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      It must have been a nightmare. She couldn't breathe, she was drowning in a lake. Gasping for air, she woke up.

      There was something on her nose. And on her mouth. Something warm.

      She tried to sit up, but a weight pressed her down into the mattress—a body.

      Suddenly, she was drenched in sweat. She writhed and reared up.

      A hand on her face pressed her back into the pillow.

      She tried to bite, but the hand was large and left her no room to open her mouth. Stars flashed before her eyes. She kicked her legs. Her heels dug into the mattress.

      Then the hand disappeared and she gasped for air. But immediately something thin and cold wrapped itself around her neck. Metal links cut into her skin. Her windpipe was crushed.

      Everything seemed to be happening in slow motion.

      Her heart was racing. She desperately tried to breathe. She heard herself gasping.

      The hand on her face pressed harder. The chain around her neck almost choked her unconscious.

      It was dark in the room, but red flashes flickered before her eyes.

      Her lungs cramped up, seemed to burst. Her whole body demanded oxygen. Now. Immediately.

      No matter how much she kicked and writhed, she couldn't shake off the body on top of her. With her last ounce of strength, she pushed her hips up. Her lungs felt like they were about to burst. She had to breathe, but she couldn't. She was about to give up. Just drift away into the darkness.

      They say that before you die, you see the most beautiful moments of your life. Or your ancestors. She saw only these red flashes. She was terrified. Mother of God, help me, she pleaded silently.

      A noise? A click?

      Suddenly she was free. The weight on her disappeared. She grabbed her throat. Sweet oxygen flowed into her body. She sucked it in greedily. Gasped.

      ‘Mummy?’ The child's voice was urgent.

      A dark figure pushed her son aside and ran out of the bedroom.

      She continued to gasp for air. Tried to breathe more calmly.

      She grabbed her throat. There was something wet there.

      ‘Mummy?’ Her boy's voice sounded urgent.

      Finally, she could breathe freely, her lungs no longer cramping. She sat up.

      Max was standing by the bed. Light from the corridor streamed into the room through the open door and illuminated his face. His dear, familiar face.

      She took him in her arms and hugged him. She could never leave him.

      ‘Mummy!’ He wriggled free. He pointed his little index finger at his mouth, then at his nose, then with two fingers at his eyes.

      She didn't react. She grabbed her throat again, registering indifferently that blood was sticking to her hand. Oxygen still seemed to be flowing only haltingly to her brain.

      Max ran out. She heard a clattering, then his voice, excited but clear: ‘Please come immediately.’ He gave an address. Her address, her confused brain registered.

      She had to gag, then cough. Her whole body shook.

      Max came back.

      ‘Who... who did you call?’ she managed to say. Her mouth was parched, her throat felt like it was tied shut.

      ‘112.’ He pointed to his face again. ‘One mouth, one nose, two eyes – 112. We learned that at school.’ He stared at her. ‘Mum, you're bleeding.’

      The doorbell rang.

      ‘Ambulancia!’

      She dragged herself to the door, opened it – then her knees gave way.

      Her vision went black.
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      Suzie swiped down on the display with her finger. For a brief moment, the message ‘updating’ popped up. Her heart skipped a beat. Had Torsten replied?

      Then the chat updated. And nothing had changed. Her own message was still there. Right after getting up, she had asked, ‘How are you today?’

      The two ticks were blue.

      Torsten had read her message.

      But he hadn't replied.

      Maybe he was out. Or still working.

      ‘Don't be silly,’ Suzie admonished herself. She closed the app.

      Torsten had a job with fixed hours. He must have been home an hour ago. Enough time to send her a reply.

      Over the past few weeks, they'd fallen into a pattern - a quick 'moin' when they woke up, updates during lunch breaks, and long evening chats with Suzie curled up on the sofa.

      And now this.

      Silence.

      She hadn't heard from him since yesterday afternoon. The last three messages were all from her. Finally, she had asked him that friendly, innocuous question to revive the chat.

      She opened the app again. Two blue ticks, no reply. She knew her behaviour was ridiculous. She had only met the guy once, and they hadn't been able to meet since.

