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SHATTER




DENEBOLA. A blue star of the second
magnitude, in the tail of the constellation Leonis. According to
the astrological lore of Ptolemy, Denebola prominently placed in
the horoscope (rising at the time of birth, or associated with the
sun or moon) brings riches and good fortune attended by many
dangers, swift judgment, despair, regrets, and public disgrace.

—Adapted from Robson,

The Fixed Stars and Constellations in
Astrology

 



Prologue

The little girl
awoke in the trundle bed with a tremor of expectancy running
through her body, certain that she had heard her mother calling
her.

She sat up, her head coming to a level a
little above the counterpane on the featherbed that took up much of
the space in the small raftered room. But the bed was still
impeccably made, she could see that her mother wasn’t there. Nor
was the new father she had been told to expect.

There were two small windows high in the
gable of the bedroom, each with diamond-shaped panes that were
alternately of clear and amber glass. The brightness of the moon
outside was a disappointment—it wasn’t morning. She lay down again,
listening to the ticking of the cuckoo clock on the wall. Maybe,
she thought, it was almost morning. She was too young to have any
firm sense of time: Days were divided into light and dark, into
strict mealtimes, at the modest café on the ground floor of the
Pension zum Altenburg.

From across the hall she could hear her
grandfather snoring heartily in the other, larger of the two
bedrooms crowded under the steep roofs of the pension. She was
fascinated by the sounds he was making; usually, unless she was
sick, she was fast asleep by the time he went to bed, and still
asleep in the early morning just before first light, when he got
up. But the tickle was still in her mind, exciting her like rough
wool on bare skin, she knew that she had heard the voice of her
mother.

And she remembered: Not long before supper
the telephone had rung. She’d been waiting, bored, in a new starchy
dress with petticoats, forbidden by her grandmother even to go
outdoors on the terrace to play. But there was car trouble, her
mother didn’t know when she would arrive. The girl tried to speak
to her mother but the connection was bad; all she heard was
crackling and a dim, unrecognizable voice.

She could be downstairs now, the girl
thought, in the kitchen. With the new father. The girl was both
curious and afraid. She wanted to sneak a look at him, to be
prepared before they were introduced, just in case there was
something wrong with him that would take getting used to.

Many of the men who came to holiday at the
pension, which was located in a spa of no great reputation a few
miles from the splendor of Baden-Baden, were missing hands or legs
or eyes. The girl knew there had been a war, which had ended only a
few years before she was born. Friends of her grandfather who drank
in the pub spoke of this war, of defeat and lost children, in sad
muted voices.

At the beginning of summer her mother had
come for a few days; they drove to Stuttgart, where she saw the
damage the air raids had done, the artificial mountains of rubble
on which nothing grew. The girl hated Americans and said so. But
her mother smiled, as if she knew a secret. At least some of them
are rich, she said.

So the new father might be crippled; but, the
girl thought, if her mother loved him, then he must be kind. She
wasn’t a bit sleepy, and she couldn’t wait any longer. She got out
of the little bed and put on her slippers and a pink flannel robe
and left the room cautiously.

Her grandfather snored, which kept her
grandmother, who was a light sleeper, awake; so sometimes she spent
hours in the sulfurous bathtub at night, reading and smoking. But
the bathroom door stood open to a vacant tub. The girl went
downstairs, slowly at first, then with more confidence, ignoring
the creaking treads, because the summer season was over and they
had only one guest in the six rooms that they rented; and he was
hard of hearing.

Disappointment again: The kitchen was dark
and empty. So was the dining room with the stone fireplace in one
corner, and the pub off the dining room, which was just large
enough for half a dozen men at a time to stand at its polished bar.
The girl fidgeted, wide awake, and yawned from tension. She had a
premonition. If her mother hadn’t arrived yet, then she was about
to: Look out the window and the car would be just coming up the
long hill.

The girl ran to the front of the dining room
and peered down at the village of Bad Oberbeuern, at the Rhine
River like a great silver fish beneath the full moon. The
mysterious country of France, which she had never visited, lay
beyond. Sure enough, there was a car, low and struggling on the
grade, with headlights that looked painted on. She danced in place
and then whirled and ran out onto the stone-paved terrace to
wait.

The car went by with pistons knocking, and
she saw nothing of its occupants in the canvas-covered cockpit. The
car crossed the plank bridge over the sawmill race and disappeared
around a bend of the mountain. The girl looked tearfully, blinking,
away from the road. She followed the race with her eyes, upward
from the treacherous log pond, in which boys had drowned, to the
needle’s point midway on the dark mountain where the race, coming
together from numerous trickles and rills, made a dramatic fall of
thirty feet or more. The race was like a turbulent, bright path
cutting through the woods and clearings—familiar and easy to
follow.

She was suddenly, desperately angry with
everyone: with her grandparents, who were too busy and harassed to
pay much attention to her, but mostly with her mother, who almost
never came to see her, and was late when she promised she would
come.

I don’t want a new father, the girl thought.
And just let her try to find me when she gets here!

