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			At some point in the course of history, a few fish strayed into the deep, dark caves along the Mexican coast. It ought to have been their death sentence, but instead of perishing they adapted to the conditions, to the cold and darkness. For orientation, these fish increasingly relied on their sense of balance rather than vision, which had major consequences for their future development. First they lost their colour, their pigmentation. Then their retinas withered away until they no longer grew any eyes.

			They’re ugly and blind.

			But, in spite of everything, they’ve survived. They are what their environment has made them, what nature has forced them to become. I wonder what would happen if one of them managed to swim free from the deep, black labyrinth. If it reached the surface that reflects the sun’s rays. Would it feel the light, the warmth? Become used to this again, over time? Get its eyes back, be able to see again? Or would it—

			My train of thought falters. The firm grip of the hand on my shoulder from behind jolts me back into reality. I take another deep breath in the hope of calming my quivering fingers.

			Give him his peace, is the instruction. I know I mustn’t go over the top. All the same I want to try. I have to.

			

			‘Do you think . . . I mean, could you maybe sort out the light at the weekend?’ I look up at the ceiling, from the middle of which two bare cables dangle like dead plant shoots.

			‘Yes, maybe,’ is the answer I get, and the grip on my shoulder tightens again, as if a reminder of what’s at stake for me. Lowering my fingers on to the keyboard, I type.

			 

			You’ve got to stop looking for me.

			 

			In any case, you won’t find me down here, in my deep, dark cave, I add in my mind.

		

	
		
			1. TRANSCRIPT

			Ten days earlier

			Theo

			Click, it goes inside my head. Click, like an old-­fashioned toggle switch.

			Light on, orientation. I’m in a chair. I didn’t sit down on a chair. Around me are white walls, in front of me a whatsit, a desk made of cherry, perhaps mahogany. To my left a window, sun, dancing dust. Don’t lose yourself in details, Theo. The details are just a distraction. From him, the man. Gaunt, pale skin, pointy nose – an arrogant nose. He’s wearing a white goat. I pat my chest and look down. I’m just wearing a shirt and a cardigan. That’s my white goat the man’s wearing.

			‘Theo?’

			How does he know my name? What’s going on? I leap up and the chair wobbles. I know for certain that I didn’t sit down on a chair! The gaunt man lunges, grabbing the chair before it goes crashing to the floor.

			‘Everything’s alright.’ His voice sounds calm and monotonous, an audible sedative. I throw my hands up and hold my droning head. Anaesthetic, ten letters: sufentanil. C22H30N2O2S. Synthetic opioid, the strongest permitted in human medicine. List number: 641-­081-­8. Now I understand. He sedated me then put me on a chair.

			I need to go, I need to get out of here at once. The gaunt man hobbles after me, catching me up at the door.

			‘You see,’ he says, as if by way of proof. Not that I know what he’s trying to prove to me. I don’t know him, the man is a stranger. No, not a total stranger. The man is a hazy feeling. He is pain.

			‘Please!’ I say, reaching awkwardly for the handle. ‘I have a wife. Her name is Vera and she’ll be waiting for me to come home for dinner.’

			The gaunt man touches my upper arm and shakes his head slowly. His monotone voice again: ‘Vera’s not waiting for you, Theo. She’s been dead for four years.’

			‘Dead,’ I repeat in a brittle voice. And before I can come up with an adequate insult for this man, the tears are already streaming.

			Arsehole.

			Now I remember what I was going to say. And I’m annoyed that it didn’t occur to me at the time. This gaunt man with the arrogant nose is Claus, Claus Dellard. He wants to be a luminescence in the field of neurology and psychiatry. He’s an arsehole. A pompoms old snitch. Instead of leaving me in peace he called Sophia and now we’re in a pickle. She humiliated herself by coming to collect me from Dellard like a mother picking up her wayward son from the headmaster’s office. Sorry, Claus. He’s clearly having a bad day today, Claus. Yes, Claus. I’ll look after him, Claus.

