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THE SWEETNESS OF LIFE


PAULUS HOCHGATTERER is a writer and child psychiatrist living in Vienna. Winner of many literary prizes and commendations, he was most recently awarded a European Literature Prize in 2009 for The Sweetness of Life.


JAMIE BULLOCH’s translations include Ruth Maier’s Diary and novels by F. C. Delius, Martin Suter and Daniel Glattauer.


“The standard features of the crime genre are just a framework for the really interesting stuff: not how people die but how they live … A truly stimulating find”


JONATHAN GIBBS, Independent


“An extraordinary book, a disquieting psychological shocker set in a claustrophobic alpine town … Hochgatterer presents a kaleidoscope of the town’s most unsavoury inhabitants … elegantly, subtly told in Jamie Bulloch’s smooth translation from the original German”


SUSANNA YAGER, Sunday Telegraph


“A series of case histories, beautifully written, in cool clear prose”


HAMISH WHITE, Scotland on Sunday


“Hochgatterer is very good”


KATRINA GOLDSTONE, Sunday Tribune


“A scrupulous, serious novel, in which crime and detection are mechanisms allowing the author to examine the psychology of his characters”


JESSICA MANN, Literary Review


“Two [with Marek Krajewski] of the most acclaimed talents in the new wave of international crime writers”


BARRY FORSHAW


“A brilliant and disturbing exploration of unbalanced minds that culminates in an explosive climax”


Shotsmag


“Hochgatterer slowly unwraps claustrophobic stories of guilt, jealousy, resentment and cowardice before the reader. Stories bubble away for an age, only to erupt like volcanoes”


GÜNTHER GROSSER, Berliner Zeitung


“With this novel, Hochgatterer has produced the realistic, contemporary equivalent of one of Stephen King’s early horrors in the tradition of Faulkner, who captured the uncanny claustrophobia of life in the American South”


GERHARD BECKMANN, Passauer Neue Presse


“Whenever this Austrian writer gives evil a candied coating and offers it up in the form of poisoned chocolates, he is irresistible”


PIA REINACHER, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung


“Is there a really good German thriller? One does exist, and Paulus Hochgatterer, a Viennese child psychiatrist, has written it”


THOMAS LINDEN, Kölnische Rundschau


Also by Paulus Hochgatterer in English translation
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“But since the great foundation of fear
in children is pain, the way to harden and
fortify children against fear and danger
is to accustom them to suffer pain.”


JOHN LOCKE





ZERO



The child slowly pushes her index finger around the rim of the cup, until the tip touches the liquid’s wrinkled surface. She draws a tiny circle, lifts up her finger as soon as she is sure that the skin is going to stick, moves it carefully away from the cup and wipes it off. Although she knows that a lot of people do not like milk skin, she does not mind it herself. The cocoa tastes bitter, just how she likes it, lots of cocoa, not much sugar. When she tilts the cup and stands it upright again, a dark brown mark is left on the inside.


Grandfather is playing Ludo with the child. She got all sorts of new things for Christmas – Lego, books, an animal family and a Game Boy – but ever since she learned how to count he has played Ludo with her. Just because it is Christmas, he told her, there is no reason to do things differently. In the beginning he used to help her count, or he miscounted on purpose to help her win. But he does not need to do that any more.


Three. Square by square, the child moves her pawn. She only ever has one pawn in play at a time and she is always yellow. Five. Grandfather’s soldier makes a huge leap over all the squares. The child’s pieces are called pawns, the grandfather’s are soldiers. It has always been like that. Grandfather’s soldiers are blue. Six. The dice rolls to the edge of the tabletop. On the floor doesn’t count. That has always been the rule, too. “Again,” Grandfather says. “Again,” the child says. Two. Shame. Sometimes she rolls two sixes in a row, and then a five afterwards. Grandfather raises his eyebrows. “Eight,” the child says. In September she started primary school. She sits next to Anselm with the special glasses for his lazy eye. He has no clue about six or eight. The yellow pawn is now right by home. If Grandfather throws a four then it is dead. Grandfather has knobbly fingers. On the chest of drawers there is a tiny Christmas tree with three silver baubles and a few strands of lametta. “There’s no point in me having anything bigger,” Grandfather said, and when the child asked him why he had not put any candles on it, he replied, “It would be dangerous if I fell asleep.” Four.


The doorbell rings. Grandfather gets up. He glances at the board. His hand grasps the edge of the table for a second. The child cannot see who is at the door. Grandfather is talking. The other person is talking. Grandfather turns round again.