She left the terrace and set off across the
hillside that came down, thick with conifers, almost to the back
door of the pension.

Because of the moon it was easy going, or she
might have turned back after a couple of hundred feet. But her
anger was still with her, like a bad companion, urging her on; the
path was soft from rotting pine needles and the race looked
inviting just ahead.

It was shallow on the hillside, having a
depth of only about three feet except in the spring runoff season,
with a bottom of bedrock worn almost smooth by the thousands of
logs that had slid down it from the cutting areas above. The
sawmill was closed now, dilapidated, but the waters of the race
still fed a long deep pond at one end of the mill and drained into
a narrow chute with concrete sides that went the rest of the way
down hill to the bank of the Rhine, several hundred yards
distant.

Older children, those who could swim, climbed
the hill a short distance above the sawmill and rode the race into
the quieter pond. But even good swimmers sometimes had accidents
when they ventured too close to the spillway, where the force of
the water could suck them into the chute and pound them unconscious
against the side walls. The girl and her friends dared only to wade
in the shallows at the edge of the race and were forbidden to try
to cross it, despite the temptation of small stepping stones that
had washed down in storms, and broke the crystal surface during
periods of low water.

Near the bank she paused, afraid to turn
around and look again at the pension, knowing how small and dark it
would be from this elevation. And unreachable, if she now lost
heart and wanted to run for her life. The race was like a melting,
bubbling mirror at her feet, streaming away into blueness, forming
humps and shapes at midstream which she imagined to be sinister.
Her thin chest rose and fell. She inhaled the moonlight, a pure
light of enchantment. Exhaling, she created a warm space for
herself enhanced by the presence of her shadow. As long as she
breathed this way she felt tingling and warm, protected, immune
from owls and other creatures on the wing.

Anger had turned to sorrow. She had come this
far; she would go farther now, up and over the mountain, and no one
would miss her. When the sun came up she would pick apples to eat.
She was crying. She would find rabbits and baby animals in the
woods to play with. In the morning, even if they called her, she
wouldn’t go home.

The uphill walk along the race kept her warm.
The sky looked frostbitten with stars. It was light enough for her
to see the shapes of clouds. There was a wind that shook the trees;
their movements seemed flighty and perilous but she kept going,
never looking back. Fortunately for her peace of mind, there were
many open places, logged off, where the returning trees were not as
tall as she was.

As the girl climbed she heard sounds she
couldn’t identify: little sharp bites of metal on rock. Sometimes
the sound of the wind was too loud, and then she couldn’t hear
anything. Her ears were numb; her feet hurt where the needle carpet
of the path had worn thin over sharp rocks.

The channel of the race deepened into a small
gorge. She came to a timber bridge that crossed it.

Once she had come this far with her mother
for a picnic. She knew that the dirt road would take her, in a
winding descent, to the highway near the pension. The other way,
she couldn’t guess. But the road looked level and she was very
tired, she couldn’t continue to climb straight up the mountain.

At first, as she walked along the road, she
had an unobstructed view to the south and west; far away there was
a yellow smudge around jutting hills, the city of Strasbourg.
Nearer, where the river divided the horizon in a scintillating rip
like fallen lightning, she saw a tight cluster of lights that
resembled a moving village. The night boat from Basel. Then the
woods closed in so abruptly that even the moon was shut out.

The road began to make sharp turns. She
sensed there would be no more open places, vistas of sky and river.
She heard the cold splashing of a waterfall. Her own heartbeat
frightened her.

Unexpectedly the girl came upon a car parked
along the road. She smelled the smoke of a campfire. It promised
warmth, and she was cold.

She paused beside the car, peering down into
woods at a trace of firelight. The wind blew the hair away from the
back of her neck, causing her to shudder to the tip of her
backbone. With the wind moaning in her ears, she climbed down over
boulders to soft ground and made her way hesitantly toward the
fire.

It was calmer in the clearing where the fire,
almost half gone to embers, burned in a pit of stones. The wind was
deflected by a huge fallen tree. On stubs of the tree items of
clothing had been carelessly hung: a sweater, a rust-colored skirt.
There was a twisted blanket on the ground next to the fire. Through
trees she saw the distant river again and the moon with red clouds,
like a blood orange.

Smoke stung the girl’s eyes. She drifted
closer, still shuddering.

Near the blanket she walked on an unnoticed
portable radio. It squealed like a wounded thing, and she ran half
a dozen steps in terror before falling flat on mossy ground near
the broken end of the windfall. The radio bawled unintelligibly for
a few moments, then faded into silence. She got up and went back
and looked at it. The plastic case was broken, revealing the sparky
glow of insides.

Her mother owned a radio like this one. She
had brought it with her on their picnic at the beginning of summer.
She also had a skirt the color of the one hanging from the broken
branch, swaying in the wind.

“Mutter,” the girl said. She looked
around and raised her voice, and called.

Unanswered, she was desperate. She began a
circle of the clearing, and stopped suddenly on the far side of the
windfall.