      He had cancelled at the last minute every time, she reminded herself to be honest. With an excuse that – well – could be an excuse, but sounded plausible. His elderly father needed care, there was an emergency at work...

      She closed the app again.

      Just then, her mobile phone rang. She flinched. Then a spark of hope glowed inside her. Was Torsten calling? Did he want to hear her voice instead of chatting?

      But the display flashed a number starting with 00, so the call was from abroad. 0034... What country code was that again? Who did she know abroad? Apart from Irene? Maybe it was spam.

      The ringing stopped, only to start again immediately. Someone was persistent. She pressed the green button: ‘Sunshine Yoga Studio, Suzie here.’

      ‘It's me, Karl, or Carlos.’

      Her brain raced. Then the image of an elderly man wearing white socks and sandals appeared before her eyes. Irene's neighbour. The man with whom she had arranged a money handover to kidnappers last year. Which had failed. And then there was that incident on the beach. The memory made her stomach churn.

      ‘Hello, Carlos,’ she said hesitantly.

      ‘I need your help.’ His dark voice sounded calm but determined. ‘Teresa has disappeared.’

      ‘Teresa? Who is she?’

      ‘A woman from my yoga class. And she's not the only one. Mia's gone too.’ He told a confusing story, the gist of which was that two of the long-standing participants had stopped coming to class.

      ‘Maybe they just don't feel like it anymore.’ In her own yoga studio, turnover was high. Many women underestimated the strength and stamina required for the training. They gave up after a few hours.

      ‘No way,’ Carlos disagreed. ‘They've been doing it for years.’

      ‘And now they've discovered another trendy sport. Pilates or stand-up paddleboarding or...’

      He interrupted her. ‘No, something must have happened. I can't talk about it on the phone. Can you come over?’ He sounded pleading.

      Suzie twirled a bright red curl around her finger.

      ‘Talk to Xavi.’ His father worked for the Catalan police and had helped when Irene was kidnapped.

      ‘It's not a crime, at least I don't have any evidence.’ He hesitated. ‘But something's not right here. You're a woman and you know yoga, so you could...’

      ‘I’ll think about it.’ She didn’t want to refuse outright. But it was complicated. Fortunately, Carlos hadn’t mentioned what had happened on the beach last year.
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      Irene's voice sounded bright and cheerful.

      Suzie found herself missing her friend who’d emigrated to Spain. She would come to Hamburg for a few weeks every winter, at Christmas time. At least, that's what she’d said—but would she really? Irene had found the love of her life in the south.

      ‘You're always welcome here,’ she said now, ‘you can always stay with us, but I'll tell you one thing: leave me out of it.’

      ‘It's not clear what's going on. Carlos gave a few mysterious hints, but he won't say any more on the phone.’

      ‘He just wants to see you again. I'm sure it's just an excuse.’

      Irene didn't know what had happened between her and Carlos on the beach back then. She hadn't even told her old friend Suzie. ‘It sounded serious. He's not a frivolous guy.’ On the contrary, Carlos was one of the most down-to-earth people she knew.

      ‘Then just come over. If you're not sure, his problem will be sorted out quickly and you can enjoy a few days in the sun. By the way, we've finally found a carpenter who's available.’ Irene enthusiastically described her plans for the house she wanted to move into with Pep.

      Suzie listened distractedly, clicking on the chat app. Torsten still hadn't responded. She selected a picture of the Alster that she had taken yesterday while out walking and sent it to him with a greeting. Damn, now the last four messages were from her. That seemed needy. She didn't need a man. She was doing fine on her own.

      ‘How about that?’ asked Irene.

      ‘Er, I didn't catch that. There was some noise on the line.’

      ‘Can you come this weekend? The weather is perfect, 25 degrees. Not too hot and not too cold.’

      Suzie looked out of the window. A grey sky hung over Hamburg, with rain forecast for the next few days. The prospect of sunshine was tempting. Irene lived barely five minutes from the beach.

      Suzie thought of the sea, the endless expanse, the sound of the waves.

      She could actually take a few days off. Her colleague Melina would run the studio on her own; she had learned a lot in the past few months.