“Four,” he says. “Got you!” Then he puts on his jacket and leaves.


The child climbs along the bench to the alcove. She pushes the curtain on the left to one side. It is dark outside. At Christmas time it is always dark very early, but that does not matter if the moon is shining. Opposite, its windows lit up, is the house where she and her parents live, together with her sister, brother, Emmy the dog, Gonzales the jerboa (who belongs to her brother even though he never feeds it), the white dolphin, the reindeer, and the dolly whose name nobody knows. Behind one corner of the house are the black trees which you can walk between. But that bit is not yet the wood. If Emmy is with you it is easy, and you can go from tree to tree as far as the raspberry bush without being frightened. Emmy is a Border Collie; they are the cleverest dogs in the world.


Sometimes the child imagines she lives somewhere completely different, down in the town, in a tiny room at the back of the newsagent’s where her mother buys the papers and cigarettes for Grandfather; or on the Mühlau, up where the animals forage, and where the road is not tarmacked any more and leads through two tunnels in the cliffs, because there is no room for it next to the gushing stream. She imagines that the moon is in the sky and that Emmy is there, and that she can eat chestnuts and hay, and that it is a little cold outside and very warm inside, and she imagines that she will go home at some point and Mother will open the door and look very surprised.


Four. The yellow pawn is standing there, having a rest, and it is almost home. The blue soldier is standing there and resting too. Maybe neither of them knows what is in store for them. You could take both of them – one in the left hand, one in the right – climb the hill behind the house and look out over the town. Then you could dig out a cave in the snow with a peephole at the front, and inside you could make tea and eat Christmas biscuits, but only those tiny pastry musical instruments with icing sugar on top.


She will return the pawn and the soldier to their squares: the pawn just by the home column, and the soldier four squares behind, as if nothing had happened. Grandfather will take off his jacket and while he turns away she will put them both back, very quickly and quietly.


The child climbs off the bench, her right hand clutching the pieces, and crosses the room. She takes her new red quilted jacket with the squirrel on it from the stool next to the chest of drawers and puts it on.


It is cold outside. The moon is so bright that the snow between the front door and the wild cherry tree shines like the glass lampshade in the bathroom. The path to the house is well trodden, as usual. Other tracks lead off to the left; these are new. The child steps into the footprints. They are not very far apart, like Grandfather’s when he walks in front of her.


A blue horse comes galloping over the hill behind the barn. The yellow pawn sits on the horse and laughs. He reaches out his smooth pawn-arm to the child and pulls her up. They ride over the triangular field, straight ahead to the large juniper bush, past the old stack of spruce wood to the point where the path divides: left into town, and right into the mountains. The snow sprays up. The yellow pawn sat behind the child feels as warm as a radiator.


The tracks run alongside Grandfather’s house as far as the box hedge. The child pushes a finger into the snow which sits on top of it. A caterpillar could come along, crawl into the hole and go to sleep. The child sniffs. In winter the box has only a slight smell. She can still taste the cocoa. Good. Where the footprints are replaced by an even track curving to the right, she notices something else. The hum of an engine. The child looks up, convinced that a helicopter is about to rise above the barn. She will wave with both arms, that is what you do. But the helicopter does not come, and the noise goes away again. The child trudges on a few more steps and finds herself standing beside two wheel tracks, from a car or tractor. She steps into the right-hand rut and walks up to the black rectangle of the barn. To one side, the snowchild and snowdog that they built together two days ago are playing in the moonlight. Everything is still there: the cap, the broom, the chestnut which sticks out for a snout. The child goes over to the dog and stretches out her arm as if she were holding a broom too. “Now there’s three of us,” she says. She spins around and around and feels happy, as if the whole world were watching her. Then she realises that she has got a bit further to go. There is something in front of her, on the ramp which slopes gently up to the barn door. It is not a snowman.


It is lying there like someone making an angel in the snow, its arms spread wide like wings. It is swallowing up the moonlight. The child steps slowly forward. Then she bends over. The black lace-up boots are like Grandfather’s. Looking closer she can see that the trousers are dark green. The trousers are turned up a few centimetres at the bottom. The jacket is made out of that coarse light-brown material which never wears out. Almost everything is the same. No gloves. Almost everything. The arms, the shoulders, the collar. But there is no head where it should be. Even a pawn has a head there. The child crouches right down. The head is not missing. Where there should be a round head on the ground, there is something flat instead. The flat thing is squashed into the snow and it is completely black. The child reaches towards it and pokes around in the middle with her finger, where it is a bit silvery. The child shudders in horror. The silver stuff feels wet, but also hard. The child stands up and makes her way back.