Because her mother was there, asleep in
turned earth, familiar rings and bracelets exposed on her lax bare
arms and hands. The girl saw a hank of hair, an uncovered ear, pale
as a seashell in the tide of dirt. Her mother’s face was turned
down, smothering in dark dreams. A shovel was stuck at an angle in
the ground nearby.

The girl’s knees trembled and wouldn’t
support her. Her teeth chattered in a frenzy. She had seen a dog
struck down in the road, motionless like this. It was death. But
her mother couldn’t die: She had waited in her new dress, her
mother had called on the telephone, she was coming in the car as
soon as it was fixed.

She reached out and touched a cool hand.
Clasped it. Tugged gently. The hand fell back when she let it go,
lay in the dirt without a tremor.

“Get up,” the girl sobbed. She began brushing
the dirt away, then scooped at it with her hands and flung it
aside. As she clawed her way toward the partly hidden face, she was
too shocked to find it remarkable that her mother was naked.

Behind her she heard a guttural roar, a
crashing in the brush, another outcry that bristled the hairs on
the back of her neck. She sprang up, turning, and saw the huge man
coming at her from the dark.

If he’d been a few steps closer she would
have cowered, paralyzed; but some instinct, a toughness of spirit
she was too young to know much about, made her run.

She ran blindly and was whipped by branches;
and the ground suddenly dropped away under her feet.

She fell a short distance and rolled over
rocks, came to a stop with her nose bleeding. She was soaked in
urine.

He came down the hill with great strides and
hovered over her, and she saw the shape of him against the sky. She
shook on the ground, having a fit. He reached down and picked her
up in his arms, which were wet and cold from bathing in a stream
nearby. She continued to shake and her eyes slid past his face,
which she couldn’t see; they stared, unfocused, at nothing.

The girl felt him moving with her, bearing
her back up the hill. And that was nearly all, except that she knew
it was late and that he was probably going to put her to sleep now,
beside her mother.

Blood trickled into her throat, warm and
oddly soothing. The tremors ceased. Her eyes closed.
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Chapter One

For most of the day
it had been raining in Frankfurt, hard enough so that the streets
were awash, but the deluge slackened toward evening and the sun
struck weak gold in the small round panes of the workroom windows
opposite 20 Goethestrasse.

As Hans Nütterman returned to the big room,
the face of the woman turning toward him seemed refracted by the
sun into a luminous double image; something about her was so
familiar he might have been looking at the face of a long-vanished
relative in a work of ghost photography.

She wore a high-fashion corduroy leisure suit
and boots. She had a burnished tan from a recent end-of-winter
vacation in one of the popular sun spots, a small chin, and a
catlike nose. There was a round dark beauty spot at one corner of
her mouth that was fetchingly childlike, a leftover bit of
chocolate from a hastily eaten cookie. But there was nothing of the
child in her amber eyes. They didn’t just look, they struck at you,
boldly, with a penetrating light of inquiry.

Nütterman read intelligence, temperament, and
perception in her glance. She would be thirty-one in August,
according to her identification card. A mature and accomplished
woman. She looked properly worried, but still well in control of
herself. Nothing very serious had happened yet. Perhaps nothing
would happen.

Hers was a face he felt he should know, and
that made him uneasy. He was an inspector in the KRIPO (for
Kriminalpolizei), state of Hesse, and he regarded his work
as a calling.

“Fräulein Girda,”—he handed back her
gray-covered personalausweis with a slight, unconscious
flourish—”I feel that we’ve met before.”

Anneliese understood immediately. “I was a
model for several years. I’ve been on the covers of most of the
magazines: Brigitte, Petra. But not for some time.”

“Have you done television commercials?”

“I tried, but I had no talent for it. As soon
as I opened my mouth on behalf of this hand cream or that
dishwashing liquid, sales fell fifty percent. An advertising
director once told me that I looked too smart to believe what I was
saying.”

She smiled; it was a brief, beguiling smile
that left one charmed and hopeful of enjoying more of her good
humor. She continued to regard him with absolute stillness. No
obvious nerves. He’d been a policeman for twenty-five years, had
survived gunshots and maniacs with razors, but she made him feel,
somehow, unimpressive.

He looked at some of the sketches fastened to
a cork-lined wall with pushpins, at empty white paper beneath a
high-intensity lamp on a drawing table. There were African masks on
the walls, bolts of colorful cloth flowing beneath the ceiling
through Lucite rings.

“SO you’ve given up modeling for
designing?”

“Modeling never really interested me; it was
a way to earn a living because at a certain age I had a look that
could be sold. In a limited way, I might add. I never really caught
on with the famous names in Paris or New York. Precarious work,
nothing very flattering or substantial about it. I had the urge to
try more, to be different. I’m not obsessed with clothes, I own
very few things myself, but I love seeing my designs at parties or
in the street.”

“Do you own the boutique in
Goethestrasse?”

“There are four of us. I had the least money
to invest, but I knew the business thoroughly, and I was already
selling some of my designs.”

