: the fact that something could happen to her, or the fact that the 128other two arseholes might get to play the role of her knight in shining armour and not him.

         Is that all you care about? he thinks, lighting what feels like his forty-seventh cigarette. Finding the right moment to prance about on that sodding horse for the right woman?

         Embarrassing, Ivo.

         You really should be ashamed of yourself.

         There are loads of other people up there too. If you really want to be a knight, then at least be one for everybody. But hey, everyone’s stepped in shit of their own. Rönnau also sticks yet another cigarette in his mouth.

         Stepanovic looks at him.

         ‘My knightly armour’s a bit stiff today,’ he says, ‘how’s yours?’

         ‘Oh boy,’ says Rönnau, ‘I need a new set every year these days, because I never fit into last season’s one anymore.’

         ‘Oh, come off it, you’re looking fine.’

         ‘Ah, well, just lost three stone.’ Rönnau drags on his cigarette. ‘So, what d’you reckon, anything coming from up there any time soon?’

         ‘That us two can get to work on here?’

         Rönnau nods.

         Stepanovic shakes his head.

         ‘I don’t think so. They seem very calm to me. A bit smug, almost. They’d have got in touch ages ago if they had any specific demands.’

         He looks at his watch.

         ‘It’s half past ten, so this has been going on for two-and-a-half hours now. If you’ve got demands, you get them onto the table sooner than this, don’t you?’

         The police detectives are gathered together on the corner; now a young woman with a smartphone in her hand leaves the 129huddle, she makes a beeline for Rönnau and Stepanovic, nods a quick greeting and says: ‘The hostage-takers.’

         Rönnau immediately chucks his cigarette away.

         ‘Have they made contact?’

         ‘Yes, but in a very unorthodox kind of way.’

         The woman holds the phone out to the negotiators.

         ‘They’re streaming via Facebook. Bild’s all over it, and so are two private TV channels and a few news sites.’

         ‘Well, I’ll be damned,’ says Stepanovic, as the man on the display chokes his way through a very large sausage. ‘Who’s that?’

         ‘Probably Konrad Hoogsmart,’ says the detective, ‘we’re just trying to verify that. If we’re right, he’s the man who owns this palace.’

         ‘Just stay tuned,’ says Rönnau, ‘absolutely stay tuned. That stream is our keyhole in there.’

         ‘Of course,’ says the woman, contracting her eyebrows, ‘what are you thinking?’

         ‘I’m not so sure about that,’ says Stepanovic and points at Himmelmann, who’s on his phone while pacing to and fro like a tiger in an imaginary cage, two metres by two metres, on the asphalt, always up and down, up and down. ‘If that isn’t the situation room on the other end of that line…’

         ‘They can’t shut it down,’ says Rönnau, ‘absolutely no way.’

         The detective is standing right next to him and has practically linked arms with him. Please give a warm welcome to the first member of the We’re-Staying-Tuned Front.

         ‘I’ll head over there,’ says Stepanovic. ‘Perhaps I can take some kind of supportive action, in the right direction, that is.’

         He’s so much a part of the group that’s just forming.

         Himmelmann is talking intensely into his phone: ‘Of course 130it’s an ethics problem, but that doesn’t usually bother Hamburg police, for God’s sake.’

         Stepanovic positions himself at his side and tries to catch his eye.

         Himmelmann reacts at once.

         The two men nod to each other.

         ‘All of us here are in favour of not cutting the stream.’

         The incident room talks but not loudly enough that you can hear without a phone to your ear.

         ‘And where’s the specialist from Frankfurt got to, anyway?’

         Ah.

         Himmelmann in smart distraction mode.

         ‘On his way then, I see,’ he says, looking at Stepanovic. ‘And incidentally, we mustn’t forget exactly who’s stuck up there. We can’t do without the stream. And then we’ll talk later about why, unfortunately, it wasn’t as simple as that to shut down. Facebook, you know. We’ll point the finger at Silicon Valley.’

         The incident room again.

         ‘Give us at least two or three hours, then we’ll see.’

         Himmelmann’s fighting.

         Silence. There isn’t even a rustle at the other end of the line. A loud silence at most.

         ‘OK. Yes, speak later.’

         Himmelmann pockets his phone.

         ‘We’ll speak again in an hour,’ he says, looking at Stepanovic.

         ‘Who d’you need to deal with in the control room there?’ asks Stepanovic. ‘Who’s calling the shots for the time being?’

         ‘Magath,’ says Himmelmann, ‘hard-ass. Know him?’

         Stepanovic smiles.

         ‘Next time you have an urgent need to go to the toilet or somewhere just hand him over to me. We were on the police 131football team together. I know how to keep him on the margins.’

         Himmelmann nods, gives as low-key a grin as possible, pulls his phone out again and views the livestream from the bar.

         Konrad Hoogsmart has just spewed a lump of sausage onto his shirt.

         ‘Oh man,’ says Himmelmann, ‘you can hardly watch.’

         ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ says Stepanovic. ‘I’ve certainly seen people I feel sorrier for.’

         ‘I didn’t just hear that.’

         Stepanovic shrugs.

         ‘I didn’t say a thing.’

         A black saloon car pulls up right behind them. A man in a red roll-neck jumper, black leather jacket and brown ankle boots takes the stage, his chestnut hair is thick and glossy and casually swept back.

         The guy from Frankfurt’s here.

         He walks over to Himmelmann and Stepanovic and holds out his hand to them.

         ‘Alex Meier,’ he says, ‘I hear I can be of assistance.’
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        SPOTLESS DISPLAY OF EMOTION
      

         

         It’s not nice, watching someone throw up. And now I am actually glad that nobody’s so much as touched the rice crackers yet. Just the colour, whoa.

         ‘Oh,’ says Number One, leaning over a little towards his premium hostage, ‘aren’t you feeling well?’

         Hoogsmart spits out fatty lumps, I try to switch off my hearing.

         ‘Yeah,’ says Number One, ‘it’s stupid. I know that feeling through and through, when all you want to do is puke or preferably even die because everything hurts so badly. Lots of people who’ve had dealings with you know that feeling.’

         He straightens up again and takes a step back.

         ‘Do you still remember what it was like when you first thought you were worth more than everyone else?’

         Hoogsmart stops spitting things out and looks at Number One but doesn’t say anything. Probably he can’t, or else he would, because everything about his posture, everything in his face looks as though he’d love to yell STOP.

         ‘In the last year I’ve spoken to loads of people about you,’ says Number One.

         He signals to his colleague with the Uzi to go back to pressing the gun into Hoogsmart’s head, a little harder, please.

         A few chunks drop onto the guy’s shirt.133

         ‘And keep on stuffing your face,’ says Number One, pointing at the bags, ‘you don’t normally have any problem with that.’

         Hoogsmart reaches into the bag, takes out the next sausage and looks at it.

         Fear and revulsion in a single breath, if he still even knows how to do that, to breathe. Wonder if people like him actually breathe exactly the same way that I breathe, or if it’s a fund amentally different procedure.

         He doesn’t manage to bite any of the sausage off.

         He gives it a kind of lazy suck.

         It’s the fourth of these massive meatsticks in a row.

         I wouldn’t even manage half of one without hurling it against the first available wall. I look around the bar. By now everyone, without exception, is busy with not looking or, as the case may be, holding their hands to their mouths.

         Even in this dusky light, it’s easy to see that the only woman who’s still here apart from Anne Stanislawski, Carla, the barwoman and me, is looking pretty greenish around the gills. One of the two younger guys has just spat something into his beer glass and I’d rather not know precisely what.

         Meanwhile, Number One is getting ever further into his stride.

         He narrates Hoogsmart’s childhood, perhaps because it’s clear that Hoogsmart can’t or won’t say anything for now, but perhaps also because he has a need to set all this out in minute detail. He’s careful not to get into the picture, but he’s talking louder than before so that the people outside can hear him.

         Yes.

         Perhaps that’s what this is about: the man who’s held up an entire hotel just wants to be heard.

         ‘So, Conny,’ he says, ‘let’s tell everyone here now, very slowly, 134for the record. You grew up in Othmarschen as the child of a rich – sorry, very rich – family, generations of Hamburg merchants, in that little palace on a large estate on the Elbe. Just as a real property on the Elbe should be, handed down undivided. Your grandparents, who lived in a somewhat more restrained palace in Blankenese, took you for lots of strolls along the Alster, every Sunday they and their grandson drove out in the Bentley from the banks of the Elbe to Pöseldorf. One Sunday, you took it into your head to tease a swan, which started off being astonishingly good-natured for a swan, but then it wasn’t anymore. Do you remember?’

         Hoogsmart slumps on his chair and pushes something away.

         ‘The swan bit you on the hand after you gave it a few slaps. And then you convinced your grandparents that it was the swan’s fault.’

         Number One walks to the bar, mixes another G&T, walks back behind the tripod and takes up his story again.

         ‘Mind you, your grandfather convinced the furious man whose entire job it was to care for the swans to let the matter rest; well, er, maybe convinced isn’t quite the word. He threatened him. Here, he said, smell my power. My influence. It would be very easy to lose a nice job like this, father to Hamburg’s swans, he said, and then what? What would you do then? How’d you make a living? A common animal keeper in the zoo? Or would you rather move straight in under a bridge?’

         He swigs his drink and lights a cigarette.

         ‘The swan was killed, Conny, did you take that in at the time? The bird had apparently got too dangerous. You were five years old. Was that the moment when you realised that you could do what you liked?’

         He signs to the Uzi-colleague, who takes the gun from 135Hoogsmart’s temple and holds it under his chin. Raises the chin with the gun, so that Hoogsmart has to look at Number One.

         ‘Why aren’t you eating, Conny?’

         The Uzi-colleague presses the gun against Hoogsmart’s lower jaw.

         Hoogsmart holds the sausage to his mouth, then he bites into it and tries to chew and swallow.

         ‘Well,’ says Number One, ‘we’ll let it go for now. Seeing as we’re having such a nice chat.’

         I hear a gagging sound and think about distracting myself by starting to talk to my burning thumb and finally asking it what the hell it’s been wanting from me all this time. My friends are staring at their glasses as if in a trance. As if their plugs have been pulled out.

         ‘And the boy in your class, Conny, what was his name again, the one who got expelled when you were eight? The one who’d tangled with you because he wanted to protect someone else, a gentle, shy boy? Blast, it’s on the tip of my tongue. Hm. Might come to me later. We’ve got time, huh?’

         Hoogsmart looks very, very tired. His head is starting to sway.

