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 Prologue

It was a horrible sight, even for the boy who, at fourteen, had already witnessed much barbarity, though not in this country. People didn’t get their hands chopped off here because they’d stolen something, nor women their fingers because they’d painted their nails. Nor were women here in danger of being buried up to the waist and stoned. And children could play without losing their legs or even their lives. The boy thought that was good, he liked living here. His sisters could go to school and he could too, of course. And after school he could be what he was: a young boy who liked playing football.

On that Sunday at the end of November 2002 he left the little flat his family had been allocated with a ball under his arm and a bag full of rubbish in his hand. He was to put the rubbish in one of the bins beside the house. Then he was going to see if he could find a few other boys who’d play with him. But that was quickly forgotten.

He pushed back the lid of the bin and saw the bundle of humanity lying among the refuse - filthy, scorched, covered in blood, dumped like garbage. A woman, he saw that straight away, even though she was wearing a suit like a man. They’d been here a long time now and his elder sister had started wearing trousers and painting her fingernails.

The nails of the woman in the bin were black, both her hands had been burned black, her head was deformed and encrusted with blood, as if she’d been stoned. For a few seconds the boy stared at her. He tried to scream but couldn’t. He dropped his ball and the sack of refuse, ran back into the house and told his mother what he’d seen. She came out with him to check before she called over a neighbour who informed the police.

The boy never found out who the woman in the bin was and why she’d been killed. The police thought they had, but they were wrong.






 Part One

It all started one Thursday at the end of July 2002, one of those summer days in this part of the world that are only tolerable with an ice-cool drink in the shade. Susanne Lasko was standing, sweaty and nervous, by one of the four lifts in the air-conditioned entrance hall of Gerler House, a large office block. The lift arrived, the door slid open and Susanne Lasko found herself walking towards herself.

In her external appearance the young woman who suddenly appeared before her was not identical with her. She was her height and had her figure, her eyes, her mouth. And it was her face - but with perfect make-up and framed by fashionably styled hair. The woman’s hair was a rich brown and considerably shorter than the sun-bleached mop coming down to her shoulders. Her double was wearing a light-grey, pinstripe suit with a white blouse.

A boring colour combination, Susanne thought. But the suit and blouse were impeccable and looked as crisp as if they’d just been ironed. The handbag that was swinging from her right shoulder must have cost a fortune; a document case was tucked under her left arm. Never before had Susanne felt so shabbily dressed, so pathetic, so wretched, old and worn out.

She was wearing a suit as well, the green one she’d bought ten years ago. She’d last worn it three years previously, when she got divorced from Dieter Lasko. It may well have been right for that, it was less so for a job interview with a superior estate agent’s. But she’d found nothing better in her wardrobe that morning.

At the time of that first encounter with Nadia Trenkler she had two euros sixty-two cents in her purse. She’d checked before setting out to get her life going again. She’d lost her last job in January. It hadn’t been a proper job, so she couldn’t claim the dole and she was too proud to apply for supplementary benefit. She was also afraid they might draw her divorced husband’s attention to her situation or even approach her mother, who had a little money tucked away. But her mother needed that for her old age and, anyway, Susanne wanted to keep her ignorant of her only daughter’s predicament.

During February and March she’d written countless job applications and used up all her savings. Since April her mother had been supporting her - unsuspectingly. Agnes Runge didn’t trust strangers and was no longer capable of looking after her accounts. Because she was afraid of injections, her diabetes had gone untreated for years and had resulted in blindness.

When her husband died, Agnes Runge had been left financially secure. She had received a considerable sum from his life insurance policy, sold the house where Susanne had grown up and taken a room in a comfortable old people’s home, where she enjoyed the best of care - for three thousand euros a month. The management of her finances, which were to pay for this, she had entrusted to her daughter, happy in the belief that Susanne’s clever investments would guarantee her an old age free from worry.

Instead, she was helping herself. Not to huge sums, no. And she was going to pay everything back as soon as she was in a position to do so. So far she’d taken sixteen hundred euros, four hundred a month. After deducting three hundred for the rent and other costs that came with the flat, she was left with a hundred for food and other necessities such as writing paper, large envelopes, photocopying and postage. She lived mainly on noodles and had to think very carefully before making more than a short journey on the tram. She had gone to Behringer and Partners on foot.

Four and a half miles in the heat and exhaust fumes. Her mouth was dry and her body soaked in sweat, her blouse was sticking to her sides and her feet aching a little in her black court shoes. But it was bearable, she was hardly conscious of it. Until the moment when the lift doors slid open she was completely occupied with her great hope. A personal interview! Only someone who has gone six months without a wage coming in and two and a half years without health insurance, without pension contributions, only someone whose every job application has been returned with a curt letter of rejection, or not at all, can appreciate what that meant.

“Are you young, dynamic, motivated?” Behringer and Partners had asked in their advert, declaring, “Then you are the person we are looking for. We can offer… We expect…” At thirty-seven Susanne Lasko didn’t feel old. Her dynamism had probably suffered a little during the last  few months, but she was certainly motivated - and she was willing to learn.

She was a quick learner and she would definitely even be able to cope with a computer as long as she was allowed to get on with it in peace. In her last regular job - three weeks with an insurance company - she’d failed miserably with the word-processing package, because a young colleague had insisted on giving her jokey tips instead of a handbook.

And foreign languages. At school one of the teachers had realized she had an exceptional gift for languages. They just had to put her next to the child of an Italian immigrant for half an hour and she was speaking the same broken German as if she’d been doing it all her life. Naturally that wasn’t sufficient for business use, nor the little English she’d learned at school either. And apart from a few expressions, she had no knowledge of French at all, which Behringer and Partners also required.

And that is what she had told them in a detailed, not to say brutally frank application - not, it has to be said, with any great expectations. That they were interviewing her despite that surely justified her great hopes. All the way there she had worked out what she must say to the personnel manager, if there was one. Then for the next few minutes she completely forgot everything she’d prepared.

She stared at the woman in the pinstripe suit who, for her part, looked her up and down in stunned astonishment. People pushed past them, grumbling or with irritated expressions because they were in the way. No one seemed to notice that by the lift two women were facing each other who looked more alike than some pairs of identical twins. Perhaps the difference in the way they were turned out meant it wasn’t so obvious to others as it was to them.

For, despite her painful experiences, Susanne well remembered the way she had looked when she had still been in regular employment, suitably dressed with unobtrusive make-up. And presumably Nadia Trenkler would have seen her own face in the mirror when she was going through a bad time herself.

Nadia was the first to recover her composure. With an exclamation of disbelief and a muttered, “That’s impossible,” she introduced herself and said, smiling, “We must have a coffee and find out which of our fathers is responsible.”

Susanne couldn’t imagine her father doing anything wrong. He’d been a decent, honest man right up to his sudden and too-early death. She didn’t know Nadia Trenkler’s father, of course, but she did know her own mother very well. For Agnes Runge marital fidelity was an article of faith and what the woman with her face was suggesting was out of the question.

And she didn’t want to discuss it with Nadia Trenkler. In those first minutes she genuinely didn’t. It had nothing to do with some premonition, it was just the general situation. Nadia Trenkler was clearly at the top of the ladder, of which she desperately needed to clamber onto the bottom rung, if she was to get out of the poverty trap.

“I’m in a hurry,” she said. “I’ve got a job interview.” This last statement slipped out against her will, perhaps because she had such little opportunity to talk to other people.

“At Behringer’s?” Nadia asked, surprised.

Not for one second did Susanne wonder how her double had come to make such an accurate guess. She nodded automatically.

“It won’t go on for ever,” said Nadia. “I’ll wait.”

