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			For you, Papa.

			For your humour and your strength.

			You are Iron Man.

		

	
		
			

			The power of fantasy can be comforting.

			Or deadly.
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			Prologue

			It’s a Thursday when Ann dies – the most miserable of deaths. She lies on her back, her legs stiffly outstretched, pressing her trembling hands to the gaping wound in her chest. The men have removed her heart; they just cut it from her body and took it with them. She wants to scream but can’t, as other sounds are coming from her throat: gurgling, wheezing. Lights explode on her retina – it’s a strain, such a terrible strain, and she just wishes it were over; she can’t cope anymore. And so she lets go, she falls, closes her eyes, ready . . . Behind her closed eyes, it’s a better place. There the sun glistens, the sky is blue and she sits on her father’s shoulders, waving her arms around as if she could fly. It’s long in the past – she’s seven and Dad calls her his ‘Beetle’. He holds her tightly and securely by the legs; she doesn’t have to worry, not anymore.

			So this is what it’s like, she tells herself. This is death.

			And it can happen so quickly.

			 

			A moment ago this Thursday was just a Thursday. They were waiting for their dinner, a pizza delivery from Casa Mamma. Dad had put some music on, a Lou Reed record from the 1970s, before Ann was born. A time when her father was young, reckless and foolish. She would grin when he said such things. Dad, foolish? Never! How preposterous was that? But all the same she liked the record, which he must have played more often than any other; it was a backdrop to Ann’s childhood. Wood was crackling in the fire and it smelled as if Dad had lit it with paper. Ann hated this smoky tang with its hint of acute danger. As if the entire house could go up in flames at any moment.

			‘Where’s our dinner?’ came the typical whinge from Ann, which Dad poked fun at.

			‘While we’re waiting, why don’t you make yourself useful and fetch some more logs?’ he said, handing her the wood basket. Ann pulled a face. When she was hungry, she wasn’t in the mood for banter.

			In the garden, November had created shapes that looked even stranger in the shadowy glow of the terrace lamps. The bushes, bent under the weight of the snow like hunched old ladies, seemed to be heading for the mountain beneath which her old trampoline was hiding. Ann trudged over to the woodshed, tossed a few logs into the basket and returned to the house.

			That was when the dying began.

			First the light shooting through the window from the other side of the house, the front. Blue circles suddenly dancing in the room. Ann, standing there in bewilderment with the basket, and her father, joking about their pizzas now being delivered express by the emergency services – the restaurant must have sensed how distraught his Beetle got when she was hungry.

			But then . . .

			The front door bursting open and the men storming in. Throwing themselves on Dad and wrestling him to the ground. There must have been a whole lot of shouting because Ann saw wide-­open mouths. But she heard nothing; all of them were bellowing silently under the high-­pitched tone that filled her head like tinnitus. The men yanked her father, yanked him to his feet, yanked him towards the door. Ann clutched her wood basket. She saw Dad flounder backwards and turn to her. His utterly empty face. Then they took him away, out into the night. Two of the men stayed inside the house, trying to explain to her what had just happened. Their words sliced into Ann’s chest, gouging deeper and deeper until they finally reached her heart. She fainted. The basket fell to the floor. The thudding of logs was followed by the clunk of her skull. Ann’s body began to convulse, to twitch; she wheezed, whimpered, and it felt really bad until she got here: the world behind her closed eyelids, where her heart is still intact, where it’s summer and with Dad’s help she can fly. She’s seven years old, his ‘Beetle’, and Lou Reed is singing about a perfect day.

			‘We need a paramedic!’ An unfamiliar voice cuts in from somewhere, getting louder. It orders Ann to breathe: breathe in on one, out on two, and to stay calm, as calm as possible.

			‘Here, the asthma spray!’

			She feels her head being moved. Rough fingers force open her mouth and push something hard inside. Her throat turns cold, her chest relaxes. Sluggishly she opens her eyes. Someone is bending over her.

			‘It’s good to have you back,’ the happy fool says. He has no idea of hell.

		

	
		
			 

			New lead in Berlin Ribbon Murders case:

			55-­year-­old arrested after thirteen-­year manhunt

			 

			Berlin (JW) – On Thursday evening a 55-­year-­old man was arrested in relation to the series of dramatic murders dating back to 2004. The man is suspected of having abducted the victims, whose ages range from 6 to 10, taking them to various remote locations in the vicinity of Berlin and then killing them. The suspect left red ribbons to ensure the bodies were found. Most recently, the body of schoolgirl Sophie K. (7) was discovered in a cabin in Königswald. The week before, the girl had been kidnapped from a playground in Berlin-­Schmargendorf. The police revealed that a witness statement led them to the 55-­year-­old.

		

	
		
			Ann

			Berlin, 24 December 2017 (Six weeks later)

			It’s as if the city has been cleared out; I can’t see a single car or person, not even a stray dog. The shop windows are black, the entrances obstructed by roller shutters. Berlin is dead, everything is. Except for me. The last survivor, the only person left after the end of the world. Only me and Berlin and the festive lighting hanging everywhere, which flashes deceptively in rhythm, as if the city did have a heartbeat, after all, a last hint of life.

			I’m in a hurry; my steps are rapid and ungainly. Slush splashes up to my knees. So what? My trousers ought to have been washed a while ago. I used to be vain, but that’s in the past now. Zoe changed the locks to our flat and just left a small travel bag for me on the landing. From time to time I imagine her sitting at uni in my dark red velvet jeans or wearing my golden sequin top on a date. It’s okay, or, as Saskia E.’s father recently said in an interview: The pain threshold shifts. At some point, things that used to hurt like a flesh wound only feel like a scratch. Saskia E. was victim number seven, murdered three years ago at Christmas 2014.