First along the car tracks, then the footprints. The snowchild, the chestnut nose, the box hedge. The hole where the caterpillar sleeps. The horse is not coming this time. Things change.


Along the wall, then left to her parents’ house.


The moon disappears in the light of the doorway. Her brother stands there and looks at the child’s hand. “What have you got there?” he asks. The child opens her fist. A yellow pawn and a blue soldier. She should have put them back, the pawn right by the home column and the soldier four squares behind. The child does not move. “Four,” she says. “Four. Got you.” The tip of her index finger is red. The pawn still has its head, and so has the soldier.


Now the dog is there. It sniffs the child’s legs, then her hand. It crouches, flattens its ears, and lets out a howl. The child steps towards the dog. It creeps backwards and stares at the door as if it has seen a ghost standing there.





ONE



He opens the door. Cold tumbles into the room. At first all is quiet, then he can hear a car starting in the distance. Nothing else is stirring.


On the wall, the poster with the Rule. He can feel himself falling apart. The phrases.


Listen, O my son, to the precepts of thy master.


It begins in the middle. A fault line that he cannot locate. He swallows a couple of pills.


He stands there. His skin is burning. Only the tips of his fingers are free of pain. A rustling sound comes from outside. Probably the fox slinking across the courtyard. The air smells of nothing. The moon set a long time ago. Everything is a delusion. He slowly tenses his thighs. The Rule. Words which he puts together.


Cheerfully execute.


He goes through his routine. Isometric exercises to begin with, one set of muscles after another. Legs, arms, neck, upper body. Contract, relax. Contract, relax. Afterwards, a few stretching exercises. First the hips. Kneebends. Gentle stretch jumps, no straining at all. He swings his arms, then thrusts them upwards.


From the age of forty the risk of tearing muscle fibre increases dramatically. He read that in a weekend supplement, just after his fortieth birthday. One always learns about the scary things in life at precisely the right moment. His torso slowly starts to warm up. He stretches his arms out sideways. That wild clear-sightedness emerges from his temples into his field of vision. The fissure begins to disappear. The fear remains. He knows he cannot do anything about it.


He slips into the grey cotton tracksuit, puts on socks and running shoes. The right shoulder of his sweater is wearing through. He will give it to Irma to mend. She might complain about her elbow pains, but she would rather none of them tried to patch up their own clothes. Her eyes have got worse recently and her sewing is even more atrocious than it used to be, but nobody tells her.


iPod on the waistband, headphones in the ears. It is always the same. Number six. “Father of Night”. On a loop.


Along the corridor, no light, twenty-seven paces. Down the steps, left past the offices, through the narrow door and into the back garden. Packed snow beneath his feet, the path has been cleared. By Bernhard, the man who can go for weeks without uttering a word.


He sets off. The night is as black as the inside of a velvet pouch. It spurs him on. Earlier in the evening the stars were bright in the sky. He thought of the small village by the River Salzach with its curious promise. For a while he was unbeatable. Now he has the Devil at his back.


He crosses the open courtyard to the plane tree near the wall, slips through the railing gate which is not quite closed, although it looks as if it has been locked for centuries. He is out.


He knows that they call him “the runner”, and that some also call him “Mr Perfect” because of his physique. For several weeks, Ngobu, the visiting student from Nigeria, has just been referring to him as “L.D.R.” – “Long Distance Runner”. That will catch on, he senses, everyone will call him that. These things always catch on.


He jogs along the north side of the boundary wall. There is no wind, and he reckons it is one or two degrees below zero. He crosses Weyrer Straße and turns into Abt Reginald. Single-storey houses. Wrought-iron fences as old as he is, cream-coloured louvre shutters, box hedging and tall conifers in the front gardens. The tax consultant has a sensor positioned too far away from his house, activating the light by the front door when anybody passes. The plaque, about a metre square, gold lettering behind thick perspex: “Magister Norbert Kossnik, registered tax consultant and accountant”. Accountant: a crook who bribes tax officials and blackmails his clients – that is the truth of it. And there he is, standing in his loden body warmer, his heavy silver-plated watch chain across his paunch, three days’ stubble, hobnailed shoes, reading glasses on a cord. Hit him, he thinks. Smash his face in.


