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			Introduction

			Student, 23, missing in Munich

			Munich (LR) – The Munich police are searching for clues relating to the whereabouts of Lena Beck, 23, from Munich-Haidhausen. According to eyewitnesses, the student was at a party on Tuesday night in the Maxvorstadt district until around 5 a.m. On the way home she telephoned a friend. Her mobile phone has been switched off ever since. A police search of Munich on Friday produced no leads. Lena Beck is 1.65 metres tall, petite, and has blonde, shoulder-length hair. She was last seen wearing a silver top, black jeans, black boots and a dark blue coat.

		

	
		
			On the first day I lose my sense of time, my dignity and a molar. But I do have two children now and a cat. I’ve forgotten their names apart from the cat’s – Fräulein Tinky. I’ve got a husband too. He’s tall, with short, dark hair and grey eyes. I look at him from the corner of my eye as I sit huddled next to him on the threadbare sofa. In his embrace, the injuries running right down my back are throbbing, as if each of them had their own heartbeat. A cut on my forehead is stinging. From time to time everything goes blank or I see white flashes. Then I just focus on trying to breathe.

			It’s hard to tell whether it is actually evening, or whether he’s decided that’s what it is. Insulation panels are screwed over the windows. He creates day and night. Like God. I try to persuade myself I’m already over the worst, but I can’t stop anticipating that we’ll be going to bed together soon. The children already have their pyjamas on. The boy’s are too small, whereas the girl’s sleeves go way over her wrists. The children kneel on the floor a couple metres from the sofa and hold their hands up to feel the residual warmth of the wood-burning stove. The fire has burned down to a black heap, with only the odd ember still glowing red. The high-pitched voices with their jolly chitter-chatter blend into the sheer abnormality of this situation. I can’t understand exactly what they’re saying. It’s as if I’m hearing them talk through cotton wool, while I contemplate how I’m going to kill their father.

		

	
		
			The Night of the Accident

			Hannah

			It’s easy to begin with. I straighten my back and take a deep breath. I climb into the ambulance and travel with it. I tell the men in the orange coats Mama’s name and that her blood group is AB negative. AB negative is the rarest blood group and it doesn’t have any antibodies against groups A and B. That means Mama can have blood from all the other groups. I know this because we talked about blood groups in class. And because it’s in the thick book. I think I’ve done everything right. It’s only when I unintentionally think about my brother that my right knee starts trembling. Jonathan will be frightened without me.

			Concentrate, Hannah. You’re a big girl now.

			No, today I’m a little girl and I’m stupid. It’s cold, it’s too bright and it’s beeping. I ask where the beeping’s coming from, and one of the men in the orange coats says, ‘That’s your mum’s heart.’

			My mum’s heart never beeped before.

			Concentrate, Hannah.

			It’s a bumpy ride and I close my eyes. Mama’s heart is beeping.

			She screamed and there was a bang. If my mum’s heart stops beeping now, those will have been the last sounds I heard her make: a scream and a bang. And she didn’t even wish me goodnight.

			The ambulance does a little jump then comes to a stop.

			‘We’re here,’ the man says. He means at the hospital.

			A hospital is a building where illnesses or injuries are treated with medical assistance.

			‘Come on, little girl,’ the man says.

			My legs move automatically and so quickly that I can’t count the steps. I follow the men pushing the rattling stretcher on wheels through a large glass door beneath the glaring sign that says ‘Accident and Emergency’, and then down a long corridor. As if by command, helpers swarm from both sides and lots of voices all talk nervily at the same time.

			‘You can’t come in here,’ a fat man in a green apron says, nudging me to the side when we arrive at another large door at the end of the long corridor. ‘We’ll send someone to look after you.’ He points at a row of seats along the wall. ‘Go and sit down there for the moment.’

			I want to say something, but the words won’t come out, and in any case the man has already turned around and disappeared through the door with the other helpers. I count the chairs along the wall – seven. He – the fat man in the green apron – didn’t say which one I should sit on. I’ve started chewing my thumbnail without realising it. Concentrate, Hannah. You’re a big girl now.

			I sit with my knees up on the middle chair, picking pine needles and small brown bits of bark from my dress. I got quite dirty this evening. I think of Jonathan again. Poor little Jonathan who stayed at home and has to do the cleaning. I imagine him crying because he doesn’t know how to get rid of the stains from the carpet in the sitting room. I’m sure we’ve got the right cleaning fluid in the store cupboard, but Papa’s put two padlocks on the door. A precautionary measure. We need to have lots of these. You always have to be careful.

			‘Hello?’ A woman’s voice.

			I leap to my feet.

			‘I’m Sister Ruth,’ the woman says with a smile, and takes my hand to shake it. I tell her my name is Hannah and that it’s a palindrome. A palindrome is a word that reads the same forwards as well as backwards. To prove it I spell my name, first from the beginning and then from the end. Sister Ruth is still smiling and says, ‘I understand.’

			She’s older than Mama; she’s already got grey hair and she’s slightly round. Over her light yellow apron she wears a colourful cardigan which looks nice and warm and has a sticker with the face of a panda on it. It says, ‘Be Happy.’ That’s English. The corners of my mouth twitch.

			‘You haven’t got any shoes on, child,’ Sister Ruth remarks, and I wiggle the big toe of my left foot through the hole in my tights. Mama stitched it up on one of her good days. I bet she’d be angry if she knew that I’d made the hole in my tights again.

			Sister Ruth takes a tissue from the pocket of her apron because she thinks I’m crying. Because of the hole in my tights or because of Mama. I don’t tell her it’s actually because I’m blinded by the harsh light from the fluorescent tube on the ceiling. I just say, ‘Thank you, that’s very considerate.’ You always have to be polite. You always have to say please and thank you. My brother and I always say thank you when Mama gives us a cereal bar, even though we can’t stand cereal bars. We don’t like the taste. But they’re important because of the vitamins. Calcium and potassium and magnesium and Vitamin B for the digestion and blood formation. We eat three of them every day unless we’ve run out. Then we have to hope Papa comes home soon and has been shopping on the way.

			I take the tissue, dab my eyes, blow my nose, then give it back to Sister Ruth. You mustn’t keep anything that doesn’t belong to you. That’s stealing. Sister Ruth laughs and puts the tissue back in her apron. Of course I ask her about Mama, but all Sister Ruth says is: ‘She’s in the best hands.’ I know that’s not a proper answer, I’m not stupid.

			‘When can I see her?’ I ask, but don’t get an answer to that either.

			Instead Sister Ruth says that she’s going to take me to the staffroom to see whether there’s a pair of slippers I could wear. Jonathan and I have to wear slippers at home too because the floor is very cold, but mostly we forget and our tights get dirty. Then Mama gets cross because it’s not washing day, and Papa gets cross because Mama hasn’t cleaned the floor properly. Cleanliness is important.

			The staffroom is big, at least fifty paces from the door to the wall opposite. In the middle are three tables, each of which has four chairs arranged around it. Three fours are twelve. One of the chairs isn’t straight. Someone must have been sitting there and not tidied up when they left. I hope they got into trouble. Because tidiness is important too. The left-hand wall of the room is filled with a metal cupboard with lots of individual lockable compartments, but there are keys sticking out of almost all of them. There’s also a loft bed, which is metal too. Straight ahead are two windows. I can see the night through them. The night is black and there aren’t any stars. To the right is a kitchen unit. There’s even a kettle out on the work surface. Hot water can be very dangerous. Skin burns at forty-five degrees. At sixty degrees the protein in the skin cells congeals and the cells die off. The water inside a kettle is heated to one hundred degrees. We’ve got a kettle at home too, but we keep it locked away.

			‘Why don’t you sit down?’ Sister Ruth says.

			Three fours are twelve. Twelve chairs. I have to think, but I’m distracted by the black night without any stars beyond the windows.

			Concentrate, Hannah.

			Sister Ruth goes to the cupboard, opens one compartment after another, then closes it again. She says ‘hmm’ a few times, drawing it out, and the metal doors clatter. Looking over her shoulder, she says again, ‘Come on, child, sit down.’

			First I think I ought to go for the chair that’s not straight. But that wouldn’t be right. Everyone needs to tidy up after themselves. Take responsibility. You’re a big girl, Hannah. I nod at nothing in particular and count to myself, eenie, meenie, miney, mo. There’s one chair left over, which would give me a good view of the door and which I’ll put back neatly later when Sister Ruth tells me the time to sit down is over.

			‘How about these?’ she says with a smile, turning to me with a pair of pink rubber shoes. ‘They’re a bit big, but better than nothing.’ She puts them by my feet and waits for me to slip them on.

			‘Listen, Hannah,’ she says as she takes off her cardigan. ‘Your mum didn’t have a handbag when the accident happened. That means we couldn’t find an identity card or any papers belonging to her.’