			I quicken my pace, chasing away shadows and footsteps that aren’t there. Sometimes there’s a splash of blood instead of snow. Saskia’s father was right about this too: Inevitably you go a bit mad. He does the rounds of the media as a distraction. I have a distraction too, but it’s work. Although I’ve no idea who’s going to drift into a grubby fast-­food joint like Big Murphy’s today of all days – they would have to be very, very lonely. The truth is, the city isn’t dead. It’s still alive, of course, and how. It has merely withdrawn into its warm, lovingly decorated sitting rooms. It’s sitting at tables laden with food, folded napkins and the best cutlery. It’s giving each other presents and revelling in eyes that light up. It’s happy, this city, and the only ones left out today are those at the very bottom. It’s Sunday. And Christmas Eve.

			 

			‘There you are! Finally!’ Behind the till Antony flails his arms about. He’s Cuban, just turned twenty-­one, and he’s been in Berlin for two years all on his own, without his parents or four siblings who still live in Moa, an industrial city on the north-­east coast of Cuba. He needs the money he earns at Big Murphy’s to finance his studies and his room, but most of all for the transfers he sends home every month via Western Union.

			I close the glass door behind me and look around. A single table is occupied, by an old man whose face appears to be nothing but eyes and a beard. He’s wearing a dirty brown coat, and as he bites into a floppy burger, I can see fingerless gloves full of holes. Ketchup drips out of the bun like thick, red tears.

			‘Yes, thank God, given the rush on here,’ I mutter as I wander past him and into the changing room.

			My uniform consists of a short-­sleeved, green polyester shirt and brown trousers that open at the sides: ventilation slits. You come to appreciate them when, in the cramped kitchen, oil at 180 degrees is bubbling in five deep fat fryers at once.

			It’s not the best job in the world, but it was almost criminally easy to get. No written application, no references, no CV. Just a phone call and the next day a job interview using my dead mother’s maiden name. The manageress liked me at once; I came across as uncomplicated. Working hours, overtime, even the salary: I didn’t care. All that interested me was having my wages paid in cash. And that was fine so long as I signed for it. After some rudimentary training in hygiene, infection control and accident prevention, I was shown the ropes.

			Today there are only three of us here: Antony, who’s looking after the till and the drinks; Michelle, who’s preparing the burgers in the kitchen; and me, who right now is helping her, because nobody’s coming to the drive-­in that I’m responsible for. Of course not: it’s Christmas Eve.

			‘You all right, Ann? You’re so quiet today.’ Dear, sweet, simple Michelle. How concerned she sounds. She’s in her mid-­forties, her hair dyed a yellowish colour, and she’s always plastered with make-­up, which at the start of her shift makes her look at least five years younger, but later, when it has gathered in the wrinkles around her eyes, has the opposite effect.

			‘Sure, everything’s fine,’ I say, for no reason poking my finger into the container with the tomatoes.

			Michelle nudges me in the side to cheer me up. ‘I find Christmas depressing too, if that’s what’s bothering you. For three whole days, everyone behaving as if all was right with the world. Peace, love and light a candle. Yeah, right.’ Michelle is a single mother of two teenage boys and a grown-­up daughter. Her eldest hasn’t celebrated Christmas with her for years, and the boys are with their father this year. ‘What about yours?’

			She means my daughter. I’d called her Diana, because I couldn’t think of anything better when I was put on the spot. Diana, after the Roman goddess of hunting – not, as Michelle thinks, after the dead princess. But basically it doesn’t matter what my daughter’s called. She happened when I was eighteen, happy-­go-­lucky and naïve, one of those silly young girls who’s just careless. Now I’m twenty-­four and I have to earn money for her, just as everyone here at Big Murphy’s has to earn money for someone. All I say is, ‘With her father too,’ and fiddle with the tomatoes again. I don’t want to look at Michelle.

			‘What are you giving her?’ is the next question, and the first thing that comes to mind is: ‘A trampoline.’

			 

			Just like the trampoline I got for Christmas when I was Diana’s age. The box the frame came in was brown, and so huge that it would have needed several rolls of paper to wrap it up. So my father simply tied a large red ribbon around it. As soon as it was spring and the sun had sucked up the last of the dampness the snow had left in the soil, he would construct it in the garden with his fingers that were all thumbs, the touching clumsiness of an academic. He would position it so that when he sat at the desk in his study he only had to peer out of the window to see me jumping. I liked my present, I really did. But then, in the depths of winter, I couldn’t do anything with it. So I asked him to take the metal rods out of the box, then I climbed in and put the lid on. My father found this interesting, astonishing, strange. With that look of his which reflects his need to analyse everything, he asked me what was going through my head when I lay in my box, as quiet as a mouse, perfectly still and with my eyes closed. He thought it might have something to do with my mother. And that I was trying to find out what it was like to lie in a coffin.

			‘But Dad,’ I countered, ‘this isn’t a coffin. It’s just a box and I’m lying in it.’

			 

			‘Great!’ Michelle looks really excited, then a second later her face assumes a touch of sadness. I know she’s worried her sons might take after their father, who’s already twice served time for assault. ‘Enjoy it while Diana’s still young.’ Sighing, she wipes her sweaty brow with the back of her hand. ‘The moment they get to twelve, they don’t want to know you anymore and start stealing from your purse to buy weed.’ When she takes her hand away from her face I see brown streaks and her left eyebrow is slightly paler than before. Now she’s laughing again, like she always does when she realises that frying oil is the best make-­up remover. But maybe she’s also laughing to hold back the tears. I know the feeling, but I’m ashamed nonetheless. So many lies. Perhaps Michelle would understand if I explained. Perhaps she wouldn’t judge me; she is a good person, after all. On the other hand, that’s what I thought of Zoe too.

			‘Earth to Ann. Ann, come in, please!’ Putting on a voice, Michelle speaks into her fist as if it were a radio. I suppose that’s what mums are like. When their children are young they get used to doing silly things they never grow out of.

			‘Sorry, I was lost in thought.’

			‘I noticed.’ Grinning, she points to the monitor showing the pictures from the drive-­in. A car has just pulled up. ‘Customers.’

			I hurriedly slip on the headset and take a deep breath before pressing the button that connects the microphone to the intercom outside.