         ‘Sheesh, Conny, not in the mood for talking, hm? Have another bite to eat then,’ says Number One. ‘It’s your party. We’re doing all this just for you.’

         ‘Well,’ says Faller, he keeps his head down but his voice fills the room as if it was God talking. No idea how he’s done that, but he’s sitting very straight and emanating something. As if he’s been figuring things out.

         ‘Well,’ he says again, lifting his head. ‘Actually, this was originally my party.’136

         He stands up.

         So, my friends, the old man’s weighed in. And how.

         Number One has turned round and is looking at Faller.

         ‘I know,’ he says, ‘and I sincerely apologise for having messed your evening up, sir.’

         Then he pulls his .45 and points it at Faller.

         ‘But kindly sit back down for now and shut up.’

         Faller briefly puts his hands up, then he takes his beer, walks to the bar and sits down on one of the stools.

         Number One is still pointing the gun at him.

         ‘What’s wrong now,’ says Faller, ‘I’m sitting down, aren’t I?’

         Number One and I breathe in and out again, precisely in synch.

         Dude.

         For real?

         Then he turns away.

         Puts the gun away again.

         Let’s get on with it.

         He signals that things are to continue as if nothing had just happened, but Faller’s sitting damn close to them now. The people around me, our gang, my family, have frozen to ice.

         None of us is letting Faller out of our sight now, and Calabretta has taken on a rather catlike air.

         Faller takes a gulp of his beer.

         Konrad Hoogsmart spits onto his shirt.

         Number One says: ‘Don’t puke, Conny, eat.’

         The colleague with the Uzi presses harder.

         ‘The secretary at the posh school on the waterside you went on to,’ says Number One, ‘she remembers you very well, to this day. The old lady almost ends up in tears if you talk to her about you. She cries for all the pupils you tormented. Every year, 137someone else left the school. And, with the help of your parents and the headteacher, who was a friend of your father’s, you always managed to make it look like you were the whipping boy. The boy whose face you pissed on in the toilets while your so-called bodyguards held him down, was apparently the epitome of brutality, yet he was only defending himself. The boy who called you a sonofabitch, which was obviously totally unacceptable in such classy surroundings, grew up with his dad because his mum, who you kept calling a bitch, had died. And then there was the nice stunt with the pliers. Nipple-twisting you called it. Just a bit odd that it was always the same boys who got their nipples twisted. Never you though.’

         My thumb needs fresh ice and fresh alcohol; it’s just like me in fact.

         I pick up the lukewarm tumbler, stand up, walk over to the drinks cupboard and tip the used vodka away. Ice, vodka and, oh, a fresh gin and tonic. In passing, I hiss at Faller.

         ‘What the fuck?’

         He raises his eyebrows.

         ‘What the fuck, I asked.’

         ‘You’re a fine one to talk,’ he says, and I find it hard to come up with a witty response to that. I take my stuff, sit down and rest my thumb in the cold spirit. I tip a little of the other cold spirit down my throat.

         Calabretta hasn’t relaxed again, but he’s no worse either.

         ‘Or Sandrine,’ Number One says now, ‘does that name mean anything to you, Conny?’

         Hoogsmart looks up and Number One suddenly has his full attention.

         Sandrine.

         Look at that.138

         I bet that means something to him. The way he’s looking.

         ‘Ah,’ says Number One, ‘maybe we’ll come back to that later. Interesting story.’

         Hoogsmart suddenly bites into the sausage in his hand entirely of his own accord, chews and swallows, and bites again. As if the thought of this Sandrine were tidying him up or maybe even repairing him, or worse: turning him on.

         Hoogsmart keeps eating.

         He really gobbles.

         As if he’s developed a kind of craving for the revolting stuff.

         I take a large swig of my gin and tonic.

         Faller drums very softly on the bar with his fingers, but really very softly.

         ‘Sandrine changed schools after her intense encounter with you, even before the summer holidays,’ says Number One. ‘Whereas you: you hadn’t even finished school when you inherited your grandparents’ house in Blankenese because the noble elders preferred to live on Sylt. Perfectly understandable. Probably Hamburg was starting to get a bit dirty for them. And you moved in straight away. That was perfectly all right by your parents, wasn’t it? They’d long realised that it might be better to keep you out of the family business. It was around then that they told you your little sister would take it all over one day. Did that hurt, I wonder?’

         He pulls out his .45, crouches down and fiddles with it.

         ‘Let me guess: you didn’t care.’

         Hoogsmart spits out a lump of meat, but intentionally this time.

         ‘Anyway,’ says Number One. ‘I guess that was when you discovered the red-light district for yourself. A guy like you would have been well looked after in the Kiez, even then. 139Expensive clothes. Acting like you knew a bit about business. Just cos you had all the chat. When you talked about business, you dropped English words in there, Conny, as if YOU were the business. And it worked. Everything you touched really turned to money. You always surrounded yourself with the right people. If you thought they were the wrong ones, you dropped them. Your incredible talent for pointing the finger at your victim and getting away with it totally paid off: it was almost uncanny. Might’ve been because victims have never gone down well in the Kiez. After all, victims never really do go down well in worlds made up of people like you. Guys who think they’re winners. You’re a winner, Conny, oh yes, that you are.’

         Number One stands up, turns to face us, takes a few steps towards us, ignores Faller and his beer and all his earnest non-chalance, reaches, like nothing has happened, for one of the barstools standing at the bar, and sits down on it. He’s lowered the .45 but doesn’t put it away.

         There are a couple of beads of sweat glittering on his temples. He seems exhausted by the story he’s just been telling, but he doesn’t seem like he’s finished yet.

         He’s far from finished.

         Hoogsmart has used the last few minutes, during which his tormenter has been spilling his guts, to repeat exactly the same thing himself, at great length. He’s been doing the best he can to regain some distance from the sausage in his hand, and he’s distributed any amount of unappetising stuff across his shirt. But clearly he’s also got himself a bit sorted out.

         He looks down at himself and wipes his shirt.

         ‘How would you know,’ he says, ‘that that’s exactly how everything was?’140

         Hoogsmart glances briefly at Number One, who doesn’t react to him, so he looks around the room. His eyes are asking: why aren’t any of you arseholes actually helping me?

         Then he looks straight into the camera.

         Makes his face a dramatic pause.

         ‘I’m being paraded here, coerced and tortured, because of a few stories that can’t be proved.’

         Now Number One does turn his head back to him.

         ‘That’s bullshit, Hoogsmart, and you know it. And you’re trying to talk your way out, yet again.’

         He studies the .45 in his hand, apparently wondering what it weighs. And whether he should just whip it up to poor dear Conny’s head again. But he clearly doesn’t yet feel like standing up and carrying on with Hoogsmart.

         ‘Do help yourself to another sausage,’ he says.

         He reaches for the gin bottle beside him on the bar, he reaches for a new glass and ice cubes, he helps himself to a slice of lemon and opens a bottle of tonic and mixes himself a drink.

         I look at the glass in my hand. The highball, not the tumbler of vodka in which I’ve parked my thumb. This thumb that’s laying on an increasingly toxic colour and hurting so badly that there’s no way I can make it disappear inside my trouser pocket again.

         Anne watches me.

         She looks me in the eyes first, then at my hand, then she throws me an enquiring glance. I shrug my shoulders and because my highball glass is surprisingly empty again and because while I don’t need another drink, I’d certainly like one, I stand up, walk to the bar and sit on the stool next to Number One.

         Number One looks at me as if that’s exactly what he’s been 141waiting for. Faller is sitting three stools along, and it’s possible that that’s helping me, in general and in this moment in particular.

         ‘Finally,’ says Number One, ‘I was starting to think you didn’t like me anymore.’

         I mix myself a gin and tonic.

         ‘Earlier you said you needed me,’ I say, ‘it doesn’t get worse than that, surely?’

         He smiles at me.

         I smile back.

         The rest of the bar holds its breath because everyone seems to understand that I’m trying something here, whatever it may be, but you’ve got to do something. I shift a little closer to Number One so that I can talk quietly. So that I’m closer in.

         So that he can’t get away so easily.

         ‘What’s all this about?’ I ask.

         He looks at the glass in his hand.

         ‘It’s not really about Hoogsmart, is it?’

         He drinks a sip.

         ‘It’s about you.’

         He looks at me.

         Drinks another sip.

         His cheekbones tilt.

         His hand, holding the glass, squeezes.

         ‘You’ll break your glass.’

         ‘No,’ he says, puts his glass down, stands up and pauses. ‘That’s you. You’re breaking it.’

         He raises his hand and swipes the glass off the bar, he shoots a good half-gin-and-tonic to the floor, it smashes, it clatters, there are shards, there are a few shocked voices; for a moment, everything starts to slide.142

         Then there’s calm again.

         ‘Oops,’ he says and he looks at me as if I were a mirror. ‘Sod all here is about me. But thank you for asking.’

         Oh yes it is, I think.

         It’s exclusively about you, Number One.

         And that, just now, was a spotless display of emotion. I’d love some more of that.

         All emotions: to me.

         I’ll eat them up.

         Just ask the others.

         He gives me one last look, shakes his head. Confused. As if he has something to shake off, an animal or something.

         Then he goes back to Hoogsmart, who still has an Uzi to his head.

         Interestingly, I can no longer think of Hoogsmart without an accompanying Uzi. That happened pretty fast. And the Uzi doesn’t even bother me much. One, he seems to deserve it, and two, I still have the probably entirely unfounded feeling that nobody here will get shot if everyone plays along.

         ‘So,’ says Number One, taking a step back towards the bar, pulling up his stool and sitting on it. ‘We’d better continue. It’s getting late.’

         ‘I need the toilet,’ says Hoogsmart, ‘urgently.’

         ‘Uh-huh,’ says Number One.

         ‘Can I get up?’ asks Hoogsmart.

         ‘No,’ says Number One.

         Hoogsmart looks enquiringly at him.

         Number One tilts his head.

         ‘Just let it out, Conny.’

         The men stare at each other for a long time, without anything happening. It’s like a still from a film. Nothing and 143nobody moves, the gin in my glass freezes almost to ice while my thumb goes up in flames a second time, the fire’s reached my wrist now.

         Konrad Hoogsmart takes a few hard breaths because there are tears in his eyes and, uh, well, when he really can’t hold back the water any longer, he just lets it out.
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        THE DESIRE TO FLIP HIS LID
      

         

         The four men are sitting in one of the dark-blue police buses that have split the crossroads between them. They’re sitting at a table, bent over a plan of the hotel. The sliding door is open so that the people inside can follow everything the people outside do and vice versa. It’s time for very short chains of command.