The kindergarten, the primary school. Pictures in the windows, a snowcastle in the playground, a well-ordered world. Friedegund Mayerhofer, the head of the kindergarten who is soon to retire. Her designated successor: Lea Wirth, whose whole life has been plagued by the fear that one of the children might fall off something. Cut down all the trees and demolish multi-storey buildings! Keep children on the ground! That is what some of the fathers say.


At the end of the street he turns right into the unnamed culde-sac which stops behind the council’s vehicle depot. Under the shed roof stand two huge, dark-red snow ploughs, with several smaller ones for the side streets. Behind them is a pile of gravel, as tall as a house. Everyone is saying that this winter has been a joke. But it might arrive yet.


The small alleyway which hits the promenade by the river at the point where it enters the wood. The passage that he always sings along to loudly: Father of night, Father of day, Father, who taketh the darkness away. Alders and willows with thick trunks. He can hardly see the ground at all. One early October morning he came across a badger here. An enormous torpedo-like animal that bolted into the undergrowth, slurping and hissing loudly.


Now he can really feel the running taking effect; he can feel how, starting with his legs and ears, this frame that supports him is growing. Suddenly there are extensions – small, shiny wire grids – around his nerve tracks. For a time he will forget that the other side exists, the black abyss where Satan sits, the one who annihilates everything. Father of day, Father of night, Father of black, Father of white.


He knows every square metre of this area and he closes his eyes for a moment. His step remains as sure as ever. He keeps on imagining that he is driving through the streets in a gigantic snow plough. First he tosses the parked cars aside as if they were toys, then lurching left and right he tears chunks out of the facades of the houses.


He runs on with long strides, the balls of his feet pounding on the ground. And so he starts to fly; he recognises this from some of his dreams. Relax, run straight ahead, and keep pushing off. At some point you lose contact with the ground and hover for ten, twenty metres, then you land again with two or three steps. There are people who do not touch the ground at all. Clemens is one of these permanent hoverers. He glides over steps, gravel and grass as if he were on an air cushion, always a couple of centimetres above the ground, while his face radiates an inner arrogance, a sense of superiority which comes from his position. At some point he is going to hit Clemens. Just like that. Not a brutal punch, but a half-serious slap in the face; more a demonstration of principle than an act of violence. Controlled aggression is a much-neglected strategy when standing up for one’s ideological beliefs. It is not about destruction, but occasionally using a bit of muscle to back up one’s actions. Those in important positions – head teachers, police, politicians – could do with being slapped about a bit; why not? Clemens, too. With his trimmed goatee, his darned socks and his signet ring.


After a minute in the wood you notice just how many different shades of black there are. Even the edges of the path are distinguishable, as are the bare branches against the sky. At this hour in the park, the crows sleep in the limes and chestnut trees.


Father of cold and Father of heat. He is thinking constantly, no interruption. Hot and cold. All his life. One day, he will fetch them, both of them, and nobody will dare raise an objection. It will be a sunny day, they will arrive by train, and when he collects them they will rush towards him, right into his outstretched arms.


Brightness from lamps. On the left, the wooden bridge which leads to the paths on the north side of the river. The bridge has been lit up at night-time ever since old Schöffberger missed the first step a few years ago and plunged over the bank into the river. Straight ahead the rafting camp, perhaps two hundred metres away. The shallow pitched roof of the shed stands out slightly against the background. He cannot make out the annex with the office and changing rooms.


He wheels to the right. Imhofstraße, named after a former Bürgermeister. The road is clear. At the north-western corner of the cemetery there is a path with a thick layer of gravel. People visit cemeteries throughout the year. Father of minutes, Father of days. Winter burials. Weinstabel, the gravedigger, has the red and white mini-digger in his garage back home. He loves digging through layers of frozen earth and he makes notes about how thick they are. A lined notebook with an orangey-red cover. Some people say he makes his lists on the left-hand side, while on the facing page he describes the state of decomposition of the bodies. He is also said to have a huge collection of skulls, but all gravediggers must attract these sorts of rumours.


The plaque beside the door. The Rule. It is now the hour for us to rise from sleep. The night runner. What a name that would be. The key phrase which sinks right in and keeps one alive. At some point it starts to bypass one’s consciousness.


