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PLAYLIST

When a teenage girl went missing, the only trace she left behind was her music playlist.
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All the songs on Feline’s playlist mentioned in the book really exist; they were composed specially for this thriller. These artists’ music and lyrics were inspired by the story, and in turn had a considerable influence on the plot.


 

 

 

For Ben (keyboard), Jörg (bass) and Jacques (guitar),

who many, many years ago dreamed the dream with me.

Unfortunately, reality caught up.

We ought to meet up again soon. Band practice?
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At exactly 18:42 – three weeks, two days and nine hours after his daughter had disappeared without trace on her way to school – the doorbell rang twice, and Thomas Jagow learned that there are no limits to human fear. Fate couldn’t care less that you’ve already reached breaking point.

‘Hello?’ he said into the emptiness of the deserted front garden.

They’d been living in Nikolassee for three years, a neighbourhood far beyond their means, albeit in a modest bungalow that was just about big enough for a family of three. The grey, flat-roofed building, which stood rather timidly among the elegant villas, was on the edge of the Rehwiese park. Buyers with money would have flattened the bungalow and put up in its place a luxurious new build more in keeping with the surrounding properties. At the beginning, when Thomas hoped he’d be promoted to headmaster of the Grunewald private school where he taught geography and physics, they’d had a similar dream. But the job went to someone else and his earnings had stagnated ever since. His wife, Emilia, was a nurse, and their combined income was just sufficient for the essentials once the mortgage and bills had been covered. Their daughter, Feline, now fifteen, represented their greatest outgoing. What she cost them in clothes, shoes and sports gear alone had doubled from year to year. Until it dropped to zero overnight.

When she was abducted, Thomas thought. He still clung to the idea that at some point he’d get a call demanding ransom money, even though he knew how improbable this was. The Jagows didn’t have anything to take – no inheritance, no savings – as a brief glance at the outside of their house made perfectly clear.

‘You can tell people’s true wealth by their garden,’ his mother liked to say, and if she was right then the Jagows were indeed impoverished; unlike their neighbours they couldn’t afford landscape designers to transform their garden into a work of art and maintain it. Whereas the hedges of the Heussners opposite looked as if they’d been cut by a 3D printer, the Jagows’ lawn and path were strewn with autumn leaves all the way up to the front door that Thomas had just opened.

Because of the leaves Thomas almost missed the brick on the doormat, only noticing it when he took a step out into the drizzle – suicide weather, typical of October in Berlin – and stubbed his toe on the red, book-sized obstacle.

Surprised, Thomas bent down and saw a note affixed to the brick. The Sellotape didn’t stick properly to the porous surface; the next gust of wind would have blown the note away and Thomas may never have read its contents. The handwriting suggested it had been scrawled by a girl:

I’m back, Dad.
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Kneeling beside the brick, Thomas stiffened. His fingers trembled and his body went red-hot, as if he’d stepped in front of a fire rather than outside.

What does this mean?

Without getting to his feet he looked around: not a soul in sight. It must have been one of the neighbours’ kids playing knock down ginger. Someone who’d been regaled with the grisly details of Feline’s abduction, first in the conventional media, then via the social networks.

As Thomas picked off the note with an unsteady hand, the brick wobbled. He turned it over and found a second message, more mysterious than the first.

It was in the form of a tiny key, which reminded him of the one for Emilia’s suitcase. This too was stuck to the brick just with a small piece of Sellotape, and almost fell into Thomas’s hand when he lifted the brick.

What’s going on?

Still on his knees, Thomas turned to the front door, which the wind had blown wide open, and wondered whether to call Emilia. His wife had just taken her evening dose of Valium, which would, as so often, be followed by a pill, probably around midnight. With luck she might get a few minutes’ sleep around two in the morning before her anxiety over Feline woke her again, releasing her into another day of terrible uncertainty.

For now Thomas decided to investigate the matter himself. He was convinced he’d find some giggling children on the other side of the garden gate, who’d scarper the moment he confronted them.

The garden path was on a slight incline. Tall, evergreen hedges blocked his view of the pavement. Normally the weathered wooden gate was closed, but now its hinges squealed as it was buffeted by the wind. Thomas’s joints creaked as he stood up and saw the arrows.

Three of them, about ten centimetres long, one almost fully covered by leaves now, had been drawn in red chalk and were pointing towards the gate.

A signpost?

Now that his initial excitement had subsided, the cold and wet ate through Thomas’s thin clothing as he followed the arrows. He would have happily kept wearing the same chinos and long-sleeved polo shirt he’d had on the day Feline disappeared – Thomas found it a real struggle to pay attention to his appearance at a time when this had lost all meaning for him – but he couldn’t allow himself to look scruffy or let his dark, curly hair get untamed. Not when the public was scrutinising him through the lens that the media held out to their sensation-hungry readers and viewers. If he let himself go, it would create a bad impression. But the same would be true if he pranced around like a fashion model advertising dark suits. And so, when he went out, he always chose an outfit that was as simple as possible but smart: blue shirt, black jeans.