			Claus, pah!

			‘I mean, it’s possible that you chose to sit on the chair in the consultation room,’ she says now. ‘You did have a check-­up with him, after all. It’s quite normal to sit down in these things.’

			I growl. I’d have preferred her not to come. I’m seventy-­four years old and can take the bus. Any fool can take the bus. How else did I get to the hospital in the first place?

			‘Dad?’

			‘What else did that idiot say about me?’

			‘You mean Claus? Nothing! Nobody’s said anything about you.’

			‘Don’t lie, Sophia.’ I bet he mentioned the Vera thing too. As if I didn’t know she’d died. As if I wasn’t there, holding her hand. I mentioned the dinner as an excuse to be rid of Dellard. In all the hoo-­ha, it was just a minor slip of the tongue. When I look at the clock in Sophia’s car I see it’s 12.43, the middle of the day. I meant ‘lunch’, ‘lunch’ was what I meant.

			‘Someone at reception called and asked if I could pick you up. That’s all, Dad, believe me.’ A sideways glance and the sort of smile she thinks is encouraging. I hate it when she does that.

			‘Maybe he told you—’

			‘Dad, please! You were there the whole time. When could he have said anything to me about you?’

			I peer over at her. She looks like Vera when she was young, only a harsher version, with narrower features and a V-­shaped groove between the eyebrows. And the hair, the hair colour is different too. Dreadful, by the way. I do a calculation. Sophia must be thirty-­four now. That’s how old Vera was when Sophia was born. She was 2,876 grams and 47 centimetres small. A little mite. Ha! Forgetful, me? Rubbish!

			I have to know. I have to know if Sophia’s telling me the truth. And I’m certain she won’t be able to keep it to herself if Dellard said I didn’t remember the death of her own beloved mother. How about a little test? I’m going to test Sophia.

			‘Your mother.’ I stop at that, waiting for her reaction.

			‘What about her?’

			‘Who?’

			‘Mum. You were going to say something about her.’

			My Vera. I smile. ‘She was so beautiful.’ I look out of the side window up at the sky. ‘Do you remember how beautiful she was? Do you remember that?’

			‘Of course, Dad. She was gorgeous.’

			‘And not just on the outside, eh? She was gorgeous on the inside too. She believed that a person’s true nature was in their heart.’

			‘Yes, she was a very special woman.’

			‘Every day all I did was cut open people’s chests – and why? Because the heart is an unreliable lump of tissue. But your mother, she was a hopeless romantic who trusted this lump all her life.’ I sigh when it occurs to me again why I even started talking about Vera. It’s probably a good thing she can’t hear any of this anymore. Because a person’s true nature is actually located elsewhere. Not in the heart, but right behind the forehead. In the frontal lobe, lobus frontalis.

			‘Yes, she did. Even so, she’d now suggest you give Claus a chance – sound advice. He’s highly skilled and he’s also empathetic.’

			I look at Sophia behind the wheel. Her long, dyed-­black hair is wet and it’s left a damp patch on her blue T-­shirt. Maybe the clinic called while she was in the shower.

			‘What makes you think he’s skilled? Just because he’s wearing a white goat?’

			

			‘Coat, Dad.’

			I’ve already opened my mouth when she adds a ‘Sorry’. ‘I just thought you’d feel more comfortable with him than some stranger for whom you’re merely another name on a list. After all, you were colleagues for many years. And he’s your friend.’ It sounds like a question. Which doesn’t deserve an answer from me. Claus Dellard was never my friend. An arrogant bastard at most. I couldn’t bear him back then, and now . . .

			For quite a while we continue driving in silence. Until she says, ‘I’ve spoken to Richard about your car. He’s going to collect it after work.’

			‘Oh.’ So I can’t have taken the bus to the hospital. No, I didn’t. The dark green Saab, 2011 model, is in the thing, the hospital parcark.

			‘Richard is—’

			‘Your husband. I’m not stupid, Sophia.’