Now Susanne shook her head vigorously. “I don’t want you to wait. I don’t want to have a coffee with you, nor to talk about my father or yours. I don’t want to know who you are. Can’t you understand? It’s enough for me to know who I am.”

And that was something that was crystal clear to her. If she didn’t get the job as secretary with Behringer and Partners it was more or less the end of the line for her. All that was left for a woman of her age and with her background was hope and the determination not to let herself be ground down. Only unfortunately there was very little in the way of job opportunities.

The day was coming when she would be compelled to resort to the small ads in the vacancies section of the Saturday paper if she wasn’t going to ruin her mother completely. Cleaner wanted - three hours per week. Waitress required - temporary, two evenings. And that would be the end. It was a matter of simple arithmetic. To keep body and soul together and at least be able to afford health insurance again, she would need several such jobs. That would scarcely leave her any time at all to write applications and go to job interviews. Ignoring Nadia Trenkler, she went to the next lift. The one they were standing by had long since departed.

“Pity,” she heard the woman with her face say.
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She went up to Behringer’s on the fifth floor, still feeling shabbily dressed, wretched, old and worn-out. A deep-pile carpet, even in the lobby - on it an acrylic-glass desk and behind that a young woman looking like a catalogue illustration for correct business dress. She didn’t look particularly dynamic, in fact she was clearly struggling with the problem of how to explain to someone of Susanne’s appearance that Behringer’s didn’t do properties in the lower price range. The receptionist’s tentative smile froze when Susanne told her she had not come for help in finding an apartment.

She was still feeling churned-up inside from the brief encounter with her spitting image and the light in which it had made her see herself. She was almost grateful that she was made to wait. It was a good quarter of an hour before she was shown in to see the office manager. He was called Reincke, a pleasant young man with a thin moustache who had familiarized himself with the details of her situation.

After they had talked about her lack of foreign languages and computer skills, he leaned forwards and lowered his voice. “I don’t want to anticipate any decision the management might come to, Frau Lasko, but what I can say is that we have already discussed your application. There are four others, all from ladies who are younger and—” He broke off, suddenly embarrassed. “We’re looking for someone who will not leave after a short time for family reasons, if you understand what I’m getting at. That does not seem to be a danger in your case. If, then, you were prepared to give up your time during the initial period to acquire the necessary skills… There are, for example, courses in foreign languages in which right from the beginning not a word of German is spoken; you learn very quickly. Naturally we would bear the costs.”

If was practically a job offer, she thought, hastening to assure him that she would be delighted to devote all her spare time to acquiring the necessary skills. With a pleased smile, Herr Reincke accompanied her to the door of his office. “You’ll be hearing from us very soon,” he promised.

She was walking on air as she crossed the lobby. The smile she gave the young woman behind the desk was one for a colleague and friend.  She looked round, feeling almost as if she belonged there already. The telephone on the acrylic-glass desk rang and one of the office doors opened. Automatically she halted and looked back. The receptionist picked up the receiver and said, “Behringer and Partners. Luici speaking.” A man appeared in the doorway.

She smiled at him, hoping to catch his eye and thus influence the senior management in her favour. His imposing appearance alone suggested he was important. He was six foot tall, with receding hair. His bulky physique hid most of the luxurious interior of his office and the two visitors sitting at a coffee table. She merited nothing more than an uninterested glance as he turned to the receptionist.

Frau Luici was saying, “Herr Behringer is in a meeting at the moment, could you try again later?” The tall man asked who it was. Putting her hand over the receiver, Frau Luici whispered, “Hardenberg.”

“I’ll take it,” said the man, clearly Behringer himself. He positively grabbed the receiver from Frau Luici and asked in effusive tones, “Hi, Philip, what is it?”, in the same breath telling the receptionist to get drinks for his visitors. Frau Luici leaped up and hurried into an adjacent room, presumably a small kitchen.

Susanne kept her eyes fixed on the giant at the telephone and saw him give a gasp of surprise. Frowning, he gave her a quick look, as if he were surprised she hadn’t moved. “By what devious route did that come to your ears?” he asked, adding, “May I know why you’re so interested in this property?”

Then he listened, gave a short laugh and said, “That could be done, assuming an appropriate quid pro quo. There are other offers on the table and there’s been water damage recently.” As he listened, he finally gave her a smile. She nodded to him and went to the door, breathing a sigh of relief.

Out in the street she felt a slight regret that she’d rejected her double’s offer. In her euphoria she felt there’d have been nothing to lose in having a coffee with Nadia Trenkler, perhaps an iced coffee. This heat! Her mouth was still dry, only now did she notice it again. She’d presumably not have had to worry about the fact that she only had a few coppers in her purse. Nadia Trenkler would surely have insisted on paying and might even have driven her home. She wouldn’t have had to inflict another four miles’ wear and tear on her old court shoes.

It was early evening by the time she reached her dilapidated flat in Kettlerstrasse. One and a half rooms - she’d managed to squeeze a narrow bed and a similar wardrobe into the “half room” - plus a mini-kitchen with a mini-balcony, a mini-bathroom with shower and the one square yard behind the door that the lease dignified with the name of “vestibule”. A local train rattled past outside. Once the noise had died away, she flung open the window, went into the kitchen and drank two glasses of water.

At seven she cooked her daily ration of noodles and carefully brushed her teeth as soon as she’d finished: without health insurance, cleaning her teeth was an absolute must. At eight she switched on the TV, stretched out on the couch and dreamed of her future. Once she had a regular income again, had plugged the hole in her mother’s nest egg and put away a little for a rainy day, the first thing she’d do would be to buy a new fridge, then look for a larger, above all quieter flat, perhaps even go away on holiday.

 



On Friday she bumped into Heller by the apartment letter boxes. She only knew his surname and he was the only person she was at all acquainted with in the tenement apart from her immediate neighbour, Jasmin Toppler. She got on well with Jasmin, they said hello and exchanged a few words whenever they happened to meet on the stairs. Jasmin Toppler was in her late twenties, an energetic but friendly woman. Heller, on the other hand, was an obnoxious type, whom she tried to avoid. He grasped any opportunity to shower her with abuse. He was about the same age as her and had the front second-floor flat. It was rumoured that he had several convictions for car theft, grievous bodily harm, attempted rape and other offences.

When she came down the stairs to check her mail, he was standing by the open door, a can of beer in his hand. He heard her footsteps and turned round. He gestured towards the street with his free hand. “One fucking hot motor,” he said. She had no idea what he was talking about and since he regularly applied expressions like “hot” and all variants of “fucking” to her, she ignored him. “An MG,” he declared. “Saw it from the window. The third time it’s driven past. And slowly, as if he was looking for something.”

He took a step out into the street. “Now he’s stopping,” he told her, almost dislocating his neck. He was presumably talking about a car that had stopped a little way from the tenement.

She was relieved to see him occupied with watching the car instead of subjecting her to his usual volley of obscene remarks. Her letter box was empty; naturally it was too early for a response from Behringer’s. She hurried back up to her flat before Heller’s interest in the car waned and turned to her.

A little later there was a knock at the door. It wasn’t Heller, as she feared, but a young man who claimed to be doing a survey on unemployment. Heller was on the landing, gawping at them. She asked the young man in simply in order to get away from Heller’s glassy stare.

Without being asked, the young man sat down on the couch and asked for a glass of water. Friday was as hot as Thursday had been, so there was nothing odd about his request. After she had brought him a glass, he noted her answers on a questionnaire and took down - “Just for the statistical evaluation, you understand, it’s completely anonymous,” - some personal details: date of birth, place of birth, marital status, children, school, professional qualifications, dates of birth and, if applicable, death of her parents and any siblings etc., etc.