Every day.

Since Feline was kidnapped.

If she had been kidnapped.

Fingers crossed.

Thomas opened the garden gate and stepped onto the deserted pavement. He was wearing the slippers he’d put on when the bell rang out of the blue. The wet seeped through his soles and his socks soaked it up like a sponge. He felt feverish, as if he’d already caught a cold, but it was probably the surreal situation he had literally stumbled into. He almost slipped on fallen chestnut burrs.

The cobbled street was so wide that cars could have comfortably parked on both sides, but the few homeowners here had come to an agreement that they’d leave their cars on one side only – the one facing the Jagows’ bungalow. Even without this unofficial arrangement Thomas would have noticed the panel van parked a couple of metres away on the ‘wrong’ side, contravening neighbourhood etiquette.

The van was grey or white, impossible to tell for sure because it was so dirty. Like their garden gate, the van’s left rear barn door was ajar.

Only slightly open, but as noticeable as the fact that the van didn’t have a number plate.

‘Hello?’ Thomas called out again, pointlessly; the person who – for whatever reason – had made the effort to orchestrate this stunt was hardly going to jump out from behind a tree.

Thomas stepped over to the van and walked around it. Then he peered into the driver’s cab: nobody behind the wheel. On the spur of the moment he decided to open the barn door, shielding his face with his left elbow in case somebody leaped out and attacked him.

But he wasn’t assaulted by fists or weapons. Thomas was struck by a single word that threw him off balance as if the ground had opened up beneath his feet: ‘Dad?’
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Thomas couldn’t believe it; he worried he was hallucinating.

But it really was his daughter’s voice. And the figure cowering in the darkness in the right-hand corner of the van reminded him of Feline too. Slim, average height for her age, shoulder-length hair that fell into her face.

‘Feline?’

‘Dad?’

Oh God.

‘Feline, is that you?’

For a while they were so excited they talked at cross purposes. And even though Thomas was in no doubt that it was his daughter, he couldn’t believe it. He felt as if he were in a state of delirium.

Please don’t let me snap out of this. Please let me hug Feline, he thought as he climbed into the vehicle.

There was no light; the van was parked equidistant between two street lamps and only a vestige of the dim glow made its way inside the load area, which reeked of dust, tools and fear.

Thomas knocked his knee as he got in, but the pain was nothing compared to the happiness he felt when he embraced his daughter.

The fifteen-year-old, who despite her fear and distress still smelled like his daughter. Still felt like his child, even through the thick shirt she was wearing. The contours of her body were more and more like the voice he’d been missing for so long and which deep down he’d thought he might never hear again: Feline!

‘Dad, please undo me.’

Holding his beloved daughter tightly in his arms, breathing in time with her, so caught in this moment, it took him a while to understand what she was trying to tell him.

‘Undo?’

Only now did he realise why she wasn’t hugging him with both arms. Her right hand was shackled, the arm pointing upwards. He heard a metallic rattling when she moved it.

Handcuffs.

She must be chained to a metal strut on the underside of the roof. Feline was hanging from a small but immovable tube.

Handcuffs?

All of a sudden Thomas realised what the key he’d found beneath the brick was for. He’d put it in the little fob pocket which almost every pair of jeans had for purely aesthetic reasons. And indeed the key appeared to fit, as he discovered when, after what seemed like an eternity, his numbed fingers fished it out and thrust it in the lock of the handcuffs.

‘Hurry up, Dad! Please! I’m really scared!’

‘Everything’s going to be fine, sweetie. Everything’s going to be fine.’

Just as he was about to turn the key, the melancholic tune started up. Thomas felt as if his heart would burst through his chest and in shock he dropped the key.

‘Oh no, I’m sorry,’ he stammered. His words were drowned out by Feline’s sobbing and the music that Thomas realised was a ringtone only when he picked up the flashing mobile from the floor of the van.

‘After all this time, it hurts so bad that we mean nothin’ no more,’ sang the brittle and profoundly sad voice.

On the screen of the smartphone he saw a message:

YOU’D BETTER ANSWER, THOMAS!

What’s going on?

Thomas wondered whether to ignore it. He wanted to find the key on the load bed, free Feline and take her back to the place where they’d once been happy.

Of course everything inside him was screaming to dismiss the call and the heart-wrenching music, save for a lone inner voice that pointed out the obvious: No one who’s gone to so much trouble arranging the brick, note, key and chalk arrows is going to let you get away that easily!

YOU’D BETTER ANSWER, THOMAS!

That’s why he paid heed to the suggestion. And in doing so made the greatest mistake of his life when he answered the call just after the singer finished with: ‘Live in peace!’