      ‘You can take a look at our new house. We're moving soon.’

      ‘Do you need any help?’ Suzie had a sudden thought - she was fitter than Irene and could help carry boxes.

      ‘Thanks, but we've treated ourselves to a removal service. They'll pack everything into boxes, carry it over and unpack it again.’ Irene giggled sheepishly. ‘Luxury, isn't it?’

      Suzie knew how hard her friend had worked all her life. She had achieved everything herself, the hotel, the great flat in Hamburg. Pep must have had to do a lot of persuading if they were now hiring a company to do the move.

      ‘While they're packing, we've planned a trip to the countryside. With wine tasting. You could come with us.’

      Suzie suddenly saw herself crouching in the back seat of a small car while Irene and Pep flirted in the front. Driving through an idyllic landscape as the fifth wheel. And solving Carlos's problems.

      ‘Oh, you know, there's so much to do at Sunshine right now, I can't get away,’ she lied.

      They chatted a little longer, then Irene said, ‘Pep made dinner, I have to go now.’

      No sooner had the call ended than Suzie's mobile phone rang. It was that long number from Spain again. Carlos.

      Suzie decided to reject his calls in future, but pressed the green button. Carlos deserved a personal rejection.

      ‘Something's happened,’ he said instead of a greeting. His voice sounded rushed.

      ‘Before you say anything else, I'm afraid I can't come, the yoga studio...’

      ‘I need you, really. Alba is dead. She was...’ He broke off, sobbing.

      ‘Who is Alba?’

      ‘She teaches our yoga class.’ He paused, started again. ‘She taught... And I found her.
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      Carlos balanced the piece of paper with his left hand and sprinkled tobacco crumbs into it with his right. It had been a long time since he'd rolled one, but today he had to. He could still see the blood in his mind's eye. The stained, sticky floor.

      He’d carelessly stepped into the pool and left a red trail behind him as he rushed towards Alba, hoping to help her. He could still hear the squelching sound his soles made.

      He carefully lifted the leaf with the tobacco to his mouth and licked the gum.

      Fosca watched intently as he rolled the cigarette. The shaggy dog had stayed with him today because Pep and Irene had gone to a wine tasting at a vineyard where dogs weren't allowed. The animal actually belonged to Pep's sister Montse, but she passed it on to someone else as often as possible.

      Carlos raised the hand-rolled cigarette to his mouth, rummaged for a lighter in the kitchen drawer and flicked it open. His hand was shaking. He was used to it; it happened regularly. As always, he ignored it. He awkwardly held the flame to the cigarette and took his first drag. The nicotine flooded his body.

      ‘I need this today,’ he justified himself to Fosca, who grinned and stuck her tongue out. She was probably expecting to go to the beach. ‘I'm afraid I'll have to disappoint you, old girl,’ Carlos grumbled.

      His gaze wandered to the painting of a sailing ship battling its way through the waves. That's how he often felt. His life was like a nutshell on a stormy sea, always going up and down. Marlies had chosen the picture, almost thirty-five years ago, he realised with amazement. And now she had been dead for five years, five years that he had survived with great difficulty. And now Alba was gone, in such a cruel way. Wise Alba, who not only taught yoga but also helped everyone with advice and support.

      He took another drag on his cigarette when the doorbell rang.

      The intercom was broken; he’d meant to fix it yesterday, but then the thing with Alba had happened... He pressed the button and went to his front door to see who was visiting him.

      Two uniformed men trudged up the stairs. The uniforms were those of the Mossos d'Esquadra, the Catalan police, he noticed to his horror.

      Fosca began to growl. She didn't like visitors, especially strangers.

      He shooed her into the bedroom and closed the door behind her, which she acknowledged with indignant barking.

      When he turned around, the two officers were already standing in his flat. A small, portly man and a taller, slender woman. He couldn't very well ask them to leave.

      ‘Karl Winter, is that you?’ The Catalan stumbled over the German name.

      ‘Yes, or Carlos, if you prefer.’ He spoke Spanish, although he knew a few words of Catalan. But he felt more confident in Spanish.