			‘Happy Christmas and a warm welcome to Big Murphy’s Burgers and Fries.’ I can’t believe how friendly I sound, how unfazed. It seems that, like my headset, I’ve also got a button, an inner button, that switches me into a different mode if I press it hard enough. You just function, Saskia E.’s father said in the newspaper, and he’s right.

			‘May I have your order, please?’

			I can only hear static at first.

			‘Hello?’

			Puzzled, I stick my head out of the window. The intercom is five or six metres away. Only when customers have given their order do they move up to the serving window. From this distance, however, all I see is the silhouette of a car, its headlights stamping two bright circles in the late afternoon darkness.

			The static goes silent and a man’s voice crackles, ‘You didn’t really think you’d get away from me that easily, did you?’

			 

			Frite. (Ann, 7 years old)

			a frite is like when you get an electric shock. your hart jumps up and when it goes back down again its still beating faster than before and sometimes it hurts. theres buzzing in your ears and you feel so cold that you shiver, then the frite nose its worked and maybe it stops. but sometimes a frite is just a joke and you get scared for no reason, then you have to larf because you were silly and fell for the frite.

			‘You muppet!’

			I laugh hysterically. Jakob, it’s only Jakob, sitting outside in his car, having given me one hell of a fright via the intercom. Jakob, who’s laughing too now.

			‘That’s no way to greet your customers. I think I’m going to have to complain to the management.’

			‘To get me sacked at Christmas? Charming.’ Seeing the look on Michelle’s face, I whisper, ‘Jakob.’ She grins and raises her left, unpainted eyebrow. I’m embarrassed that she knows about us, even though there’s actually nothing to know. I adjust the microphone in front of my mouth and stick my head out of the serving window again. I still can’t see anything but the car in the darkness and two circles of light.

			‘What are you doing here, Jakob?’

			‘You said you hate Christmas and don’t want to celebrate. And I said I couldn’t allow that.’

			‘I guess you’re right.’

			That was yesterday. I was on the till when Jakob appeared at the counter and ordered a ‘Big Murphy’s Mega Meal’. He comes in often, almost every day. I even arrange my breaks to coincide with him. We sweep the snow from the bench in the Big Murphy’s car park and sit there, a coy distance apart like two people who’d really like to arrange a proper date. But they don’t; the woman has her reasons and the man clearly has sufficient tact to realise that she’d give him the brush-­off. He thinks she’s studying German and working at Big Murphy’s to cover her rent. And he probably finds her a bit prim too. So he tries to lighten the mood by telling her funny anecdotes about his work at a recycling centre in Kreuzberg. She likes the idea of him helping people get rid of their relics. Their bulky rubbish, worn-­out clothes, empty paint tins, cardboard boxes, batteries, garden waste. Most of all she likes the idea of him climbing on to the overflowing paper skips and jumping up and down until the mountains of paper sink beneath his weight, making room for more. His gangly arms whirling in the air, his short, dark hair dancing up and down and his blue eyes gleaming with boyish exuberance. She finds him so carefree, so unencumbered.

			‘Well, and that’s why I thought we might . . .’

			I sigh. Today, of all days, Jakob seems to have decided to narrow the distance between us.

			‘I can’t, I’m afraid.’

			‘But you don’t even know what—’

			‘I’ve got to work.’

			‘That’s not a problem. I’ll wait for you.’

			‘My shift doesn’t finish till nine.’

			‘Doesn’t matter.’

			‘No, that’s too late. Anyway, I’ll be exhausted and stinking of frying oil.’ Tugging at a greasy black hair in front of my eyes, I look at it and wonder if I had a shower before going to bed last night. I can’t recollect taking one. All I remember is an insipid microwave dinner, collapsing on to the sofa like a sack of flour and watching E.T. the Extra-­Terrestrial because I wanted to cry as a release, out of emotion for once, rather than pain. ‘Another time, okay?’ On the monitor, I see, to my relief, another car turn into the drive-­in lane behind Jakob. ‘Now you have to place an order or move on.’

			I hear him mutter something unintelligible, then he drives past the serving window – speedily and without glancing in my direction. I close my eyes briefly and take a deep breath. Pressing the button on the headset as well as my inner one, I smile and say, ‘Happy Christmas and welcome to Big Murphy’s Burgers and Fries. How can I help you?’

			 

			Do you remember . . . ?

			
					22 December 2014, Christmas three years ago.

					What’s wrong with our tree?

					It’s plastic, Ann.

					It’s a tradition, Dad. We’ve had this tree ever since I can remember.

					That’s even worse.

					What now?

					I know a place in Blumenthal woods . . .

					Are you going to chop one down? You’re joking, Dad. With an axe?

					No, I’m going to gnaw at the trunk until I’ve bitten it all the way through. Of course with an axe!

					Do you remember when you tried to put my trampoline up? You drilled into your finger.

					Did I end up sorting out the trampoline?

					Did we end up in A&E?

					Come on, my Beetle. Where I’m going to take you is a wonderful place. And we’ll have a proper Christmas tree like normal people do.

					When have we ever wanted to be like other people? Quite apart from the fact that you can’t just go marching into the woods and take down any tree you like. Imagine if everyone did that!

					We’ll just be careful not to get caught.

					You’re crazy.

					And you’re my daughter, so welcome to the club!

			

			 

			And that’s precisely what we were, wasn’t it, Dad? A really exclusive club, just the two of us, ready to confront the rest of the world if necessary. You comforted me whenever I cried about Mum. Left me to it when I hated her and wished she were in hell. You plaited my hair and told me goodnight stories. You told me about womanhood, gave me tea for my cramps and chocolate when I was ravenous. You covered for me when, heartbroken for the first time, I scratched Nico’s 125cc because he’d been fooling around with my best friend Eva.

			His mother came knocking at our door.

			‘Are you trying to tell me my daughter did that?’ you said to her. ‘Never!’

			‘But I saw her with my own eyes yesterday evening. Hanging around in our street. And the damage was there this morning. Do you know how long Nico saved up for it?’

			‘Look, I’m really very sorry, but you must be mistaken. My daughter was at home all evening. We were playing chess.’