         Meier, the guy from Frankfurt, is letting Himmelmann bring him up to speed, and Stepanovic and Rönnau are only sitting in the bus for two reasons:

         Meier wants it that way. He says that without the negotiators here absolutely nothing will work at all because they have to be in on everything just in case anything becomes the case at a moment’s notice.

         It’s total brass monkeys out there. The damp cold, combined with a light but persistent wind, combined with the time of night – just before midnight – is simply easier to handle in a police bus than in one of those police tents. Let alone out on the street.

         The lukewarm coffee from the thermos jugs standing around in all the tents is like a slap in the face.

         Stepanovic would really like to walk two streets over to get a decent coffee from the one 24-hour kiosk that’s pretty much OK, but then he’d feel mean and lacking in solidarity, and he couldn’t exactly supply decent coffee for everyone.

         Although.145

         He is actually thinking about it.

         ‘What about the roof?’ asks Meier. ‘Would we be able to get in through there in an emergency?’

         ‘Tricky,’ says Himmelmann, pulling his face into one big crease and rubbing his forehead. ‘Nowhere’s all on one level, it’s all chopped up by the ventilation system, so a helicopter couldn’t land there.’

         He takes a swig from the paper cup in front of him.

         ‘We’d have to abseil.’

         ‘Helicopter so close to the scene is a dead loss anyway,’ says Meier, ‘makes much too much of a racket: by the time we were ready to go, they’d have shot everyone just in case. I just wanted to know, in case of emergency.’ He stares intensely at the blueprint. ‘If we have to get in.’

         ‘We’ve got an emergency access SWAT team on the eighteenth floor,’ says Himmelmann, ‘that should be enough if we need speed.’

         ‘Yes,’ says Meier, ‘just in case, the lads there’ll get in quicker than via the roof.’

         Meier’s got a paper cup standing in front of him too, he gulps from it and the corners of his mouth turn down.

         ‘Whoa. Who brewed that?’

         Apologetic look from Himmelmann. Stepanovic and Rönnau stay right out of it. As far as the coffee’s concerned, there really is no negotiation to be done.

         ‘Man.’

         Meier pushes his cup away.

         ‘But I’d say that for the time being, by and large, we’ll do everything the way you’ve set it out.’

         He looks at the screen that’s set up on the inside of the window.146

         ‘We’ll carry on freezing our arses off and watching on while the poor sod up there pisses himself.’

         ‘The other hostages seem to be doing fine so far,’ says Himmelmann.

         ‘And the hostage-takers clearly have very chilled nerves,’ says Rönnau, ‘at least I don’t get the feeling that the whole situation is likely to escalate any time soon.’

         ‘Hm,’ says Stepanovic, pointing at Hoogsmart, who’s wet himself and is in the middle of puking copiously – having been forced to gorge himself on a fifth sausage in quick succession a few minutes ago, he must have needed to get rid of it equally quickly.

         ‘Escalate any further, I mean, of course,’ says Rönnau.

         ‘The important thing,’ says Meier, ‘is not to run around like headless chickens or make any stupid Hollywood passes. No rush and no long balls forward. Instead we need calm, intelligent build-up. That’s how I resolved the thing in Frankfurt, that’s how you’ve set things up here from the start, and that’s how we’ll secure the win here too. Men.’

         Stepanovic is certainly finding Meier a little arrogant now, but on the other hand, both the arrogance and the Frankfurt element are helping him feel that he’s in good hands. If, in the course of the night, he were to feel the desire to flip his lid, there’d be two guys on hand, in Meier and Himmelmann, who could take control of a team. And he personally would have the opportunity to be well looked after while losing his marbles.

         ‘In fact,’ says Meier, ‘the only really shit thing is that the arseholes up there have got the technician in their possession.’

         ‘Yes,’ says Himmelmann, ‘that’s a very big plus for them.’

         At that very second, the final floodgates open on the screen. Hoogsmart is crying like a baby.147

         ‘Whoa,’ says Stepanovic, ‘he really is done in now, huh?’

         Himmelmann’s phone rings.

         ‘Ugh,’ he says, ‘the incident room.’

         He looks at Stepanovic.

         ‘Magath. Do you want to take it?’
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             SHIT-SPINNER-WHIRLIGIG

         

         Number One is leaning on the bar, smoking, but relatively close to the Hoogsmart action. Everyone else is trying to keep as far from events as possible, except for the hostage-taker who’s holding the Uzi to Hoogsmart’s head. Hoogsmart is all half-digested sausage and wet trousers.

         Things are slowly starting to smell a little off around here.

         Most of us are breathing through our mouths.

         My thumb is pounding and pumping, meanwhile the knuckle has started yelling for attention too.

         The cut is swollen, fat and red.

         I’ve got a funny feeling in my mouth and my eyes are hot.

         I stand up and say I need to go to the toilet. Carla gives me a funny look. Or am I just thinking that? It slips away from me.

         A man with a sawn-off shotgun accompanies me and waits outside the door.

         Wonder exactly what he’s guarding against now.

         How’re you meant to run away here, OK, maybe I could flush myself down the loo, born slippy, why the hell not, go on, away with it, Riley.

         Away with you.

         Now, in the bright light cast by the bathroom mirror, I look at the red stripe on my skin. It’s stretching from the wound on 149my thumb towards the crook of my arm. And I’m still hot, yet also cold. There’s an internal shivering.

         I feel my forehead.

         Oh, wow.

         That’s where the heat’s coming from.

         And something else about the eyes.

         Yes, the eyes too.

         I lay my hand on my eyelids, it hurts.

         I realise that this isn’t a particularly good development, but now let whoever is better off cast the first stone or something. I rest my head against the window, the glass is cool on my brow, but my face and my lips feel like I might be able to smoulder my way outside.

         Maybe that was what was worrying the kidnapper.

         Over there on the Heiligengeistfeld, they’re in the middle of setting the Dom up again, the perennial Hamburg funfair, soon it’ll be all crazy glitter and lights around the concrete blockhouse where people used to hide themselves away from Second World War bombs by night.

         Some people like that.

         When I come out of the ladies, I briefly consider high-fiving the sawn-off shotgun man, although, well, maybe not such a brilliant idea after all.

         I drop it, just nod to him.

         He nods back and smiles at me, and if I didn’t know better, I’d say that there’s something soothing resonating in that smile, as if he wanted to reassure me that I don’t need to worry or something like that. Sod the fact that my body happens to be going nuts. I stop, look at him for slightly too long and give him a kiss on the cheek because I’m so moved by his smile, his look.150

         He holds the shotgun to my chest.

         ‘Cut that out.’

         Of course, I think, bloody hell, what was that, what am I on.

         Let’s not kid ourselves: every damn thing is wrong with me right now. I hope that nobody saw me lose my mind just then, walk back to our table and sit down.

         In front of me there’s that gin and tonic.

         My pulse races.

         I’d better stop drinking.

         Number One has a good drag on his cigarette.

         ‘And then, Conny, you did business with Knut, Heinz and Norbert.’

         He launches himself from his barstool with elan and lands in the middle of the room, others would say in the depths of the room, OK, let’s all say it together: he’s standing in the depths of the room.

         He says things that I can no longer assess, but they sound something like this:

         ‘Cocaine, Colombia, loadsamoney, real big bucks. Regardless of whoever or whatever cops it along the way.’

         When Number One says that, something happens inside him, I can feel it, I can see it in him from behind, it penetrates through everything, into an area in my brain that I can’t describe more closely. I don’t understand exactly what just happened either, I just know that it was important, but who for – yes, who for?

         Hoogsmart lets his head drop forward, and then loll from left to right.

         ‘I just kind of fell into it,’ he says. ‘It wasn’t my fault.’

         Fell into it, yeah right.

         Like I fell into my life, or into the thing we call life, all of us 151just keep falling into places, don’t we, we don’t determine anything, do we, isn’t it more like it determines us, and the hits leave scars, sticky surfaces that mean we keep on getting stuck on the same shit, or on the same people, which doesn’t exactly make it easier, but in the moment it does sometimes make it beautiful.

         Getting stuck on another person feels like it could be healing one day, hurrah, bullshit.

         My pulse.

         Wow.

         The thrill of speed.

         And here comes something, appearing before my eyes.

         Between our table and the Hoogsmart-sausage-to-camera-performance. It’s literally growing out of the floor. An, ah, a, well then: a fairground ride.

         Clearly an apparition from the Heiligengeistfeld.

         A thing made of twinkles, a monster of lights, a chairoplane.

         It glitters and gleams in bright colours.

         It feels like the childhood I never had, at least not in that merry-go-round kind of way.

         I stand up and a glass drops, but that doesn’t matter. My thumb’s as big as a balloon.

         That doesn’t matter either.

         I walk towards the chairoplane, dragging the giant, throbbing thumb behind me and look for a seat.

         The seat is cold, I’m hot.

         And then the chairoplane starts turning.

         And then the music starts.

         I don’t know the song, and yet I do know it because it’s my song, it’s my beat, they’re my lyrics, it’s my cares, my shit that’s being slung all around the bar while the chairoplane spins, it’s just like every night in fact, I have no home.152

         
            
               I have no trust

               I’m alone

               even when you’re all with me

               I hold on to my pain

               deep buried within me

               no mother

               no father now

               all of you love me and that scares me

               but if worst comes to worst

               if I let it out

               I douse it in booze

               though that won’t always help

               pay no heed to my bad heart

               pay no heed

               oh please guys

               take care of me.

            

         

         ‘But that’s what I kept trying to do. I spent almost ten years trying to take care of you, you silly cow.’

         Oh.

         Klatsche’s climbed aboard.

         He’s sitting next to me.

         
            
               well not of you, he says,

               no one can take care of you

               in the end you always do

               what you like

               no, I tried to care for

               our love

               oh boy how I tried

               how I fought 153 
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               over and over

               but then always you

               with your flaming sword of ice

               I stood still

               parried the blows

               didn’t flinch

               thought, this way could work

               but then

               life just came up

               I’d have rammed your sword

               into my heart

               if you’d only

               flourished it with feeling.

            

            
               ‘Feeling, wow. I axed feelings.’

               Inceman.

               Behind me.

               The chairoplane spins faster.