“Is the partnership amicable?”

“Of course. Friedrich and Elsa live aboard
their yacht in Marbella—I never see them except on holiday. They’re
very young and rich and scarcely interested in business; it’s all a
lark to them. Our fourth partner is English, a baronet. He’s an old
friend.”

“Platonic?”

“Definitely. He’ll be eighty-eight his next
birthday.” An expression of mild consternation. “Which is Tuesday—I
almost forgot.”

Nütterrnan took off his steel-rimmed glasses
and studied the lenses for water spots. “Why don’t you tell me
about the phone calls?”

Anneliese hesitated, wanting to be precise.
“The first one came just eight days ago, at home, I hadn’t been
back from Greece for more than a few hours.”

“You live alone, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

“The caller was a man?”

“Yes, it was.”

“Recognizable accent?”

“He was Bavarian, probably from Munich.
Youthful, but he sounded as if he’s been away from home for most of
his life.”

“You don’t know who he was.”

“Did he call you by name?”

“Y-yes. Anneliese.” She was hesitating
slightly before each reply, as if she needed to concentrate to
suppress a slight stutter. The inspector felt sympathetic, but also
he was more at ease, doing his job now, finally on even terms with
her.

“What did he say?”

“Only that—my treachery was well known, and I
couldn’t hope to escape.”

Nütterman made a quick note in his book,
waited with the pen poised for more.

“That’s all,” Anneliese said.

“You’ve no idea what he meant by that?”

“I thought it was idiotic, one of those—those
calls every woman gets. I forgot about it.”

“But he called again.”

‘It was a different man. He called here, at
the workroom, about seven o’clock on Tuesday. Berliner, I’d
say.”

“Also a young man?”

“Just—not old. That’s all I could tell.”

“Was there a continuity of theme, the same
type of message?”

“This one said that—unless I had a
ch-ch-change of heart, and soon, I could expect no mercy.”

“From him?”

“From us, he said.”

“Suggesting that the callers are working
together. And the third call?”

“Forty minutes ago.” Anneliese got up
suddenly, turning toward a desk with a thick glass top that was
heaped with catalogues and bolts of material. There was a silver
tray, a carafe, wineglasses, on one corner.

“I’d like some wine, wuh-would you care
f-f-for—”

A serious spillage this time, almost as
distressing to her as lifeblood. “By all means,” the inspector
said. She had not altogether lost her self-possession, but she was
on the edge.

He studied her clinically, believing all that
she had told him, yet wondering how much would go untold, and just
what sort of trouble she was in. A pity she couldn’t be helped, he
thought.

But that was up to her.

“Have you always stuttered?” he asked kindly,
accepting a glass of golden Rüdesheimer wine.

“Oh—” Anneliese shrugged defensively. “It was
bad when I was a child, but gradually I got over it. Except for
when I’m over-tuh-tired, or—”

“Under severe stress. So the third caller was
more explicit than the others.”

She took a sip of wine and afterward
swallowed hard, as if it threatened to come back up.

“He s-said, ‘Anneliese, you’ll pay in blood
for what you’ve done.’ ”

“That’s when you decided to call the
police.”

Anneliese nodded.

“None of the callers are known to you, and
none of what has been said makes the least sense. You’ve left
nothing out?”

“No, Inspector.”

“Has anyone overheard these calls?”

“Hilda—she’s one of the girls who works in
the shop—was here when the third man called this afternoon. She
answered the phone.”

“What are your feelings about these calls,
Fräulein Girda? Obviously you’ve taken the threats seriously.”

“Because—they don’t t-talk. They don’t try to
get me to talk back to them. It’s as if they have no time to waste,
and nothing I say will make any d-difference.”

“I see. Yes, if they’re crank calls, they
don’t follow any pattern I’m familiar with. Aside from the calls,
have you noticed anything out of the ordinary this past week?”

“What do you mean?”

“Has your apartment been entered, your car
tampered with in some way—”

“I don’t own a car. And if anyone’s b-been in
my apartment, I don’t know about it.”

“Have you observed anyone following you, or
hanging about?”

“No.”

“Do you lead an active social life, fräulein?
Parties, theater—”

“I’d say so.”

“Any particular young man?”

“There hasn’t been lately.”

“Someone in the past you may have tired of,
but who isn’t willing to give up so easily?”

“No. Breaking off affairs has never been a
problem for me.”

“Do you have a rival in your business?
Someone who may be jealous of your recent successes?”

That brought a smile. “It isn’t so
competitive here; the German fashion industry is out of the
mainstream, to say the least.”

The smile faded quickly and Anneliese sat
down again, as if she’d recognized a subliminal tremor of
resignation and was now aware of just how unpromising her situation
was.

“There’s really—nothing for you to
investigate, is there?”

“Well—” The inspector looked toward the
windows. The sun was gone. Outside rain fell quickly again. “No
criminal act has been committed, fräulein. You haven’t been
molested.”

“Threatened, doesn’t that count?”