‘Hello?’

The voice on the other end of the line didn’t say much. A few words that left him unable to breathe. Then unable to think. By the end, his soul was poisoned.

‘Dad?’ Feline said, still shackled to the tube.

He gazed at her, grateful that in the gloom of the van he couldn’t look her in the eye.

‘I’m sorry,’ Thomas whispered, putting the mobile back down on the floor.

‘What do you mean?’ Feline said. Her voice was cracking; it sounded as if it were coming from an ancient cassette recording.

It wasn’t only Thomas’s heart that was in tatters, his mind was too, and yet there was nothing he could do.

‘I’m really sorry, sweetie.’

She put her free hand out to him, but he knew he mustn’t touch her, or it would all be over. He’d waver; he wouldn’t be strong enough. And superhuman strength was what he needed now.

‘WHAT ARE YOU SORRY ABOUT???’ she howled with every ounce of her energy, like someone condemned to death.

And that’s exactly what she is, Thomas thought. He turned away and got back out of the van.

‘What are you doing? Dad? Please don’t! Don’t leave me alone!’

The tears were streaming from Thomas’s eyes, heavier than the raindrops now pelting the roof of the van. ‘I love you, my angel,’ he said, closing the door. No sooner had it clicked shut than the engine started up, stealing away the thing he loved and leaving him with nothing but pain.

‘DON’T LEAVE ME HERE!!!’

Thomas staggered, forgetting to breathe, then hyperventilated as he clung to a tree for support. The scramble back up to his bungalow was more exhausting than a marathon.

Fortunately the rain had turned heavier and so at least he didn’t have to explain the tears to his wife, who met him in the hallway, alarm writ large on her face.

‘What on earth were you doing out there?’ Emilia asked, eyeing him suspiciously. She stared at his dripping hair, wet trousers and sodden slippers. ‘What’s going on?’

‘Nothing,’ Thomas said, avoiding her gaze in shame. As he closed the door it felt as if he were shutting out all the happiness in his life forever.

‘Just a delivery man,’ he said flatly. ‘Got the wrong house.’


 

 

You’d better make that call

’Cause no one’s gonna come looking for you.

Or say goodbye to your life

Now that it’s through.

MAJAN – ‘Junkie’
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ALEXANDER ZORBACH

Three days later

The cuts in the skin of the thirteen-year-old girl had been made by someone with experience. The encrusted blood was fresh, not even two days old. Just like the fist-sized bruise and the hole that the stubbed-out cigarette had left on her thigh.

‘Now do you see what kind of fucking pervert we’re dealing with here?’ Klaus Althof said. His lower lip was quivering with hatred and yet he was trying to whisper, which was totally unnecessary because his daughter, Antonia, was in her room and well out of earshot. ‘I bet the madman enjoyed it. Just look at that!’

The father’s invitation was unnecessary. I couldn’t help but stare at the horrendous photographs documenting Antonia’s injuries and feel very depressed.

By now I believed that all the evils of mankind were down to the fact that we lacked the answer. The answer to the question: ‘Why am I alive?’ And by that I wasn’t referring to the general meaning of life that philosophers and scientists had been discussing since we became sentient beings. I’d have been satisfied by an answer that related to me alone: ‘I, Alexander Zorbach, thirty-nine years old, one metre eighty-five and ninety-two kilos – why am I on this earth?’

Did my life serve an overarching purpose? Or was my existence some insignificant whim of the universe? Did it make any sense that as a policeman I tried to save other people’s lives until I had to shoot dead a madwoman who was about to throw a baby she’d abducted from hospital off a motorway bridge?

Would there at some point be a higher authority praising me for my work as an investigative journalist after my time in the police force, and for having saved a child from the clutches of a serial killer who is still at large today? Or would I, at the end of my life, be scoffed at by that higher being, who sets out the rules of our existence, because in my endeavour to save strangers I destroyed my own family and killed an innocent man by accident? One thing was certain: had I taken greater care, my wife would still be alive today and my son, Julian, now thirteen, wouldn’t be torn from his sleep all the time by nightmares.

‘Are you saying that your daughter was abused this weekend?’ I asked, still holding the Polaroids.

‘That’s right,’ said Christine Höpfner, the neighbour of the distraught father. I had a great deal of respect for Christine. Over the past few years in which she’d been my defence lawyer, we may not have become friends exactly, but we had developed a relationship of trust that went beyond the purely professional. Precisely what happens when you spend hour after hour with a person in whose legal hands your destiny lies.

‘Could you do me a favour?’ Christine recently asked me. ‘It’s to do with a good friend of mine.’ Seeing as she’d done so much for me, I had no choice but to take her neighbour’s problem on board. And so I’d agreed to this meeting.