			 

			And you always let me win at chess, because you didn’t want me to feel like a loser. You know me so well, Dad. And I know you.

			That’s why it’s a shock every time.

			Pixellating the face doesn’t make it any easier.

			They write about you and seem to be so sure of what they’re saying.

			I’m halfway home, standing by a newspaper dispenser, staring at tomorrow’s edition of one of the largest Berlin newspapers, lit up by a streetlamp. The front page carries a report about how the E. family is planning to spend the Christmas holidays, now that the suspected killer, the man who is presumed to have done all those terrible things – you! – is finally in prison, or at least in custody. They will be putting up a Christmas tree for the first time in three years, Jörg E. (43) says. He is crying and smiling simultaneously, the editor adds. At the bottom it says: ‘Continue reading on page 3.’ I don’t know if I want to. Recalling this episode from 2014 is enough. The first time you wanted to have a real tree and were planning to go to Blumenthal woods to cut one down. That same year was the first Christmas the E. family spent without their ‘darling little Saskia (8)’. She’d been abducted a few days earlier by an unknown person. She was found dead in a hut in the first week of January. In Blumenthal woods.

			A coincidence, I know, Dad.

			You’re not a killer.

			They’re so dreadfully mistaken, but they refuse to see this. They’d rather keep spreading their lies, their godawful lies.

			 

			Anger. (Ann, 7 years old)

			anger is invissible like air and creeps into you when you get very angry. you start with a lump in your throat and you breath like a bull. your hart starts beating very fast and you grind your teeth so you calm down, but it doesn’t work because anger is stronger than you and it explodes in your body and because you cant cope you start moving your arms and legs and hitting and kiking. thats the only way to get the anger out of your body and to be left in piece. I was angry once at my MUMMY but I didnt hit her because she was sik. you mustnt hit someone if there sik. shes dead now sadly.

			Someone shouts, ‘Ann!’ and puts their arms around my waist. I’m swept off my feet and I kick at thin air, where before there was the newspaper dispenser. All the same I keep kicking. I’m not going to stop; I can’t stop. I’m determined to destroy the lies, even if all I can do at the moment is target a newspaper dispenser.

			‘Ann!’ the voice calls out again and the grip tightens around my waist. ‘For Christ’s sake, what are you doing?’ I’m spun around. ‘Stop it!’

			I’m going to do nothing of the sort; I mean to fight, destroy. Metal crunches, plastic shatters and paper tatters. Until I gradually lose my strength.

			‘It’s okay, it’s all right,’ the voice says. Jakob’s voice – Jakob again. He gently releases me from his grasp, now that I’ve finally calmed down. In silence we first look at each other, then at what used to be a newspaper dispenser. The frame is bent, the box is battered and there’s a crack in the acrylic viewing window. The newspapers lie shredded in the slush.

			Exhausted, I shuffle off to the nearest porch; I need to sit down. The steps are cold and wet, but I don’t care; I’m sweating and panting as if I’d just completed a marathon. In the cycle lane in front of me is Jakob’s red jeep, the driver’s door open. He sits beside me. Judging by his expression he wants to know what just happened, but doesn’t have the right words on his lips. I’ve no idea what to say either. How can I explain this outburst, this other Ann he’s never seen before, who attacks newspaper dispensers like a madwoman? Apart from telling him the truth, of course. Have you ever wondered whether the man in the paper, the one they call the ‘monster’, has any family? Yes, he does, Jakob. Me. I’m the daughter of the supposed ribbon murderer, who is alleged to have abducted and killed nine little girls over the past thirteen years. I was there when they arrested him. I was visiting him that Thursday evening, six weeks ago. We’d ordered pizza and opened a bottle of red wine. When the doorbell went we thought it was the deliveryman. But it was a SWAT team, a dozen men at least. They pounced on my father, handcuffed him and took him away. They were going to take me too and have me give a statement, but I had an asthma attack. And what was I meant to tell them anyway? He’s innocent, you fools! He’s been in custody ever since and they’re linking up their ludicrous chain of evidence, which is supposed to end in a noose around his neck. That’s why I’m so furious, Jakob. I’m furious and I’m absolutely terrified.

			I don’t say any of this; I say nothing. Because it’s pointless. Zoe didn’t understand either, even though we’ve known each other for three years and even lived together. It’s not that she thinks my father’s guilty, she says, absolutely not. And she’s really sorry, but she’s just got this bad feeling about it. It won’t be long before the journalists pitch up and lay siege to our flat, she says. All the whispers at university and the fact that she’s got two younger siblings around the age of those girls who were killed. Please, Ann, don’t be cross with me. No, Zoe, not at all, it’s fine.

			‘Are you all right now?’ Jakob asks.

			I mumble something.

			‘Okay, good.’ He puts out his hands and straightens the collar of my old, thickly padded denim jacket. It’s Dad’s jacket and I can sink in it, not only physically. Sometimes, when I take it off the hook, I imagine he’s just removed it and hung it up there. And when I put it on, I fancy I can still feel a residue of his bodily warmth.

			Instinctively I knock Jakob’s hands away.

			‘Sorry,’ he says, startled. ‘I was just trying—’

			‘No, no, it’s okay. I’m sorry. I’m just a bit sensitive today. What are you doing here, anyway?’

			He shrugs.

			‘I drove past Big Murphy’s again, hoping you might’ve changed your mind. But I saw your colleague, who said you’d already left. So I headed back home, and then . . .’ He nods at the road – presumably to indicate he’d driven past by chance – and then at the wreck of the newspaper dispenser.

			‘I don’t know what came over me. Maybe a bout of Christmas depression that got slightly out of hand.’

			I try to distract him with a smile, but Jakob remains uncomfortably serious.

			‘You lied to me, Ann,’ he says. His words are like a bucket of cold water in my face.

			I blink frantically. ‘What?’

			‘Your daughter.’

			‘My . . . ?’

			‘It’s what your colleague just told me. She sent you home a little earlier so you could set up the trampoline before your daughter gets home from her father’s tomorrow.’ As if in slow motion, his gaze wanders to the pile of shredded newspapers with their headline about the murders.