            

            
               Feelings, he says,

               he says it again

               and again

               and again

               yes

               there used to be loads

               they were big

               they were strong

               I was one of those heroes

               who make it in their own strength

               started with nothing

               continued with plenty

               hotel cartagena 154

               all self-built

               but then I met you

               you fucked up my life

               oh yeah

               and you did it

               in style

               grabbed me first in the belly

               with one single glance

               then blasted whole arms off

               OK not just you

               but you were part of it

               I won’t get my arm back

               or my strength either

               but when you sleep with me

               I get an idea

               of how things once were

               how things could have been

               all that would have been possible

               sleep with me

               but just don’t claim later

               that I begged you to.

            

         

         ‘Everything is still possible.’

         On the other side of the carousel, opposite us, Rocco flies into a seat.

         He smiles.

         
            
               you can start over, he says,

               every new day

               that’s what I do
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               every day

               live a new life

               that’s the simplest thing

               if you never had one

               never had a chance

               cos you’re scum

               with a vanished violinist

               for a father

               and a whore

               for a mother

               they all grew up in the backyards

               but also got raised

               on the stone

               stop all your snivelling

               none of you know

               what underground

               really means

            

         

         ‘You’re such a smart guy, aren’t you? You really do think you know it all.’

         Carla.

         Next to Rocco.

         
            
               but you know, she says,

               things also go wrong

               if you didn’t

               grow up in the gutter

               and then

               when it’s gone wrong

               when it’s happened to you
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               has taken you apart

               or someone

               alone

               as a pair

               as a three

               as a four

               they take you apart

               just because you were there

               in the neighbourhood

               and part of you

               is sealed off from then on

               now no one gets close

               not even yourself

               the rest least of all

               and for that you need space

               your strike force of one

               your strike force of solitude

               which keeps on expanding

               within you

               to protect that one part

               that’s broken

               lest it breaks you to pieces

               and carries what’s left of you

               to its dark cave

               all this can just happen to you

               but it’s all news to you

               cos it never happened to you

               it happens to women

               but d’you know something

               I can still love you
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               ‘Speaking of love.’

               Calabretta’s jumped up.

               I didn’t even see him jump.

               I’d have loved to have seen him jump.

            

            
               what was all that shit, he says,

               with Betty

               with Carla (sorry Rocco)

               with every single girl

               in the playground

               in the smokers’ corner

               at the harbour

               I could bandy

               names around

               through the whole

               frigging

               alphabet

               from A to Z

               from Z to A

               talking of A

               Anne

               come here a second.

            

         

         Anne Stanislawski walks through the room.

         And walks through the room.

         And walks through the room.

         She stands next to the chairoplane, waits till Calabretta’s almost beside her, grabs the chair in front of him, swings and pulls herself up, sits down, but backwards.

         She sits opposite Calabretta, like a cowboy on his horse.
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               ‘Hey,’ says Brückner as he jumps up.

               He stands on one of the chairs flying in a circle in front of me.

               Hey.

               Hey ho.

               Pirate film.

            

            
               hang on, wait a mo, he says,

               that was my ticket actually

               I wanted to be there

               by Anne

               with Anne

               with everything

               please can we maybe

               talk it over again.

            

            
               ‘Stop, brother,’ says Schulle as he jumps onto the same seat.

               They hang there like two shot sailors in the rigging.

            

            
               that was not YOUR ticket, he says,

               that was MY ticket

               the whole of last year

               but you lot just didn’t

               even notice

               friends

               and, Anne, tell us

               the score.

            

            
               Anne shakes her head and lets her legs dangle.

            

            
               lads, she says,
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               you are

               I rate you

               I like you

               but I’m not even

               into men.

            

            
               ‘All of this is going far too fast for me.’

               Faller.

               ‘Can we turn this more slowly for a bit?’

               He’s just standing there looking at us.

               There’s something on him.

               His suit, his shirt, his face, everything’s stained.

               They’re our stains.

               It’s our worry, our lives, our shit.

               It’s what we’ve been throwing around.

               All the time.

               For years.

               Number One moves to stand beside him.

               He raises his hand

               and the carousel

               slows

               it’s suddenly

               like in a playground

               those kiddies’ roundabouts

               and I feel so hot

            

            
               ‘Thanks.’

               Faller takes the first free chair that comes past him.

               There’s a moment of quiet after he’s climbed up.
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               sixty-five, he says,

               I’ve got old

               it took time

               sometimes I wonder

               when it’ll stop taking time

               two women have died

               and I had a hand

               in it

               I slugged out

               my battles

               with men

               on women’s backs

               p’raps you lot can imagine

               what that means for a life

               nothing good

               you know in retrospect

               so let’s go

               give me your shit

               give it here

               I’m happy to bear it

               it’s my cross

               it’s no burden

               I have so much already

               that’s why I’m here

               it keeps me alive

               it holds me tight

               it means that I can

               support you all

               and help carry your pain

               and if you want to be rid of it

               you just need 161

               to get rid of me

               I’ll take it all with me

               won’t make it right

               but a bit lighter

               perhaps

               and hopefully

            

         

         Faller.

         What.

         My pulse is going totally nuts, it’s beating against my throat from the inside, against my eyes, against my forehead.

         Now everyone else is getting up from their places too and coming to this shit-spinner that we are.

         They line up around the chairoplane, they stand in a circle.

         They look at us and they look at each other.

         
            
               Then

               so many voices

            

         

         I can’t have children BADA-BOOM my cancer’s back BADA-BOOM I’m leaving my family BADA-BOOM we’ve been friends as long as I can remember but I’ve known that I love you since I was fourteen, I realised it in the changing room after that eighth-division match, when you walked past me naked into the shower, but I can’t tell you because you’re homophobic BADA-BOOM dude, you’re gay, are you nuts, you can’t just be gay just like that, by the way I lost my job three days ago BADA-BOOM why did my wife leave earlier, why didn’t she stay with me, maybe because there’s no love there anymore BADA-BOOM maybe that’s because you beat her, I know you do because she’s sleeping with me BADA-BOOM what, she’s 162sleeping with me too, bloody hell BADA-BOOM my alcohol problem is a way bigger deal than you can imagine, but I have to drink it all to forget what my father did to me when I was a little boy, and my mother just stood by

         
            
               BADA-BOOM

               BADA-BOOM

               BADA-BOOM

            

         

         The hostage-takers have lined up by the window. A single row along the whole front. They’re holding their guns in their hands, they’ve lowered their guns. They’re looking at us but I think they’d rather look out of the window. If only so as not to have to see Konrad Hoogsmart who, incidentally, seems smaller to me than he did a couple of minutes ago.

         If it’s possible that fake humans shrink in the presence of humanity then I’d say he’s shrinking right now.

         The hostage-takers speak as a team, they sound like a chorus.

         
            
               probably, they say,

               you don’t even know

               how many enemies you have

               Conny

               or do you

               have a guess

               c’mon

               we’ll help you

               it’s

               the whole damn Kiez

               that hates you
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               are only

               the spearhead of rage

               you ratted on

               so many

               you shat on

               so many

               and you don’t even know

               about most of the folks

               you’ve got

               on your conscience

               you didn’t even notice

               when their lives exploded

               after their dealings with you

               the main thing is

               that you’re doing fine

               Conny

               huh?

               you’ve got a bank

               you’ve got a hotel

               but someone

               who’ll weep for you

               no

               you haven’t got that

               the people out there

               you consider your friends

               they’re laughing like drains

               they’re pleased

               to see you

               puking up your soul

               Hoogsmart. 164

            

         

         ‘Nobody ever got rich from being a good man.’

         Now he’s found some guts, Hoogsmart has.

         I’m genuinely surprised that he dares to say anything, to say that, because now, at this moment, the hostage-takers’ guns are all pointed at him. I’m less surprised that he’s only about five-foot tall, that his shrinkage continues to progress.

         So.

         People.

         Quick break, please.

         We need to take a quick break.

         I’ve got a high fever here.

         And a lucid moment at the same time.

         And I’m up to my neck in them both.

         Does anyone have any tablets on them by any chance?

         ‘Tablets,’ I say, ‘I need tablets. Something for a temperature. Please.’

         In a pinch, I’d take ash raining from heaven.

         Or some other cold thing.

         OK.

         Whoever it was that heard me.

         Carousel moves on.

         
             

         

         One of the kidnappers takes a step forward. He’s about the same age as Number One and Hoogsmart, he’s fairly tall, has stature, looks like he’s got strength, and like he’s always had strength. Like all the kidnappers, he’s wearing a dark suit, his brown-grey hair is somewhat thinner and uncompromisingly swept back. He still has his gun lowered, but his eyes are loaded.

         
            
               you were fairly strong, you know, he says,
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               I was too

               but then there were others

               who weren’t so much

               this boy in your class

               for instance

               who was just small

               he was nice

               and polite

               and reliable

               a good friend

               never hurt a soul

               there was no bloody reason

               to torture him

               but every break-time you

               neatly dismembered him

               behind the gym

               first emotionally: your mum

               is a stupid

               stinking cow

               then psychologically: they all hate you

               at the end of break

               you got physical

               as you called it

               you really talked that way

               when we were ten

               went for the face

               for the kidneys

               for the balls

               but with your feet

               I tried

               to defend the kid 166

               barged in every time

               because I couldn’t bear

               what you did

               you and your three

               so-called bodyguards

               I called you wankers

               got in front of the kid

               fists raised

               but there were four of you

               and so I always

               got slapped in the gob

               and everywhere else

               but I hung on in there

               tried my best

               to protect him

               because I despised you

               all so much

               and then came the day

               when I

               had to sit with the head

               with you and your folks

               it took me some time

               till I grasped

               why I was the one

               to leave

               be expelled and then go

               to a school

               for problem children

               many years later

               I got it

               when I saw your dad 167

               and the head

               leave the golf course together

               back-slapping

               like old friends

               but by then I’d long turned

               to crime

            

         

         The hostage-taker takes a step back again, he almost vanishes into the row of his colleagues, as if they’d swallowed him up. As if he’d always been part of them.

         I feel so hot I could swear my hands are about to melt the chains I’m holding on by.

         But perhaps they’re far too shaky to do that, cos I’m cold too.

         The suit, Hoogsmart’s companion, hasn’t yet said a word, I don’t think. Now he stands up and walks a few yards towards the puke situation, but not close enough that it could be taken for support even, let alone friendship.

         ‘True, Conny,’ he says, ‘nobody gets rich because he’s a good man. But you don’t actually have to be a massive arsehole to win either. It’s usually enough to be a medium-sized arsehole.’

         ‘Like you are, Peer?’

         Huh.

         Hoogsmart seems to be really going for it.