“Unfortunately, no. Even if one or more of
the callers was known to us, and in this case—”

He was staring at Anneliese when her eyes
flashed around again.

“I’ve told you that I don’t know them.
What more do you want me to say?”

“I’m afraid it’s quite a problem. You might
consider changing all of your telephone numbers.”

“That takes time.”

“If you’re worried about the possibility of
being—attacked, let’s say, then perhaps you could move in with a
friend—”

“Can’t the police protect me?”

“But that’s a common misconception. We
investigate crimes, or complaints where there is reason to believe
a crime has been committed. But we don’t provide bodyguards. We
would find ourselves trying to guard half the population. Nearly
everyone is afraid today, fräulein. We are all overexposed to the
horrors of our irrational age. People are afraid of thieves in the
house, strangers in the street, bombs in public places.”

“But what am I going to do? I thought you’d
help me!”

You’ll pay in blood for what you’ve
done.

She’d had little or no experience with the
police, he was sure of that, but still it might be worthwhile to
check with the Bundeskriminalamt in Wiesbaden, and possibly
Interpol. She was, regrettably, more afraid, having talked to him,
than she’d been when she telephoned.

Nütterman felt strongly that she was mixed up
in something which she wasn’t about to discuss with him.
Prostitution on a posh level, and never mind that she didn’t look
the type. Or, perhaps, the business wasn’t doing so well, and,
rather than let her distant partners know, she’d foolishly borrowed
money from an Italian or, God forbid, a Turk, which she couldn’t
pay back. He would investigate that as well: not because he had the
time (he hadn’t), but she was lovely and he was curious about her
and he could justify a routine inquiry although there wasn’t much
to back it up.

Anneliese had begun to smoke. Her amber eyes
were overcast by the drift of blue around her head.

“Because you take these threats seriously,
there are precautions which might give you some peace of mind. Have
all your telephone calls screened; you can easily install a machine
in your apartment. Try to keep your movements unpredictable, and
don’t have a fixed schedule of appointments. Ask a friend to call
for you at home in the morning, or at work at the end of the day.
If you don’t wish to change your address for now, change all of
your locks instead, install window guards, hire an attack dog for
additional security.”

She thought about it, and shuddered.

“Live like a prisoner, you mean. Or a
fugitive. When I don’t know why this is happening.”

Your treachery is known. You can’t hope to
escape. It was an interesting choice of words, the inspector
thought. Treachery, implying betrayal. She was at home with the
rich, so perhaps she’d struck a bargain with a gang of jewel
thieves, fingering likely victims. But jewel thieves almost always
shunned violence. That left the narcotics trade, where paranoia and
sudden death were commonplace. If it was narcotics, and she
was marked, too bad. But the breed of killers involved in
international drug traffic were quick and gruesome in their
dealings with transgressors. If for some reason they wanted to
break her before they killed her, they wouldn’t waste time with
crypto-menacing phone calls.

There was still the possibility, despite his
doubts, that she had told him as much as she knew.

One caller, a crank. Three callers—an unusual
conspiracy, but amateurish. Yes, that was the way it sounded,
despite their terseness and the ominous messages.

Nütterman glanced at his watch. “Fräulein, I
seem to have all the information you can give me.” She looked up,
dismayed. “Try to remain as objective as possible about your
callers. If they were prone to violence, chances are we would have
some evidence of it by now. Perhaps all they want is the
satisfaction of knowing you’re terrified, unable to lead a normal
life.”

“But why?”

He jotted two telephone numbers on his pad,
tore out the page and handed it to her.

“They may well give up when you’re no longer
taking their calls. If anything else happens, notify me at
once.”

“And if I’m not able to call?” she said
quietly.

Expect no mercy.

Nütterman smiled reassuringly. “It’s been my
experience that this type of intimidation by telephone usually
comes to nothing.”

Anneliese stared at the telephone numbers in
her hand while he retrieved his hat and mackintosh from the railing
outside, where he had left them to drip on the rubber tread of the
stairs.

“Goodbye, fräulein,” he said from the
doorway.

She still hadn’t moved, but she raised her
head. A long cylinder of ash from her cigarette fell to the
gleaming yellow wood floor. Anneliese smiled. Nütterman was made
aware of her disappointment. She’d expected, in response to her
alarm, earnest young men with machine guns. We’re on the job,
fräulein. No one will get close to you. Nütterman was not tall,
going gray, rather too tired for his age. She was thirty years old.
Born safely after the war, in Karlsruhe. By the time she was old
enough for school, reconstruction was well under way. The new
German republic. Growing up in comfortable surroundings, no doubt,
family intact, nourishing meals on the table every night. She had
never really tasted fear. He had carried guns at fourteen in home
defense of the half-demolished Third Reich, hunted rats for food in
’45. So, if she’d risked her neck in some silly scheme for money,
he couldn’t pity her. If it was something else, probably there was
nothing he could do until she was dead. One of the limitations of
his calling.