			It suddenly hits me.

			My aloof manner. My neglected appearance – unwashed, dyed black hair, and clothes full of stains. My pale face, the bags under my eyes from the sleepless nights. This angry outburst. And, most of all, a daughter I never told him about. As if she didn’t exist – anymore.

		

	
		
			Us

			You’re like a song that’s planted itself in my head, a stubborn melody. You’re expertly arranged, a perfect harmony of beauty and innocence. Every one of your notes goes to the centre of my heart. I purse my lips and hum to myself, softly, very softly, because nobody must hear you. I don’t want to share you. Ever again.

			I arrived silently, like a ghost, like a shadow in the night. A screwdriver and thirty seconds was all it took the shadow to force open the window on the ground floor. On a standard window you only need to use a screwdriver in two places, as the shadow learned from an information film the police – the police! – had put online to warn people of the tricks burglars use, and to encourage the use of security windows. Idiots. I climbed in, crept my way through the building and found you sleeping like an angel. The moonlight on your face – how beautiful you were, so lovely, lovely.

			‘Wake up, princess,’ I whispered softly, and you opened your eyes. You looked at me as if you’d long been expecting me to come. And you had, hadn’t you? I could read it in your face. You didn’t have to say anything; I could hear your thoughts, as loudly and clearly as words.

			‘Take me with you,’ you begged. I carefully lifted you in my arms. Your head lay peacefully on my shoulder; you let yourself be carried away just like that. We disappeared via the window I’d come in through and hurried to the car I’d rented. I wrapped you in the warm, cuddly blanket that was lying ready on the back seat. It was winter after all, and I didn’t want you to freeze.

			‘Go back to sleep, my sweetheart,’ I said. ‘And don’t worry. When the sun comes up, we’ll be somewhere different, far away where nobody will find us.’

			I kept my word, didn’t I?

			Nobody’s found us, nobody has a clue.

			You and I, or death. It’s as simple as that.

		

	
		
			Ann

			Berlin, 25 December 2017

			At first there’s just the hissing in my ears, then comes the stabbing pain in my skull. I try to open my eyes, but in vain. My eyelids are heavy, my lashes stuck together. I’m lying softly, but uncomfortably. I move gingerly, first stretching my legs out, then placing a hand on my head where the pain is raging.

			What happened?

			Yesterday evening . . .

			Jakob was asking about my daughter. I realised there was a dreadful misunderstanding. He thought I was the mother of one of the victims, who’d flipped out when the newspaper reminded her that she’d never again celebrate Christmas with her child. I felt like leaping to my feet and making myself scarce. But I suspected that would only make it worse. And that Jakob was the sort of guy who’d come running after me in a situation like that. So I had no option but to admit that I’d merely invented my daughter.

			‘I thought a bit of sympathy couldn’t hurt, seeing as I had no other qualifications to bring to the job. Everyone at Big Murphy’s is working to look after children or family, you know, and it creates a sort of bond between them. They’re different from me.’

			‘What are you like, then?’

			I shrugged. ‘Complicated, I reckon.’

			‘Really?’

			‘Well, what I told you about my German studies is roughly true. I mean, I was studying until recently, at least. I just need a break at the moment, you understand? So I can think about my life and that.’

			‘A minor crisis, then?’

			‘That sort of thing.’

			‘What about the newspaper dispenser?’

			‘Okay,’ I conceded. ‘Maybe it’s a slightly bigger crisis. Christmas really grates.’

			Jakob sighed. ‘Come on, I’ll take you home.’ He got up and offered me his hand. ‘Don’t worry, this isn’t a date, just a lift. I mean, all manner of nutters could be roaming the streets at this time of night.’

			My eyes automatically darted to the left and right across the deserted Christmas streets. There was nobody here. Nobody apart from him and me. But I got into his car and, instead of letting him drop me off a few streets further down and disappearing into the entrance of any old building, I unthinkingly directed him to our house.

			This is where I grew up and this is where I moved after Zoe booted me out of our flat. My home, although since the police were here, it’s no longer what it once was. For three whole days, officers turned the whole place upside down in search of potential evidence, and their approach was anything but gentle. They even broke one of the photos from the mantelpiece; now there’s a big crack in the glass, behind which my father and I are grinning in front of the Eiffel Tower. Every time I catch sight of the picture now, it breaks my heart.

			Jakob didn’t have a clue about any of this when he parked his car in our drive last night. ‘Wow, what a lovely house!’ he said, but that wasn’t true. Without Dad there, it was just empty and dark, like an ugly black hole in the middle of the neighbouring houses, all lit cosily. All of a sudden I didn’t fancy getting out anymore.

			‘Tell me about your idea,’ I said.

			‘What idea?’

			‘You know, the one you were going to surprise me with at Big Murphy’s this afternoon.’

			He grinned. His idea was two six-­packs waiting behind the passenger seat . . .

			 

			I blink. In a blur I can make out our coffee table, on it a dozen beer bottles, some of which have toppled over. The crystal bowl, which still had chocolates in it on the evening Dad was arrested, is overflowing with cigarette butts. The absurd idea of getting up and sorting out the chaos before Dad comes home shoots through my mind. He’d be especially upset by the cigarette butts. Although my asthma isn’t that bad, I still have it. I sit up, prop my elbows on my thighs and bury my head in my hands. Construction work is going on inside my head: hammering, drilling, sawing and planing, all at once. I can also hear the clatter of crockery coming from the kitchen, and soon afterwards the hum of the coffee machine.

			I can’t believe it. Not only that Jakob now knows where I live, but that I actually invited him in, him and his beer. We spent the evening and the night together. And he’s still here.

			‘Good morning!’ as if on cue, somewhere amongst the din of the building site in my head. I hear the clinking of glass on glass, Jakob clearing the coffee table. Several times he goes from the sitting room to the kitchen and back again. I stay where I am until the table is clear and there’s a cup of coffee on it.

			‘How are you feeling?’

			‘Hungover.’