         ‘You screwed my daughter, Conny.’

         Hoogsmart laughs a laugh that was presumably born at the rubbish dump, but right down at the bottom. Down there where it stinks the worst.

         ‘Christ, man, she’s only seventeen.’

         ‘I didn’t force her to go to bed with me.’

         That filthy laugh again. 168

         And I don’t like to say it, but he’s growing bigger again.

         ‘You chickenshit, you didn’t try to stop me either, that evening at your place.’

         The man he called Peer stands in the room with hanging shoulders while the chairoplane spins and spins and spins.

         ‘Because you’re dependent on me,’ says Hoogsmart, ‘because you were stupid enough to sign my contracts, because you’re a nobody without me, a nothing, so come on now, Peer, get me out of here. Or you’re out. If I want, you lose everything. Everything, do you hear? Are you listening to me, Peer? If you don’t get me out of here, you might as well let these guys shoot you.’

         ‘No,’ says Peer.

         He looks at Hoogsmart one last time, then he walks back to his original table in the corner of the room, takes a chair, turns it towards the window and sits on it.

         ‘Peer.’

         Hoogsmart really thinks he can do this, but everyone else is like: what the hell? Either way, there’s no way this Peer is going to pick a fight with twelve heavily armed men. Even if his business partner hadn’t just humiliated him in front of the entire team and the rolling camera.

         I look at Hoogsmart as I swing past him and say ‘huh?’ and then I casually mention that I really could do with some painkillers quite urgently.

         The barwoman is jogging effortlessly along beside me. She reaches into her trouser pocket, pulls something out and presses it into my hand.

         It’s the rest of a blister pack.

         Two ibuprofens left.
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         She hands a small bottle of water to me too, then she joins the hostage-takers at the window. The technician, in turn, vacates his place at the bar, which he hasn’t left for hours, walks over to the barwoman and takes her hand.

         And now everyone can see it.

         They don’t just know each other, they know each other pretty well.

         They even look similar, when you see them standing motionless like that, side by side.

         It’s not conspicuous, but it’s there. The eyes, the nose, the mouth. A certain way of just standing there, and that smart coolness.

         Yes.

         Of course.

         They’re siblings.

         Hoogsmart seems to notice something too.

         ‘You look like,’ he pauses and looks more closely at the barwoman, ‘you look like Sandrine.’

         She looks down on him from a distance.

         ‘Sandrine was my mother, you scumbag.’

         ‘Our mother,’ says the technician with all his calm and serenity, but the deep pain that now creeps into his face makes the lamps fall from the ceiling.

         One by one, they drift to the floor, but without shattering. The lamps just lie around there.

         Feel exactly like one of those lamps.

         The barwoman leans against one of the hostage-takers, the guy with the red hair.

         She leans into him in that special way.

         Ah.

         Now that’s interesting. 170

         She isn’t just standing close to him.

         She is close to him.

         And the technician’s her brother.

         They were the anchor in the hotel.

         ‘Our mother jumped off the Köhlbrand Bridge ten years ago,’ says the barwoman, ‘the depression finished her off.’

         
            
               she was just sixteen, she says,

               you all were

               a friend of yours

               had the place to himself

               a cool party

               heaps of stuff

               went under the wheels

               and, well

               so did she

               she was

               in the other class from you

               she was

               the prettiest girl in the school

               you all wanted to have a go

               at all costs

               you too of course

               but she wouldn’t

               let anyone near

               and she didn’t

               drink alcohol

               never

               because she probably knew

               she had to protect herself
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               from guys like all of you

               you all wanted to change that

               all waited for her

               as she came out of the toilet

               pushed her into the bathroom

               luxury bathroom

               shut the doors

               poured wine inside her

               two held her fast

               one opened her mouth

               then you put things

               between her legs

               and not just things

               for over an hour

               you stayed with her

               in the bathroom

               tipped down more wine

               and rapes

               one after another

               then started again

               afterwards

               you just laid her in the bathtub

               and partied on

            

         

         The barwoman turns away. She turns towards the window. As if she can’t stand to look at Hoogsmart anymore.

         Her shoulders are shaking.

         She’s crying.

         I don’t want to see her crying.

         Not a woman like her.

         Actually, I never want to see a woman crying ever again. 172

         Number One goes to her, lays his hand on the back of her neck, whispers something in her ear. Then he turns back to Hoogsmart and continues on her behalf.

         ‘Sandrine pressed charges the same night,’ he says, ‘but her blood alcohol level was 0.21 per cent. And all the boys who were at the party, including you, Conny, testified unanimously that the girl had been off her face. Then she’d been unlucky enough to fall onto the radiator, with spread legs. That’s what you told the police, you and your arsehole friends. And they actually believed it, back then in the eighties people still believed that stuff. And unfortunately, the doctor that Sandrine went to failed to find any traces of sperm, which was really very strange. Sure, you used condoms. You’re so clever, aren’t you. You thought of that. But the prosecutor in charge of the case was a friend of your father’s at the very least. And the doctor, well, you’ve got three guesses, folks.’

         I press the two tablets out of the blisters into my hand and stick them in my mouth, slosh water after them, swallow the stuff down.

         Then I shut my eyes.
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        A RAIN OF ASH
      

         

         Of course Stepanovic knows it’s nonsense, that it’s just not possible; after all, there’s neither a volcano, nor a burning house, nor an Easter bonfire nearby, what a crazy idea, an Easter fire in the middle of November, not even Hamburg people would pull that stunt, but he could swear it’s raining ash.

         OK, only very gently.

         But still.
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        SOME JUST SLIP TO THE FLOOR
      

         

         There’s still a bit of the chairoplane, but not much more.

         It’s blurring.

         It’s fading.

         Number One lifts his voice.

         ‘And now to the two of us, Conny.’

         Darn, I’d just about got used to it.

         To riding the chairoplane.

         ‘Back then, on that night when the cops raided your house in Blankenese, you didn’t just grass up Knut, Heinz and Norbert, you grassed up half the Kiez. That’s just not on, Conny. If life was even remotely fair, you’d never have set foot in this city again.’

         He’s standing between the dissolving chairoplane, the prisoners’ chorus, the captors’ chorus and Hoogsmart’s spot by the window. Before, everyone could hear him; now, everyone can see him too, even the internet.

         ‘But for you, weird as it sounds, the exact opposite happened. The more you trampled on people, the better things turned out for you. But that might only have worked because things were turning out worse and worse for the people you walked all over. I’ve heard so many stories about you, Conny.’

         He scratches his head with his .45, then he lets the gun sink and his arms hang down. He leaves everything hanging, he hangs for all eternity.175

         ‘And here’s mine: you cost me a whole life. First, I lost my place in Cartagena, my home, if you like. A really lovely bar. And then I lost my wife and my son, the loveliest living beings you can imagine. Although. No. Don’t imagine them. I don’t want you to even think about them.’

         The carousel is barely moving now.

         It’ll stop soon.

         It’ll be gone soon.

         ‘And now,’ says Number One, ‘let’s settle the score.’

         The transparent remains of the chairoplane spit out first me, and then the others, and now it’s already vanished. We all sit ourselves down somewhere, some of us just slip to the floor by a wall or a window.

         Maybe it’ll be dawn soon.

         I think my temperature’s going down.

         The tablets are kicking in.

         ‘What time is it?’ I ask, into the hush.

         ‘Nearly half-four,’ says someone, I guess it was one of the hostage-takers.

         Hoogsmart starts to tremble, which I would too, in his shoes. When you think that we’re only now coming to the settling-of-scores. That that was very far from all. That there’s something still to come, to wit the main trial.
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        THE MESSAGE
      

         

         Calabretta to Stepanovic, from the loo, with the spare phone from his ankle boot:

         
      wherever you are
    

         
      i’m sure you know what’s up here
    

         
      she absolutely has to get out of here soon
    

         
      she’s not well
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        CUT THE CAMERA
      

         

         Number One walks towards Konrad Hoogsmart, reaches for the telephone on the stand, switches it off and drops it.

         Wow.

         So we’re carrying on without the camera.

         Whatever that means.
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        BUT YOU JUST CAN’T ENDURE LOVE ALONE
      

         

         When the stream breaks off and a subtly different unease develops in the streets around the hotel, Stepanovic feels it very distinctly. Something within him breaks too, it breaks open, breaks fresh ground, it’s like a storm, or it’s more of a fire, he feels that something’s happened up there on the twentieth floor, that something’s burning, and suddenly it’s back again: the night.

         That one night that smashed everything up.

         He was a teenager – in his late teens, he was almost a man. It was a fragile time, when it’s easy for things to get smashed up anyway, when the future course of a life is set. Whether you’ll come out of there as an adult or as a lost soul.

         It was most likely a cable that started the fire. There were cables dangling all over the place, criss-crossing the stairwell in the old, unrenovated building in Sachsenhausen, Frankfurt. The racing fire ate its way to the fifth floor, where he lived with his parents and his sister, who was three years younger. He was her big brother, her protector in the school playground and in the streets. Any time anyone came too close to Ana, or insulted her, or even threatened her from a distance, he’d be there. In fact, he was always with her, and he’d still managed that even after he’d finished primary school. Nobody dared mess with Ana, because of Ivo, you know. Her big brother.179

         He lived in the profound belief that nothing could happen to Ana so long as he was near her, and Ana probably believed that too.

         But the fire was faster and stronger than Ivo.

         Ana often locked her door at night, and she’d done so then; she liked to be alone, she hated being disturbed. The fire brigade said later that she’d quite likely already been unconscious when Ivo and his parents were hammering on her door.

         Common in a case like this.

         Smoke inhalation.

         She’d no longer even have noticed their father trying to break down the door with the only tool he had to hand, a poker for the old stove. But the doors in the old building were sturdy and warped, and most of them stuck so fast that you could hardly get them open even if they weren’t locked.

         The poker business was futile, and then along came the firemen with their masks over their faces and the damp blankets that they threw over them, and they brought them out of the house, in complete darkness and under those blankets.

         Ivo felt as though he were being torn apart: the firemen were pulling one way, Ana was tugging on him from the other, from behind her locked door.

         Ana would have been forty-six today; next spring she’d have turned forty-seven.

         She’d probably have been as tall as Ivo: their mother was tall, their father too. She might have had a few threads or strands of grey in her chestnut hair by now, like their mother. She’d have an austere yet beautiful face, a sculpted face, a feminine Clint Eastwood. She’d always looked like that, even as a little girl.