Naturally she didn’t tell him the truth. For the last two years she hadn’t even been telling that to her mother. Agnes Runge thought she had a well-paid position with a small firm. To the alleged pollster she claimed she worked as a secretary with a well-known estate agent’s. It wasn’t, she told herself, really a lie, just a little premature, given what nice Herr Reincke had hinted at the previous day. When the young man responded with a sceptical look round the room, she told him she was obliged to pay maintenance to her divorced husband, besides which she was also making a small contribution towards her mother’s upkeep, so that there wasn’t much left for herself.

As if to punish her for her lies, the letter box wasn’t empty on Saturday morning. One of her own large envelopes was in it. Her fingers were already trembling as she took it out of the box and recognized the company stamp. As she went up the stairs her knees were trembling as well. There was something raging inside her for which disappointment was too mild an expression.

After two days her documents had been returned with kind regards from Behringer and Partners. They were pleased to have met her  but unfortunately had to inform her that they had given preference to another candidate and wished her all the best for the future. She couldn’t understand it. Hadn’t Herr Reincke indicated her appointment was as good as settled? She spent the rest of the day staring at the TV. She had intended to go for a walk, but she felt she would burst into tears sooner or later and she didn’t want to do that out in the street.

On Sunday she went to see her mother. The old folks’ home was twenty-five miles away and Johannes Herzog drove her there. His grandmother had a room next to her mother’s and at some point or other Johannes had offered to drive her home. Since then he had been coming to pick her up punctually at two o’clock every second Sunday, as long as he didn’t have a problem with the car.

Johannes was in his mid-twenties. He was studying - sporadically - some technical/scientific subject, but most of the time he was working as a stuntman for a TV series consisting mainly of wild car chases and crashes. It showed in the way he drove his car, an old BMW. She often felt carsick. But going with Johannes cost nothing.

She was still smarting from the disappointment with Behringer’s. Despite that, the usual fictions flowed from her lips while she was with her mother: the stress at work, going to see a play with her friend Jasmin Toppler. And that nice Herr Heller from the second floor had invited her out to dinner next Saturday. Specially for her mother she had endowed the obnoxious Heller with a lucrative profession, perfect manners and a pleasant appearance. But she wasn’t sure whether she’d go out with him, she said. She still hadn’t come to terms emotionally with her failed marriage.

That corresponded to the facts. There were moments when she felt a burning hatred of Lasko. He had made a name for himself as a freelance journalist and at the same time had been successful as a writer of books on current events. While she, three years after their divorce, was at her wits’ end as to how to survive, he was working on a book about the background to the conflict in Palestine. His previous book, about the operations of the UN forces in Bosnia, had been in the best-seller lists for ten weeks and must have earned him a tidy sum.

There was no contact between them. Despite that, she knew exactly how her ex was doing. Sometimes she saw him on television, sometimes she read an interview or report by him in the weekend edition of the  paper, which she bought regularly for the vacancies section. Perhaps he would have helped her get back on her feet. When they got divorced he’d said, “If you ever need help…” But she had her pride.

She preferred to continue her monthly visits to the bank, and on the Monday she nervously filled out the slip to transfer four hundred euros from her mother’s account to her own. A hundred of that she took out straight away. On Tuesday she went for a long walk and concentrated all her hope on the next vacancies section. Then on Wednesday she found the slim white envelope in her letter box.

Her name and address had been handwritten in capital letters. There was no indication of the sender’s address. The stamp had a local postmark. She couldn’t wait till she was back in her flat but tore the envelope open on the stairs. As she went up, she unfolded a printed letter and read:
Dear Susanne Lasko,

You said no. I attribute that to your surprise and the fact that you were understandably in a hurry. But I refuse to accept it. If Nature can play a trick like that, then surely we must give ourselves the chance to laugh at it together, at least just once. On Friday at three I’ll be on the balcony of the Opera Café and I’d be delighted if you could find the time to come for a coffee. Even if you don’t want to know who I am, I’d like to know who you are and what kind of life you lead. Not the best, was my impression. Perhaps I can do something to change that.

With best wishes,

Nadia Trenkler





It was obvious where Nadia Trenkler had got her name and address. There was only one possibility: Behringer and Partners. From her appearance she could even have a business of her own in the building, so knew Herr Reincke, Frau Luici, possibly even Behringer himself, had made enquiries and discovered that her double had not got the job. Perhaps she was desperately searching for a reliable secretary herself.

Friday started with vain attempts to moderate her wild hopes. She spent half an hour reviewing the meagre contents of her wardrobe, eventually deciding on a cotton skirt and a T-shirt. They gave her a fresh, summery look, she felt, not too poverty-stricken.

She set off at two, her head full to bursting with crazy hopes for some kind of miracle. She reached the Opera Café punctually at three and scanned the balcony. No sign of Nadia Trenkler. Most of the tables were occupied by middle-aged ladies. She sat down at one that was free. The waitress scurried over, but she told her she was meeting someone and would order when she arrived.

Nadia Trenkler was half an hour late. Despite the blazing sun, she was in a grey trouser suit with a bulging document case under her arm, as if she were coming from a meeting that had gone on longer than expected. She seemed slightly out of breath and excused her lateness with the traffic in the city centre and the time it took to find a parking place. She sat down and smiled. “I’m glad you waited.”

The waitress came. Nadia ordered two pots of coffee and two slices of fruit flan. “Sorry I didn’t ask, but what else can one eat when it’s so hot?”

Susanne nodded. They sat there in silence.

“Well now,” said Nadia after a while, stretching out the words, “where shall we start? I told you my name, wrote it in the letter too, and I’ve found out what you’re called. You don’t want to know anything more about me, but we can still be on first-name terms, can’t we?”

Susanne nodded again. The coffee and cake arrived. The flan was covered with a thick layer of fruit - juicy peach halves, cherries, slices of banana and green grapes. She cut off a piece with her fork, trying not to bolt it down, and waited to hear what Nadia could do for her. But for the moment the woman with her face showed no sign of coming up with an offer. She didn’t like to ask straight out, and no harmless topic of conversation occurred to her.

As Nadia was putting the second piece of cake into her mouth, Susanne noticed her wedding ring. It was slim and almost invisible below a second ring with a showy blue stone that sparkled in the sun. “You’re married, er… Nadia?” she asked hesitantly.

Nadia was chewing and just nodded.

“I’m divorced,” Susanne explained. “Have been for three years now. He married again right away and had a daughter.”

She hadn’t meant to tell her that, just to mention the divorce to make her situation clear, but not that festering wound. His daughter! Dieter had announced the birth of his child with a half-page spread - and a  bombastic message: “In a time when hope has all but vanished, we are delighted to have brought a little ray of sunshine into the world: a child’s smile.” It had sounded as if she were being blamed for failing to bear him the expected messiah - when she would have loved to have a child while she was still married.

“How long were you married, Susanne?” Nadia asked. The name came quite naturally.

“Seven years.”

“That’s too long just to smile and say thank you for a kick up the backside,” Nadia declared. “But some men are desperate to become fathers and if you don’t go along with it, or can’t, they give you the heave-ho.”

Susanne said nothing to disabuse Nadia of her belief that her cupboard was bare. Perhaps it was. Since the divorce her periods had been very irregular. Often there was nothing for months. But without a husband there was no point in worrying about it, and without health insurance nothing she could do about it anyway.

Nadia explained briefly that she had been more fortunate in her husband. He wasn’t interested in having a family. With that she passed on to the next topic and asked Susanne about her parents. It was, she said, making a joke of it, to rule out the possibility that they were related after all, even if at twenty-seven removes. Their excavations got them as far as their great-grandparents. All Susanne knew of hers was that they were honest, respectable people. She had no uncles and aunts at all.