He crosses the main road, takes the railway underpass, runs alongside the huge halls of the sawmill, then through an estate of terraced houses. Through two windows he can see the blue glimmer of television sets. A few hundred metres down Grafenaustraße, a car advances towards him, its headlights on full. He raises a hand to his eyes and gives the driver the middle finger when there is no reaction. The engine sounds like a tank’s. Looking back at the vehicle, he thinks it might have been a breakdown truck. An old model, a really old model. People break down at night, too, he thinks.


The butcher’s, the second-hand shop, the esoteric shop with the yellow-green spiral on the outside. Marlene Hanke’s van; she owns the second-hand shop. Two motorbikes – he cannot place their owners. Just before the railway crossing he imagines that the signal lights start to flash, the barriers come down, and a mysterious train rushes past, huge and crusted with ice, like out of one of those films about Siberia or Alaska.


When the crowns of the Rathausplatz lime trees emerge as silhouettes to his left, he feels better – it is always the same.


Father of black, Father of white.


There are few things I’m sure of, he thinks. My name is Joseph Bauer. I live in a complicated world. I made a solemn promise. I recite phrases. I run.





TWO



On those days when the town was shrouded by fog in the morning, life was usually quite peculiar. People were tense, drivers forgot to turn on their headlights, and one had absurd déjà-vu experiences. The air felt colder than it actually was. The tree trunks shone black. There was the lake, but no sounds came off it. It was unsettling, without one noticing it.


Horn was walking to work. Normally he went by bike but Martin Schwarz, his neighbour, had cleared the snow in his plough the day before. The road surface was now like glass. The intention was good, but he doubted Schwarz had given the slightest thought to the grip of bicycle tyres.


Although his winter boots had moulded soles, Horn slipped frequently in the steeper sections. Wherever possible he avoided going off the path. The snow got under his trouser legs. As he was wearing long socks and had tied his boots tightly, this did not bother him. At the point where the road turned to the west, and where the steeples of the abbey poked above a small pine wood, the same thought had occurred to him for the past ten years: why did I move here? Of course, he had come up with hundreds of different answers: for Irene, who had really wanted to because she had twice been rejected by the symphony orchestras; or for the children, because they had imagined it would be a better place to bring them up; or for the air, mountains and the crazy notion that country people were less psychopathic; or, of course, because of the thing with Frege. But he found none of these explanations really satisfactory. Was it your typical escape from the city? An attachment to the idea of an idyll? More variety at work? He did not care. He made a snowball and threw it into the trees.


Horn took the shortcut over the huge field which sloped gently towards the south, and where they grew corn or beets in summer. He met the highway near the junction leading to the wildlife observation centre. He felt warm. He took off his gloves and put them into his coat pockets. The pavement began after the place-name sign. Horn stamped his feet hard a few times to dislodge the worst of the snow from his trouser legs. The entrance into the civilised world, he thought.


Pappelallee, which forked off at an acute angle, turned into Siedlungstraße after a few hundred metres. One 1970s gabled house after another. Illuminated Christmas trees stood in the front gardens. The occasional chimney puffed out smoke. He imagined people inside coming out of their bathrooms and walking past half-empty plates of biscuits.


Irene was probably sitting with her cello, trying out her new bow, Tobias was asleep and Michael had left abruptly with his girlfriend the day before. Yet again he had started to argue with his mother the moment he saw her, and Irene was unable to approach the issue in a different way. But he had taken his presents with him. A dark-grey, woollen Timberland jumper and the new Nick Cave album; Horn could not remember the rest. Gabriele, Michael’s girlfriend, was nice. Dark, bristly short hair, slightly heavy build, quiet; no competition for Irene. She had given him a Moleskine notebook. He kept it in his pocket, and was still astonished that she had been so spot on with her present.


Right into Gaiswinklerstraße, as far as the river. The view of the long gravel bank on the other side, of the rough-hewn rocks of the embankment and the fronts of houses beyond. A little way down the river, just before the road bridge, he could see the water gauge on the bank. The last flood had been two and a half years ago, in August, when the Kamp had broken its banks and, a little to the north-east, the Enns had swamped the entire town of Steyr. Here, just a few refrigerators had come a cropper, as had a firm’s computer equipment, which stupidly had been installed in the basement. Otherwise nothing had happened. The hospital was on a hill thirty metres above the water level – absolutely safe, they said.


Horn crossed the car park and went in the side entrance as always. Whenever anybody asked him why he did this, he said, “I can’t bear the sight of the porter in the morning.” But it was probably down to some stupid compulsion.