We were sitting facing each other at an antique-looking and no doubt wickedly expensive farmhouse table in the dining room, after I’d been allowed to have a brief chat alone with Antonia in her bedroom.

Whereas Christine Höpfner was careful not to make a show of the prosperity she’d achieved as a result of her first-rate legal work, her neighbour, with his chunky designer watch and shirt sporting a flashy logo, wasn’t so restrained.

‘How long has your ex-wife had this new boyfriend?’ I asked Althof.

‘About six months.’

‘Do you share custody?’

‘I’m the primary carer. Antonia only stays with Astrid every second weekend.’

I nodded. ‘And has your daughter often come back with injuries like this?’

Klaus gave me a surly look. ‘I don’t check her body for irregularities every time, Herr Zorbach. I only found out because Antonia’s best friend pointed it out to me. Fenya stayed the night here and saw the injuries. But yes, Antonia’s behaviour has always been strange after her weekends away. Since Norman’s been on the scene at least. And last weekend my ex had to go off for a training session, so Antonia spent a long time on her own with her mum’s new boyfriend.’

‘I see.’

I put the Polaroids face down on the table, having seen enough. ‘Who took the pictures?’

‘Sarah, my fiancée. She and Antonia are close. Basically she and Astrid got on well too. I wouldn’t say they became mates after the break-up two years ago, but they’d meet up from time to time. It was pretty good for a patchwork family. Until that biker hooligan turned up.’

‘Norman?’ I said, repeating the name he’d just uttered.

‘He works in a shop selling motorbike accessories and he rides one of those souped-up bikes.’ Althof made it plain that he found it most unseemly for his wife to be involved with such common types.

‘We’d like you to shadow Norman. Anyone capable of that has got more skeletons in the cupboard.’

I exchanged glances with Christine, who gave me a signal that I should continue listening to her neighbour for the time being.

‘I don’t want him getting off with a suspended sentence for bodily harm,’ Klaus said angrily. ‘I want you to uncover something that’ll see him put away.’

‘I see,’ I said again. I peered outside through the large windows. The park opposite allowed an uninterrupted view. Just for once the sun was shining, only sporadically veiled by cloud. In the past, the sight of such a baby-blue sky would have let me forget my worries for a moment. Today it seemed as if my body wouldn’t be able to cope if my dark soul weren’t in harmony with nature’s gloom.

Antonia’s father turned the Polaroids over again, spreading them out like memory cards. ‘Have you ever seen anything more disgusting?’

I looked at Christine. My lawyer knew, of course, what was on the tip of my tongue. By way of an answer, the following monologue shot through my head:

‘Have I ever seen anything as bad as that? Well, let me think for a moment, Herr Althof. There was this case a couple of years back. At the time I was working as a crime reporter for a national newspaper. One day a physiotherapist came to me and said she’d just treated Germany’s most-wanted serial killer. Maybe you’ve heard of the “Eye Collector”, as he’s known, who abducted children, then gave the parents forty-five hours and seven minutes to find their kids before killing them and ripping out their right eye. The woman in question was called Alina Gregoriev and nobody would believe her at first because she’s blind. But what she said did in fact put us on the trail of the killer, who was holding eleven-year-old Tobias Traunstein captive. We managed to free the boy before the Eye Collector could drown him painfully in a lift shaft in Köpenick. Unfortunately the psychopath killed my ex-wife, kidnapped my son, Julian, and then gave me an ultimatum to find my boy before he murdered him too.’

Obviously I didn’t say any of this. Besides, Christine Höpfner knew the story only too well, having defended me in the cases I faced as a result of my hunt for the Eye Collector.

So my reply was this: ‘To answer your question, Herr Althof, on my hunt for a serial killer I saw drowned children with one eye ripped out. I saw people imprisoned in dark cellars, wrapped in clingfilm and kept alive by ventilators so they didn’t die of the suppurating open wounds they were rotting with. I held my murdered ex-wife in my arms and abducted an innocent man from the operating theatre, thus causing him to die, because I wanted him to take me to my son. So my answer is, yes, regrettably I have had to witness things as bad as that, and on multiple occasions. So often, in fact, that it broke me.’

I gazed at Althof’s eyes, wide open in shock. I could see he was wondering whether he was talking to a traumatised madman or a seasoned expert. If he’d asked his neighbour, she would have probably said both were true.

‘So… er… are you going to help us?’ he asked after a minute of all of us staring at each other.

How I could let him know the truth as gently as possible? Without him breaking down under the weight of it?

Concluding that there wasn’t an easier way, I asked bluntly, ‘Is your daughter left-handed?’

‘Yes,’ her father said, baffled.

‘Then I’m not going to take on your case.’
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Even though I could have done with the cash. And it would have been money for old rope. The fee would have enabled me to make my houseboat riverworthy again. Anchored in a creek not visible from the water, and only accessible via a narrow path through the Grunewald, it had been my fixed abode for the past few years. Three months ago, however, a forester had discovered and reported my illegal mooring, thus forcing me to sell my favourite place on earth.