			Grabbing my arm, she holds it out straight and fiddles the sleeve of her cardigan over my hand.

			‘So now we don’t have a name or an address. And no emergency contact number either, unfortunately.’

			‘Her name is Lena,’ I say to be helpful, like I was in the ambulance. You always have to be helpful. My brother and I always help Mama when her fingers tremble. Or when she forgets things, like our names or when it’s time to go to the toilet. We go with her to the bathroom so she doesn’t slide off the toilet seat or do anything else silly.

			Sister Ruth is now on to the other arm. The warmth that’s still in the cardigan spreads cosily across my back.

			‘Yes,’ she says. ‘Lena, great. Lena without a surname. The paramedic already made a note of this.’ When she sighs I can smell her breath. It smells of toothpaste. She tugs on my chair, which scrapes across the floor, until she can squat in front of me without knocking her head on the edge of the table. Table edges can be very dangerous. Mama often hits her head against the table when she has one of her fits.

			Sister Ruth starts fastening the buttons of the cardigan. On my thigh my finger draws the zigzag pattern of her parting. Right, straight, left, straight, left, straight, left again, like a jagged lightning bolt. Sister Ruth suddenly looks up as if she’d sensed me staring at her head.

			‘Is there anyone we can call, Hannah? Your papa, perhaps? Do you know your telephone number by heart?’

			I shake my head.

			‘But you do have a papa?’

			I nod.

			‘Does he live with you? With you and your mama?’

			I nod again.

			‘Shall we call him? Surely he should know your mama had an accident and that the two of you are in hospital. He’ll be worried if you don’t come home.’

			Right, straight. Left, straight, left again, like a jagged lightning bolt.

			‘Tell me, Hannah, have you ever been to a hospital before? Or your mama? Maybe even this one? Then, you see, we could look in our really smart computer for your telephone number.’

			I shake my head.

			‘In an emergency, open wounds can be sterilised with urine. It disinfects, coagulates the proteins and relieves the pain, full stop.’

			Sister Ruth takes my hands. ‘You know what, Hannah? I’ll make us some tea and then we’ll have a bit of a chat, you and I. How about that?’

			‘Chat about what?’

			*

			I see, she wants me to talk about Mama, but I can’t think of anything to say to begin with. I just keep thinking of the big bang when the car hit Mama and the very next moment she was lying on the cold, hard ground in the beam of the car headlights, her arms and legs all twisted. Her skin was far too white and the blood flowing from all the little cuts in her face far too red. Crimson. The glass of the headlights shattered on impact and flew straight into Mama’s face. I sat on the side of the road, closed my eyes, occasionally blinking in secret until the flashing blue lights appeared in the darkness: the ambulance.

			But I don’t have to tell Sister Ruth all of this. She already knows that Mama had an accident. Mama wouldn’t be here otherwise. Sister Ruth stares at me. I shrug and blow ripples on my tea. Rosehip, Sister Ruth said, and she told me it was her daughter’s favourite when she was small. ‘Always with a big spoonful of honey in it. She had a real sweet tooth.’ Sweet tooth. I don’t believe there is such a thing, but I like the sound of it.

			‘I think we urgently need to speak to your papa,’ Sister Ruth says. ‘Have another think; maybe your home telephone number will come to you.’

			‘We don’t have a telephone.’

			‘What about your address, then? The name of the street you live in? Then we could send someone by to pick up your papa.’

			I shake my head very slowly. Sister Ruth can’t understand.

			‘Nobody must find us,’ I whisper.

			Lena

			The air just after it’s rained. The first and last squares of a bar of chocolate, which always taste the best. The aroma of freesias. David Bowie’s Low album. A curry sausage after a long night out. A long night out. The hum of a fat bumblebee. Everything the sun does, whether it’s rising, setting or just shining. A blue sky. A black sky. Any old sky. The way my mother rolls her eyes when she has a spontaneous visitor and the washing-up hasn’t been done. The old Hollywood swing in my grandparents’ garden, the way it squeaks and sounds as if it’s singing a weird song when you swing back and forth on it. Those silly tablecloth weights that look like strawberries and lemons. The summer wind on the face and in the hair. The sea, the sound of it roaring. Fine white sand between the toes . . .

			‘I love you,’ he moans, rolling his sticky body off of mine.

			‘I love you too,’ I say softly, doubling up like a dying deer.

			‘. . . Serial rib fracture on the left-hand side involving the second to fourth ribs. Subperiosteal haematoma . . .’

			Hannah

			‘Are you saying you’re not going to tell me where you live?’

			Sister Ruth is smiling, but it’s not a proper smile, more like half of one with just the right side of her mouth.

			‘My daughter loved to play games like this when she was small.’

			‘Sweet tooth.’

			‘That’s right.’ She nods, pushing her cup to one side and leaning slightly further across the table. ‘And of course those games are fun. But you know, Hannah, I’m afraid it’s not always the right time for games. Like now, when it’s really quite serious. When someone has an accident and is taken to hospital, we have to contact the relatives. That’s our duty.’

			I try not to blink when she looks at me in this very particular way. I want her to blink first, because that means she’s lost.

			‘Sometimes, when someone’s badly injured, like your mama, we have to make important decisions.’

			The person who blinks first loses. That’s how the game works.

			‘Decisions that the injured person can’t take for themselves at the moment. Do you understand that, Hannah?’

			Sister Ruth has lost.

			‘Oh well.’ She sighs.

			I put my hand up to my mouth and pinch at my bottom lip so she can’t see me grinning. You should never laugh at anyone, not even if they’ve lost a blinking competition.

			‘I just thought we might have a little chat until the police arrive.’

			The police are an executive organ of the state. Their task is to investigate punishable and illegal acts. And sometimes they come to take children away from their parents. Or parents from their children.

			‘The police are coming?’

			‘That’s perfectly normal. I mean, they have to work out how the accident happened in which your mama was injured. Do you know what “hit and run” means, Hannah?’

			‘“Hit and run” describes the unlawful disappearance from the scene of an accident by a road-user after a road traffic accident which is their fault, full stop.’

			Sister Ruth nods. ‘It’s a crime the police have to investigate.’

			‘Does the man involved get into trouble, then?’

			Sister Ruth narrows her eyes. ‘So it was a man driving the car, was it? Why do you ask, Hannah?’

			‘Because he was nice. He sorted everything out and called the emergency services. And he gave me a coat when I felt cold while we were waiting for the ambulance. He didn’t actually leave until just before the ambulance arrived. I think he was just as frightened as Mama and me.’

			I don’t want to look at Sister Ruth anymore.

			‘And anyway, the accident wasn’t his fault,’ I say with my mouse’s voice. Papa invented the mouse’s voice for Mama’s bad days, because he thought she would get upset if we talked too loudly. ‘Mama needs her peace and quiet,’ he would always say. ‘Mama’s not feeling so well today.’

			‘What do you mean, Hannah?’ Sister Ruth says. She seems to know the mouse’s voice too, because she’s speaking like this now as well. ‘Whose fault was it then?’

			I have to think carefully about what I say.

			Concentrate, Hannah. You’re a big girl.

			‘My mama sometimes does silly things by accident.’

			Sister Ruth looks surprised. Surprise is when you hear something unexpected or when something unexpected happens. It can be a nice surprise, like a present someone gives you even though it’s not your birthday. My cat Fräulein Tinky was that sort of surprise. When Papa came home and said he’d got something for me, I thought it might be a new book or a board game I could play with Jonathan. But then he showed me Fräulein Tinky. She’s been mine ever since, just mine.

			‘Hannah?’

			I don’t want to. I want to think of Fräulein Tinky.

			‘Have you got problems at home, Hannah?’

			Mama doesn’t really like Fräulein Tinky. She even kicked her once.

			‘Do you have problems with your mama?’

			And she’s really clumsy, no matter what Papa says. Sometimes she can’t even light the stove without his help.

			‘Hannah?’

			Once it was cold for more than a week at home and we froze so much we were just tired all the time. But she is my mama all the same. And when I think of her, I know that I love her. Love, it’s like happiness. A very warm feeling that makes you laugh for no real reason, even though nobody’s told a joke. The way Sister Ruth laughs when she talks about her daughter. Sweet tooth.

			‘Please talk to me, child!’

			‘I don’t want the police to come and take Mama away!’ I protest. That was my lion’s voice.

			Hannah

			Sometimes we play a game, my brother and I. It’s called ‘What does it feel like?’ We’ve been playing it for ages. I can’t remember exactly, but I think we’ve been playing it since Mama first told us about ‘happiness’.