Behind the doors of the central laboratory the centrifuges whirred, then several people laughed in unison. One of the ceiling lights in the corridor flickered nervously. He climbed the steps to the second floor. By the entrance to the children’s wing he met Elfriede, who was on her way to a ward sisters’ meeting. She looked as round and red-cheeked as ever and tripped up over her words when she wished him a belated happy Christmas. “Fog’s coming down over the town,” he said. “The lake won’t freeze in the next few days.” Over her shoulder she called out something about “skating”, and then was gone.


Horn’s office was tucked away at the back of K1, the general paediatric ward. This meant that it was on the whole very quiet. Only at visiting time did he hear fretful mothers in the corridor or the whining siblings of patients. From time to time a ball or a tricycle crashed against his door, but this had never bothered him.


Early in the morning he would stand for a while at the window – the view over the river and the reed beds as far as the river’s outlet, behind these the lake and the cliff walls. “That’s why I moved here,” he thought. “Because of that.” He hung his jacket up in the cupboard, placed his boots by the heater, and put on his work shoes. His colleagues had smirked when he first turned up in his blue Adidas Records. “They’re making a comeback,” he had said. “I was sixteen then – it’s the only time in your life when you’ve got that inner certainty that you can make something happen.” Some of them had agreed with him, and Sellner, the consultant on I21, had said that he’d been a Puma boy in his time. Thinking about it now, Sellner added, they were due a revival.


There were coffee and biscuits at the morning staff meeting. That was a one-off. Then Leithner, the Primarius, arrived five minutes late. That never happened, either. He muttered an excuse which nobody took any interest in and wished everybody a happy Christmas. Inge Broschek, his secretary, put a plate of Christmas stollen in front of his stomach. A few people laughed. Leithner usually ate standing up and there were all sorts of witty remarks about what meals must be like in the Leithner household.


Cejpek had been the duty consultant. He reported on a young woman who had been admitted with extreme cardiac arrhythmias and kept the team busy all afternoon and half of the night. Then her partner had brought in two empty packets of an old anti-depressant and everything fell into place. One way or another she would have landed up in intensive care. Horn just nodded when Cejpek and Leithner looked over at him. He would deal with the woman as soon as she was in a fit state. There had also been a diabetic who kept on becoming hypoglycaemic because he switched his insulin type; a sixty-year-old woman with a fresh infarction of the posterior wall; and a 130-kilo man with an attack of gout in the right metatarsophalangeal joint – nobody had shown the least sympathy for this one. Two patients had died: a man who had been suffering for a long time from pulmonary oedema; and a ninety-seven-year-old woman. Those with flu had been sent home with aspirins and good wishes, and the wards had been full of Christmas calm.


Some of Horn’s patients had come back early from their time out of hospital, including Caroline Weber. A month and a half after her post-natal psychosis she had not yet made a full recovery, and on the evening of 25 December her husband had brought her into hospital because again she had started to believe that her newborn daughter was the Devil. Horn knew about it already as he had been telephoned at home and asked for a prescription for medication. Caroline Weber was twenty-eight years old, her husband was a patient man who drove mechanical diggers, and when asked how many children they would like to have together, he said, “A few more.”


She gave him grounds for concern. A few years back her mother had climbed onto a stationary goods wagon and put both her arms over the contact wire. Subsequently they found several sheets of notepaper in her flat on which the woman had scribbled over and over again long penitential prayers. Not long afterwards her husband, Caroline’s father, got together with a chubby woman with platinum-blonde hair. Caroline seldom mentioned him. Once she said, “I couldn’t give a damn whether I know what my father’s up to or not.” Mother dead, father also dead in a way, the Devil for a child – people had been dealt better hands.


Horn found himself imagining a little girl cooing in his arms, with Michael and Gabriele, the beaming parents, beside him. Irene remained in the background, muttering something about those men who preferred girls. All of them were quite relaxed. A new element, he thought, introduce a new element and things change. He also wondered if, at forty-eight, he was not a little too young to be a grandfather.


Lili Brunner, the small, round junior doctor, gave Horn a nudge. He jumped. The others were staring at him.


“I’m sorry, I was just thinking about something rather funny,” he stuttered.


“A daydream,” Cejpek said a little sardonically. Cejpek never tired of maintaining that he was a natural scientist, 100 per cent, and that the psyche was a highly absurd form of organised matter. On the other hand, he referred every other patient to Horn for assessment. “A high-ranking official in the Land highways agency,” he said. “I was so proud that we’d got to grips with his hypertension, and now he’s getting more depressed by the day.”