The conversation was taking a course that was unlikely to fulfil her expectations. Bearing in mind Susanne’s declaration that she didn’t want to know who she was, Nadia told her neither with whom or how long she’d been married, nor where she lived or what her work was.

It must have been lucrative. Everything about Nadia screamed money. The ostentatious ring, the gold lighter and the cigarette case she held out to her when they’d finished their cake. She declined.

“So you don’t smoke then,” Nadia observed, almost with a note of envy. “How do you do it? Lord knows how often I’ve tried to give it up.”

“By never starting,” she said.

Nadia smoked three cigarettes with her second cup of coffee. Then she waved the waitress over, paid and left a generous tip. For a few seconds  the sight of her bulging wallet left Susanne floundering in a welter of contradictory emotions, a revolting mixture of greed, envy and shame.

“You’ve still got some time, I hope?” Nadia asked. “I thought we’d go for a little drive in the country. We can talk without being overheard there.” She sketched a nod in the direction of two old ladies who appeared to be holding a whispered conversation about them. Time was the one thing Susanne had plenty of. A drive in the country sounded nice. And to talk without being overheard sounded promising.

The car for which Nadia had spent so long finding a parking place turned out to be an extremely manoeuvrable vehicle that could squeeze into small spaces: a white Porsche. Susanne settled as comfortably as she could into the passenger seat and scrutinized Nadia’s face with surreptitious sidelong glances. It was a strange feeling, as if she were sitting beside herself. She hadn’t felt it so strongly in the café. In the confines of the car it became overpowering and oppressive.

Stuck to the dashboard was a tiny frame with the photo of a man’s face. He was laughing. A nice guy, in his mid-twenties, Susanne guessed. Blond hair blowing in the wind, a straight nose, thin lips. The photo was too small to make out any more details.

“Your husband?” she asked, assuming it was an old photo.

And Nadia said, “Who else? It was taken two months ago, since then he’s had his hair cut. He only goes round with a mop like that during the holidays. Do you like sailing?”

Susanne shrugged her shoulders and swallowed. Two months ago, on a sailing boat! A sailing boat?! A boat wasn’t Nadia Trenkler’s style. A white yacht, that was it, with Nadia lying on the deck and the man oiling her back.

After a good hour’s drive they stopped at a little car park where a path led off into the woods. Nadia picked up her handbag and document case from the back seat and took both on the walk with her.

Then they strolled through green-filtered shade. Bit by bit Susanne spread out her whole life along the dry pathway, adopting Nadia’s tone of voice, though without noticing it herself. Her initial monosyllabic answers soon gave way to fluent candour. At the back of her mind she was still hoping for a job offer, but apart from that it did her good, after all the lies of the previous months, to talk to someone about the way things really were.
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She’d had a good start in life: loving parents, good marks at school, good reports during training as a bank clerk and during her first years at work. Her father was proud of her and already saw her as a branch manager. Now and then she dreamed of getting married and having children.

She’d not been short of admirers. At twenty-four she met Dieter Lasko. He was working for the local paper and hardly earning enough to pay for more than the bare necessities. When they went out together she’d picked up the tab. Three years later they got married, moving in with his mother. And that was the beginning of the end.

Naturally it wasn’t all Dieter’s fault. A year after they were married she gave up her job after a bank robbery, which, it turned out, had been carried out with a toy gun. It would have been the right time to have a child. But it was not to be. Her mother-in-law became bedridden following a stroke and, shortly afterwards, Dieter started going to international trouble spots as a freelance journalist. It was probably preferable to the running battles at home.

For six years she’d looked after the house and garden, and taken her mother-in-law on fictional journeys to the castles of princes who regularly fell in love with their chambermaids. Dieter, meanwhile, had seen a war-torn world from the front line, and on his rare trips home he found she was becoming more and more of a cabbage.

By the time his mother died, they had nothing to say to each other. Dieter had found another woman in one of the trouble spots: Ramie, a translator, twenty-four and already pregnant with his child when he brought her home. Susanne was thirty-four, without children and convinced that after six years she’d fully got over the trauma of the bank robbery.

At this point Nadia gave a snort of contempt and said, “Parasites, that’s what they are. Let their wife finance them while they launch themselves on a high-flying career, then take her for every penny.”

“No, it wasn’t like that,” Susanne protested.

“But you said he was a freelance journalist,” Nadia insisted. “You had to support him financially when he wasn’t working.”

“No,” she said. She’d told the man doing the opinion poll something like that but had forgotten it by now. “For a start I had no income of my  own. He even voluntarily paid a lump sum so I could get a flat in the city and furnish it.”

“He did, did he?” said Nadia. “And you haven’t seen him since your divorce?”

She shook her head.

“No other contact? Not even an occasional telephone call?”

“I haven’t got a telephone. And we wouldn’t have any more to say to each other than we did three years ago.”

Nadia nodded thoughtfully but said nothing more. After a few seconds Susanne went on with her story. After the divorce she’d applied for a job with her former employer - with her heart in her mouth and a shot of schnapps in her belly. Her father had sworn by schnapps in stressful situations. It worked for her as well. She was taken on - for three months.

The first month was taken up with familiarizing herself with the changes that had taken place over the years. Everything in the bank was done by computer now, but she could cope with that - more or less. In the second month she was already working at the counter. At times she was nervous, watching the door rather than what she was doing. Twice some money was missing at the end of the day. The second time it was a significant sum.

The manager agreed with her that the five thousand marks she’d recorded as paid in must in fact have been a withdrawal. She’d presumably pressed the wrong key. They relied on the honesty of the customer, unfortunately in vain. She’d had to make good the loss. The money was to be deducted in three instalments from her salary. But it never came to that.

She was transferred from the counter to the customer-service desk. One Thursday she went down to the basement with a middle-aged man called Schrag. He came regularly on Thursdays in the late afternoon to deposit something or take something out.

Herr Schrag ran a small electrical business from which he barely made a living. His accounts made grim reading. Whether things looked any better in his deposit box, no one knew. On that particular Thursday he came back from his deposit box with a brown envelope, which he put in his inside jacket pocket. Then he followed her up into the main hall.

Pale-faced, the cashier was emptying the tills. The manager and two of her colleagues were standing by their desks, hands raised, and beside the manager stood a figure like the one who’d put the fear of death into her all those years ago with a plastic toy. She wasn’t going to put up with that again.

Herr Schrag stared at the masked man and opened his mouth, but all that came out was a groan as he clasped his hands to the left side of his chest. Not for one second did she think of the envelope in his jacket pocket, only of her father’s sudden death. Ignoring the gun, which she assumed was as harmless as the previous one, she placed herself in front of Herr Schrag and pushed him backwards to the exit. The masked man waved his gun around wildly. “For God’s sake, Frau Lasko,” the manager cried, “don’t do anything stupid.”

“Don’t worry,” she shouted back, “it’s not a real one. I’ve been here before.”

The manager believed her and hit the masked man’s outstretched arm. Then everything seemed to happen at once. She heard a bang, saw a red stain appear on the manager’s shirt and rapidly spread, heard a piercing cry from the cashier and saw the look of disbelief on the manager’s face as he grasped his wounded shoulder. Then the gun was pointing at her. Herr Schrag was uninjured because she fell on top of him when the masked man—

“Don’t tell me he shot at you,” Nadia broke in, breathless and horrified.

“No.” He’d tried, but after the first shot the pistol must have jammed. The masked man had knocked her to the ground with a punch, dragged her along with him, shoved her into a car, drove her to a disused factory, aimed and pressed the trigger twice, to no effect, then in his fury hit her again and again with the butt of the gun, hissing, “If you move, you’re dead.”