			‘Surprise, surprise,’ he says, laughing. ‘I stopped counting when you got to your sixth bottle.’

			I reach for the cup, not so much because I need a slug of coffee, but more to distract from my embarrassment. Jakob sits opposite me on the coffee table, so close that our knees are almost touching.

			‘What’s the time?’ I ask, after a while spent blowing on my coffee and trying to get my head right. I need to be in Moabit at eleven. I’m allowed to see my father, but only according to the strict rules of custody visits: 1. Discussing the crime is forbidden. 2. A prison guard will be present throughout the visit. 3. Everything will be recorded on video.

			‘Just gone nine,’ Jakob replies, pointing at the clothes I had on yesterday and slept in too. ‘So you’ve got plenty of time for a shower beforehand.’

			Beforehand – it takes a moment for the word and its meaning to settle. But then they do and I put my cup back on the table in horror. Coffee sloshes over the rim.

			‘Don’t worry, Ann. Nothing happened last night. You slept here and I slept over there,’ he says, nodding to the second sofa opposite mine, separated by the table. But I know at once that this isn’t true. Something did happen last night. The worst. And Jakob knows it too. A sense of unease spreads, as if the entire living room were being flooded by a viscous liquid, the level rising and rising continually until it comes up to our chins.

			‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to embarrass you. I can imagine how dreadful the situation must be for you. Actually, no . . .’ he says, shaking his head. ‘Actually, I can’t even begin to imagine. It’s just . . . if you need a friend, I’ll be there for you.’ He raises his hands and adds, ‘No ulterior motive, I give you my word.’ I don’t feel reassured.

			Yesterday evening.

			The images in my head are hazy and shaky, as if they’d been taken by an ancient camera. The sound is like it’s canned. Lou Reed is playing on the record player. Bottle tops are popping. I’m being silly and want to dance. I want to be normal again, totally naïve. Let go of everything for a moment. I’m circling like an aeroplane in a blue sky; the sun is shining. Here it’s much nicer than outside in the cold, black orbit. Here it’s warm and I’m not on my own. I want to break free, rid myself of all my baggage. Slurring my words, I confess to him that the story of the German student with an existential crisis is only half the truth. That the real reason I’m working at Big Murphy’s is because I’m terrified of going mad if I surrender to my misery. That I invented a child out of cowardice and pure egotism because I want there to be at least one place – even if it’s just a grubby fast-­food outlet – where I can be someone else apart from my father’s daughter.

			Who they say is a murderer.

			Who they say has a scheme. Little girls and red ribbons that lead to their bodies.

			They make a half-­hearted attempt to disguise his face then print it in their rags and write about deep cuts and huge pools of blood. I don’t believe a word of it, not one of their despicable lies, and yet . . . it’s so painful, so unbelievably painful. It’s a pain that tears at all my limbs, trying to dismember me alive. A pain that puts my heart out of sync and drives my head mad, and I don’t want this anymore, I can’t go on like this, I really need a break. So, Lou Reed, sing, sing for me, sing louder, just let me dance and forget it all. And you, Jakob – my only friend, even though we haven’t known each other that long – I’m so glad you’re here, for everyone else has gone. I don’t have Zoe or anyone else anymore. Thanks for dancing with me and giving me strength. Because tomorrow’s going to be a difficult day. I have to be in Moabit at eleven, where he’s being held on remand, but soon, after the trial, he’ll be transferred to Tegel where he’ll remain, like the proper criminals, the real monsters, permanently, for life, unless a miracle occurs and they realise their mistake. Come on, Jakob, let’s dance some more. Give me a moment elsewhere. Just you and me and the beer and Lou Reed . . . and then the film snaps – it all goes black. My memory of the rest is hazy: Jakob carrying me to the sofa, covering me with a blanket and maybe whispering some nice words in my ear: ‘Goodnight, Ann. Don’t worry, everything will be fine.’

			That was yesterday evening.

			I sniff – a really pathetic sound. It suits me. ‘I didn’t mean to tell you everything, you know.’

			‘I realise that.’

			‘You have to promise me to keep it to yourself. Enough people know already. The university, the neighbours, friends – or should I say, those who used to be friends.’

			‘What? How? Your father’s name has never been published.’

			‘But the police questioned everyone who knows us. And these people aren’t exactly stupid. Of course our friends recognise his photo in the paper, whether or not he’s got that ridiculous black bar over his eyes, which is supposed to preserve the last remnants of his supposed human rights. I’m just waiting for the moment when one of them decides to talk to the press, thereby unleashing the entire mob on me.’ The sensation-­seeking, the vindictive. The press pack camping outside our house and following my every move. Parents like Jörg E., the father of little Saskia, who will try to track me down and make me pay for the alleged crimes of my father. Merely thinking about it makes me shudder.

			His gaze sweeps our living room. The dark green velvet sofa I’m sitting on, the other one he spent the night on, and between them the small mahogany table. The fireplace and all those framed pictures on the mantelpiece: pictures of us, Dad. It’s a little journey through time in photo format, with changing shades and styles of hair – you turn greyer and I more colourful; you seem to shrink as my body stretches; fashions change, everything changes, apart from one thing: in each of these pictures we’re laughing and very close.

			The floor-­to-­ceiling bookshelves, three metres wide: Schopenhauer, Seneca, Nietzsche and Camus; Munch and Macke prints on walls painted dark red with distemper. So that’s how he lives, the alleged killer. This is where he brought up his daughter, who claims she wasn’t aware of any of the dreadful crimes he’s accused of.

			‘Maybe you should consider living somewhere else for a while,’ Jakob says when his eyes finally come to rest on me. ‘I mean, you’re right. At some point you’ll become the focus of press interest, seeing as you’re his daughter.’

			‘No, that would be like making a statement. If I moved away, everyone would think I’m trying to distance myself from him. And I don’t want to do that, not at all. I mean, I know he’s innocent.’

			Jakob looks pensive. ‘There’s another option.’

			‘What?’