“That happens,” Horn said.


“Oh, I’m so pleased,” said Cejpek caustically, grabbing a piece of lebkuchen.


Horn grinned. “It’s always better when people are suffering from something you know,” he said. Brunner frowned. Amongst her medical colleagues she was the standard bearer of seriousness. It seemed appropriate that she had been involved for more than a year with the building of a hospice ward, even though she had not had any traumatic death-related experiences in her childhood, as Horn kept on claiming. But she gave the continual impression that she was subjecting you to moral scrutiny, and sometimes he wondered whether she might not be a member of a secret order.


The rest of the meeting was just trivia: Christmas menu, ungrateful children etc. We got a blue spruce today, and you cannot imagine how quickly a dropped sparkler can make a hole in the carpet. Amongst other things, they tried to get Inge Broschek to say whether or not she had got the fur-lined Prada bag she had been raving about for ages. No success there. In the end she stood up, brushed a few crumbs from her skirt, threw her head back, and left the meeting room with a sphinx-like smile. Horn was pretty sure that Leithner had bought her the bag, but he said nothing.


In the office there was a small heap of referral notices in his pigeon hole. He rolled them up without reading them. Don’t rush anything, he thought, one thing at a time, especially at Christmas.


He looked at the river through Broschek’s window. The fog was creeping up the hill. “And we’re not supposed to get depressed,” he said, because he could not think of anything better. Broschek did not react. Horn was happy. Something was missing. He could not think what.


The outpatient waiting room was sparsely populated. A thin woman with obvious breathing problems. An old man who had fallen asleep in his chair. Reisberger, the pharmacist, who clutched the left side of his chest – this was probably another non-heart-attack. A couple sitting either side of a boy whose lower arm looked to be bound in a whole stationery cupboard of rubber bands. A few people who he just glimpsed out of the corner of his eye. Of his usual suspects only Schmidinger was there, red-faced with a film of grease shining on his forehead. No, thought Horn, I’m not going to get depressed.


Linda sat at the reception desk. She was wearing a natural white, merino-wool jumper and brimming with holiday joy. “Nurses shouldn’t be allowed to wear jumpers like that,” Horn said.


She smiled and offered him her shoulder. “It’s Christmas. You can touch it,” she said.


“Wouldn’t dare, ever.”


“Why not?”


“Your Reinhard might come along with his chainsaw.”


She laughed. Linda’s boyfriend was a manager in the regional forestry agency, and in fact an extremely gentle soul. “He cries every time he gives the nod for a tree to be felled,” Reiter, the assistant in casualty surgery, had scathingly observed. Everybody knew that Reiter would have liked to have his way with Linda. But given his black curls and neon-coloured Hugo Boss shirts he did not have a chance. Linda was one of those redheads whose every freckle represented a chunk of self-confidence. Horn thought briefly of Irene. She had been exhausted recently and a little bit distant. Perhaps it was just because of the thing with their son.


Linda pressed three card files into his hand. “Schmidinger, a new one and Heidemarie. She’s not here yet, but she rang.” Horn was pleased. Heidemarie, the student with the nicest depression in the world.


“I’d always pick her last,” he said. “You’ve got to give yourself a good one to finish with.” Linda frowned.


In the outpatient room there was a small table decoration made out of spruce twigs. A dark-red candle with gold stars. This piece of high kitsch was one of the few things that made life bearable. It had taken him a while to admit it. You’ve got to give yourself a good one, he thought. Always a good one to finish with and, if possible, the shitty ones first. The really shitty ones. He called for Schmidinger.


A hair-raising aftershave with an undertone of sweaty feet. “I tell you, I’ve had it!” Horn had known something like this was coming. Had it. Rock bottom. Destroyed. Broken. Completely finished. The man was sitting in his chequered jacket with leather patches on the elbows. He had pushed the tips of his fingers below his belt, and was licking his lips incessantly.


“What do you mean you’ve had it?” Horn asked.


“My wife …you already know.”


“Is she provoking you again?”


Those eyes, Horn thought, those nasty, small eyes that roll around like two red marbles. The nose, slightly upturned, and the pouting lips repeatedly moistened by the tip of his tongue. There are moments when I can’t stand my job, Horn thought.