         If Ana were still alive, she’d sure as hell look like that half-American up there, who also prefers to keep her doors locked.180

         Every woman he spends the night with is a drug Stepanovic uses to numb the pain inside him that’s been smashing everything up every hour, every second, since he couldn’t save Ana, since he lost her to the darkness and the heat.

         By day, and if it’s cool and fresh, if he can smell the water and the port, he can get by: that’s how far he’s made it.

         That’s how far he’s patched it up.

         But he can’t handle darkness and heat alone, let alone love. For that he needs company, even if all the doors stay locked.

         He lets a groan out into the night, he just can’t help it, his upper body folds forwards, he braces himself with his hands on his knees, he groans again, it’s almost a scream, then, all folded up as he is, he leans on the nearest pillar and tries just to breathe.

         ‘Ivo?’

         Rönnau is beside him and has laid a hand on his back.

         ‘Ivo.’

         Stepanovic breathes.

         ‘Breathe,’ says Rönnau, ‘yes, breathing’s good.’

         His hand is still lying on Stepanovic’s back.

         It creates something strange between the two men.

         It creates a closeness.

         When Stepanovic first straightens up again, he doesn’t even try to hide the pain in his face, and Rönnau says: ‘Here. Cigarettes.’

         Stepanovic looks at Rönnau’s hand, there’s an open packet of Lucky Strikes lying there, he takes it and pulls out a smoke, but for a brief moment he also takes Rönnau’s hand.

         ‘Thanks, mate,’ he says.

         Rönnau shakes his head.

         ‘Whatever that was, Ivo, it was too big for one person alone.’181

         They stand side by side, and they look at each other, and they light their cigarettes, while business carries on around them. The police business of perpetual cool paired with sudden minute-bursts of hectic activity, the busyness made up of special forces standing around and buses and hatchbacks and a helicopter that occasionally, very cautiously, circles over the River Palace Hotel, and the situation is shot through with the quiet hope that it might actually, please, soon all be over.

         Stepanovic scans the sky; he doesn’t know what he’s looking for but there could be something there, he thinks, he believes, he feels, something that’ll help him.

         And where the hell did the ash come from?

         The helicopter turns away and flies back to its landing place on the Heiligengeistfeld.

         Stepanovic looks up to the twentieth floor.

         ‘I’ve got to get in there, man,’ he says. ‘Something’s happened in the last hour. Something’s very wrong up there.’

         He pulls his phone from his coat pocket and shows his colleague the message from Calabretta.

         ‘She’s not well, you see?’

         Rönnau raises his eyebrows.

         ‘We’ve got to tell Himmelmann that.’

         ‘But it won’t change anything,’ says Stepanovic, ‘they won’t go and change their strategy just because the prosecution isn’t well.’

         He stows his phone away again.

         ‘I’ve got to get in there.’

         Rönnau studies the glowing end of his cigarette.

         ‘Yeah, I know that. But it’s not like I can just shoot a way in there for you.’182

         ‘Well,’ says Stepanovic pulling out his gun, which he should not even have on him because he was meant to be off duty, but hey, it’s here now, isn’t it, ‘you can’t, maybe.’

      
   


   
      
         183
            
        
        HIS INTERNAL MURDER BUTTON
      

         

         In a peculiar, subliminal way, things are calmer up here, everyone’s on the ropes, OK, it is nearly five, after all. People are scattered throughout the room, on chairs, on tables, on the floor, as if they’d just slumped in the exact spot where the moment spat them out.

         My temperature’s dropped but, all things considered, I feel astoundingly crap.

         My left arm hurts, and my thumb’s pumping, it doesn’t quite know what to do with itself. By now everyone understands that I’ve got a massive problem and I’m not hiding it anymore either. I’m sitting on a barstool and I’ve dumped my upper body on the bar, along with my head, along with my fucked-up arm.

         Klatsche’s standing to the right of me, Inceman’s standing to the left of me, as if that meant they could change or protect anything or make anything better. To me they seem like perplexed and slightly ramshackle archangels.

         Calabretta, Faller and the others are sitting at the table directly behind me, eyeing me cautiously and safeguarding everything as unobtrusively as possible. Assuming that there’s anything left here to keep safe, that is.

         Carla’s rested her head in Rocco’s lap; I think she’s asleep.

         Hoogsmart is down from his hot seat and away from the 184sausage counter. He’s cowering at the window, his hands and feet firmly anchored with cable ties. His trousers are now no longer just wet, certain parts have gone an unpleasant brownish colour too; his shirt is a disaster, and the sweat is running down his face in a permanent stream. Number One is standing in front of him and staring at him, and this has been going on for quite a while now. As if he didn’t know quite what to do next in the game he’s started.

         Interesting that everyone else knows.

         Every person in this room realises that Hoogsmart’s got to die shortly. Only the guy who’ll take care of the matter has not yet found the relevant button inside himself.

         Then, suddenly, Faller turns up next to Number One. Yikes, what’s he doing now, I mean, he was sitting right behind me only a moment ago. The screws in my head seem to be rattling about a bit. Everything’s wobbling, including my vision. Maybe just topple over off the stool, why the hell not, hey, there’s not much more to break around here.

         Faller’s beer might still be untouched or it might be a new one. It’s nuts how much the old man can manage today. It’s also nuts how close he’s standing to Number One. Although that should’ve been my role.

         Hey ho. Sometimes you just can’t deliver the goods.

         Number One is staring at the Hoogsmart heap.

         Faller is staring at Number One.

         Then he says it.

         ‘I’ve heard your story before somewhere.’

         Number One turns to stone.

         Faller slants his head slightly.

         ‘You’re Henning Garbarek, aren’t you?’
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        GOD, HOW DUMB ARE YOU?
      

         

         ‘Ivo, put that thing away before someone sees what you’ve got there.’

         Rönnau has arranged himself, in all his corpulence, in front of Stepanovic and is trying to use his belly to hide the latter’s drawn weapon.

         ‘I’ve got to get in there, Uli.’

         ‘Yes, but not like that. They’ll take you out of circulation right away. Have a look around, please. Take a look at what’s kicking around.’

         Stepanovic draws cold air through his nostrils and into his brain.

         ‘The ninja turtles can kiss my arse.’

         ‘Ivo. Stop it now.’

         The two men look at each other.

         Rönnau lowers his voice.

         ‘Do you remember the hotel blueprint, the one Meier and Himmelmann spread out earlier?’

         Stepanovic nods.

         ‘How well did you memorise it, Ivo?’

         ‘You mean the service shaft.’

         ‘That’s exactly what I mean.’

         ‘Yeah, and?’ says Stepanovic. ‘How am I meant to break in there and get up that ladder if I put my gun away? They won’t let me in just like that.’186

         ‘They won’t let you in if you start waving a pistol about either. God, mate, how dumb are you?’

         ‘Batshit insane,’ says Stepanovic, ‘but you weren’t to know that, of course.’

         He shifts his weight from one foot to the other, moves like a retired boxer who’s decided to get back into the ring for one last fight, to lay out one last opponent.

         ‘Put the gun away,’ says Rönnau.

         Stepanovic breathes in and out again and sticks his gun into his waistband.

         Not the holster.

         Rönnau looks at him.

         ‘OK, cowboy.’

         He chucks his cigarette away.

         ‘Give me ten minutes. And don’t budge.’
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        TRACTOR BEAM
      

         

         No clue how Faller managed what’s currently happening here, but he simply started talking insistently to Number One, who put the stones, one by one, to the side. Those concrete blocks that he’d walled himself in with, one after another.

         First he took two steps to the side, then two steps back, and it was obvious that he’d done so to get away from Faller, but Faller followed him. Just stuck as close to him as he possibly could. Simply keeping on talking. And what can I say, he seems to have cracked him, crick, crack.

         The other hostage-takers permitted it, for whatever reason. Maybe because this whole plan here is bespoke, made for Number One. Cos he’s the brains, and if the brains wants to sit at a table and talk, then he does that and the rest shut their traps.

         Now they’re sitting at a table in the furthest corner and talking quietly, although Faller’s talking. Number One is listening, sometimes he turns his head away, then he looks at the old man again and says something too. But it all happens as if in slow motion, in an uncanny quiet, who knows, maybe it’s just the state I’m in that’s framing the shot here.

         My left hand and the forearm that’s fused to it keep throbbing away. The tablets seem to be working, but they aren’t making anything better.188

         As if I’ve been switched off.

         I’m still only taking in half the situation.

         Klatsche on my left, who’s got his hand on my lower back.

         Warmth.

         Support.

         His hand is signalling that he’s with me, no matter how or why, and no matter whether I’ll allow it or not.

         End of.

         Inceman is on my right, holding my right hand. Firm and clear and steadfast.

         Hang in there, his hand signals, come on, you know how to do this.

         And then this conversation between Faller and Number One. It’s happening at my back but every time I turn my head to have a look because I absolutely have to know what’s going on there, I know that what’s going on there is important.

         Faller’s talking, and he suddenly looks over at me, and Number One looks at me too, and a kind of tractor beam establishes itself between the three of us.

         Holy shit.

         They’re talking about me.

         That wasn’t supposed to happen, lads.

         Number One stands up, his chair tips over backward.

         ‘OK,’ he says, and his voice fills the room, ‘we’ll finish this now, then. If she needs to be out of here so urgently.’

         ‘That isn’t what I meant,’ says Faller, ‘you could simply let her go, Henning.’

         Number One turns to the window and looks down at the port.

         ‘Henning. Who the hell is Henning.’
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        BECAUSE HE’S WELL VERSED IN PEOPLE’S SOULS
      

         

         Stepanovic and Rönnau light each other’s cigarettes so cumbersomely that if anyone happened to be watching them, all their attention would be on the here-please-yes-light-oh-great-thanks kerfuffle and not on the question of whether or not, for example, a fire brigade pass key has just changed hands. The pass key for the service shaft in every hotel in Hamburg, for instance.

         Rönnau’s got the key from his mate Johnny, who isn’t just any fireman, he’s someone who’ll owe Rönnau big time till the end of his days because Rönnau once bullshitted him a way out of a very unpleasant situation in a station toilet that could have blown his entire life sky high, and that kind of thing lasts for half an eternity.

         As of right now, Stepanovic has the key.

         Not because Rönnau owes him anything in turn, but because he, Rönnau, is well versed in people’s souls. Ivo’s soul is in urgent need of something to hold on to, even if it’s only a service shaft up to the twentieth floor. The shaft is to a hulk like Stepanovic as a straw is to a full-grown ladybird, but fine, a straw is a straw.