			‘Happiness is a particularly positive feeling, a state of being pleased or content, full stop.’ That’s what I read out of the thick book that knows all the answers. Jonathan nodded at first, like he always does when I read out the relevant passage. But then he narrowed his eyes and asked what it actually meant. I told him he was an idiot and he wasn’t listening properly. You always have to listen properly. Not listening is impolite. But I read it out again anyway. I mean, Jonathan is my brother, whether or not he’s an idiot. ‘Happiness is a particularly positive feeling, a state of being pleased or content.’ Then I said ‘full stop’ very slowly and very clearly, so he knew that this was the end of the passage.

			But Jonathan’s eyes were still narrowed and he said, ‘You’re the idiot. Of course I understood. I meant what does it feel like, inside you, that sort of thing.’

			‘What does happiness feel like?’ we asked Mama. She took us in her arms and said, ‘Like this.’

			‘Warm,’ Jonathan declared, estimating that Mama’s body temperature was slightly increased. I pressed my nose into the cool between her neck and her shoulder. She smelled of meadow. Happiness feels warm, almost like a slight fever; it has a smell and a heartbeat that goes like the second hand on the kitchen clock.

			We also discussed what a fright feels like, Jonathan and I. ‘A fright is like a slap in the face,’ Jonathan suggested.

			‘Which comes as a surprise,’ I added.

			And we were right. That’s exactly what a fright is like. And you can see it in someone’s face too. The eyes are big from the surprise and the cheeks turn red in a flash, as if they’ve been hit by a large, hard hand.

			That’s exactly what Sister Ruth looks like right now. I screamed at her in my lion’s voice, ‘I don’t want the police to come and take Mama away!’

			‘Hannah.’ Sister Ruth’s voice is now slightly squeaky. That must be down to the fright too. My first thought is that I have to tell Jonathan about this, we must remember it: fright = slap + surprise + squeaky voice. My second thought is that he’s at home at the moment, struggling with the carpet, then my third thought is that Sister Ruth said the police are on their way. Now I become sad, with tears.

			Sister Ruth has probably noticed that I’m feeling a bit weak at the moment and so she’s forgotten the fright I gave her. Her chair scrapes across the floor when she gets up, then she walks around the table and presses my head into her fat, soft breasts.

			‘I know all of this is a bit much for a little girl like you. But you needn’t be afraid, Hannah. Nobody wants to do anything bad to your mama or you. Sometimes families just need a bit of help, but they don’t realise this themselves. Is it possible that your family needs help at home, Hannah?’ She squats beside my chair and takes hold of my hands that are in my lap.

			‘No,’ I say. ‘We know how everything works. We have our own rules, you see. It’s just that Mama forgets them sometimes. But luckily she’s got us, we remind her of them.’

			‘But still she does silly things? That’s what you said earlier, wasn’t it? That she sometimes does silly things by accident?’

			I lean forwards and make my hands into a secrets funnel. Jonathan and I invented the secrets funnel, but we’re not allowed to use it when Papa’s at home. Sister Ruth turns her head so that I can put the secrets funnel to her ear.

			‘She wanted to kill Papa by accident,’ I whisper.

			Sister Ruth’s head spins around. Fright, I can see it quite clearly. I shake my head, grab her face and turn it back into the right position for the secrets funnel. ‘You don’t have to tell the police. Jonathan is taking care of the stains on the carpet.’

			Lena

			He wants three, he says, as he gets to work on the onion. He very calmly removes the outer layer, which sounds like a plaster being ripped from the skin. It’s a painful sound to my ears. I’m standing right beside him in the kitchen, staring at the knife in his hand. A carving knife with a thin, serrated blade, sharp enough.

			‘Are you listening to me, Lena?’

			‘Of course,’ answers the woman who I’m beginning to hate with every fibre in my body. He gets everything from her; he grasps his opportunities valiantly and he has already helped himself plentifully. To her body, her pride, her dignity. Yet still she smiles at him. This woman makes me sick. ‘You want three.’

			‘I always did. What about you?’

			The woman always wanted three as well. I’ve never wanted any myself, but my opinion doesn’t count. Some days I wish I could get used to it. On others I know that it must never happen. I gather the last of my reserves, small shards of a broken will, memories and reasons, and hide them in a safe place. Like a squirrel burying supplies for the winter. I can only hope that nobody, neither he nor the feeble woman, ever discover my hiding place. The secret place where there is a sky and kitschy tablecloth weights.

			‘Fancy a glass of wine?’ He places the knife he’s just quartered the onion with beside the wooden board and turns to me. The knife, just lying there. Half an arm’s length away, within reach. I have to force myself to take my eyes off it. To look him in the eye again with the inane grin on the lips of the feeble woman.

			‘Yes, lovely.’

			‘Wonderful.’ He smiles back, then takes a step towards the dining table, where the two brown paper bags with the shopping still stand unpacked. ‘Red or white? I got both because I didn’t know which you’d prefer with the spaghetti.’

			Him standing there, slightly hunched over the bags, his back half-turned to me, his right hand already in one of the bags. The knife lying beside the board, just half an arm’s length away, within reach. Now! the inner voices cry.

			‘Lena?’ The paper bag rustles as he takes out the first bottle.

			‘If it’s up to me, then red.’

			‘Yes, I’d rather red too.’ Content and with bottle in hand, he turns around again. The feeble woman is holding on to the worktop for support. One finger twitches pitifully for the knife. Only a few centimetres separate the two, yet it’s an impossibility. He cooks for me. We eat together and raise our glasses of red wine to my getting pregnant as soon as possible. He wants three children. We’ll be a very happy family.

			‘Atrial fibrillation!’

			Hannah

			Sister Ruth left the room so quickly that she almost tripped. Because she said I should sit there quietly and wait for her, I don’t move. When Sister Ruth returns with a sketch pad and some sharp pencils, she says, ‘I’ve had a great idea, Hannah.’

			I’m to draw something, okay. But I’m not sure whether it really is a great idea. The pencils are certainly lovely colours: red, yellow, blue, black, purple, orange, pink, brown and green. But they’re really sharp. I take the red pencil and carefully run my thumb over the tip – yes, really very sharp. We do drawing at home too, but with crayons. We write with crayons as well.

			‘Why should I draw something?’

			Sister Ruth shrugs. ‘Well, first, it’ll give us something to do to fill the time until you can see your mama, but also we can say we’re really busy when the police come and ask stupid questions. What do you think?’

			‘So what should I draw?’

			Sister Ruth shrugs again. ‘Hmm, perhaps you should just draw what happened today before you came here with your mama.’

			Without realising it, I’ve started chewing the end of the pencil. Tiny little bits of wood have chipped off and are sticking to my tongue. I lick the back of my hand to get rid of them.

			‘No,’ I say. ‘I’ve thought of something better. I’m going to draw a picture for Mama, then I can give it to her afterwards.’

			‘Okay, that’s a good idea. And have you got any idea what you might draw?’

			‘Yes, maybe,’ I say, thinking about it. ‘Something that I know will make her happy.’

			Now Sister Ruth is excited. She tells me and I can see it in her face. Her eyes are quite round and she’s pulled her eyebrows up so high that there are lines running across her forehead. I put the red pencil to one side and take the blue one. I put it on the paper really carefully. Sharp pencils can be very dangerous. I begin by drawing Mama’s face. Sister Ruth asks why it’s blue. I click my tongue and roll my eyes. Sometimes Sister Ruth is a bit of an idiot too, like my brother. ‘Because I don’t have a white pencil. And anyway, you wouldn’t see the white pencil on the white paper,’ I explain.

			Then I draw Mama’s body wearing a beautiful long dress. It’s blue too, although it ought to be white, then her beautiful long hair in yellow, and after that the black trees with branches like fossilised monsters’ fingers, which are trying to grab hold of Mama.

			‘That looks dangerous, Hannah,’ Sister Ruth says. ‘Tell me a bit about the picture.’

			‘Well, this is the story of my mama and my papa and how they fell in love. Late one night, Mama was out in the woods. Can you see how beautifully her hair is shining in the moonlight?’

			‘Yes, she really looks very pretty, Hannah. Was she out alone in the woods?’

			‘Yes, and she was terribly scared, and that’s why she’s not laughing, can you see?’

			‘What was she so scared about?’

			‘She’d got lost. But then . . .’

			Now I draw my papa, stepping out from behind a tree.

			‘Along comes Papa and finds her. This is the best part of the whole story. He’s standing there as if he’s appeared from nowhere, and he saves her.’ I redo Mama’s mouth so she’s smiling. Her smile is really fat now, like a fat, red banana. ‘And they fall in love at first sight.’

			Satisfied, I put down the red pencil I’ve just used to draw a few hearts. A red heart is a common symbol for love. I’ve drawn six red hearts for even more love.

			‘Wow!’ Sister Ruth says. ‘It almost sounds like a fairy tale.’