			‘That’s not what—’

			‘Shut up, now!’

			Sophia obeys. Silence is better. Two traffic lights further on I feel sorry for what I said. She was so tiny when she was born, a little mite. I peer to my left again.

			‘You’re very beautiful too.’

			‘Thanks, Dad.’

			‘I just don’t like your hair.’

			‘I know, Dad.’

			Once more I gaze through the window, up at the blue, the sky. Are you there somewhere, Vera? Can you see me? Then please look away. Dellard says I’m changing. Sophia says I already have. I rub my eyes and, in the same movement, my forehead too. I want Sophia to think I’m sweating, that’s all. Just sweating, perfectly normal in high summer. If you don’t sweat you die. Or you’ve got anhidrosis, a generalised absence of sweating, often a genetic condition. Those with severe anhidrosis can suffer thermoregulatory disorders or, in the worst-­case scenario, heatstroke. And then death. I remember all this. So I give my face another wipe. Not because I’m crying – no way, I’m not crying. I never cry! I only cry very seldom! – no, simply because I’m healthy, a perfectly healthy, vigorous, sweating man. So there! I look over at Sophia again, but she doesn’t notice; she’s concentrating on the traffic. That’s good because her driving is as dreadful as her hair.

			‘I’ll come up with you if you like,’ she says, when we stop outside a six-­storey block of flats in Spandau. ‘We could have a coffee.’

			I shake my head and open the passenger door.

			‘Floor two, bay sixty-­eight, between a silver Audi A6 and a red Mini Cooper, assuming they’re still there this evening.’

			She looks at me in confusion.

			‘Richard,’ I remind her. ‘You said he was collecting my car after work.’ I feel in the pockets of my trousers and cardigan until I’ve found the keys. Just as I’m about to put them in the central console, Sophia says, ‘Maybe we should keep the car in Weissensee for the time being.’

			I gawp, my hand still hovering over the central console.

			‘You shouldn’t drive anymore, Dad.’ Her eyes flicker; I can see she’s finding it hard to hold my gaze.

			‘Legally, the fact is, that in the early stages—’

			‘Dad, please!’

			I drop the keys into the console, get out and head for the door. Behind me I hear Sophia turn off the engine, then her door shut.

			

			‘Dad!’

			I turn around. She looks sad. Her wet hair is hanging limply, just like her narrow shoulders and the corners of her mouth. She comes over and squeezes herself so tightly up to me that it feels as if her heart is beating inside my chest. I try to tolerate this behaviour without getting angry. At Sophia, who probably thinks that a hug is enough. At Claus Dellard, the arrogant 
bastard. At the world, which is conspiring against me, and even at God, who I don’t believe in, to be honest, but who might exist anyway and who’s trying to prove that he does by robbing me of everything. The thing is, until today I was sure there were two things that would stay with me, no matter how some idiot classified my condition. Two things that don’t sit in the wobbly grey mass inside my head. Which might not even sit in the unreliable lump of tissue Vera had placed them in. Two things that have burrowed their way deeper, into my bones and my entire self. Which I breathe in and out, every day, every hour, every second.

			First, Vera’s death.

			I think back to Dellard’s consultation room and have to admit that he caught me off guard. For a teeny-­weeny moment at least.

			But if that could happen to me, what does it mean for the second thing? What does that mean for you, Julie? What if I wake one morning and forget that you ever existed? That would probably be the day I’d kill myself, as if on remote control, without the slightest inkling why. Pushing Sophia away from me, I say, ‘Go!’