‘Are you out of your mind?’ Althof asked in shock. ‘What bloody difference does it make what hand my daughter plays tennis or holds a pen with?’

‘Well…’ I began, turning the Polaroids around so they were the right way up for Antonia’s father and my lawyer, ‘all the injuries are on the right-hand side of her body.’

‘And?’

‘The cuts,’ I continued, pointing at one of the pictures, ‘aren’t deep and they’re very even. Also, there aren’t any on the inner parts of the body.’

‘Where are they, then?’ Christine Höpfner asked, a touch too calmly. As an expert in criminal law she knew exactly what I was getting at.

‘Those places where it hurts less.’

‘What are you implying?’ the father asked.

I looked Althof in the eye. ‘That in all probability Norman has nothing to do with your daughter’s wounds.’

‘What the hell makes you think that?’

I cocked my head, cracking my vertebrae, but it didn’t ease any of the tension. ‘Well, I know it’s been a few years since I did a course in forensic medicine, but long, parallel cuts in places that are easy to reach… I’ve also seen your daughter’s wrists and there aren’t any signs she was held or tried to defend herself. To me it looks like a classic case of self-inflicted injuries.’

Althof flew off the handle. ‘Are you suggesting that Antonia—’

‘Not just suggesting.’

‘But…’ He was gasping for air like a fish out of water. ‘Why would she do anything like that?’

I shrugged. Young people who self-harmed suffered from serious psychological problems. It might be an attempt to relieve some emotional stress or to punish herself. Was Antonia a victim of bullying at school? Had her parents’ separation sparked a trauma? I didn’t know her well enough for a diagnosis, nor was my expertise sufficient to plumb the depths of her teenage soul. So I said to her father, ‘I don’t know what’s causing her to do it, but that’s precisely what you need to find out. And for that, Antonia doesn’t need a lawyer or a private detective. She needs therapy.’

He leaped up from his chair. ‘Who the hell do you think you are, you miserable little private eye? You think you can come into my house and make such outrageous claims about my—’

Althof didn’t say any more, not because Christine gently put her hand on his, but because – like all of us – he heard the voice.

‘Please, Dad.’

We all turned to the door in sync. Antonia had appeared from nowhere, as if a projector had been switched on and her image beamed to the far side of the room. I had no idea how long she’d been listening to us, but it was no doubt long enough. Although she was weeping, we could clearly make out her words.

‘He’s right.’

We all winced when she slammed the door shut. Then she ran down the hallway, presumably back to her room.
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‘Why did you want me to come? You must have known yourself.’

Christine Höpfner had accompanied me downstairs to the entrance of the building. We were standing in the driveway, which had just been cleared with a leaf blower, as one would expect at a smart, newly renovated period apartment block in this area.

‘Of course I knew you wouldn’t take the case on. If only for lack of time. But the self-harming?’ She wiggled her hand; it looked as if she were trying to imitate an aeroplane in turbulence. ‘I suspected it, yes. But I didn’t ask you here because of my neighbour.’

‘Why then?’

‘Because of Antonia. I’ve spent a lot of time with you, Herr Zorbach. I’ve watched you, studied you properly. And I know the effect you have on witnesses, judges and the public prosecutor. I’ve understood why you were such an outstanding policeman and journalist.’

‘My employers took a different view,’ I said. It was meant to sound funny, but unfortunately came across as a touch self-pitying.

The lawyer let go of my hand, but her eyes continued to grip me tightly. ‘You’re honest. Genuine. You never beat around the bush and you give off an aura of trustworthiness. I’d hoped you’d have the same effect on Antonia.’

Her plan had come to fruition. Before my conversation with Althof I’d chatted briefly to Antonia, albeit nothing more than deliberate small talk. Not a word about abuse, injuries, her father or Norman. Instead I’d let her advise me whether I should send my son a follower request on Instagram or whether that was embarrassing.

Christine’s gaze softened. In it was something I’d seen time and again over the past few weeks and which was at odds with her professional aloofness in public: melancholy.

‘In three days,’ she said quietly. A chestnut leaf sailed past us, falling to the ground as slowly as a bubble.

‘In three days,’ I echoed.

My mobile rang, and I took the opportunity to say goodbye and return to my houseboat – while it still belonged to me.

Three days.

Then I’d have to begin my two-and-a-half-year sentence. Because of Frank Lahmann. A young man I’d mentored when he worked for me as a trainee at the newspaper. And who I’d then tortured to death.

‘Hello?’

As I took the call from the unknown number I fished the key for my old Volvo out of the inside pocket of my parka.

‘Herr Zorbach?’

‘Yes?’

‘The journalist?’

‘I used to be. Why are you calling?’