      ‘Ramírez is my name, this is my colleague García.’ The woman nodded to him.

      ‘Please, take a seat. Coffee?’

      ‘No,’ said the man, while the woman replied ‘Yes, please’ at the same time. The two looked at each other.

      Carlos seized the moment and disappeared into the kitchen. While he made three coffees – the policeman may have changed his mind – his mind was racing. He hadn't done anything wrong. There was no room for misunderstanding. He’d gone to see his yoga instructor Alba for a perfectly normal visit. And then... He silently reassured himself that no one could blame him. The police officers surely just wanted to take his statement. He placed three cups on a tray, laid out spoons, added the sugar bowl and a small jug of milk, and returned to the living room.

      The two were silent, apparently absorbed in looking at his pictures.

      To Carlos' relief, Ramírez also reached for a cup. Carlos hoped that having coffee together would put him in a conciliatory mood. Then he told himself once again that he had nothing to fear.

      The man introduced himself and his colleague. ‘Let's get down to business. Why were you at Alba de Noguerra’s yesterday?’

      ‘She didn't come to training and didn't answer her mobile phone, so I wanted to check if anything had happened.’ He immediately regretted saying that. Of course something had happened, the worst thing imaginable. He had expected her to have the flu, to have fallen, to have run out of battery on her mobile phone – he’d unconsciously sought explanations for her absence. He explained how he had found Alba. His words sounded toneless. He would have liked nothing better than to throw the two of them out, go to bed and pull the covers over his head. He knew he couldn't afford to do that.

      ‘First Mia and Teresa disappeared.’ Carlos turned his coffee cup between his hands. He noticed again that they were shaking. A sign of ageing, he hadn't bothered to see a neurologist. But now he didn't dare bring the cup to his mouth. The drink smelled tempting. If the two Mossos saw his trembling hands, they would think he was nervous. And that would be a sure sign that he was guilty.

      ‘Who are Mia and Teresa?’ asked the woman who had been introduced as García. She had deep black eyes and olive-coloured skin.

      Carlos guessed she had Arabic ancestors. Perhaps Moors who had once ruled the south of the country for half a millennium. ‘They're in my yoga class. Or rather, they're not there.’

      The two officers exchanged glances.

      They probably thought he was senile, given how confused he sounded. He started again: ‘I go to a yoga class. Teresa and Mia have been going for two years. But they haven't been for the last three times. I find that strange.’ He looked at the two Mossos, hoping they would agree with him, but saw only stony faces.

      ‘What does this have to do with Alba de Noguerra?’

      ‘Nothing. It's just strange. First they don't show up, then Alba...’ He couldn't get the word out.

      ‘Please tell us what happened yesterday from the beginning.’

      Carlos took a deep breath. ‘Alba leads the class. When she didn't show up on time yesterday, we started with our warm-up exercises and a few asanas, but then we didn't know what to do. She still hadn't arrived.’ He swallowed hard. ‘The others went home, but I went to Alba's to see what was going on.’

      ‘Please describe that in more detail.’

      Carlos explained that he had cycled to Alba's house. He had once taken her home after a party, so he knew her address. Strangely, the door was open. So he had entered the flat and found her dead.

      ‘What did you touch?’

      Carlos tried to remember exactly what he had done. Again and again, the image of the lifeless woman flashed before his eyes.

      He had rushed to Alba, silently praying that she was still alive. It hadn't helped. When he felt for her pulse at her neck, her skin was already cold and waxy to the touch. ‘The door handle. Alba... I looked for a pulse at her neck. But there wasn't one.’

      Carlos sobbed.
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      As soon as the plane landed, Suzie clicked on the chat app. She had put her mobile phone in flight mode during the trip, although she wasn't sure if that was still necessary these days. In any case, she didn't want to cause the pilot's navigation systems to crash just because her mobile phone was emitting some kind of radiation.

      The app showed a spinning wheel: ‘Updating.’

      Suzie adjusted her shoulder bag impatiently.

      The family across the aisle took their time getting their luggage out of the overhead compartments. Backpacks, wheeled suitcases, handbags, stuffed animals...