			‘No, it’s not a fairy tale, it’s a true story. Exactly as Mama always tells it.’

			Sister Ruth leans a little further across the table.

			‘What’s your papa got there in his hand?’

			‘That’s a cloth he’s going to tie over her eyes because he wants to surprise her. You see, she mustn’t know where they’re going to go now.’

			‘Where are they going to go, Hannah?’

			‘Home, of course,’ I say. ‘To the cabin.’

			Lena

			Be grateful.

			God has blessed you.

			You have a lovely home.

			You have a family.

			You’ve got everything you always wanted.

			The voice in my head is merely scratching the surface. My stomach is burning. Emptiness. Emptiness can’t burn. Oh, but how it can burn, this emptiness. My jaw tenses with the strain when my trembling fingers try to take off the lid of the hot chocolate tin. It’s stuck. It’s bloody well stuck. I can feel the sweat collecting beneath my hair and making my scar sting. On the work surface beside me, next to the milk, are two cups, a red one and a blue one, both with white dots, both melamine and unbreakable. The children need to have breakfast, now. Breakfast at seven-thirty. What’s so difficult to understand about that? The children need an ordered daily routine. The children need a balanced breakfast.

			What sort of a mother are you, Lena?

			What sort of monster are you?

			Behind my back, I can hear them running riot – please, children, not so loud! The kitchen, the dining area and the sitting room all run into one another. As they chase each other through the house, their screeches fly from one corner to the next like a bouncy ball out of control – be quiet, please! Now and then, one of them leaps over the armrest of the sofa and flumps on to the cushions, making a sound like a loud, heavy sigh, again and again – I want you to stop now! The pressure inside my head is unbearable and it feels as if it’s about to burst. The lid is stuck. The fucking lid is stuck.

			‘Mama?’

			I give a start. All of a sudden my daughter is standing beside me, pushing her chin inquisitively across the edge of the work surface. How small she is. A tiny, delicate girl with thin blonde locks and very white skin. Like a little angel. But not one of those neat, red-cheeked cherubim porcelain figures my mother collects on her dining-room dresser. More like an angel where something’s not quite right. The prototype that almost worked but not completely.

			‘Hannah,’ I say. It sounds like a statement, totally lacking in affection.

			‘Do you want me to help you, Mama?’ Her round, pale blue eyes show that she hasn’t taken offence at my cold tone, or merely that she doesn’t want to take offence. I nod wearily and push the hot chocolate tin towards her. She opens it in seconds with a skilful twist, and beams at me: ‘Da-da!’

			Hannah is just about to go away and play when I grab her arm, probably too tightly, seeing how small and delicate she is. I let go again at once. ‘I’m sorry. Did I hurt you?’

			She frowns and grimaces as if I’d just said something very stupid.

			‘No, of course not. You’d never hurt me, Mama.’

			For a brief moment, a feeling covers my inner emptiness like a heavy, warm blanket. I attempt a smile.

			‘Maybe you could help me some more?’ As if by way of proof, I hold up my shaking hands, but Hannah has already nodded, stood up on tiptoes and grabbed the neon-green plastic spoon which is also on the work surface. She measures out the powder, two spoons for each cup, carefully pours milk on top and stirs, while slowly and monotonously counting the number of times the clanking spoon circles the cup.

			‘One, two, three . . .’

			The counting, the clanking. The voice inside my head that continues scratching steadily at the surface. The voice that says: she is your daughter and you have to love her. Whether you want to or not.

			‘. . . seven, eight . . .’

			It’s getting more difficult to breathe. My knees feel like jelly. I make a grab for the edge of the work surface, for some support, but I grasp thin air.

			‘. . . thirteen, fourteen . . .’

			In slow motion the ceiling tilts, the floor ripples, I sink into my weakness, sliding almost sedately into the redeeming blackness, thank you.

			‘Papa!’ I hear Hannah as if under water. ‘Mama’s had another fit!’

			‘Stabilise circulation!’

			Hannah

			Sister Ruth asks me what I mean by ‘the cabin’. To begin with, I want to bash her over the head and make her work it out for herself, but then I think that I ought to help her.

			‘A cabin is a little house made of wood. In the forest.’

			Sister Ruth nods as if she understands, but her eyebrows are pulled into a frown and her jaw is now hanging a little lower, as if it had somehow slipped from where it should be. If you’re smart, you can see a lot in someone’s face.

			‘Are you telling me you live in the forest? In a cabin?’

			I nod slowly and say, ‘Well done.’ I get praised when Mama tests me and I get something right. She always says, ‘Well done, Hannah,’ which makes thinking about things much more fun. Maybe Sister Ruth feels the same.

			‘Have you ever lived anywhere else, Hannah? In a proper house?’

			‘A cabin is a proper house! My papa built it specially for us. We’ve got proper air too. The recirculation unit has only slightly malfunctioned two or three times. It needs to be humming gently the whole time, otherwise there’s something wrong. Luckily I’ve got a really good sense of hearing. If something’s wrong with the recirculation unit I notice at once, long before we start to get headaches. But Papa repaired it straightaway. He said it was just a little loose connection, nothing serious. He’s a pretty good handyman.’

			Sister Ruth is blinking a lot. ‘What,’ she says, but then stops. I don’t say anything either, because I think she’s finally understood that she needs to make an effort herself. Mama always waits a while if I can’t immediately think of the right answers when we’re doing work. ‘It’s not going to help if I always give you the solutions straightaway. You have to get used to using your own head. Think, Hannah. Concentrate. You can do it.’

			‘What,’ Sister Ruth says again. ‘A recir . . . ?’

			‘Recirculation. It’s hard to say, isn’t it? Do you know what I do when I come across a difficult word?’

			Again Sister Ruth says nothing.

			‘I say the difficult word over and over again in my head until it’s stored there. That’s why my vocabulary is much better than Jonathan’s. Sometimes I only have to say the word twice inside my head, but sometimes I have to do it ten times.’

			Sister Ruth still isn’t speaking. Maybe she’s trying my trick and practising the difficult word in her head.

			Finally something happens and her mouth starts moving again.

			‘Will you now tell me what a . . .’ – she takes a deep breath for the difficult word – ‘ . . . recirculation unit is?’

			‘Well done,’ I say, pleased at Sister Ruth’s progress and at myself. I’m a good teacher. I get that from Mama. ‘The recirculation unit makes our air,’ I tell her, trying to speak as slowly as possible so Sister Ruth can follow me. ‘A person can’t live without oxygen. Every day we need to breathe in and out between ten and twenty thousand litres of oxygen. In terms of volume, that’s roughly ten to twenty thousand times as much as in one pack of milk. The air we breathe in contains about twenty-one per cent oxygen and nought point nought three per cent carbon dioxide. The air we breathe out contains about seventeen per cent oxygen and four per cent carbon dioxide, full stop. The recirculation unit ensures that the good air comes into our cabin and the bad air is taken away. We’d suffocate otherwise.’

			Sister Ruth puts a hand in front of her mouth. I can see she’s trembling slightly. All of her, not just her hand.

			‘Why don’t you just open a window if you need air, Hannah.’ I think that’s a question, but it doesn’t sound like one. You’re supposed to go up at the end of the sentence if you want to ask something. I start arranging the pencils on the table in a long, straight line, from light to dark, beginning with yellow and ending with black.

			‘Hannah?’ Sister Ruth’s voice goes up this time. I look up from my line of pencils and into her eyes.

			‘Will you at least tell me who Jonathan is?’

			‘He’s my brother.’

			‘Does Jonathan live in the cabin too? With you and your parents?’

			‘Yes, of course. He hasn’t done anything wrong. Why should we send him away?’

			‘Tell me about the stains on the carpet.’ Now Sister Ruth is looking very strict and she’s even winning the blinking competition. But that’s just because my eyes have started weeping again. I blame the light and because I’m tired.

			‘Hannah? Earlier you said that Jonathan was taking care of the stains on the carpet. What stains, Hannah?’

			I shake my head and say, ‘I’m tired and I want to see my mama.’

			Sister Ruth reaches for my hand across the table. ‘I know but, believe me, the doctors really will let us know as soon as you can go and see her. Maybe you’d like to draw another picture in the meantime? Tell me, is your brother older or younger than you?’

			I tear the picture of Mama and Papa in the forest from the pad and put it to one side. Then I pick up the blue pencil and start drawing Jonathan’s face on a new piece of paper.

			‘Younger,’ I say. ‘By two years.’

			‘Okay, don’t say anything, let me guess. That means he’s . . .’ Sister Ruth says, looking as if she’s working it out. ‘Hmm, it’s hard. I reckon that makes him . . . six?’

			I look up from the piece of paper. Poor, stupid Sister Ruth. She doesn’t seem to be any good at maths.

			‘Thirteen minus two,’ I say, trying to help, but she just gawps at me.