 



Chapter Two

The inspector had
been gone for several minutes before Anneliese realized she was
alone and didn’t want to be.

She drank another glass of Rüdesheimer too
quickly to appreciate its fine qualities. There was a concert at
eight, dinner afterwards, it was nearly six now, time to go home
and change. But she couldn’t go home, she thought. She couldn’t
face that emptiness, in the rain. . . .

But this was just what they wanted, wasn’t
it? The inspector seemed to think so. For what that was worth—he’d
been a trifle patronizing. No, that wasn’t fair. It was just that
he’d heard similar stories too many times before. Nearly
everyone is afraid, fräulein. We are all overexposed to the horrors
of our irrational age.

Buy bigger locks. Buy a vicious dog. Don’t
walk alone. Keep up your spirits. Sing in dark company.

A certain antidote for bad morale and
insecurity was something new and dazzling, Dior or Saint Laurent,
off the rack, borrowed just for the evening. She put on her hooded
raincoat and regretfully closed the workroom (even before the phone
call, it had been a day of meager inspiration and dull pages thrown
in the wastebasket), went downstairs, and dashed across the narrow
cobbled street, lined with good shops, that divided Goethestrasse
from the mall of Fresgasse.

Hilda was finishing up with a customer when
Anneliese entered the boutique by the back door; she looked up and
smiled.

Anneliese couldn’t make up her mind between a
silk print dress in shades of gray and green and a Dior skirt,
cambric, but very fine workmanship, in a dusty-rose color she
particularly liked. She was trying on the Dior in the fitting room
when Hilda looked in.

“What’s the occasion?” Hilda was an
exceptionally tall blonde from Bremen with a wry neck and a
blissful, intoxicated smile: She gave the impression that she
breathed rarefied air.

“Symphony. Then dinner at Otto Kolner’s.”

“The banker? Is he getting serious after all
this time?”

“I don’t think so. I don’t think I could be.
Too many half-grown children for me to cope with. What am I going
to wear with this?”

“I’ll be right back.” Hilda ducked out and
soon returned with a cream-colored, lace-front blouson and a
maroon leather belt that had several small brass buckles on it.

“The skirt needs the belt.”

“Umm.” Anneliese studied the full ensemble in
the mirrors. “Am I dressy enough?”

“You’ll want your hair up, of course. And,
let’s see, gold bracelets. That new designer we’re buying from, the
Swede who lives in Ibiza, sent us a consignment today. I’ll just
fetch the lot.”

The bracelets were charming mythical sea
creatures and tiny peasant dancers linked in golden chains.
Anneliese made her selection, faced herself again, felt at peace.
She would do. Music was what she craved now, to keep apprehension
far away.

Then an excellent dinner, and Otto would
surely ask her to stay the night. It was a possibility. He was
considerate and undemanding. She halfway wanted to sleep with him.
In more than a year—fourteen months?—there had been only two other
men from whom she had wanted sex; neither had been very
effective.

“Anneliese—the phone call this afternoon. Do
you want to talk about it?”

She felt a flush of alarm and, surprisingly,
embarrassment. Not so easy to explain why you were suddenly getting
threatening phone calls. You must have done something. What are
you hiding?

“I don’t really know what it’s all about,
Hilda. There’ve been three calls. Threats. Accusations. I’m tired
of it, and I—I called the police.”

“What can they do?”

“Probably nothing,” Anneliese said, and
realized bitterly that she had admitted the truth to herself.
Nothing. She would have to face up to these callers herself.
It was terrifying to be the target of such harassment, but she
couldn’t let fear constrict her life. The stuttering had recurred
today, with a vengeance, after several peaceful years. She couldn’t
allow herself to be manipulated into that kind of fear, the fears
of childhood, of screaming fits until she fainted from lack of
breath, of restraints and drugs and stuttering until she was red in
the face, and of wetting the bed. She had fought that horror and
won.

“Why don’t you come home with me?” Hilda was
saying. “You can have a long soak, then I’ll do your hair for you.
If you want to spend the night it’s okay. Willi’s in Luxembourg all
this week.”

“Oh, Hilda, I appreciate it, but I have to
take Redeye to the veterinary. I should have done it this morning.
He’s moping and not eating again, I think it’s a hair ball.”

For once Hilda wasn’t smiling, and without
her smile the wry neck made her seem oddly threatening, like a
wicked stepsister.

“Well—all right. Are you sure you—”

“I’ll be fine.”

All smiles again, fortunately. “Call me if
you need me?”

“I will, don’t worry. I’m not worried.
Has the rain let up? Why don’t you make a run for it, I’ll set the
alarm and lock up for the night.”

Anneliese undressed and packed the borrowed
costume and jewelry in a box. “Good night,” Hilda said distantly,
and the bell over the boutique door tinkled as she went out.

Night was falling, there was a murky fog in
the street and a glimmer of water streaming down from the eaves as
Anneliese walked through the silent boutique, turning off the track
lights. She activated the alarm by transmitting a pushbutton code.
Two short, four long. Anyone entering the shop by either door would
have thirty seconds to alert the security guards in a building in
Eschenheimer Tor by repeating the code. Otherwise a car would be
routinely dispatched.