         Of course, none of the police officers present is stupid enough not to have thought of the service shaft when securing this kind of hotel.190

         But Stepanovic has read his Asterix and that’s just the way it is: gall wins. He marches nonchalantly past the four SWAT team guys who are guarding the entrance to the shaft, situated back round a corner, he flashes his ID, puts on an authorised face and says: ‘Hey, OK you guys, I just need to check on something there a moment.’

         Rönnau, meanwhile, is standing on the corner with an eye on both Stepanovic and the SWAT team men, giving discreet smiles and nods and looking just as authorised to the core.

         It’s a bit like knock down ginger for grown-ups, with a boy on look-out duty and everything.

         The officers in the full rig like it best if they don’t have to move too much, and they’re cold too, ah, it’s sure to be fine, negotiators and their funny jobs and funny ideas, huh.

         Stepanovic pulls out the key, uses it, unhooks the hatch to the shaft, activates his inner contortionist and he’s in.

         Whoa.

         That’s a tight squeeze.

         He starts climbing, pulls his way rung by rung up the ladder, and even if his body is heavy and awkward and hasn’t been as supple as it used to be for a long time now, his soul pulls him upward. He gains height much faster than he expected because he’s on his way to her.

         Nothing else counts.

         Stepanovic knows that this thing is going to blow up in his face tomorrow. But he has fewer fucks to give about that than he’s ever had to give about anything.
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        THERE’S A DETONATOR IN THE CAKE MIX
      

         

         ‘OK, guys.’

         Number One, so the guy whose name is actually Henning Garbarek, even though he clearly won’t admit that, is addressing his team, but he’s standing in front of me on the other side of the counter and looking down at me. I’m more hanging on to my barstool and the bar itself than sitting respectably on or at anything.

         Beside me Klatsche and Inceman as guardian angels or some other messed-up thing.

         Garbarek mixes himself a gin and tonic with double measures of gin and ice and takes a big gulp. Then he looks at his men, one after another, it’s the classic look around the room.

         A classic locker-room-speech look.

         ‘You know what you’ve got to do.’

         The team reacts the way you have to react when you’ve had a thing planned for a very long time, and they must have done or they wouldn’t be standing here anymore. Some nod, some murmur something.

         ‘Sure, boss.’

         That kind of stuff.

         Then they gather themselves, one by one they vanish behind the liquor cabinet. The barwoman and the technician follow them. By now, it really is clear to every last person in this room how all this fits together.192

         I try to look first at Klatsche and then Inceman as a way of knitting myself a kind of insurance policy against right now, but my eyes slip away, the whole moment slips away from me.

         My engine’s no longer running.

         Something large, heavy, sprawling, has taken possession of me, a cloak of tar that covers me and almost suffocates me.

         I find myself thinking about Stepanovic for the first time since we all blundered in here, and I wonder if it would be different if he were here. If he’d be able to pull the tar overcoat away and carry me. If I’d let him carry me.

         Perhaps.

         Of course, you can never tell.

         I feel sick.

         The team comes back from behind the shelving. They’re wearing SWAT team uniforms and all the corresponding kit, they’re wearing helmets, they’re wearing heavy boots, equipment and apparatus. And they’re toting even heavier weaponry than just now. They look like a military unit.

         I can’t tell which of the uniforms conceal the former hotel staff.

         The illusion is broken by the rest of the stuff they’ve got on them: smoke bombs, climbing ropes, crowbars and ten large, round items in heavy, bright-red plastic: things that look like they extend and like you could jam them together to make a kind of tunnel.

         Only one of them doesn’t have one of those plastic tunnel pieces in his hand, he’s got something else: an ochre-coloured lump that looks at first glance like cake mix. Approximately a handful of cake mix. But then I get it, the way the rest of our cop-like gang has presumably also got it – there’s a gizmo in the cake mix.193

         I’d bet on the detonator from an old hand grenade.

         Garbarek takes a last large swig from his drink and abandons the glass, half full. He grabs the plastic explosive then he takes a few rapid steps over to Hoogsmart, cowering in the corner, pulls him up by the elbows and along behind him to the middle of the long wall of windows.

         Hoogsmart is so done in that he probably barely even gets what’s happening, it doesn’t look as if he even grasps that Garbarek is sticking the lump to the window, pressing himself and his hostage to the glass.

         In front of the stunning harbour panorama.

         Garbarek’s team, meanwhile, are standing in a closed rank at the entrance to the bar. They look at their boss, they also know what’s happening, they planned it together, after all. Maybe some of them, secretly, didn’t believe he’d actually do it, maybe they hoped that in the end he’d pull another brilliant idea out of his hat, and the ones whose delicacy played that trick on them now have a tell-tale glitter in their eyes.

         I’d bet on tears.

         But hey.

         Taking hostages is taking hostages, boys.

         The ones who’ve got it together better and have mastered the game of nerves are pointing their weapons at us. And at Faller, who’s still standing at the table where, until a few minutes ago, he was sitting with Garbarek.

         ‘Listen, Henning.’

         He ignores the guns on him and moves cautiously towards the window.

         Oh no.

         Faller, what the fuck.

         Leave it, old man.194

         Please don’t mess with dynamite and automatic weapons.

         Calabretta is clearly thinking the same as me.

         ‘Faller,’ he says quietly, ‘stop there.’

         Faller doesn’t react.

         He walks on.

         Calabretta again.

         ‘Faller. No.’

         ‘Hey,’ I say, ‘over here,’ it’s all I can get out.

         Faller looks at me for a split second, I try to catch his eye, to draw him to me, but I can’t reach him.

         I breathe out.

         Garbarek holds the detonator like he’s pulling a bicycle brake, removes the pin, which falls to the floor with far too loud a sound.

         Now the thing’s live.

         He pulls his .45 and takes off the safety.

         ‘Everyone stand back,’ he says.

         Then he lets go.

         I want to get up from my barstool, I’ve already overcome Klatsche, I can’t feel his hand anymore, but Inceman’s holding me, he seems to pull me to him so that I can’t go anywhere, he’s so clammy, but maybe I am too, and maybe I’m just too weak.
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        HENNING OR HENK OR WHATEVER
      

         

         Die.

         Huh.

         Now?

         Yes.

         Now.

         Come on, Conny, you too.

         
             

         

         It’s time to split.

         
             

         

         Except that cop.

         In the way.

         He shouldn’t be.

         He shouldn’t.

         He’s got.

         He’s got to go.

         
             

         

         so.

         gone.
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        BOOM
      

         

         Stepanovic is on the fourteenth floor when he hears the big bang.

         It could be anything: an explosion or an explosion or possibly even an explosion.

         His heart hammers and he races up the ladder.
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        BOOM
      

         

         The whump is so violent because somebody’s blown the world sky high. I try to inhale, I stretch out my arms towards the bang, it can still be held back, that’ll work, there’s a second where I’m quite certain of that, but it’s no use, there’s only the heat.

         Everything’s burning.

         The second bang, somewhat less violent and more contained, bends Calabretta’s face completely out of shape.

         The third tremor is silent.

         It hits you right there, in the will to keep on breathing once you wake up.
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         If something like that happens, if after almost ten hours during which barely anything has shifted, so if, suddenly, in the early hours of the morning, a piece of speciality glass is blasted out of a façade on the twentieth floor and mingled with the shards falling to the ground are the parts of two human beings and, wham, there are nothing but scraps lying on the road, it’s enough to shake the calm of even the most experienced police officers.

         For a good five minutes, the perfectly organised line-up resembles a bunch of headless chickens.

         Even Alex Meier runs from end to end, having forgotten what game they’re playing.

         Himmelmann is the first to pull himself together, he roars into the earpieces of the ten-strong emergency access SWAT team on the eighteenth floor that they should get in there, and where the bloody hell are the chief negotiators?
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        EXIT ONE:

THE OCEAN’S ELEVEN VERSION
      

         

         Lob smoke bombs. At least three.

         Better: seven. The only good stairwell is a smoke-screened stairwell.

         The bits of tunnel are abandoned in the corridor outside the hotel rooms.

         Then crowbar open the doors to the lift, take the crowbars with you, abseil soundlessly down four floors, jemmy open the lift doors on the sixteenth floor, slip out, flit from the lift to the stairs, and zap, through the door.

         Then the fake SWAT team heads down through the smoke.

         All the while creating an authoritative wave of hectic activity and chitchat, especially at the precise moment a group of colleagues storms upwards, guys, quick, up there, the hostages, hell, it’s mayhem, we’ll help out in the multi-storey carpark next door, it’s possible they’re intending to get out that way, yeah, dammit, maybe they’re intending to bolt through the carpark.

         Open the sprinkler-system-room door with the keycards, in you go, shut the doors, done.

         
             

         

         It’s a cool trick and almost watertight, but, well: a little old.200

         Probability of the police still falling for it in 2019: thirty per cent.
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        EXIT TWO:

THE SEX-GOD VERSION
      

         

         Drop the tunnel pieces and make tracks. Right behind the drinks cabinet there’s the staff lift shaft. Crowbar the doors, accelerate, abseil at top speed down to the cellar, slide-tackle your way out opposite the laundry room.

         Now you just need to get down one more floor via the cellar stairs, into the sprinkler-system room, shut the doors – done.

         
             

         

         This trick isn’t new either, but it’s hot and it’s sexy.

         
             

         

         But, unfortunately, probability of being shot by SWAT team officers the moment you fly out into the cellar through the crowbarred lift doors: ninety per cent.
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        EXIT THREE:

THE SHACKLETON VERSION
      

         

         All the armoured SWAT team uniforms, all the smoke, the mist, the confusion, simply use all that for the coolest ride the criminal world has ever seen: stick the bits of tunnel together, click, clack – yippee, a spiral slide! Get in there, get down there, whoa, wow that’s rattly, into the cellar, kaboom, fly one by one into the wall. Can’t be long getting sorted out now, no time, this way, the sprinkler-system-room, ten seconds’ll do it, then everyone’s in.

         The door snaps shut behind the men.

         And now they’re gone.

         
             

         

         The trick is almost new, it’s only been done once before, when Ernest Shackleton and his men slid down an icy mountain on the island of South Georgia, as their last option for escaping certain death, and the stunt is bold and quick and it’s a blast, but it’s so totally not watertight.

         
             

         

         Probability of it working and the slide not splitting by the third bend, like it’s kept splitting during their various stairwell training exercises in the last few months: ten per cent.
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        EXIT FOUR:

THE ARSEHOLE VERSION
      

         

         Oh.