			‘He’s eleven, of course!’ I solve the sum for her. Sister Ruth really has a lot to learn in her life.

			‘Hannah?’ Now she sounds as if she’s about to cry. ‘The cabin. And the circulation unit.’

			‘Recirculation unit!’ I say in my lion’s voice.

			Sister Ruth flinches. Fright, again. Wide eyes and red cheeks. She just won’t make an effort. ‘I’m not going to put up with this!’ my lion’s voice continues and I slap the table. The pencils jump; the green one rolls over the edge and clatters on the floor. You mustn’t be stupid deliberately. I bend under the table to get the green pencil and when I reappear, she apologises. That’s something, at least. You always have to apologise if you do something wrong.

			‘I didn’t mean to upset you, Hannah,’ she says. ‘It must be a very difficult situation for you. I understand that. But I’d like to understand the rest too. I’d really like to know what it’s like at home. I don’t know anyone else who lives in a cabin in the woods.’

			I turn the paper around and keep drawing Jonathan’s trousers. They’re his favourite trousers, the blue ones he’s only allowed to wear on Sundays.

			‘Hannah?’

			I look up.

			‘Do you understand me?’

			I nod, then go straight back to my picture. I’ve also given Jonathan his favourite red T-shirt. It really glowed when it was still new. I think he’d be pleased if he knew he was wearing his favourite clothes in my picture. To finish, I draw his curly hair. It’s almost black like Papa’s. Then I start drawing my own face right next to Jonathan’s. I’m going to put on my favourite dress too, the white one with the flowers. We’re all going to look very beautiful in my picture.

			‘So you can’t open the windows at home, Hannah? That’s why you need the unit?’

			‘The recirculation unit,’ I mutter.

			‘Doesn’t the cabin have any windows?’

			‘Of course it does.’ I need the yellow pencil for my curly hair.

			‘But you don’t open the windows? Why not, Hannah?’

			‘It’s too dangerous. That’s why they’re boarded up.’ I wonder if it’s a lie if I draw myself with a red hairband. I don’t have a red hairband, only a dark blue one. But a red one would go much better with the flowers on my dress.

			‘Did your papa do that, Hannah? You said he’s a good handyman.’

			‘Yes.’ My hand moves very carefully to the red pencil and I look Sister Ruth in the eye. There’s no way she can know I don’t have a red hairband, but I’m slightly worried she’ll see from my face that I’m trying to cheat. Worry isn’t proper fear, but it’s not a good feeling either. Worry is more like the feeling of sickness you get when you’ve got a tummy ache and you don’t know if you’re going to have to throw up or not.

			Papa was very worried when Mama was away. He told us that he wasn’t certain she’d be coming back to us and then he cried. Papa had never cried before. I put my hand up to his face and felt the sticky tears running down his cheek. He didn’t say it, but I immediately knew that it was partly my fault that Mama went away. It was because of the Sara thing. Jonathan knew too. He just stared at me and wouldn’t talk to me for several days, until I reminded him that he didn’t particularly like Sara either.

			‘You know what, Hannah, I was just thinking. You’ve gone to so much trouble drawing your brother that it shows just how fond you are of him. Maybe we should send someone to your house to see how he’s getting on with the carpet? Or to help him?’

			I grab the red pencil without taking my eyes off Sister Ruth. But it doesn’t seem to bother her that I’m going to cheat with the colours.

			‘Or,’ she continues unfazed, ‘we could bring him here, to be with you. Then you could wait for your mama together. Some things seem only half as bad if you’ve someone important to you close by.’

			‘I’m not sure Jonathan would like it here,’ I say. My imaginary red hairband looks really lovely with the flowery dress. ‘I think he’d start trembling if he had to be here.’

			‘But you’re brave and you’re not trembling.’

			‘Yes, that’s true,’ I say. ‘But maybe I’m just more courageous than Jonathan. Because I’m older or a bit smarter or both. He was much more terrified than me by the blood too. And by the noise.’

			‘What noise?’

			‘Well, where do you think the bad stains on the carpet came from?’

			Sister Ruth looks as if she’s thinking, but I now know that she’s not particularly good at this. ‘Like if you drop a watermelon on the floor,’ I say, to spare her more embarrassment. ‘What it sounds like when you bash someone’s head with something. Bam!’ I say in my lion’s voice. Speaking normally again, I add, ‘And afterwards it’s very quiet for a while.’

			Matthias

			Four thousand nine hundred and ninety-three days.

			I have counted and cursed each one of them. My hair has turned greyer, my heartbeat uneven. The first year I drove down her last route every day. I had flyers printed and stuck them on every single lamppost. On my own initiative, I questioned supposed friends and set a few people straight. Several times a day I would call my long-term friend Gerd, Gerd Brühling, who was looking for her in his role as chief inspector and head of the investigation team. I terminated my friendship with Herr Brühling when he failed to find her. When I reached the stage where I began to feel my efforts were pointless, I was determined at the very least that the lies should stop. I gave endless interviews, fifty or more.

			Lena has been missing for 4,993 days. And nights. That’s over thirteen years. Thirteen years during which every ring of the telephone might signal the one message, the only message that would change everything. Our daughter had been abducted and they were demanding a ransom. Our daughter had been fished out of the Isar, blue and swollen beyond all recognition. Our daughter had been found, raped, slaughtered and thrown away like rubbish, perhaps abroad, somewhere in eastern Europe.

			‘Matthias? Are you still there?’ Gerd’s voice is squawking with excitement.

			I don’t answer, I just try to breathe. The receiver is shaking in my sweaty right hand. With my left, I grope for some support on the chest of drawers. This space, the hallway in our house, is losing its solidity; the stairs, the carpet, the wardrobe seem to slosh towards me, as if driven on by waves. The floor beneath my feet is soft. Beside me is Karin who, still half-asleep, hauled herself downstairs when I didn’t return to the bedroom. Nervously fiddling with the tie of her cream-coloured towelling dressing gown, she hisses, ‘What’s up, Matthias? What is it?’

			With great difficulty, I swallow the lump in my throat, the news and its significance, the thirteen fucking years. Hundreds of times both Karin and I have imagined Lena dying in the most terrible way possible, torturing ourselves with thousands of possibilities. In our thoughts we’d started to disregard only one of these possibilities: what if the telephone rings and they tell us they’ve found her alive?

			‘Lena,’ I gasp.

			Karin closes her eyes and takes a few unsteady steps backwards until her back hits the wall and she sinks to the floor. She puts her hands to her face and starts to sob, not loud and histrionically, no, not like that. Too much time has passed, 4,993 days, leaving too little hope. No, the sounds she makes are like sad, feeble hiccoughs.

			‘No, no,’ I say, finally managing to speak, and hold my hand out to her.

			‘Matthias?’ Gerd says on the phone.

			‘What do you mean, no, no?’ Karin says, slumped against the wall.

			‘They believe she was abducted. But they’ve got her. She’s alive,’ I say in a voice that’s barely loud enough to reach my ears. I say it again: ‘She’s alive.’

			‘What?’ Karin gets awkwardly to her feet. I grab her arm when it looks as if she might lose balance again on her wobbly legs.

			‘Yes,’ the squawking Gerd says on the other end of the line. The information he’s just given me is vague. I don’t know if he can’t, won’t or isn’t allowed to tell me any more. Only this: running a description through the database of missing people threw up a number of similarities. He said he’s going first thing tomorrow morning to Cham on the Czech border to confirm Lena’s identity. Cham, only two and a half hours from Munich, so close. Lena is so close, perhaps she’s been so close the whole time. And I didn’t find her.

			‘I’m coming with you,’ I bluster. ‘Let’s go. Not tomorrow morning, let’s go right now.’

			‘No, Matthias, you can’t do that,’ Gerd says, in the tone of a grown-up trying to placate a stubborn child. ‘It’s not the way things are done . . .’

			‘I don’t care,’ the child says doggedly. ‘Actually, I don’t give a fuck! I’m going to get dressed. You come and pick me up.’

			I hear Gerd sigh.

			‘You owe me this,’ I add before he can launch into an unnecessary, long-winded explanation about the usual procedure. ‘Let’s go.’

			Gerd sighs again and I hang up. I decide to give him half an hour. If he doesn’t appear, I’m going on my own and that’s that. To Cham, to Lena. I put my arms around Karin. Her warm tears seep through my pyjamas.

			‘She’s alive,’ I murmur into her hair. How wonderful that sounds: she’s alive.

			Within the next fifteen minutes we’re dressed, and Karin has even combed her hair. Side by side in the hallway, we’re itching to leave, both of us focused on the front door. We will immediately see the beam of the headlights through the frosted glass if Gerd drives up. Karin says what I’m only thinking: ‘Let’s not wait.’