Of course she moved - after he’d gone. For a long time - it was two whole days - she crawled round among rubble and debris with a fractured skull and a raging headache, unable to find a way out. Eventually there was someone bending over her. She thought it was the masked man who’d returned. But it was only a dosser who’d come to spend the night in the disused factory and happened to trip over her. Since then she was incapable of working as a bank clerk; just the thought of having to go into a bank set off palpitations…

What happened next she recounted only reluctantly. It didn’t reflect very well on her. She passed over her job with the insurance firm, which she’d messed up because of her lack of IT expertise. It had only lasted three weeks anyway. She went straight on to the two years she’d spent working for Herr Schrag.

The old man felt he owed her something and, on closer inspection, his business turned out to be flourishing. So far his wife had done the office work, but now she had fallen ill and he needed someone he could trust to replace her; the only requirement was the ability to use a typewriter. He didn’t give her a contract, they just shook hands on it. There were five others Herr Schrag employed on the same basis; the only ones in regular employment were two electricians.

She got two thousand marks a month, net, cash in hand. When the new currency came in, it was converted exactly into euros. She could survive on that - without health insurance, that would have swallowed up half her income. But apart from a headache following physical exertion she’d felt she was generally in good health and preferred to put something aside for a rainy day.

Given the ailing state of government finances, Herr Schrag felt it made more sense for each individual to take personal responsibility in providing for their old age. Private clients - as most of Herr Schrag’s were - could pay in cash and enjoy a discount to the value of the VAT. It was from these cash payments that Susanne and the five other freelancers were paid. What was left disappeared into one of the envelopes for which she had risked her neck.

Herr Schrag had a courier who took each instalment of his retirement fund out of the country. And his trust in her was absolute until the courier turned up in January of that year. His name was Röhrler. How often this Röhrler had appeared at Schrag’s on a Thursday evening to pick up an envelope she had no idea. In January he didn’t arrive until Friday lunchtime, because his car had broken down.

He gaped when he saw her. “What are you doing here?” he asked, astonished, then a grin spread over his face. “You’ve come down in the world and no mistake. But that’s what happens when you get caught with your fingers in the till. It’s the beginning of a slippery slope.”

It had never occurred to her that Röhrler could be mistaking her for someone else. It didn’t even now, when she told Nadia about it, because  she’d got it into her head that he must have read about her in the paper. After the second hold-up, while she was still crawling round in the disused factory, a very unfavourable, almost libellous report about her had appeared in the newspaper - together with a photo. The two times there’d been a deficit in her till were mentioned, together with speculation that she might have been in cahoots with the robber in order to conceal the fact that she had embezzled money. Later they had had to print an apology but probably no one had noticed it. She wanted to explain this to him, but before she had the chance Herr Schrag appeared. And Röhrler told him she’d lined her own pockets while working for the bank.

Nadia stared impassively at the path in front as Susanne repeated Röhrler’s words. “It was a simple error,” she assured her. “I wouldn’t have risked my job for a few thousand marks.”

“That’s OK,” said Nadia soothingly. “You don’t have to justify yourself to me. How did Schrag react?”

“He threw me out.”

Nadia shook her head, uncomprehending. “And you let him do that to you? In your place I’d have said, ‘OK, Herr Schrag, I’m not going to insist on continuing to work for you. From now on I’ll get three thousand a month and if you pay up punctually, you’ll see how good I am at keeping secrets.’ ”

Susanne said nothing. The idea of blackmail had never occurred to her. Nadia gave her a thoughtful sidelong glance. “And what have you lived on since then?”

She came close to admitting the truth, but she couldn’t bring herself to say, “By stealing from my mother.” Instead she said, “I had some money saved up.”

Nadia looked up at the treetops. Above them the sky was still a rich, deep blue. “Let’s go back,” she suggested. She had not said a word about what she could do for Susanne.

 



Nadia offered to drive her home. Instead, Susanne asked to be taken to a cinema, on the pretext that she wanted to see the late showing. It would have been too embarrassing to have had to ask her, when they reached Kettlerstrasse, “Would you like to come up for a while?”

She got out at the cinema and said, in a voice tinged with disappointment, “It was a nice afternoon.”

Nadia was leaning over the passenger seat to see her on the pavement. “Yes, I thought so too.” She said nothing about their having to do it again. No “See you soon”, just a “Cheerio, then.”

Susanne slammed the door shut. The engine roared and the white sports car overtook two others then disappeared from view, as if Nadia couldn’t wait to put as much distance as possible between her and her poverty-stricken double. Suddenly she felt ashamed of the openness with which she’d told her life story, of the ravenous way she’d eaten the fruit flan, horribly ashamed of the whole afternoon and her wild hopes.

She took her time going home. It was after midnight when she reached the shabby tenement, which she would have so loved to say goodbye to for good. As usual the main door wasn’t locked. Heart-rending groans came from Heller’s flat, accompanied by the crack of a whip and coarse male laughter. She shivered as she went past. She hurried up the last few stairs, locked the door behind her, headed straight for the shower, spent minutes cleaning her teeth and climbed into bed wondering if Nadia was also home by now and what her home looked like.

 



While still awake, she dreamed up a snow-white villa on some coast or other. But the house with the yacht anchored offshore was only her holiday home. For a while she lay on the deck in the sun and got the blond man to rub oil over her, then dived into the sea to cool off. The fact that she couldn’t swim was irrelevant as far as her dream-self was concerned.

When she finally got to sleep, she dreamed of her father. They were sitting at the coffee table having a cosy chat. In the middle of a sentence he clasped his chest and the bewildered look appeared in his eyes. Then he fell forward, dead, dead at just fifty-seven. And she screamed and screamed, unable to stop herself.

At once she was wide awake. She heard the old fridge chuntering to itself, the early train rattling past and, inside her head, Nadia’s voice. It hurt terribly because it looked as if all Nadia Trenkler had wanted from her had been to amuse herself for a few hours, then perhaps go home to have a good laugh with her husband at the tricks Nature could play.

But she was wrong. Only a few days later a further letter from Nadia arrived. This time she wrote: 
Dear Susanne,

I have some things lying around that I don’t really need. Please don’t get me wrong, it’s not jumble. The things are fine, it’s just that I don’t wear them any more. They should fit you. I don’t want to force anything on you and I don’t want you to feel you’re receiving charity. If you don’t want them, all you have to do is say no. Let’s meet at the Opera Café again, Friday, 3 o’clock.

Nadia





It was Thursday already, not much time to think it over. Just one night to sleep on it. Did she want Nadia’s discarded clothes? No. She wanted Nadia’s job, Nadia’s car, Nadia’s money. Nadia’s life.

She spent the afternoon running a scenario though her mind. It started with a walk in the woods and continued with a heavy stick or a stone, a hastily dug grave in the undergrowth followed by an accident with the Porsche. Then she could tell Nadia’s husband she was suffering from total amnesia and apply for a divorce soon afterwards. That would kill two birds with one stone: she wouldn’t have to spend her life arguing with a husband who didn’t want children and she’d have got rid of a car she wasn’t happy with. She hadn’t been at the wheel of a car for years and a Porsche wasn’t the best model to start on.

She was a little late on Friday because Heller intercepted her on the stairs. He stood on the first-floor landing, blocking her way, and asked with a lewd grin on his face whether she didn’t fancy a real man after her two toy boys. He insisted on assuming Johannes Herzog was her lover. Watching from his window, he’d often seen her get into his BMW on Sunday afternoons.

She tried to get past. He grabbed her arm, tight, and brought his face close up to hers. As usual he stank of sweat and beer, and hissed his usual obscenities, spraying her cheek with drops of spittle that made her feel sick.

She insisted he let go of her, telling him she had an appointment and was in a hurry. Furious, he told her she was one of those women who went round with their noses in the air, as if they didn’t leave the same kind of crap in the shithouse as other people. “I’ll have you some day, don’t you worry,” he said.