			‘Instead of waiting for the press to come at you, you could make the first move yourself. Seek out a trustworthy journalist and give them an exclusive interview with your version of what happened. You’d be the one pulling the strings and you’d set the parameters.’

			‘Trustworthy? Yeah, right.’

			‘Ann.’ Jakob sighs. ‘You can’t hold it against people for wanting to know what happened. Let’s face it, nine girls have died and somebody is responsible.’

			‘But not my father, that’s for sure.’

			‘He’s the one who’s come to the police’s attention, though.’

			‘Because he was unlucky! Really bloody unlucky, Jakob!’

			‘Look, with these investigations, I mean . . . it’s not like they just pick out some name at random from the phone book when looking for a suspect.’ It takes both of us a moment to grasp what he’s just said. ‘Oh God, I’m sorry. That was silly of me. I wasn’t trying to—’

			‘Imply that my father’s guilty? Hurt me? Forget it, your opinion doesn’t bother me. You’re just some guy from the recycling centre. What do you know?’ I’ve no desire to continue this discussion, and my watch says I don’t have to either. ‘I should take a shower now, otherwise I’ll be late.’ I get up from the sofa. ‘Thanks for the beer. I’ll see you out.’

			‘It’s all right, Ann. You don’t need to.’ The tone of his voice. And the expression on his face. I can still feel his disappointment long after the door has closed behind him.

			 

			Sadness. (Ann, 7 years old)

			its not true that when your sad you always have to cry and your nose is runny. Sometimes sadness is much deeper inside and blocks the tears from coming. It feels very cold and dark like sitting in a tower, like the old tower Rapunzel sits in in my book of fairy tales, but without windows. And also theres no door. your really frezing and the cold makes you very tired. You want to get out of the tower becaus you know that the sun is shining outside. But you cant go out becaus youve forgotten where the exit is.

			 

			As he sets out the latest findings, my father’s lawyer, who was waiting for me in the meeting room, speaks softly, staring at his hands clasped on the table rather than looking at me. Larissa Meller is the latest finding, an unsolved case from fourteen years ago. Soon after my father’s arrest, they were already speculating that her death might be linked to the series of killings of young girls, but now the police are certain. Larissa was ten when, one June afternoon in 2003, she set off on her red bike from her home in Hellersdorf with a friend and never came back. A few days later, someone out walking found the bike near the ponds in Hönow; three months later a body was discovered in a wooden hut. Although the hut was only a few hundred metres from where the bike had been found, it was so overgrown that the police had missed it in the course of their large-­scale search of the area. They immediately suspected the body might be Larissa’s, but it took weeks for a definitive identification. That June had been hot but very rainy too, and so the body was in a terrible state. They also found size 42 footprints, which were made in the rain then dried and preserved by the subsequent heat. At the time, the investigation stalled through a lack of further evidence, so of course it’s handy my father also happens to have size 42 shoes. Now Larissa is said to have been the first victim in the series of killings. Only in her case there were no ribbons leading to her body.

			‘The police are speculating whether Larissa was the reason why the killer used red ribbons later. Maybe he felt bad that the mother had to see her child in such a state.’ He’s still avoiding looking me in the eye; instead he’s kneading his hands so firmly that the skin is turning red in places. ‘At any rate, neither her nor any of the other victims show signs of sexual abuse, which means the killer must have been driven by a different motive.’

			Having listened silently in disbelief to the term ‘the killer’ being used as a synonym for ‘your father’, all I can think of saying is, ‘You’re his friend, Ludwig.’ It sounds like a question.

			Ludwig Abramczyk used to be one of Berlin’s top lawyers. He’s sixty-­two and has actually been in retirement for three months, which he’s spending at his hunter’s cabin in the Polish forest. He’s returned in his smart, tailor-­made suit specifically for my father’s sake, and thus slipped back into his old role. To help.

			‘That’s precisely why I’m here, Anni. But he’s being very difficult. If you ask him what he was doing at any of the times in question, he either says nothing at all or just comes out with his philosophical stuff.’

			‘Come off it. As if you could remember what you were doing some afternoon in June fourteen years ago.’

			‘But he’s not even getting worked up about the charges, let alone making an effort to rebut them! He’s confronted with nine murders – ten, now, assuming that Larissa’s death is part of the series – and all he does is sit there in silence.’

			‘Because he’s distraught! Clearly not even his best friend seems to think he’s innocent.’ I can see my accusation explode in Ludwig’s face. His friend Walter, with whom he spent endless summer nights on the terrace, or by our fire in winter, brandishing their whisky glasses, cracking jokes and having discussions. There was always a topic. Ludwig, who in his work as a defence lawyer had come face to face with so much human wickedness, and my father, who as a philosopher and anthropologist was fascinated by this wickedness, its motives and mechanisms. Barbecues in our garden. My father, often in his own world mentally, letting the sausages burn, and Ludwig, grabbing the tongs to take over just in time. And me, Walter’s daughter, little Anni who he’s known ever since she took her first wobbly steps on her chubby baby legs. Who he watched grow up, raised by the most loving father you could imagine. His goddaughter, now sitting opposite and who’s utterly disappointed in him.

			‘Please don’t be unfair,’ he says, after I’ve said my angry piece. ‘You know full well that I’ll do everything in my power. But the longer he keeps quiet, the trickier it gets.’

			I look up at the ceiling and see cracks in the concrete. Like the cracks in the photograph on our mantelpiece after the police search. Cracks that have marred our entire life. Because he was unlucky, is what I said to Jakob this morning. Unlucky that he happened to bump into an acquaintance in the Königswald just before the last body was found. Soon afterwards this very same acquaintance came across one of the notorious red ribbons, which the media had talked about so often in relation to a number of murders, and then the hut where the lifeless body of a seven-­year-­old girl lay in a huge pool of blood. Of course the man immediately called the police and, when asked if he’d met anyone in the woods, gave my father’s name. This in itself probably wouldn’t have been enough to arrest him. But there was also that fricking lecture he’d given a few years ago at the university, and especially the newspaper articles he’d used as a basis for discussion. Then the sighting of a dark Audi A6 near an earlier crime scene, and a black Audi A6 parked in our garage which is registered to my father . . .