			I nod eagerly and grab the car keys from the hook.

			To Cham. To Lena. She’s alive.

			*

			I’ve been in a bubble since Gerd’s call earlier on, but when our old Volvo turns on to the motorway slip road, it suddenly bursts. Now I’m wondering whether we ought not to have waited for him after all. And whether it was right to bring Karin. Gerd’s words on the telephone play back in my head. ‘Listen, Matthias, we can’t be sure yet. But I’ve had a call from a colleague in Cham, where a woman ran in front of a car in a wooded area near the Czech border. Apparently she’s called Lena. They suspect that the accident is somehow connected to an abduction, which is why they trawled through the missing persons database. There are some points of resemblance, such as the scar on the forehead. But she suffered serious injuries as a result of the accident. She’s in casualty and nobody can talk to her right now. Are you still there? Matthias?’

			‘Lena,’ I gasped at Karin.

			‘Yes,’ Gerd said. ‘I’m going to set off for Cham first thing in the morning. Until we can unequivocally confirm the woman’s identity . . .’

			Me: ‘I’m coming with you.’

			*

			‘Karin, I think I have to warn you,’ I say when I realise that Gerd’s reservations don’t just relate to disregard for police procedure. I ought to have told Karin earlier, as we were getting dressed, but I could barely utter anything other than a mere ‘she’s alive’, over and over again, in wonder, in disbelief, in awe.

			‘Gerd says she’s in casualty. She might be seriously injured. Could you bear to see her like that?’

			‘Are you crazy? She’s our daughter!’

			Karin is right. Lena needs us there with her, especially in her condition. I put my foot down and push our old Volvo to its limits. After more than thirteen years, only one hundred and eighty kilometres separate us from our child.

			‘Ciao, Paps! See you soon! And thanks again!’ I hear her say as clear as a bell, and in my mind I see her skipping down the steps to the front garden. On the afternoon before she disappeared, she came to see us for a coffee. Her bicycle had been stolen from campus and I made sure I handed over the money behind Karin’s back. Karin thought the girl ought to be more independent and, like lots of other students, get a part-time job. I thought that was a very bad idea. The girl ought to concentrate on her studies. Well, now the girl needed a new bike, so I’d given her the three hundred euros.

			Ciao, Paps! See you soon!

			Ciao, my angel, see you in 4,993 days . . .

			‘Matthias?’ Karin is waving my mobile. Only now do I notice the ringing and the blue display light illuminating the dark interior of the car.

			‘Gerd,’ I presume, and I imagine him standing outside our house at this moment, ringing the doorbell a few times and realising that we’ve left without him. I glance at the dashboard. He’d have been on time.

			‘Don’t worry, answer it.’

			Gerd moans so loudly into Karin’s ear that even I can hear it. Karin apologises. ‘We couldn’t just wait, surely you can understand.’

			Gerd tells her to tell me that I’m still an idiot – I hear this too and can’t help grinning when a feeling briefly flickers, a slight wistfulness. Gerd and I used to be best friends, in the past, in another life.

			‘Yes, yes, don’t worry,’ Karin says to Gerd before she says goodbye, and at the touch of a button the car becomes dark again. ‘He said to meet him at the hospital. We’re to stay calm until he gets there, also on account of his colleagues at the hospital.’

			I snort; the wistfulness is gone.

			‘Like I give two figs about Herr Brühling’s colleagues. We want to know what’s happened to our daughter and that’s that.’

			I can hear Karin rummaging around in her handbag; I suspect she’s putting my mobile away. But then I hear the familiar sound of a packet of paper tissues being opened. From the corner of my eye, I see her wiping her face.

			‘Abduction,’ she sobs. ‘But if she was abducted, why didn’t anyone contact us about a ransom?’

			I shrug.

			‘It wouldn’t be the first time some sick bastard abducts a young woman to keep her.’ I immediately think of Mark Sutthoff. What if he did have something to do with Lena’s disappearance after all? Good God, I could have had him . . .

			‘Keep is a dreadful word,’ Karin says, her voice mingling with the images inside my head. My hands on Mark Sutthoff’s collar, his back pressed up against a wall, his face as red as a lobster.

			Where is she, you bastard?

			‘I know,’ I say.

			Karin snuffles. ‘Do you think she’ll recover? I don’t mean from the injuries in the accident.’

			‘She’s a strong girl, she always was,’ I say with a smile of encouragement, and stroke Karin’s knee.

			We spend the rest of the journey in silence, apart from the occasional clearing of a dry throat, either Karin’s or mine. I know what’s going through Karin’s mind. She’s wondering whether the person we’ll be getting back today can still in some way be our daughter, after all these years and everything she may have been through. In the past, Karin often said things like ‘I hope it was quick, at least’, or ‘I’m praying she managed it’. What she meant by managed it was her wish that Lena’s death had been quick, without any physical or mental torture, no suffering. Sometimes I found it difficult not to go for the jugular when she spoke like that, even though I secretly thought the same. I sense that we’re miles apart, even though we’re sitting in the same car with just the central armrest separating us. Karin is frightened, Karin has her doubts. Me, on the other hand, all I’m thinking is that there are doctors for everything, for both body and soul, that it’s all going to be fine now. Why else would Lena have survived if she wasn’t capable of living? If she didn’t want to cling on to life? Maybe I’m too naïve and Karin is too pessimistic; maybe the truth is somewhere in-between, like the central armrest. Maybe it’s handy and quite simple.

			‘She’s strong,’ I assert again and Karin clears her throat.

			Lena

			Someone screams, ‘No!’ and ‘Oh God!’

			My stiff body is wrenched away. Shaken. Warmth, a firm embrace.

			‘Lena! Oh God, Lena!’

			I blink. Give a weak smile. He came back after all, at the last moment. The children, they’re alive, their arms clasped around his neck. He has an arm around me. His face is pale with horror. I put out my cold hand, feel a tear.

			‘I’m so sorry,’ he says, and I say, ‘You saved us.’

			‘Patient stable.’

			Hannah

			I think I’ve done something wrong. I’m sure I have, because I’ve already counted to 2,676 and Sister Ruth still isn’t back yet. I mimicked the noise of the watermelon for her. Bam! Then she said she had to ask whether we could go and see Mama, and while she was away I should keep drawing the picture of my family. I’ve given Papa a red patch on the side of his head but now I don’t know what else to do.

			I’m tired. The night outside the windows has already turned a bit grey. I haven’t been up this late very often, only when Sara was still with us and kept us awake with her howling. You always have to have enough sleep so the body can regenerate. I lay my head on the table and close my eyes. Mama always says you can choose what you dream if you think hard enough about something before going to sleep. I want to dream something really nice. About Mama and me finally going on another trip, just the two of us because I’m her favourite child.

			So I think as hard as I can about the first time we went away together. I was a bit anxious to begin with, but Mama said, ‘It’s a wonderful place, Hannah. You’ll love it there.’ And she said we weren’t to tell anyone we were going away.

			‘Shh,’ she said, putting her finger to her lips. ‘Our trips are a secret.’

			‘But you mustn’t lie, Mama!’

			‘We’re not lying, Hannah. We’re just not telling anyone.’

			‘What about Jonathan? He’ll get scared when he wakes up and finds nobody at home.’

			‘Don’t you worry about him. He’ll sleep for a long time. And we’ll be back by the time he wakes up, I promise.’

			We made ourselves look beautiful. Mama even let me put on my favourite dress, the white one with the flowers. Then we tiptoed out of the house to the car. I sat in the front, next to Mama. The road we drove on was as smooth as paper and reflected the sun. In places it shimmered in the heat like little, colourless fires. I pressed my nose against the cool glass of the window. The sky was a canvas, with snowy-white clouds against a blue background. I traced the outline of a cow cloud on the window. Mama laughed. A song was playing on the radio that we knew, and Mama’s laughter ruined the melody until she started singing along. We left the main road and turned into a residential area. Mama parked the car in the shade of a large tree. It was a maple. You can tell by its five-fingered leaves that look like a big green hand.

			We’d been invited to a party, and it was taking place in a garden. Mama was right, it was a wonderful place. We were expected; people were laughing, waving and calling out, ‘There you are!’ Mama tried to introduce me, but I couldn’t stand still with excitement. I slipped off my sandals and ran barefoot through the garden, sniffing the hydrangea flowers that were as large as cabbages, then I threw myself on the lawn on my tummy. The grass smelled of the washing powder we always use. I picked blades of grass and daisies and let a ladybird run over the back of my hand. A man with really light blue eyes and grey hair sat on the lawn beside me and said, ‘It’s so lovely you came, Hannah.’

			I showed him the ladybird on my hand and he told me that ladybirds were really useful because they ate greenfly and spider mites. I was amazed, such a tiny creature.