After that threat he let go of her arm, jerked his thumb in the direction of the main door and told her to get on her way, the boy had already been waiting a while. “I only came out to congratulate you. Unlike the midget  with the clapped-out BMW, the one out there really is something to write home about. But don’t let your hopes run away with you. The boy knows you’ve got two irons in the fire.”

She’d no idea which boy he was talking about and told him so. Heller thought for a moment and said it was Friday that he’d seen the young man at her door. She realized he was assuming the man from the opinion poll was her lover. When she explained his mistake he tapped his forehead.

“You can’t fool me. Opinion poll my arse! He didn’t poll any opinions from me. You were the only one he went to see, and I bet it wasn’t the only time. I saw him on Sunday as well. You’d just left with the other guy in the BMW and that’s what I told him. Since then the MG’s been driving round and round the area all the time.”

Before she could reply, a door opened on the third floor and Jasmin Toppler came down the stairs. Heller stepped to one side to let her past and she grasped the opportunity to follow her next-door neighbour to the ground floor.

Heller’s claims had disturbed her a little. As casually as she could, she asked Jasmin what an MG looked like and whether she’d also been visited by an opinion pollster. She knew Jasmin had been out on the Friday at the end of July, but if it was an important poll the young man would presumably have come again on the Sunday in order to interview occupants of the tenement who were in employment.

Jasmin explained that she always went out on Sundays and that pollsters didn’t come at the weekend. At the door Jasmin stopped. “If you’re worried about it, ask around in the building.”

She wasn’t worried, she said. And it would look ridiculous to go round knocking at the doors of people she didn’t know just because of what Heller had said. It would give the impression she had a persecution complex, but for the life of her she couldn’t think who might be persecuting her, unless it was Heller himself. With a laugh, Jasmin agreed. There was only one way of dealing with Heller, she said, and that was a quick knee in the groin. With that she went to her motorbike.

She stayed by the front door for a moment and looked along the cars parked on either side of the street. There were quite a lot, most of them fairly old. What an MG would look like she couldn’t say, Jasmin hadn’t answered that question. But she couldn’t see anyone in any of the cars and none started as she set off.
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She hurried off to get to the Opera Café on time. Nadia was already there, but had only been waiting for ten minutes to go by the single cigarette end in the ashtray. This time she was wearing a dark-grey ensemble, which gave the impression she’d just come out of a meeting where a company’s turnover at least as high as the defence budget had been discussed. She was clasping her document case and handbag in her lap.

Scarcely had Susanne arrived than Nadia stood up. “Do you mind if we go straight to the car? I haven’t much time anyway, and I left my laptop in the boot. Breaking it open’s a piece of cake and the data’s irreplaceable.”

She shook her head and followed Nadia. The Porsche was in a nearby multi-storey car park. There was a suitcase on the passenger seat. Nadia opened it and showed her the things she didn’t need any more. The light-grey pinstripe suit wasn’t among them, but they were good clothes, expensive clothes in very good condition. Skirts, trousers, blouses, two blazers. All in shades of blue or grey, except one white blouse. If she had Nadia’s money, she’d dress quite differently. On the other hand, they were precisely the kind of things a successful businesswoman would wear. She hadn’t worn brightly coloured dresses when she’d worked in the bank either. She didn’t bother trying them on in the car park, just slipped her feet into the two pairs of shoes Nadia picked up from the floor of the car. They fitted as if they were made to measure. “Thanks,” she said, “I’m pleased to have them.”

“You don’t exactly look pleased,” Nadia commented, leaning back against the car and surveying her thoughtfully. “But I can understand that. I’ve been asking myself what I would feel like in your situation. I almost got kicked out myself after Michael’s career took off.”

So it was Michael. Susanne glanced at the photo on the dashboard. The photo of the blond man was still there.

Nadia rummaged round in her handbag for her cigarette case. After she’d lighted the cigarette, she went on, hesitantly, as if she wasn’t sure whether Susanne wanted to hear more about her life or not. They had a lot more in common than face and figure, Nadia said. “What you told me could have been the story of my life.”

Nadia had also trained in banking and until two years ago had worked for a private bank in Düsseldorf. She didn’t have a mother-in-law who needed looking after, just a husband who was earning nothing during the first years of their marriage.

“Michael was still a student when we got married,” she said. “When he finally graduated, he didn’t find the right job immediately. And when he did, I was still earning three times as much as him. Until…”

When Nadia broke off, Susanne completed the sentence for her: “Until there was a hold-up at the bank.”

Nadia gave a pained smile. “Nothing so dramatic. I just thought I’d been on the treadmill for long enough. Michael’s career was going places and I wanted to take more time for myself and for him. And with more time I quickly found out that he was sleeping with one of his little laboratory mice.”

For a brief moment Susanne wondered whether to ask about Nadia’s further career. She must have found another job by now - the document case and what she had told her about the laptop with its irreplaceable data indicated that. But she was shocked by what Nadia had said about her husband. She would never have associated the nice holiday face with infidelity.

“But he didn’t want to marry her and have a child?” she asked, forcing herself to make a joke of it.

Nadia gave a brief and decidedly unamused laugh. “No idea. If he did want to do that, I managed to talk him out of it. Since then we’ve been behaving as if I’m the only one he loves, and I’m too busy to get bored in the evenings.”

“You think he’s still cheating on you?”

Nadia gave another laugh, a mocking laugh this time. “What’s this? Suddenly we are interested after all?” She pouted. “But it’s not worth talking about. I’ve stopped letting it bother me. He’s not the only attractive man around.”

“You’re unfaithful to him as well?”

Nadia’s shrug of the shoulders said everything. “I’m really short of time today, Susanne. We’ll talk another day, OK? Can you manage with the suitcase?”

She nodded. Her thoughts were still on the mutual adultery and the question of why Nadia had not left her unfaithful husband, if she’d  found a replacement. Nadia put the clothes, including the shoes, back in the suitcase, and put it down in front of her. She thanked her again.

“Don’t mention it,” said Nadia. “All you need now is a chic hairstyle. How do you like mine?”

“It’s great.”

“Good,” said Nadia, glancing at her wristwatch. “Hey, I must be off. See you.”

Seconds later the Porsche was gone.

Another trip to the old folks’ home was scheduled for Sunday. Even as she carried the suitcase back through the streets Susanne was wondering what she could wear. Then she was home and trying the clothes on. Her heart missed a beat when her fingers felt the thin piece of paper in one of the blazer pockets. Two hundred euros. With a handwritten note attached by a paper clip: “For the hairdresser.” And she’d assumed it was just a casual remark.

She would certainly have been able to find a hairdresser on the Saturday morning who would have taken her without an appointment, but why spend more money than absolutely necessary? She bought a pair of sharp scissors in the supermarket and some brown tinting lotion. Using the mirror in her tiny bathroom, she first of all cut off most of what she needed to get rid of, then, bending her head as far forward as possible, managed to get a fairly straight edge at the back. Finally she applied the tinting lotion.

At two o’clock on Sunday afternoon she was standing on the edge of the pavement with slightly straggly but dark brown hair. She could hardly wait for Johannes Herzog to arrive, for his look of astonishment and a remark such as, “You’re looking very elegant today.” She did look very elegant in the white blouse, a narrow, dark-blue skirt, a pair of court shoes and, casually draped over her left arm, the blazer which had contained such a momentarily embarrassing surprise.

At half-past two she was still standing on the pavement. Up above, Heller was leaning out of the window pouring forth speculations as to why her toy boy had stood her up and, with obscene suggestions, volunteering to help her pass the time, even the whole afternoon if necessary, so that she wouldn’t know whether she was coming or going. She ignored him, wondering, with a mixture of irritation and concern,  where Johannes could be and whether he’d had an accident. The way he drove that wasn’t impossible.