Norbert Schmidinger had discovered the usefulness of psychiatry some time ago, just after he had thrown the then oneand-a-half-year-old Melanie against a wall for the first time. A neurologist from Linz had provided him with a certificate of temporary mental incapacitation, thereby saving him from prison. From that time on Schmidinger had been a regular visitor to the psychiatrist, always just after his wife or one of his three daughters had contact with casualty or the police. Horn had got to know him during an appeal process against an injunction banning him from the family home. He had not been able to avoid admitting that Schmidinger had shown a certain willingness to receive treatment. Horn had felt dreadful about it for weeks afterwards.


“My wife … you already know … same as ever.”


“I bet she even got to you under the Christmas tree.”


“If it’s never happened to you …”


“With a present she absolutely knew you’d hate?”


“You can’t imagine …”


“I expect your daughters started up the day before. While decorating the tree.”


“I’m trying really hard!”


Who copped it this time, Horn wondered – Renate, his wife, or Birgit, the youngest one again? She had just turned five.


“Who copped it this time?”


The red-veined marbles hung motionless for a second. Then Schmidinger drew breath through his teeth. “You know who it was,” he said. ‘It was you who wrote that clever thing about my impulse control.”


Why are we so bloody afraid of describing them as they are, Horn asked himself. Why don’t we write “full-blown psychopath” when there’s one sitting opposite and double underline it?


“I’ve read there are some people who can’t stand on one leg, no matter how hard they try,” Schmidinger said. “And if you’ve got a weakness like mine, well, I don’t think it’s any different.”


“Who copped it?” Horn asked. “Who was on the receiving end of your weakness?” Schmidinger did not answer, but kneaded the fat on his stomach and licked his lips.


“You see, I came here. I’m not skiving. I want to be treated,” he said and gave a crooked grin.


Horn felt slightly faint. Enough, he thought. That’s really enough. Nobody’s going to ruin Christmas for me, nobody – least of all someone like that!


“Are you still taking your medication?”


Schmidinger shook his head ruefully. “I got problems with dizziness after the first week.”


Eczema, Horn thought, I’d have put money on eczema. In the instruction leaflet it’s listed before dizziness as one of the “common side-effects”. He had always been repulsed by people who were “provoked” by their nearest and dearest. He prescribed Schmidinger half a tablet of Clozapin twice a day and instructed him to come back for another examination in a week.


“And if you don’t come, I won’t sign those forms any more,” he said.


Schmidinger folded the prescription, put it away and got up. “Thanks,” he said. “Thanks a lot.” As he left he was still wearing a crooked grin.


Horn wrenched open the window. Outside, an H.G.V. with carrots painted on the side drove past. Schmidinger would probably not come. He had his prescription and would use it to demonstrate his willingness to receive treatment if anybody asked him.


He drives me mad, thought Horn, leaving the room. I try to resist it, but he really drives me mad. “If the police ask about him,” he directed Linda, “just for once they can have all the details.”


Linda was in total agreement. “For that you can have biscuits afterwards,” she said. Just at that moment biscuits were what Horn least desired. I’d like to get my hands on her now, he thought.


The next patient, a new one, was panicky. Maybe thirty years old, pale, and wearing a jacket, shirt and cords that did not match. He would not sit until Horn assured him that nothing would happen. He reminded Horn of somebody. He could not say who.


“Are there any animals in here?” the man asked. “Please tell me whether there are animals in here!”


Horn shook his head. Most of the puzzle fell into place quite quickly.


“How long ago did you stop drinking?” he asked.


The man shrugged his shoulders and then looked Horn in the eyes. He seemed quite relieved. “How did you guess?” he asked.


“When someone reaches a certain level of misery, they always think they’re in it alone,” Horn said. Then he talked about those young men who take their work stress home with them and cannot let their hair down before they have helped themselves to a few units of alcohol. As soon as the pressure increases in accordance with their position at work, these men resort to the tried and tested remedy during the daytime as well, knocking back a few glasses of schnapps at decently spaced intervals. Then, during the Christmas break, because playing with the children and sleeping with the wife provide some relaxation, they forget about the supply of these few units of alcohol. “And then your brain starts to make you see pink elephants,” Horn said. He fetched a small bottle of Diazepam solution from the cupboard and counted out forty-five drops into a small tumbler. “Drink this now and sit in the waiting room for twenty minutes,” he said. “Then we’ll see what happens.” The man gave the impression that he would be prepared to hold his breath for twenty minutes if he was asked to. He was quivering pitifully when he left the room.
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