			‘They’re also said to bring good luck,’ the man said. I liked that.

			Someone called us to eat. At the back of the garden a long table had been set up. I put the heel of my right foot to the toes of my left, then kept going like this until I measured the length of the table: thirty steps. There was chocolate cake and strawberry tart and custard with raspberries the size of my thumbnail and biscuits and pretzel sticks and barbecued sausages. I wanted to try everything, but Mama said we had to get back. Jonathan would wake up soon. The sleeping pills never work quite as long as we’d like.

			‘Can I at least have a piece of chocolate cake, Mama? Just a little bit, please? I eat really fast.’

			Mama shook her head. She took a cereal bar from her handbag, tore off the wrapper and gave it to me. ‘Too much sugar’s unhealthy, Hannah. When we’re back home we’ll read what too much sugar can do to your body. Now get your sandals, we’ve really got to go.’

			She hurried towards the garden gate without saying goodbye to the other guests. When I caught her up just before she got to the car, I turned around again. Standing by the garden fence and waving at me was the man who’d told me about ladybirds. I raised my hand, but only briefly so Mama didn’t see. Then we were back home.

			‘The excessive consumption of sugar and sugary foods can lead to the following symptoms,’ Mama began reading from the fat book, which is always right. She’d taken it from the shelves in the sitting room as soon as we got back. ‘Tiredness, lack of motivation, anxiety, digestive problems, flatulence, diarrhoea or constipation, nervousness, sleep and concentration disorders, as well as tooth decay. You see?’ She slammed the fat book shut, very loudly. ‘Be glad you didn’t have to eat the cake.’

			I nodded. My mama looks after me. She only ever wants the best for me.

			A moment later Jonathan was standing in the doorway. He must have just woken up.

			‘What are you two doing?’ he asked, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.

			‘Nothing, Jonathan,’ Mama said with a smile, and winked at me.

			We had a secret, my mama and I. We belonged together for ever, my mama and I . . .

			*

			‘Hannah?’

			I blink.

			‘Hannah?’

			I lift my head from the table.

			Two strangers are standing in front of me. A man in a grey suit and a tall, thin woman with short brown hair. My body flinches with shock. Now I’m sitting up, my back very straight, like you have to do when sitting at the table for mealtimes. The woman offers me her hand. I hold out both of mine and turn them slowly so she can see my fingernails, then my palms. Before I can finish showing her she takes my right hand and shakes it. The woman and the man say, ‘Hello, Hannah,’ and tell me that Sister Ruth isn’t coming back right away because she has to have her break first.

			‘She’s looked after you so nicely all this time,’ the woman says, smiling. Then she tells me her name is Dr Hamstedt, but she doesn’t look like a doctor. She’s not wearing a white coat. I want to tell her that, because she might just have forgotten her coat and could get into trouble, but I don’t get the chance because now it’s the man’s turn. He doesn’t want to see my hands either, even though he’s a policeman. He even shows me his ID and laughs because he looks very different in the photo than in real life.

			‘I was young and handsome back then.’

			I think this is supposed to be a joke, but the moment my mouth begins to twitch the man turns serious again.

			‘Hannah, I urgently need to check that everything’s all right at your home,’ he says, taking the chair Sister Ruth was sitting in earlier. Then he stretches his neck to look at the pictures I drew and taps his finger right where Papa has a red patch on his head.

			‘After what Sister Ruth told me I think something terrible happened there last night. I think you and your mother might have been so frightened that you ran away and then she had that accident in which she was injured.’

			Now he takes my first picture, showing Mama and Papa in the woods, and points at the cloth that Papa’s holding.

			‘You mustn’t be afraid, Hannah. Tell me where the cabin is. I’ll look after everything. And nothing bad is going to happen to you, I promise.’

			‘Listen to Inspector Giesner, Hannah. You can trust us.’

			‘Where’s the cabin, Hannah? Can you tell me how to get there?’ – the policeman again.

			‘Don’t worry, you’re safe here’ – the woman.

			I don’t find these people unfriendly. The policeman, in particular, is much nicer than I thought he’d be. But I don’t want to talk to them. I want Sister Ruth to come back, or at least I want to go to sleep. I think they understand this because they leave me in peace when I lay my head on the table again and close my eyes. I try to think of something nice to begin with, but it doesn’t work, because I’m trying so hard to listen to the man and woman for a sign they’re getting up and leaving the room. But they stay sitting there until I’ve counted to 148. Then I finally hear their chairs scrape across the floor and, shortly after that, the door.

			Matthias

			We turn into the hospital car park. It’s not quite four o’clock.

			Karin reaches for my hand. Hers is cold and wet. She says something. I can’t hear anything apart from my own pulse in my ears. We don’t run, we don’t storm the building, we take cautious, little steps. Everything runs on autopilot. We enter the foyer through a door and walk the short distance to reception, where a woman is sitting. My mouth is moving. I want to tell her that we’re the parents of Lena Beck, who was admitted as the victim of a road accident. That we have to go to casualty. I don’t know how I sound. Or if the sentences coming out of my mouth are the same as those I’ve composed in my head. Now the woman at reception moves her mouth too and picks up her telephone. Karen grabs my sleeve and drags me a few paces away from the glass box where the woman is sitting and making a phone call. Karin’s face is white and her eyes are quivering in their sockets as she looks at me. When I notice her shifting nervously from one leg to the other, I put my arm around her shoulders. I want to tell her to calm down, and evidently I do say that because I see her nod in response. A doctor comes or an orderly, I don’t know which, but at any rate he’s wearing a doctor’s coat. With him is a man in a grey suit. Names fly past my head, my hand is shaken. We follow the two of them to a lift. It moves, but I don’t know whether we’re going up or down. Time is pulling the strings. The lift stops, one of the men touches me on the shoulder, probably to signal I should get out. Karin has taken my hand again and is squeezing it. Our procession takes us halfway down a corridor then comes to a halt. Karin abruptly lets go of my hand. Only because this unsettles me, I suddenly become alert again.

			‘It would be better if only one of you came in with us,’ the doctor says. ‘Although she’s had treatment, she’s still unconscious. We want to let her come round in her own time, especially as we can’t rule out the possibility that she’s in shock.’

			‘Which means I can’t talk to her,’ I say rather stupidly.

			The man in the grey suit, who I now identify as a police inspector, says, ‘First we need your help to identify her beyond any doubt. Then we can discuss everything else.’

			‘I’ll do it,’ I say to Karin. She nods. It’s what we’d already agreed years ago. I would do the job of identifying the dead body of our daughter shrouded by a thin sheet on a mortuary slab. I would hold her hand one final time and give her a last kiss on her cold forehead. Tell her that we love her.

			Only we’re not in some forensics basement, but in a hospital, and our daughter is alive. The doctor leads me by the arm towards a nearby door, which divides the corridor from a separate area. Behind me, Karin asks the inspector what’s going to happen now. I don’t hear his answer as the door closes behind the doctor and me. All of a sudden, I feel unsure; I begin to wonder what she looks like, our daughter, with the injuries sustained in the accident and whatever else has happened to her. When she disappeared, she was in the fourth semester of her teaching degree, a young girl just spreading her wings. Now she’s thirty-seven years old, a proper woman, who might have been married and had her own children, if she hadn’t been wrenched from her life on that one night.

			‘Please don’t be horrified,’ the doctor says as we’re standing outside her room. Although he’s already holding the handle, he’s hesitating. ‘She has a few injuries to her face, cuts mainly. But it looks worse than it is.’

			I make a grunting sound. I don’t have enough air for anything else. My chest feels tight. The doctor pushes the handle. The gap in the door widens.

			I close my eyes and am drowned by images. My Lenchen, the tiny bundle in Karin’s arms. Fifty centimetres tall, 3,430 grams in weight, a minute hand clutching my thumb. ‘Welcome to the world, my angel,’ I say. ‘Your papa will always look after you.’ My Lenchen with the missing tooth and the huge bag of sweets for her first day at school. Lenchen insisting she must be called Lena from now on because all the other names are too childish. Lena, having dyed her beautiful blonde hair black, sitting on the sofa in our living room with her knees up and scratching holes in her jeans with a safety pin. Lena, now blonde again, and my pride and joy. Who looks ravishing in her dress at her school prom, has a great set of exam results and so many plans in her head. Lena the student, and Lena when I see her the last time before she disappears. Skipping down the steps into the front garden after visiting us, turning around again and giving me a jolly wave. Ciao, Paps! See you soon! And thanks again!

			Then I go in.

			Her bed is in the middle of the room. I hear machines beeping. Her eyes are closed. There are indeed injuries to her face; it’s covered in cuts that look like tiny triangles. The left-hand side is blue and swollen. It looks as if she’s been stitched above the eyebrows. The small scar to the right on her forehead is clearly visible nonetheless. And yet . . .