      Finally, the doors opened and the passengers squeezed through the narrow aisle. At last, Suzie reached the exit, where the flight attendants stood murmuring monotonous farewells.

      She glanced at her mobile phone as she walked down the gangway. The app had updated, but Torsten hadn't replied. Two blue ticks marked her four messages, so he had read them. There was no excuse. He hadn't replied.

      A man bumped into her, apologised and hurried on.

      Suzie put her phone away and followed the signs to baggage claim. Her backpack was one of the first to appear on the conveyor belt. It had been with her for many years. She slung it over her shoulder with practiced ease. No sooner had she passed the gate than Irene rushed towards her and hugged her tightly.

      Over her shoulder, she saw a tall man.

      Pep. He smiled at her.

      Immediately, the events of the past year came flooding back, when they had rescued Irene from the kidnappers. The danger had brought them closer together. Suddenly, Suzie felt at home.

      She broke free from Irene's embrace, took a step back and admired her friend. Irene was slightly tanned, had lightened her brown hair with highlights and was wearing a skirt that flattered her figure. She seemed to glow from within. Spain, or rather Pep, had done her good. ‘You look great!’

      ‘Oh!’ Irene dismissed the compliment.

      Pep kissed Suzie on both cheeks and then urged her to leave.

      They stepped out of the airport building into a bright summer day. The glare blinded Suzie, making her squint. Hadn't Irene told her on the phone to bring sunglasses? She hadn't thought of it in grey Hamburg. She narrowed her eyes. Suddenly she remembered that this wasn't a holiday.

      ‘How's Carlos?’

      ‘He's devastated,’ said Irene. ‘He doesn't want to admit it, but of course it's getting to him. What a terrible story.’

      They had reached the car. Pep stowed her rucksack in the boot.

      Irene folded down the front passenger seat of the small car and motioned for her to get in the back.

      Suzie scrambled into the back seat. A huge, shaggy dog reluctantly made room for her. Then he recognised her and licked her face with his long tongue. ‘Fosca, stop that,’ she said, laughing.

      And then, just as she’d feared, it happened. The journey took about an hour. A full hour during which Irene and Pep flirted with each other. It felt just as awful as Suzie had imagined: she was the fifth wheel.
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      García handed Carlos a handkerchief.

      He blew his nose. How embarrassing to burst into tears in front of the two officers. He took a few deep breaths.

      Luckily, the two officers changed the subject. Ramírez wanted to know, ‘You're from Germany?’

      ‘Yes, I've been living here for a long time, but I've kept my German citizenship.’ Carlos feverishly considered whether this was an advantage for him. Perhaps he could request an interpreter? Or call the consul? He shuddered as he remembered his visit to the consulate in Barcelona to register his car. No, he decided, it was best to keep a low profile here. ‘I could apply for a Spanish passport, but you don't give up your nationality so easily,’ he said, knowing full well how important nationality was to Catalans.

      Ramírez nodded approvingly.

      ‘If you like, we can continue this conversation at the station.’ García looked at him from under long eyelashes. ‘You can have an interpreter and bring a lawyer.’

      Carlos told himself again that he hadn't done anything wrong. He had nothing to worry about. ‘Thank you, but I don't think that's necessary.’ He assumed that the conversation was now turning to formalities. Perhaps he would have to show his passport or his residence papers. He had kept them safe in a locked box. With one quick movement, he could produce them.

      ‘We found some size 43 footprints. Could they be yours?’ García asked kindly.

      ‘Those must be mine.’ Carlos swallowed. It wasn't about formalities after all. The officers had only just begun their interrogation.

      ‘We'd like to take the shoes with us for a comparison test.’

      Carlos was startled.

      García quickly added, ‘Just for form's sake, of course. Could we take the shoes for testing, please?’ The officer smiled.

      ‘I threw the shoes away.’ They were his favourite shoes. They were made of blue canvas. Many older men in Spain wore shoes like that. Not fancy, but comfortable. However, they were unsuitable for visiting a crime scene, as his visit to Alba yesterday had to be called.

      The shoes were soaked with blood. So were his socks. He had stuffed everything into a blue rubbish bag and thrown it into the communal waste container.