			‘Why?’ I ask Ludwig. ‘Why should he have committed those murders? I mean, he has a daughter himself, and you know I’m his whole life. He always loved and protected me, and would have been beside himself if anything bad had happened to me. As he would be now. So why should he, of all people, inflict such pain on other parents?’

			‘I don’t know.’

			‘But isn’t that precisely the point? Isn’t it always about a motive? Evidence can be misinterpreted. It’s even possible to cobble evidence together maliciously if you’re out to harm someone, isn’t it?’

			Ludwig nods, slightly reluctantly, it seems. Whereas I shake my head. ‘It wasn’t him. There was nothing in the world that could have made him do something like that.’

			‘Oh, Anni.’ Over the table, Ludwig reaches for my left hand and turns it so the palm is facing upwards. Then he pushes my watch strap so he can stroke the little scar on my wrist with his thumb. I was very little when I hurt myself there. ‘All of us get the odd scratch and scrape over the course of our life. And not every one is visible on the outside.’

			I yank back my hand, speechless.

			‘You can never see into someone’s mind, my child. Not even the mind of those you think you know best. All I want is for you to be prepared for everything. The clues—’

			‘The clues! Are you listening to anything I’m saying?’

			‘Anni—’

			‘You’re all so fixated on him that you’ve become blind to another possibility.’

			‘What’s that?’

			‘You know, another killer! Are the police investigating every angle? No. It was Dad and that’s that, case solved. And if I say that this can’t be right, I’m treated like an idiot who can’t handle the truth.’ I begin chewing my bottom lip. ‘Maybe I ought to give an interview after all.’

			‘What? For God’s sake, get that out of your head at once.’

			‘But if the public understood what kind of a person he really is, it might put pressure on the police to be more thorough in their investigation and so find the real guilty party.’

			‘No, no, no!’ Ludwig says, emphasising each word. Then comes a long speech. The press are an unruly mob. Very few journalists these days feel like they’re on a mission, still keen to uncover the truth and look for facts. On the contrary, most just go for the entertainment value; they’re out for blood and drama, circulation figures and ratings. This – and only this – is what drives them. If I were to speak to them, Ludwig warns, I might only make things worse. ‘You’d be the most help to your father trying to keep your own life under control. That way you’d take a lot of worry off his mind.’

			I roll my eyes and utter a drawn-­out, ‘Blah, blaaaah . . .’ but this time Ludwig is unfazed.

			‘And you would help me by appealing to his conscience and getting him to cooperate.’

			‘I thought it was forbidden to discuss the charge.’

			‘And you shouldn’t do it directly. You should only say what’s necessary to make him aware how serious the situation is. The department of public prosecution knows the reason for your visit, so don’t worry, okay?’

			I nod, even though I don’t have a good feeling about this. Something doesn’t seem right.

		

	
		
			Us

			I know you’re used to better. The big beautiful house. The lovingly decorated children’s room in the attic extension. The big garden with the pool . . . You’re a real water baby, aren’t you, princess? In summer I watched you wearing your plump armbands, splashing around in the pool and squealing with pleasure. Your lips had turned slightly blue; perhaps one ought to have been stricter, made you get out of the water and wrapped you in a thick towel. But seeing your enthusiasm, that innocent, genuine liveliness which only a child can display, made me forget my misgivings and plunged me into the moment. No, I didn’t have to worry about you; you weren’t stupid. You would get yourself out of the pool when you began to freeze and no longer felt comfortable. I secretly hoped that wouldn’t happen for ages; I wanted this moment to last for ever. The sun laying itself over all the colours like a filter, making them rich and vibrant. Your unrestrained joy. Drops of water flying through the air as if in slow motion. I felt as if I were watching a film; I was desperate to press ‘pause’ and for ever freeze the image of you looking so happy.

			Now we’re here and I know you don’t particularly like it. You’re the princess from the big beautiful castle; you don’t belong in this dump. But sometimes you simply don’t have the choice, and surely the most important thing is that we’re together. Just as you are everything for me, I am everything for you. Only through me can you stay alive; if I abandon you, you’re dead.

		

	
		
			Ann

			Berlin, 25 December 2017

			Meeting my father – in this concrete room with the neon ceiling light that flickers nervously and the sparse furnishings, a table and two chairs; in this bloody cold, bleak place where he doesn’t belong – feels like being crushed under foot. Mentally it wrestles me to the ground, this feeling; it assaults me with blows to the stomach so overpowering I can barely stop myself from retching. Opposite me, slouched, is a man who used to sit upright, his back always straight. He was tall and dignified, his short grey hair neatly parted and combed.

			‘I’m so pleased to see you, my Beetle,’ a stranger says with sunken, narrow shoulders, hollow cheeks, messy hair and vacant eyes. It doesn’t sound as if he’s pleased; there’s no trace of emotion in his voice, monotone like a machine’s.

			I say, ‘Dad,’ and start to howl because I’m so horrified at what’s left of him. Only then does his dead face stir.

			‘How are you?’ he asks. ‘Tell me. No need to be brave.’

			I shake my head because this isn’t about me. I’m not the one who’s been framed and locked up. I’m not the one being accused of ten counts of murder. ‘Ludwig told me you’re refusing to cooperate. You’re not saying where you were when the crimes were committed, nor are you making any effort to explain the evidence. But you’ve got to, Dad. Listen to me!’

			I look around uncertainly. This isn’t the first time I’ve seen my father since his arrest. But we’ve never met without a prison warder in the room. Today, though, I’d be grateful for a reprimand or at least a clearing of the throat when I step on to forbidden territory. I’m not allowed to talk about the charge, but I’ve got to try to make my father break his silence. I don’t want to do anything wrong, especially as all conversations between prisoners and visitors are recorded on video. ‘I know it all seems so stupid. You must think it’s ridiculous to have to clear yourself of something so absurd. But please believe me, your pride isn’t going to get you anywhere here. On the contrary, you must tell the police you’re not the killer, you just have to.’
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