After a further ten minutes Heller’s abuse was just too much for her. But she wasn’t going to abandon the trip to see her mother. Nadia’s money gave her other possibilities. She went to the station, took the suburban railway and did the last part by bus. From the bus stop it was only eight hundred yards to the old folks’ home.

Agnes Runge was delighted to see her but said it would have been better if she hadn’t come. There was flu in the home, half of the inmates were ill and some had even gone into hospital. That was why Johannes Herzog’s grandmother had told him not to come. Naturally it had not occurred to Johannes to pop over to Susanne’s and tell her. But you couldn’t expect a young man to think of that. And since she didn’t have a telephone - so as not to be disturbed during her weekends, she claimed - her mother hadn’t been able to tell her either. It was easy to lie to Agnes Runge - she wanted to believe all was well with her daughter.

On the way back to the bus stop Susanne was caught in a heavy shower and got soaked to the skin. On the Monday she felt under the weather and spent most of the day in bed, hoping that would nip any flu in the bud. Despite that, she had a cough on Tuesday. It wasn’t so bad as to cause concern, it just gave her a headache, as did any physical exertion since her skull had been fractured.

On Wednesday the cough was worse. She bought some bronchial tea from the chemist’s, drank two cups and went to bed, sweating profusely. Her poor nourishment over the past few months was taking its toll. Sometimes she was sweating so profusely the sheets stuck to her, at others she was so cold the shivers gave her cramp in all her muscles. Every breath she took was a struggle and set off fits of coughing that made her feel as if her head were about to explode. In the evening she remembered she hadn’t checked her post, but she couldn’t face the effort of dragging herself down the stairs.

Shortly after two in the morning she woke from a nightmare in which her mother was standing by an open grave, supported by Johannes Herzog, who was reading the inscriptions on the wreaths out to her. As the coffin was lowered, her mother asked through her tears, “Why did she never say anything?” It was a while before she realized she was lying in bed and not in her coffin.

She had a high temperature. With difficulty she managed to stand up and stagger to the bathroom, where she soaked two towels in cold water and wrapped them round her calves. She placed a third damp towel over her head. And since the tiled floor was so lovely and cool, she spent the rest of the night wedged between the shower and the lavatory. Early in the morning she forced herself to go to the kitchen, made another cup of bronchial tea and drank it in little sips, almost coughing up her lungs as she did so.

All was still quiet in the building, it was only just after five. Heller was presumably sleeping off the effects of the previous evening’s drink. At least at that time in the morning there was hardly any danger of him popping up and exploiting her pitiful state to abuse her in one way or the other. Really she was in no condition to bother with her post, but she had a feeling that sent her down the stairs. And, indeed, one of the familiar envelopes was in her box.

When she got to the couch and unfolded the letter, the clear print was swimming before her eyes. “Dear Susanne,” Nadia wrote, expressing the hope that she had not used the money in the blazer pocket for experiments and reminding her of her first letter and her desire to do something for her. Then came the sentence that suddenly brought everything back into sharp focus: “I may have a job for you. It’s only as a stand-in, but we ought to discuss it.” She suggested they meet in the multi-storey car park where she’d given her the suitcase. Below were day and time: Friday, five o’clock.

 



It was Friday. But it was crazy even to think about setting off for the city centre. She’d stumbled over her own feet going down the stairs and just managed to catch onto the wall to stop herself falling. When she tried to get up off the couch to make herself another cup of bronchial tea in the kitchen, the floor and walls started to sway, forcing her to flop back onto the couch.

It was well after midday when she managed to get to her feet again, staggering so much she knocked the little table, sending it skidding across the floor. One of the legs gave way. Something fell on the floor: a thin, elongated object, thicker at one end. Her vision blurred by fever, she assumed it was a screw. It was a self-assembly table and, not having a screwdriver, she’d put it together using a butter knife. It had always  been a bit wobbly. She left it where it was and dragged herself to the shower.

The cold water washed the tint out of her hair but cleared her head sufficiently for the idea of taking a taxi to occur to her. She thought she could make it as far as the telephone kiosk. There was one close by, round the corner only fifty yards down Kettlerstrasse. Shortly after four she was standing at her wardrobe on shaky legs. She chose a pair of Nadia’s trousers, one of her blouses, the second pair of shoes and the second blazer.

The next fit of coughing came while she was on the stairs. She was close to turning back. But she struggled on determinedly until she reached the street. The humid air made breathing a little easier. She made it as far as the telephone kiosk. Once there, however, she realized that all the effort had been in vain. The receiver had been torn off. It was lying on the metal holders for the phone books, the flex dangling. She leaned against the side of the kiosk and slowly slumped to the floor.

More than half an hour must have gone when a dark-blue Mercedes drove past - as had countless other cars already. In contrast to the others, however, the Mercedes stopped a few yards further on, as if the driver had realized there was a woman squatting on the floor of the kiosk. The Mercedes reversed, stopped. The driver got out, rushed to the kiosk, opened the door, leaned over her and asked, his voice full of concern, “Don’t you feel well?”

He must have been in his late forties, early fifties. Of average height and severely overweight, he was wearing an expensive suit and, on his left hand, a showy signet ring. He didn’t look like a criminal. He stretched out his right hand to help her up. There was no ring on his right hand.

“I wanted to call a taxi,” she mumbled and pointed to the torn-off receiver. “But it’s not working.” That set her coughing again.

“That’s a nasty cold you’ve got,” the man said. “You ought to see the doctor about it.”

“That’s where I was going,” she wheezed as he pulled her up. The man put his hand under her arm to support her.

“I can drive you there,” he said as he helped her out of the kiosk. Hesitating, she looked at the Mercedes. It was one of those models that are out of the reach of ordinary mortals. The man gave her an understanding smile and pulled out a mobile. “I could ring for a taxi.”

“No need,” she whispered, “I’ll go with you.”

She let him assist her into the passenger seat. He got in behind the wheel and gave her an encouraging smile. They reached the city centre just before five. She got out, thanked him and headed for the pedestrian precinct. There were still a few minutes to go. She felt sick. In the last few days she’d had nothing but bronchial tea. She bought a cherry waffle at a snack bar and wolfed it down. After that she felt a little better. Only it didn’t last long.

When she came to she found herself sitting on a concrete slab in a vault, with no idea how she’d got there. At first she thought she was back in the disused factory. It was several minutes before she realized it was just the multi-storey car park. The air was full of exhaust fumes. Her cough got worse. There was a pillar behind the slab of concrete. She leaned back against it and dozed off.

Hours later someone was shaking her shoulder, a hand gave her several gentle slaps. She became aware of a voice. It sounded as if it were coming through cotton wool. “Susanne, for God’s sake wake up.” Nadia’s face, looking worried, appeared in front of her in the murky half-light and didn’t go away when she blinked as hard as she could.

Angrily, Nadia said, “Have you gone out of your mind? You look like death warmed up. What are you doing here?”

Her answer was to cough up the cherry waffle over the concrete floor. Nadia prattled on, something about a lorry blocking two lanes, making it impossible for her to be there on time, and something about an acquaintance who was supposed to tell Susanne. That must have been the man in the Mercedes. But he hadn’t said Nadia had sent him.

Finally Nadia thought of helping her to her feet. Two minutes later they were sitting in the Porsche. Nadia told her off for being so irresponsible with her health. In between fits of coughing, Susanne explained why she couldn’t go to the doctor. At that Nadia gabbled some instructions, finishing with, “That’s no problem. I have private insurance.”