A southbound streetcar went by with a hiss
and crackle as she stepped outside; synthetic lightning flared
saffron-yellow in the fog that hovered within a few inches of the
wet street. She could barely make out familiar neon signs a block
away. Passersby with umbrellas for heads moved dimly in and out of
danger as cars slashed by. Each breath she took was heavy, wet,
chemical on the tongue.

Anneliese had missed her westbound streetcar
to Opernplatz, where she regularly changed for a stop that was only
two minutes from her apartment at 90 Oberlindau. The U line
underground from the city’s center also would get her home, but she
had farther to walk at either end.

She felt lonely standing there, and nervous
because she couldn’t see well. It could start to rain again at any
moment. The underground was drier. There was a car at the curb
across the street, its flashers going, and she thought briefly of
how nice it would be to hire a taxi. But this car wasn’t a taxi, it
was a gray and expensive Citröen—and anyway it would cost her
nearly five dollars to go from Goethestrasse to Oberlindau.

Too much. After a couple of slow years she
was now earning a little better than twenty-six thousand dollars
annually as her share of the proceeds from the boutique, a
comfortable sum but no fortune in one of the costliest cities in
the world. Also she’d enjoyed ten days’ vacation and paid for two
business trips to the U.S. during the last nine months, a severe
strain on her budget.

Anneliese turned and began walking toward
Hauptwache, feeling ruefully virtuous and wondering what she would
do with all the money if somehow her designs caught on in the
States.

Two doors down they were changing the display
in the window of a rival boutique, called Orbit, which catered to
younger and less-affluent Frankfurt women. They played loud rock
music all day. The personnel were androgynous, with close-cropped
heads of orange and purple and erotic eye makeup. The styles
offered were as ephemeral as mayflies.

There was a single bronzed-glass window that
bulged toward the sidewalk like a huge, insectival eye. Anneliese
had passed the window a thousand times and was often impressed or
amused by the flair and inventiveness of their decorator.
Outer-space themes. Grotesqueries—a mannequin draped over the sill
of a rhinestone-spangled guillotine.

Tonight she was attracted by a revolving
yellow light suspended in the depths of the window. She stopped for
a longer look. A shock wave expanded in her chest, numbing her
tongue, turning her knees to mush.

A slim white unadorned hand seemed to reach
out of the strange window, as if it were groping for her. The
bodiless arm was buried in debris. Glass eyes, perched
surrealistically on the limb of a miniature dead tree, studied her
reaction. Anneliese glimpsed her own morbid, haunted face with each
quick-changing round of the eight-sided yellow light.

Shock turned to nausea. In revulsion and
horror she ran down the street, stumbled, knocked against a man,
dropped the package containing the expensive borrowed clothes. She
fumbled in the wet for it, momentarily blind, her brow sopping
cold.

For a few whirling, disastrous moments she
knew she must go back, smash the eerie, telltale glass, fasten her
small hands around the offered wrist, and fight with all of her
strength to free the body from the awesome drag of the grave.

It wasn’t too late, it wasn’t!

Brush the stubborn dirt from the thick lashes
and the eyes would open, the clogged mouth would smile again.

Oh darling I was having such a good nap.

Cars, horns, a mangle of traffic. She’d
wandered witlessly into the middle of Rathenauplatz, had nearly
been struck in the heavy fog. Everything came to a suspenseful
halt; she turned slowly in hood and slicker, all lit up, then fled
to shadows. The streets ground back to life.

Behind Anneliese a gray Citröen CX 2400 sedan
emerged from Goethestrasse. She stood sobbing on a corner. The big
car idled within view, just waiting.

 



Chapter Three

On that Friday in
April, forty-five hundred miles from the dreary emerging spring
along the Main River, Savannah was already in full bloom and having
its first heat wave of the year. For three days temperatures had
been in the nineties, with humidity to match. The 120 members of
the McHenry High School band (“The Dixie Dazzlers”), wearing only
short-sleeved white shirts and khaki skirts or trousers, were
dripping wet by the time they had marched the six blocks from their
campus to the main parking lot of the hospital complex.

They broke ranks for free soft drinks
provided by the Ladies’ Aid Society, then reassembled listlessly on
the scorching bleachers that had been set up for them below the
flag-draped speakers’ pavilion. Behind them workmen were still
installing windows in the new six-story wing of the hospital. The
pavilion was partly shaded by a canopy, but the bleachers were not.
The kids grumbled obscenely about this oversight, then struck up a
concert version of a rock number from a recent film hit. A
red-haired sophomore clarinetist passed out reaching for a high
note and was carried off to the emergency room of Riordan Memorial
to recuperate.

All of the cameramen from the local TV
stations dutifully recorded this happening on film. Then they
turned their attention to the small motorcade, which had come into
view up the street. Four policemen on motorcycles, red lights
flashing but no sirens, then six cars, stately as limousines but
not quite so ostentatious: new, top-of-the-line Buicks and
Oldsmobiles.