      The two officers exchanged glances.

      Carlos felt a chill. They didn't think... Perhaps he would have been better off accepting the offer to go to the police station with a solicitor. Now it was too late. If he broke off the conversation in the middle, he would look even more suspicious.

      ‘Do you think you could get the shoes out of the rubbish? We really need them. Urgently.’

      Urgently? Just a moment ago it had been a mere formality?

      He remembered hearing the rubbish truck this morning when he was half asleep.

      ‘The bins were emptied this morning.’ He raised his hands. ‘Nothing can be done.’

      Again, that look between the two Mossos, which could mean anything or nothing.

      Carlos felt a chill.
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      Irene rinsed two wine glasses and placed them carefully on the shelf, which she had covered with a clean kitchen towel. ‘So, how are you in Hamburg?’

      Suzie stared at her app. Torsten had sent a picture. She tapped the icon hastily. A kiss! Her heart beat faster.

      He’d taken a selfie. With his mouth shaped into a kiss, he held his open palm under his chin as if he wanted to blow her a kiss. A kiss in the air!

      ‘So, how are things in Hamburg?’ Irene looked over her shoulder curiously. ‘Oh, your new boyfriend?’

      ‘Not exactly.’ Suzie hadn't quite composed herself yet. Until now, they’d only chatted about everyday things, but now Torsten was sending her a flying kiss. She wished she was back home and could see him. Then she remembered he’d cancelled their last date ten minutes earlier. She had spent an hour finding the right outfit, putting on her make-up and choosing the right perfume. Feminine, but not too heavy. She’d felt like an idiot when the message arrived saying that Torsten had an urgent job to do. He always talked about emergency services. She imagined he worked as a surgeon, but had never asked to avoid seeming intrusive.

      Irene interrupted her thoughts. ‘Looks handsome. How old is he?’

      Her friend had, of course, noticed at first glance that Torsten was younger. Much younger. Suzie pulled herself together. They were just chatting, it was a harmless acquaintance. Or was it? After all, Torsten had sent her a kiss. He had sensually curved lips. What would they feel like?

      Irene looked at her expectantly.

      She’d asked a question, hadn't she? Then she remembered. His age. That's right, Irene had asked about his age. ‘Early forties,’ she said vaguely. To be precise, Torsten was twelve years younger than her.

      ‘Congratulations on your new happiness,’ said Irene. She grabbed the wine glasses and dried them carefully. She held them up to the window to check for any streaks in the light. As a hotel owner, she was meticulous about such things.

      ‘Oh, we're just friends,’ Suzie replied. She definitely didn't want to discuss this strange relationship, no, not a relationship... this acquaintance with Torsten, even if Irene's comment was well-intentioned. So she looked for another topic. ‘How's your hotel doing?’

      ‘It's been awarded! We won a prize for our new climate-friendly concept.’

      Suzie thought of the argument Irene had had with her daughter last year about the vegan breakfast options. The modern concept of the younger generation had apparently proven itself.

      Irene continued, ‘But tell me more about this nice young man. How did you meet?’

      Suzie wanted to scream out loud. She didn't want to discuss her non-existent love life. Irene was kind-hearted and only wanted the best for her, and maybe a little bit of gossip. But the situation with Torsten was so complicated that she couldn't explain it. She glanced at her mobile phone but didn't dare check the chat again. She was here to chat with Irene. After all, they hadn't seen each other in person for months.

      ‘Over the internet,’ she replied vaguely.

      ‘Oh, have you joined one of those dating sites? I didn't think you needed that.’ Irene put her hand over her mouth. ‘Sorry, I didn't mean it the way it sounded. I just wanted to say that you always seemed to meet people easily.’

      Just say I'm a slut, Suzie thought. She fell in love quickly, but had been disappointed time and time again. Many people thought she slept around with random men, but that wasn't true. On the other hand, she wasn't as steady as Irene. She explained calmly, ‘It wasn't a dating site, just a chat forum with information about long-distance travel. I wanted some tips on cheap flights to India. Somehow, we got talking.’
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