However, she thought it was too risky to find a doctor in the city who took patients without an appointment. “He’d send you straight to the nearest hospital.” What they needed was a good old-fashioned country GP who had confidence in his own skill and knew from experience that there were patients who automatically resisted going into hospital. Nadia knew one like that - she’d last been to see him over a year ago. “He  might be a bit offended because I haven’t been to him for so long, but we needn’t worry about that. We can regard it as a dry run.”

Susanne paid no attention to her last remark, she was fully occupied keeping her cough under control, and the dizzy spells, and her stomach, which was rebelling against Nadia’s driving. Johannes Herzog would have been delighted with such a journey. After a couple of miles on the autobahn there was a stretch along a narrow, twisty country road, where Nadia removed any remaining doubts that her driving skills might not match Johannes’s. Still doing fifty, she roared into a small town, coming screeching to a halt a few yards past a large detached house. A sign beside the door indicated a doctor’s surgery. Dr Peter Reusch.

Nadia took a powder compact and a folding brush out of her handbag and dabbed a little colour on Susanne’s cheeks, after which a bottle of perfume was deployed. Then Nadia took the two rings off her finger, slipped them on Susanne’s and stuck her handbag under her arm. Finally her nimble fingers tweaked Susanne’s hair into something one, with a bit of effort, might call a style, before she asked, “You can manage on your own, can’t you? It won’t work if I go with you.”

It was unreal. In Nadia’s clothes, with Nadia’s rings on her finger and the bag under her arm containing everything that proved Nadia’s identity. A little more lipstick, eye shadow and mascara, her hair freshly dyed and cut by an expert, Nadia’s stud earrings in her ears - and the illusion would have been perfect. But her straggly hair did serve a purpose: a few strands concealed her un-pierced ears.

And on the photo in Nadia’s passport her hair wasn’t so brown. Despite her temperature, that made her feel as if lava were swirling round inside her skull, she still had the presence of mind to check the contents of the wallet. Hidden from Nadia in the Porsche by some tall bushes beside the door, she examined her ID card, passport, driving licence and credit cards. A packet of photos, mostly Polaroids, she ignored.

She did it for no other reason than to be prepared for all eventualities. She was convinced there would be doubts about her identity, which she’d have to counter with the ID card or passport. A woman who has to search though her handbag for her identity papers is not very convincing. Anyway, everyone should know their own address and date of birth. Private patients were bound to be asked where the bill should  be sent. It was a slight shock to discover that Nadia was three years older than her. At the moment it looked the other way round.

After she had replaced everything in the wallet and stowed that in the bag, she rang the bell. A middle-aged woman opened the door, her questioning look immediately changing to one of pure concern. “Frau Trenkler? Good heavens! Peter, come quickly,” she called back into the house.

Peter came. He didn’t look offended. On the contrary, he seemed delighted to see a patient he thought he had lost. Frau Reusch led her to the surgery, where he washed his hands and quickly set about making his diagnosis. Her temperature was over a hundred and four, which gave rise to much shaking of the head and tut-tutting. He filled a syringe, found a suitable vein, then sounded her back, listened, got her to cough and immediately told her to stop - “My God!” While he was doing this, his wife got her file.

All the time alarm bells were ringing inside her head. He’s a doctor, she told herself, he’ll see the fraud as soon as he takes a closer look. But the risk of being unmasked by a doctor who hadn’t seen Nadia Trenkler for a whole year was low. And she didn’t have to talk very much. It was the doctor himself who expressed the thought that she hadn’t come sooner because she hadn’t had the time and wouldn’t now have the time for a stay in hospital. Moreover he was sure, he said, that her smoking hadn’t done her lungs any good. “How many a day is it now? Thirty? Forty?”

He didn’t bother to wait for an answer. With a note of gentle admonition in his voice, he decreed, “For the next few days we’re going to keep off the coffin nails entirely. We’re very close to pneumonia.”

Croaking, she swore she wouldn’t touch a cigarette for the next few days, even weeks. He’d believe that when he saw it, he said, but for the next few days he was trusting her to use her common sense. Asking how her husband was, he wrote a prescription: antibiotics, something to bring her temperature down and something to stabilize her heartbeat. Finally he told her to make sure she spent the whole of the weekend in bed and let her husband pamper her good and proper. Here he wagged his finger and grinned: “But only as far as food and drink are concerned, of course.”

Telling her to come back in a week’s time for a check-up, he accompanied her to the door and peered out into the street. He couldn’t  see much, because of the bushes outside, and certainly not the Porsche. Only at that point did it occur to him to wonder how she’d got there. All she could think of was to murmur, “Michael’s waiting.”

“Then why didn’t he come in?” Peter Reusch asked. She shrugged her shoulders and Reusch told her to give her husband his best wishes.

The door closed and she walked slowly down the path to the street. Her knees were wobbling by the time she reached the car. Nadia leaned across the passenger seat and opened the door, quivering with suspense. “Well?” She dropped into the seat and held out the prescription. “Great,” said Nadia, taking back the rings and handbag. Then she insisted on a detailed report.

They drove back - at roughly the same speed. On the way Nadia stopped at an all-night chemist’s and got Susanne’s prescription. She wanted to know why she had no health insurance and reacted angrily when she heard the reason. “Why didn’t you tell me? Did you think I wouldn’t understand? What does it matter if you take a bit of money from your mother? You’re going to inherit it eventually anyway.”

Shortly after nine the Porsche turned into Kettlerstrasse. Despite her annoyance at Susanne’s lie, Nadia had remained calm and proud of the success of the impersonation. Now she grew nervous. “Can you manage it up the stairs by yourself?”

“Of course.” She felt better already, presumably because of the injection. Even in the car her head had gradually cleared. Nadia’s reproaches hadn’t stopped that, perhaps even helped to stimulate it. But they had reignited the fear that she wouldn’t repeat the offer she’d made in her letter.

“Fine,” said Nadia as she stopped the Porsche in the middle of the street. “Out you get. Make sure the main door doesn’t shut and leave the door to your flat open. Then you can go straight to bed and won’t need to get up again.”

She got out. Hardly had she closed the car door than the Porsche shot off. There was no need to prop the main door open, it hadn’t shut properly for ages anyway. It was fairly quiet in the building and she got to the third floor without encountering anyone. She left the door to her flat ajar and took the first dose of antibiotics. Only then did it occur to her that she hadn’t told Nadia which floor her flat was on.

The tenement had five floors. There was no lift. Despite that, she thought she should go down again, to save Nadia having to check every floor, but now that her vision had cleared, the mess in the flat was all too evident. She quickly tidied up so Nadia wouldn’t think she’d given her clothes to a slattern.

Finally she pushed the little table back into place, straightened the leg that had given way and picked up what she had assumed was a screw. Looking at it more closely, she saw that it wasn’t a screw at all. There was no thread and it was rectangular in section, both the thin, elongated part and the thicker end, which in her feverish state she had taken for the screw head. But it had to be part of the table, there was no other explanation. She tipped the table on its side, knelt down and examined the place where the loose leg was attached.

She was still doing that when Nadia came in. She closed the door behind her and immediately started telling her off: “Are you out of your mind? Why aren’t you in bed? What are you doing down there on the floor?”

Quickly Nadia came over and knelt down beside her. Susanne explained the problem and she took the mystery object from her. She also examined all four table legs and declared, “Whatever it is, it’s broken off. It’s no use any more, I’ll throw it away, OK?”

Saying that, Nadia slipped the object in her pocket and helped her up. Outside an Intercity express hurtled past, closely followed by a local train on the neighbouring track. The windowpanes shook. Nadia started and said, “You get to bed. I have to go, but it won’t be for long and then I’ve got plenty of time. I’ll bring something to eat.”
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