In the third chauffeur-driven car of the
motorcade, Neddie Riordan McNair looked at the heat-sizzle above
the surface of the asphalt parking lot, then settled back next to
her daughter-in-law. It was wonderfully cool in the car, and she’d
already made up her mind she wasn’t going to budge, no matter
what.

She cleared her throat and revived a theme
that had been on her mind since well before the luncheon.

“Reba, I don’t know what you’ve got against
the entire Savannah educational system.”

Reba smiled, but her nails were into the heel
of her right hand again, an old reflex to slow down her tongue.
Lately she’d been drawing blood.

“Some of our schools are very good. But the
fact is, none of them can keep up with Sharon.”

“I don’t pretend to know everything,” Neddie
replied, with a henlike lift and aggressive jut of the head that
served to deny the spoken humility, “but could it be Sharon’s just
been pushed too hard and too fast? She’s barely ten years old.”

Don’t I know it. At six Sharon had
taught herself to play chess, and had not lost a tournament she’d
entered since then. Her reading skills were college level, her I.Q.
was in the one-fifties. At seven she had begun to create her own
books, sometimes writing and illustrating one a day. Remarkably
imaginative and perceptive stories, each with a beginning, a
middle, and an end. Now, curious about the moons of Jupiter, God
only knew why, she was building her own telescope with just a
little help from her father.

“Kids set their own pace. But she badly needs
the intellectual stimulation she’d get from other gifted children
her age.”

“Gifted,” Neddie said, as if it were a
vulgarism. She’s just got too many smart bumps, and that’s wrong
for a girl. Spoils her for a man, if you know what I mean. I’ll
tell you what I was doing when I was Sharon’s age. Collecting
dolls. I had the finest collection of porcelain dolls—well, you’ve
seen my dolls, Reba.”

Oh, Lord. Reba looked at the lead
cars, loaded with politicians who were undoubtedly draining off the
last of the drinks they’d brought from lunch, before stepping out
into the fiery midday sun. And it astonished her to realize how
badly she wanted a drink too, had wanted one almost from breakfast.
Most of all she yearned to be up front where the conversation must
be scatological, scandalous, and very funny—good seamy political
gossip. She just wasn’t good with women, never had been. She was
cut out to be one of the boys, but doomed by marriage and
circumstance to the endless Junior League scuffle, with too many
other bored women her age.

“And sending her away to school—I just can’t
conceive of how you could do that to the child, it’d break her
heart to be packed off like an orphan.”

Reba had to smile at the absurdity of
Neddie’s complaint.

“She’ll be in Atlanta, staying with my cousin
Ralph. All the kids have known each other since they were yea high,
and they get along just fine. Also the school’s only four days a
week, so Sharon’ll be home with us the other three days.”

“All that driving back and forth to Atlanta?
David’s got enough to keep him busy.”

“I’d do most of the driving. I wouldn’t
mind.” An understatement. It would be a release: fast, fast driving
in the turbocharged Porsche on her way to get Sharon, the top down,
rock pounding on the radio.

The motorcade had come to a stop near the
speakers’ pavilion. Neddie sighed.

“Reba, honey? I don’t know: I just don’t know
if I’m feeling so good right now.”

“Do you want me to get Frank?”

“Would you? I’d surely appreciate that.”

As Reba started to get out of the car—and it
was like opening an oven door—Neddie suddenly put a hand on her
arm. Reba turned and faced her reflection in the jet-black left
lens of the glasses Neddie wore. To conceal a glass eye she never
quite felt comfortable with.

“You’d tell me if there was something wrong
between you and David. You wouldn’t let me be the last to know,
would you, Reba?”

Now, where had that come from? She
felt uneasy in the old woman’s grasp.

“Everything’s fine with us. Why would you
think anything’s wrong?”

“I don’t know for sure. But I think lately
there’s been tension between the two of you, something that maybe
it takes an outsider to see.”

“Oh—well—David spent an awful lot of time
practicing for the Masters’, and then there’s been all that labor
trouble at the mill. You said yourself, he’s got so much to keep
him busy. He’s tense, and that makes me tense, I suppose. It’ll
pass.”

The clutch of Neddié’s hand turned into a
fumbling pat meant to be soothing.

“Yes,” she said vaguely. “Well, fine, then. I
hope you don’t think I’m sticking my nose in where it’s not
welcome. I’ve never been like that, Reba. But David’s happiness—and
yours—means so much to me.”

“Of course, Mother Riordan,” Reba said with a
dead-level smile, and she went off to speak to her
father-in-law.

Frank McNair stood half a head taller than
the other men around him, and although he was nearly sixty years
old, there wasn’t a hint of a stoop yet. He had a full head of
black hair just beginning to show needles of silver-white, and the
powerful, high-waisted body of his youth—not heavy, but with the
prominent long bones, thick sinews, and wide shoulders of
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