‘My name is Emilia Jagow.’

I guessed the woman wasn’t older than forty, although the pain in her voice made it hard to tell. It seemed as if this pain were ploughing deep furrows in her vocal cords, which reinforced my hunch of who I was talking to.

‘The Emilia Jagow?’ I said, getting into my Volvo.

The case of fifteen-year-old Feline, who had left her house as usual a few weeks back, but had never made it to school, disappearing without trace, had naturally caught my attention. Feline’s story – the media frenzy ensured you couldn’t miss it – reminded me of those cases in my past that I never, ever wanted to have anything to do with again.

Which is why my neck tensed painfully when Emilia Jagow confirmed her identity to me and said, ‘I’m desperate, Herr Zorbach. I urgently need your help.’
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FELINE

‘You’re back,’ said the woman who called herself Tabea and who Feline wished would only exist in her nightmares.

But Tabea was still here: the pale, petite, black-haired woman with a fringe she wore like a helmet, making her look like a Playmobil figure. It was the second time Feline had woken up from sedation in this prison next to her fellow inmate, who was as mad as an ‘iguana on crack’, to use one of Olaf’s favourite sayings. Olaf, her best friend, who couldn’t help her any more, even if he’d wanted to.

Feline had only a sketchy recollection of the first time – waking up the day she was abducted. The figure had been lying in wait for her at Nikolassee station, on the small woodland path she used as a cut-through when she cycled. The bearded man wearing a cap pulled down over his face said her scarf had fallen out of her basket, so Feline stopped to check. And thereby sealed her fate. She heard a noise, the cracking of a twig beneath a heavy boot. Before she could turn around she felt the hand over her mouth, smelled the acrid scent, then everything went black.

When she came to, like Tabea she was in a scratchy nightie that tied at the back. As Feline would discover, there was no change of clothes down here. Her abductor (or was it several?) had at least remembered toiletries such as toothbrushes, toothpaste, shampoo, shower gel and tampons. And – thank God – a curtain which screened off the chemical toilet.

Feline had felt sick when she realised the hopelessness of her situation. Carried off to a prison she was forced to share with a weird, if not completely deranged, stranger by an unknown man who’d undressed her while she was unconscious.

And now it had happened a second time.

Once again her bizarre fellow hostage was sitting beside her. And once again Tabea’s hand on her brow felt like a dead fish. Feline asked her to stop stroking her head and Tabea, who must be twenty years older, sulked as she teetered down from the bunk like a small child.

Feline sat up, looked around, and what she saw intensified the nausea fermenting inside her.

You sent me back to hell, Dad. And nothing’s changed.

What made it unbearable here wasn’t the lack of windows, but that the place had everything else, such as the grey rug or the multifunctional coffee table whose height could be adjusted for eating. The bunk beds stood as close to the oval wall as possible. On top there was space for two people. Below were built-in bookshelves and cupboards, as well as an extra fold-down bed for ‘guests’, as the madwoman she was locked up with had told her in all seriousness.

I’ve woken up from a bad dream into a nightmare, Feline thought at the time, only to realise that the bony person in the stained nightie with fingernails chewed so badly that they bled wasn’t a figment of her imagination. Tabea was as real as the microwave in the galley kitchen and the rounded concrete walls of the ‘tank’.

Tank.

That’s what Feline called the prison, because unlike the cells, dungeons or hovels she knew from horror films, her prison had a lid rather than a door. A hatch in the middle of the ceiling, similar to how she imagined the entrance to a submarine. It was around three metres above her head, unreachable without a ladder, even from the bunk. Were she somehow able to brush the curved metal lock with her fingertips, it would be futile anyway because the hatch opened from above. This had only happened once before.

Without warning, a hole had suddenly appeared and a rope ladder dropped from the lid of the tank. With a message on the lowest rung: We’re going on a trip, Feline. Put a bag over your head, you’ll find one in the cupboard. Then climb up to me.

Which is what she did, climbed the ladder blind until a pair of strong arms grabbed Feline and hauled her out of the tank. Then the madman, who wouldn’t say what he had in store for her, gave her an injection. Another one. When she came to, she was sitting in the back of a van, chained to the roof, and then spent what seemed like an eternity imagining all the horror scenarios now awaiting her. Feline had anticipated everything. Torture, pain, even death. But not that the door would open and she’d see her father.

Who’d sent her back to damnation.

Feline’s eyes welled with tears when she thought about how close she’d come to freedom.

Why, Daddy, why?

She’d been given another injection. And now she was back in this tank, where she’d been stuck for days or weeks now in a state of utter hopelessness, trying not to lose her mind.