         Well.

         What can you say? It’s so charmless.

         It’s downright repellent.

         The hostage-takers drop everything but their guns and grab the five prettiest hostages, that woman with sepsis is right in the middle there too. Weapons to the hostages’ throats and work their way down floor by floor, past all the forces of law and order.

         Nobody would even dare to intervene.

         A few SWAT team officers dog the ugly troop at a few metres’ distance, stick hot on their heels, hey boys, come on, let the hostages go, where d’you think you’re going, we’re everywhere here, can’t get further than the cellar anyway, you’re not getting away with this stunt.

         But then they do get further than the cellar, none of the incident teams had that on their radar, nobody was expecting a tunnel, maybe that was the crucial error, the one thing they hadn’t thought of, that ends up being chalked up to their account.

         Behind the door of the sprinkler-system-room, the hostages are lying exhausted in a corner, and by the time the police finally 204get through, through the high-security steel door, by the time the negotiators have talked their lips to shreds outside the locked cellar, the bad guys have long since disappeared down the tunnel. Holding a weapon to people’s throats is a tried-and-tested routine, has a very high probability of coming off, and that’s just what’s so shit about it, everyone thinks.

         That this kind of thing keeps working.
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        STROBE
      

         

         Having arrived on the twentieth floor, Stepanovic braces himself against the service-shaft hatch, he kind of grows out of the floor right behind the loos.

         He has only one goal: to get Riley out of here.

         And if anyone gets in his way while he’s doing that, he’ll shoot, the magazine’s full, he’ll be able to take a couple of guys out right away, see about the rest later, he’s had eggs à la Bruce Willis for breakfast: double-hard boiled.

         But something in the mix didn’t work.

         He isn’t working the way he expected to, perhaps he took his own safety catch off too soon, or perhaps it was the exact opposite and he held on to something for too long, perhaps it’s just the smell of fire and smoke and destruction.

         He sees the shards.

         The splinters.

         The people lying on the dark polished concrete.

         None of it makes a coherent picture. As if his basic ability to make individual pieces into a whole has gone astray. His eyes are burning, but on the inside.

         The wind is whistling through the enormous hole in the glass façade, the catastrophe is illustrated by frantic blue light thrown up from below, on the walls, on the ceiling, against the sky. The helicopter is very close, the searchlights are already everywhere, 206strobe lights in the night. It’s blurring more and more, and everything that was still there to be saved until just now is vanishing into the sirens and the roar of the helicopter engine.

         Stepanovic scans the room.

         Orders his eyes to look.

         Damnation.

         Focus now.

         But he can’t find Riley.

         He finds Calabretta.

         He’s standing in front of someone lying on the floor, but they’re no longer a person, it’s just a shell.
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        SEE YOU LATER
      

         

         They can hardly believe it – the cellar.

         They’re in the cellar!

         Whatever’s happening outside doesn’t matter now.

         They’re not getting in here for now.

         Not any time soon.

         It’ll be a while.

         Breathe.

         And again: breathe.

         Draw breath. It’s as good as done.

         Four of them heave aside the container filled with just enough water, which the technician and the barwoman placed there the day before. The technician has an emergency keycard of course, for perfectly ordinary reasons of safety and security – and in case anything went wrong with the two other keycards. Always place any such mainstay of a plan in duplicate with several people, Handbook for Bank Robberies and Hostage Situations, chapter one, or two at the latest.

         Waiting behind the container is their grinning colleague with his dusty beard, his enormous drill, his exit. They chuck the SWAT team helmets away so they can see better, along with a little of the other stuff that’s rendering them immobile, then they crawl through the hole in the wall, the last one through 208heaves the container back into place and then shoves as much rubble as he can find into the hole.

         There’s a branching system of tunnels.

         The tunnels are old, they’ve existed for centuries. Their colleague only needed to bore through the interior walls and add a few beams, gain a fraction of ground every month, that was no great shakes; he had the best job, in retrospect, even if he didn’t see much of the sun that summer. But who does in Hamburg.

         They run at a crouch through the tunnel, the chief tunneller knows the way. Left, then right, then left again, if you didn’t know you’d get lost. They jettisoned more ballast in the very first tunnel, kneepads, elbow pads, chest plates, you know, all the SWAT team junk, and so, even as they were running away and chucking away, they were creating trip hazards in case the cops do come after them faster than they expect, so that maybe they’d fall on their faces a couple more times before getting lost, haha, cops.

         Keep going, just keep on going, guys.

         Just three more turnings and they’re there.

         In the old casino.

         At the very bottom, in the bank.

         X marks the spot.

         The tunnel expert has been making a few preparations here too in the course of the night: barricading the entrance to the bank from the inside, screwing it tight, making it impenetrable from the outside, but in such a way that it looks to anyone who wants to get in as though it’s simply occupied, and if it’s occupied you generally just come back the next evening: the bank gets used for secret meetings, card games, conversations, dealings, or a murder.209

         And the tunnel man has laid out thirteen large sports bags, full to the brim with cash. The money from the last few months, and there’s some from the last few decades in there too. Umpteen million times umpteen million, mind-boggling amounts. Dirty money from brothels, earnt from drugs, from blackmail, from everyday arseholery. It soon adds up. It’s lying here, ready to be laundered through property. It’s always just lying around here, waiting till the laundryman can take care of it, because nobody dares touch the laundryman’s business. He’s too powerful, has too much influence, you mustn’t get on the wrong side of him. What if something went wrong or something.

         But the laundryman just got blasted out of the River Palace Hotel and into the night.

         Oh well.

         They suppress a yell, they suppress the adrenaline and the endorphins, the dolphins in their blood, they pull themselves together one last time, they pull the fake noses and eyebrows and birthmarks off their faces, they’ll deal with the fake hair colour later, at home.

         Each of them grabs a bag with a good million in it, a good million, then out of the dirty money stash again, back into the tunnel system and further north, with a slight spin to the north-east. When they get to the Heiligengeistfeld, they climb through a drain cover into the open. They’re out, easily five hundred metres outside the large area the police have cordoned off.

         Just on to Feldstrasse now. Down into the U-Bahn.

         They say goodbye in Hamburg.

         See you on Curaçao in the spring, take an aeroplane, a boat, a dragon to the edge of the world, to Tugboat Beach, and just don’t fall off.
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        COP STORY
      

         

         Did everything right, actually.

         Kept every possibility in mind, hopefully, of course you can never be totally certain, but almost.

         But there are some things you can’t keep in mind.

         The dead for instance.

         You can’t factor them in.

         They shouldn’t be allowed, anywhere.

         And if they do suddenly appear, if they’re just lying around in the street in ruins, then things have just gone so very wrong, so fundamentally awry, everything’s so messed up, and then you’re there in the middle of it and for a second you die along with them.

         Those are the sad cop’s eyes that people always bang on about.
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        REVOLVER-HERO SQUAD, MINUS ONE
      

         

         They’re standing in a circle, they’re standing around a large, dark hole, they’re looking in, and they’re trying to bear it, because lying in the hole is their dead friend.

         None of them can even think his name.

         They haven’t got that far yet.

         For now, come to terms with the hole.
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        NO
      

         

         They’ve sidelined my left arm, it’s stuck in a solid splint.

         The last people I see are Klatsche and Inceman, they’re standing right by the door and looking at me, but their eyes are powered down.

         I think they’re smoking.

         Then the lids close, first the left, then the right, and then they’re both gone.

         The light in here is too bright.

         I close my eyes and everything that was, until maybe an hour ago, propping me up, and actually the last ten years too, falls in on itself and I fall after it.

         Now there are sirens here, they’re calling for me.

         No. Screw you all. Screw you all sideways, I’m not coming, not with you lot and not with this thing here, no.

         We drive through the city, black holes open up on every corner, they tug at the sheet metal of the ambulance, Stepanovic is kneeling beside the shitty stretcher I’m lying on, he’s holding me, he’s holding my hand and he’s singing something to me, I like the tune but the words make me want to puke.
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        Glasgow Central Station, seven months later
      

         

         It’s raining and obviously I haven’t got an umbrella on me, but that doesn’t matter because it’s not malicious rain. It’s not painful, it’s not even coming in from the side, it’s simply drizzling gently down onto the earth from above.

         Such a benevolent rain god.

         He’s been there since earlier, when I landed at that airport between here and Edinburgh, and as far as I’m concerned, he can stay. I hold my face up to him with a quiet ‘hey, you’, although I don’t mean the rain but this city, about which I seem to know nothing when it knows a load about me.

         I’m standing on the street, my bag’s sitting in the hotel, in a not-especially-large room on the ninth floor, it’s a room with a view of cranes. The road is called Hope Street, which is so kitsch I can hardly believe it, who the hell do they think they are here? Fucking Hogwarts?

         Well then, anyway, everything suddenly feels very light, and technically there must be some magic involved somewhere. I would never have thought that anything could feel light ever again, after everything that’s happened.

         But now I’m here.

         And Hamburg is in another universe.

         The rain increases a little, although it’s no heavier, certainly not unpleasant. All the same, I step under the bridge. I haven’t got much luggage with me, as usual, and there’s no need for half of it to immediately get so wet that it’s unusable for the rest of the time.214

         But what time is that. I haven’t booked a return flight. And I’m to stay on leave for the rest of the year.

         This bridge.

         There’s something up with it.

         It’s both beautiful and sad to stand underneath it with rain falling on either side. As if hundreds and thousands have already stood here like me. People who were sent here from somewhere else and didn’t have the foggiest what they were meant to do in Glasgow, but now that was how it was and they were just kind of standing here waiting for the rain to ease.

         I stand under the bridge for quite a while, I don’t register exactly how long, maybe half an hour, maybe more. Then I set off, heading east. Towards the East End. I don’t know much about the place, only what my father told me in moments of gentleness.

         About Eoin Riley, my great-great-grandfather, who, at the end of the century before last, got on a ship in Glasgow to seek his fortune in the United States, in North Carolina, as a navvy. Eoin was born in the East End, in a small flat in a grey tene ment, in a grey slum. I walk through the streets of this city, there’s a lot of grey, and I wonder whether Eoin was sick of the grey, but I don’t really think so. The grey can’t have been the problem. Presumably more the hunger that usually goes hand in hand with grey places. I reckon he was sick of the hunger.

         I’m heading slightly uphill now, heading under steel bridges and past more and more towers with clocks. I stop at a corner shop. I go in, the rain’s got heavier again. The cigarettes cost over twelve pounds.

         Maybe I should start smoking again.215216
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