			The first glance ought to have sufficed. But the significance needs to sink in; it takes time, it sinks heavily, it sinks without ever stopping. All of a sudden I slap my hand over my mouth and stagger away from the bed.

			‘That isn’t Lena,’ I gasp into the palm of my hand. ‘That isn’t my daughter.’

			The doctor takes my elbow; he keeps me on my feet or pushes me out of the room, perhaps both at the same time.

			‘It’s not her,’ I say, over and over again.

			‘I’m sorry,’ the doctor says. I’m sorry, as if that were sufficient.

			Hannah

			If I had the choice I’d love to be beside the sea now. With my mama – just the two of us because I’m her favourite child – in the most beautiful place on earth. She actually owes me a trip to the seaside because the last one didn’t go to plan. You always have to be in a good mood when you go on a trip. I caught every wave, throwing myself on my tummy with gusto, as if I’d already guessed that this might be the last time we’d be able to go away together. Mama had changed. She lay in the sand on her back and stared at the sky. I thought it was because of Papa. Every time he was away she was scared he might not come back. Although she didn’t say this, I could tell. She was nervous and agitated, counting the cereal bars, and she kept asking me whether everything was okay with the recirculation device. I’ve got an excellent sense of hearing, the best of us all.

			I really wanted to cheer her up so I struggled my way back through the waves to the beach. I turned around to look at the water again, in case we had to leave right away because of Jonathan – his sleeping pills never work quite as long as we’d like. I saw the sun glistening on the sea as if a huge load of diamonds had been tipped on to it. The sky and the water were one, everything was blue, nothing but blue from top to bottom, remember this, Hannah, don’t ever forget this beautiful, infinite blue. I closed my eyes and breathed in the salty air which sat stickily on my lungs. Don’t forget this, Hannah, just don’t ever forget it. Das Meer, the sea, la mer covers almost three-quarters of the earth’s surface. Marine flora produces around sixty per cent of the oxygen present in the earth’s atmosphere. When I was sure I’d stored it all in my mind I trudged through the hot sand to where Mama was lying.

			‘Mama?’

			She said nothing. I shook my hair over her like a dog would its wet coat, and I really wanted her to leap up and chase me across the beach. Like she usually did. But that day she just lay there, totally stiff, staring up at the sky as if she weren’t really there.

			‘You wanted to go in the sea too,’ I moaned, flopping down in the sand beside her.

			‘Oh, Hannah,’ she said, rolling on to her side so she could look at me. ‘I’m really sorry about everything.’

			‘What do you mean, Mama?’

			‘You all have such a difficult time, just because of me.’

			She meant the black eye. ‘That was just a silly accident,’ I said. ‘It’s not that bad.’

			‘You’re smart, Hannah. And you’re getting bigger. One day you will think it’s bad.’ She felt for my hand and squeezed it too hard. ‘If someone asks about me, you’re going to tell them the truth, okay?’

			‘You know I don’t lie. Papa always says that lying—’

			‘I know,’ she interrupted me. You should never interrupt anybody. It’s impolite. She made a laughing sound. ‘Oh, just forget what I said, Hannah. I bet it’s just my hormones.’ Hormones are biochemical messengers that trigger certain biological processes. Like the fact that she was crying now and little high-pitched sounds were coming out of her mouth. I’d never heard her make any sound when crying before, even though the sound she was making was very soft. I’ve got excellent hearing.

			Mama pulled my arms until I was sitting in the right position for a cuddle.

			‘I love you, Hannah.’

			‘For ever?’

			‘For ever and ever and ever . . .’

			*

			I hear the door open and look up. This time it’s Sister Ruth. Finally she’s back.

			‘Well, Hannah? How are you?’ she asks with half a smile. It’s the stupid smile she does when she’s a bit embarrassed. Probably because she left me alone and sent those two strangers instead.

			‘I’m happy you’re back,’ I say.

			‘Me too,’ Sister Ruth says with a real smile this time.

			I dart around the table even though I didn’t ask permission to get up, and give her a hug. Sister Ruth strokes my head. Her hand is over my ear again and I can hear the sea. Das Meer, the sea, la mer, the most beautiful place on earth.

			‘I’ve got some good news for you,’ Sister Ruth says through the roar of the sea. ‘We can go and see your mama now, if you like. She’s not awake yet, but the doctors are done with her for the moment.’

			I nod into her soft belly. I want to go to my mama, but I also want Sister Ruth to cuddle me for a bit longer.

			‘Can you hear that?’ Sister Ruth asks. Only now do I pull my head back. She means a sound. A strange fluttering, somewhere in the distance, but clearly audible. Sister Ruth points at the window. I can make out white and red flashing lights in the grey night. Whiteredwhitered, flashflashflashflash.

			‘What’s that?’

			‘A helicopter. The police are now flying above the area where your mama had the accident.’ Sister Ruth squats before me and takes my face in her warm hands. ‘They’re going to find the cabin, Hannah. They’ll get your brother out of there.’ Now Sister Ruth is smiling a proper smile, and because I can’t think of anything better to do, I smile too.

			‘What do you think? Shall we go and see your mama now?’

			I nod. Sister Ruth takes my hand and we leave the staffroom.

			Matthias

			Sympathy. Words of solace. For over thirteen years now I know how little any of this means. That people say things simply out of politeness. Karin still makes the effort to nod through her tears, while the inspector wastes his hollow phrases on us. ‘I’m really very sorry, Herr and Frau Beck.’

			Gerd has arrived now too, and he’s standing with us in this ill-fated semicircle on the casualty corridor. I stare at the shirt he’s wearing beneath his well-worn, open leather jacket, which he hasn’t buttoned up correctly in his rush tonight.

			‘This is why I wanted to come here on my own,’ he has the nerve to say.

			I swallow some ugly words.

			‘Your disappointment is now even greater, of course.’

			I swallow again.

			‘So, who is this woman?’ Karin asks, sobbing. She took one look at me as I came out of the casualty ward and knew immediately. ‘It’s not her, is it?’ she asked. I tried to shake my head, but couldn’t even manage that.

			‘Frau Beck,’ Gerd’s colleague says. ‘This is an ongoing investigation. I hope you understand that we can’t give you any information.’

			‘Because suddenly it’s got nothing to do with us anymore, Karin,’ I translate for her. ‘It’s not our daughter, so they can’t tell us anything.’

			‘What my colleague Inspector Giesner means . . .’ Gerd chimes in. He’s trying his best to remain calm, but in my ears his voice hits all the wrong frequencies.

			‘You dragged us out of bed in the middle of the night, saying you’ve found our daughter!’ I hiss.

			‘I said there were similarities that we had to check,’ Gerd hisses back. The other inspector retreats a few steps, evidently uncomfortable with this situation.

			‘I said from the outset that there was no certainty the woman was Lena.’ Gerd rubs his forehead and sighs, then he turns to Karin. ‘I’m terribly sorry, Karin. I shouldn’t have given you any false hopes. That was unprofessional of me. You know that for me this is a personal matter . . .’

			‘You’ve been behaving unprofessionally for over thirteen years,’ I fire off, but I’m ignored.

			‘So what does this mean for us, now?’ Karin howls.

			Gerd sighs again. ‘It means that . . .’

			‘That we can wait another thirteen years for her, Karin,’ I interrupt gruffly. I no longer want to hear any of the clichés, the niceties, those dumb phrases to boost morale. ‘She’s not coming home.’ I feel the anger starting to burn behind my face; my cheeks are glowing as if gripped by fever.

			‘Matthias . . .’ Karin grabs for my arm, but I’m not going to calm down. I want Gerd to realise the harm he’s caused.

			‘It means we no longer have a daughter, that’s what it means! She’s dead! She’s probably been dead for over thirteen years! Only the brilliant Herr Brühling can’t even bring her body home so we can give her a decent burial!’

			‘Matthias . . .’ Karin’s fingernails dig through the material of my jacket. All of a sudden her face is paler, while her eyes are wide open and fixed on something. ‘There,’ she whispers.

			I don’t understand.

			‘There she is.’

			I follow Karin’s gaze across the corridor. I stop breathing, my heart.

			‘Tha— that’s Lena . . .’

			Karin’s right. That’s her. She’s coming towards us across the corridor, holding a nurse’s hand. Our child, our little Lena, my Lenchen.

			Lena

			I vaguely recall the screeching sound of the brakes, my own voice screaming, then abruptly dying away, the impact and how surprised I was not to feel any pain, at least not initially. Then it arrived, the pain, and it swept through me with such violence that I passed out. I don’t know how long for – ten minutes? An hour? – but then I suddenly came to again. As if I’d been sitting in a pitch-black room and someone had switched on the light. I was awake and totally clear-headed.
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