There were no clocks, and the absence of a window meant you couldn’t see the change from day to night. Just a chain of lights dangling between the bed and the galley kitchen – the only source of light here in the tank – which (as now) was switched off for a number of hours at a time, presumably to simulate night and day. Then Feline had to sit in the dark with this complete lunatic, who now and then would scratch her neck and forearms. Each time Feline saw it happen her skin started to itch too.

Am I going to start losing my mind as well, and harm myself like Tabea?

Feline closed her eyes and fell into a short, restive sleep that wasn’t sufficient to restore her strength after repeated sedations. She was woken by the vibrations that shook the tank at regular intervals. And that appeared to activate something else that Feline had only discovered by chance one day. Something that might mean the difference between life and death if she used it correctly.

Feline sat up and listened intently in the darkness.

Is Tabea asleep?

She focused on the regular breathing noises that were occasionally interrupted by a snore from her ‘flatmate’. Feline felt gently for the secret she’d hidden beneath the mattress at the head of her bunk.

Among the books, pens and paper, her kidnapper had failed to spot the watch in the inside pocket of her school rucksack she’d found in the cupboard beside her clothes. Maybe he’d deliberately left it for her?

Why bother taking something away from a hostage when you’re going to rob her of her life soon anyway?

Feline covered her head with the duvet so Tabea didn’t notice when she pushed the button that illuminated the watch’s display. She didn’t trust her fellow hostage, who clearly suffered from Stockholm syndrome, calling her abductor ‘my boyfriend’. Here inside the tank, Tabea seemed to be getting stranger by the day. The scratching became more intense and she wouldn’t stop singing the praises of their jailer, who she wanted to marry and for whom she’d even be prepared to die.

Maybe Tabea was just a highly gifted actress? Perhaps the kidnapper had put her here to keep a close eye on Feline?

If so, she mustn’t find out that I’ve got a—

‘What the hell…?’

Feline gave a cry.

The duvet had been jerked off her head and the Playmobil face was hovering above her.

Tabea angrily snatched the watch out of her hand. ‘What are you hiding from me, you little shit?’
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ZORBACH

I had trouble getting the stove going. The birch wood was too damp, and by the time I finally succeeded, the cabin was full of smoke. I opened a porthole and apologised to my visitor, who had already passed the first intelligence test by listening carefully and finding her way to my houseboat this afternoon. I’d never received visitors here in the past. The houseboat was my refuge, my secret retreat. So inconvenient to get to that I used to hope I’d be able to shake off the demons which pursued me in my day-to-day life on the muddy path through the undergrowth to the shore. I’d long given up this hope. Finding the way to my ‘oasis’ used to be even trickier. I’d always taken care that nobody saw me when I turned off Nikolskoer Weg into the woods shortly before Potsdam. At first I was so paranoid that I would unscrew my number plates before squeezing my battered Volvo through the brambles until it was far enough from the road that it couldn’t be seen even in good weather. But then Alina Gregoriev discovered my hideaway. She came and told me about her experiences with a patient she’d treated, who she suspected of being Germany’s most-wanted criminal. Since that day my houseboat had never been a refuge again.

‘Are you putting your stuff in storage?’ Emilia asked me. We were sitting opposite each other on two of the packed removal boxes scattered throughout the boat. From her seat she had a view through the window of the weeping willows, which formed a natural carport above the creek, invisible from the river.

‘I think I’m going to throw it all away,’ I said, taking a sip from my enamel mug. Instant coffee with whitener. I could understand why Feline’s mother didn’t want any, but I wasn’t set up for discerning visitors and I rather liked the dishwater. ‘I can’t afford a garage. I’m going to prison.’

‘I know,’ Emilia said, which didn’t surprise me. Even though my sentence hadn’t made great waves in the press, it hadn’t been hushed up altogether. The trial lasted two years and Christine Höpfner had pulled out all the stops. She’d argued convincingly that there were mitigating circumstances: I’d acted out of necessity. For a moment even I believed in my innocence and thus agreed to the appeal we lodged against the first verdict. In retrospect this was a mistake but at least it gave me another respite, which I used to spend more time with my son, Julian.

Ultimately there was no doubt as to my guilt. I’d thought that the critically injured Frank Lahmann on the operating table in Martin Luther Hospital was the Eye Collector I was hunting. And I’d had every reason to believe this because my mentee had confessed to it on the phone to me. What I didn’t know was that he’d been coerced into making the confession by the real killer, who’d held a gun to his head while he talked. Mike ‘Scholle’ Scholokowsky.

And because I also believed that Frank had abducted my son, I didn’t want to run the risk of him dying during surgery before he told me where Julian was. So I forced my way into the operating theatre and made the anaesthetist bring Frank out of his sedation. Which cost my trainee his life – and me my freedom. Rather than being found guilty of murder, which the public prosecutor was calling for, I was ‘only’ convicted of assault resulting in death, in recognition of my tormented emotional state. But Christine Höpfner wasn’t able to wangle me less than four years, of which I’d definitely have to serve two and a half. I wasn’t angry at her about this. On the contrary, I was eternally grateful to Christine merely for the fact that I didn’t have to spend the time until I was sentenced on remand. As far as I was concerned, the verdict was correct. Even though Frank might have died on the operating table anyway – this couldn’t be ruled out – I’d undoubtedly robbed him of a chance of survival, and intentionally so.

‘When do you begin your sentence?’

‘The day after tomorrow.’

‘Oh,’ she said, sounding surprised. ‘So soon?’ She must have overlooked this detail in the press. ‘I hoped you’d have a bit more time. As things stand I don’t think you’ll be able to help me.’ She made to get up.

‘First, why don’t you say what’s brought you here?’ I asked. ‘You didn’t want to tell me over the phone.’

Emilia gave a faint nod and sat back down. Her eyes wandered to the flickering wood burner. Together with the oil lamp that I’d hung from a hook on the low ceiling, it gave the cabin an almost romantic atmosphere, at odds with the reason for her visit. I suspected Emilia was happy about the dim lighting. The reddish-yellow glow acted like a soft-focus lens that went some way to smoothing out her worry lines. She looked tired, like someone sensing she’s coming down with a cold and is desperate to go to bed, but can’t because there’s a particularly burdensome task she can’t put off. I couldn’t tell, however, if her blue eyes really were gleaming feverishly, if she was crying, or if it was just the drizzle that had settled in again outside. Her dark hair was wet too. Her shoulder-length ponytail shone like a rope dipped in oil.

‘I don’t know where to begin,’ she muttered, looking at her shoes. She was wearing ankle boots encrusted in mud from the woodland path, which looked far too small for her long legs. I was certain that before her daughter was kidnapped, the majority of men would have labelled her as beautiful, attractive, even jaw-dropping maybe. But grief had drained her of all magnetism; her skin was blotchy and her facial features set around a high forehead and prominent cheekbones, which would have once been striking, now looked as limp as the handshake she’d given me when she arrived.

‘I presume it’s about Feline,’ I said, giving her a prompt.

Emilia nodded.

‘Have you got problems with the police investigation?’

‘I’ve got problems with my husband.’

I paused and held my mug in front of my face without taking another sip. ‘In what respect?’

She looked up at me. I felt intuitively that she’d been waiting for this moment. She’d been agonising over whether to trust me and had now reached the point of no return.

‘It was just under a week ago. I was having a rest in our bedroom. We live in Nikolassee.’

I was familiar with this from all the police interrogations I’d done as well as the interviews I’d conducted later as a journalist. People anxious about what they were going to confide to a stranger tended to babble. They filled their sentences with snippets of trivial information to put off the revelation of the terrible truth weighing down on them so heavily.

‘Anyway, I heard the doorbell go, which annoyed me, as I’d actually managed to fall asleep and now wouldn’t be getting any rest over the coming hours despite the Valium. We weren’t expecting anyone – who was going to be paying us a visit? I mean, our neighbours avoid us and most of our friends have cut themselves off, as if the loss of a child were an infectious disease. I don’t blame them, frankly. Besides, the handful of people who can cope with the oppressive silence in our bungalow don’t turn up unannounced.’

‘So the doorbell rang…’ I said, trying to get her back on track.

‘My husband, Thomas, he opened the front door and went outside, which really surprised me.’

‘Why?’

‘The rain was as persistent as it is today. And Thomas was only in his slippers and a pair of light trousers. But he stayed out in the foul weather for ages.’

‘Who was it who rang the bell?’

‘That’s precisely why I’m here. My husband says it was a delivery man who’d got the wrong house.’

‘And you doubt him?’

‘I was watching Thomas from the bedroom. At least a minute after the bell rang he went to the garden gate and stepped out onto the pavement.’

‘Why?’

‘That’s what I was wondering too. From where I was standing I didn’t have a perfect view, but I did see a van opposite.’

‘That tallies with the story about the delivery man,’ I interjected.

‘You think that’s why he marched outside in felt slippers? No!’ she protested. ‘In any case, it wasn’t a DHL, UPS, Hermes or any other firm’s van for that matter, but a dirty vehicle without any company logo.’

‘Many delivery men and women use their own cars these days,’ I pointed out. The poor buggers work as ‘independent contractors’. I’d recently watched a documentary painting this practice as a devious form of exploitation and evasion of employer obligations.

Emilia nodded. ‘I know, but still there’s something not quite right.’

‘What in particular makes you think this?’

She seemed to be mulling over her answer. Hesitating, probably, because she’d got to the crux of her account.

‘When I saw Thomas trudging over to the delivery van I went to the front door. The view from there was more restricted and it was raining more heavily. Like a veil. But through it I saw my husband get out of the vehicle.’

I screwed up my eyes as if something had just flown into them.
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