			

			Liv

			Liv: Julie Eileen Novak is born on 6 June 1987 in central Berlin, the eldest daughter of Vera and Theo Novak. Theo is a world-­renowned surgeon as well as the director of the clinic for heart, thoracic and vascular surgery at Berlin’s Charité Hospital. This provides him with a tidy family income. Indeed, the Novaks live in sheer luxury in their huge house in the leafy suburb of Grunewald. Vera used to be a teacher, but gave up her job after marrying Theo to devote herself to the family. These days we might think of that as old-­fashioned, but we’re talking about the 1980s here, and at the time there was still widespread acceptance of this division of roles. In short, Dad brings in the money and, in return, Mum cooks him something nice for dinner and looks after the kids. In the longer term, however, it isn’t enough for Vera; she wants to feel useful in a wider sense. So she volunteers to help with children and young people with psychological disorders. This is ahead of its time because, again, we’re talking about the late 80s, when depression, for example, or bipolar disorders were treated very differently from how they are today. Little Julie is the Novaks’ pride and joy, and this joy becomes even greater when, two years later, Julie’s sister Sophia is born. Also part of the family are a cat and an au pair, who looks after Julie and Sophia when Vera is busy. And one of the two, either the cat or the au pair, is called Feline . . . Ha ha, Phil, the look on your face – it’s pure gold! But it’s not clear from the sources. Sometimes the cat’s referred to as Feline, and sometimes it’s the au pair.

			Phil: Wow, just imagine you’re that au pair and your name is, I don’t know, Nicole or Jacqueline. All of a sudden you find yourself in the papers and they’ve given you the cat’s name.

			Liv: On the other hand, you might be quite pleased if nobody knows your real name, because what the papers are reporting on here is a crime. It’s very possible you don’t want to be in the spotlight. At any rate, as so often in our podcast, the Novaks are the absolute – what?

			Phil: Perfect family. Sure, it’s classic.

			Liv: Precisely. And just to give you a better idea, Phil, I’ve brought along a photo that was taken, I guess, around 1997. Julie must’ve been ten years old and her sister, Sophia, eight.

			Phil: Wow! Where did you get hold of that?

			Liv: Well, my dear, I have my sources.

			Phil: Yes, I can see what you mean right away. At first glance this looks more like an ad for a washing powder than a family photo. We’ve got Mum, Dad and two little red-­haired girls, sitting on a picnic rug on a jetty and gazing at the camera. The whole thing looks – well, how should I put it? – totally unreal, almost kitsch. The girls have pigtails with little ribbons and they’re wearing identical pink dresses. The father looks like your typical doctor. Charismatic, but also very sleek somehow, a neatly combed Teflon-­type. He’s wearing a light-­blue shirt with rolled-­up sleeves and a stand-­up collar, beige shorts and dark blue deck shoes. The mother? Exceptionally pretty, I’d say. She could be a famous actress. She’s got long red hair and is wearing a bright yellow dress.

			Liv: Anything else?

			Phil: Hmm, I’m assuming the photo was taken on the Novaks’ property, because it’s right by a lake, with its own jetty. In front of them, on the picnic blanket, are plastic containers with sandwiches, fruit and vegetable batons. And they’re all laughing. Well, all of them apart from one.

			Liv: That’s exactly what I was getting at. Julie doesn’t look particularly happy, does she?

			Phil: You’re right. Because of its age, the photo isn’t so sharp anymore. But it’s clear to see that her face is a bit twisted. As if she’d just been crying.

			Liv: And if you now take a closer look, maybe you’ll notice something else.

			Phil: Oh my God! You’re right. There are a number of red stains on her dress. Is that . . . blood?

			Theo

			I don’t want Sophia to come up with me. But she’s just as stubbly as her mother used to be, and won’t take no for an answer. I’ve tried everything, even insulting Richard, who I don’t trust to get my car out of the parcark without scratching it. I insulted Sophia too with her dreadful hair and matchstick-­man figure. I told her it’s not surprising she has to wear long trousers even in summer. She’s so thin she’s always freezing and keeps shivering like a crapping dog. Despite this, she’s on my heels as we climb the stairs to the third floor. I remember the humiliating sticker on the loo door, but not whether I did the whatsit, the washing-­up this morning. Or yesterday. I feel ashamed. Ashamed that I can’t remember about the washing-­up, ashamed about the smell of goulash soup in the stairwell, which I can’t do anything about. I’m ashamed about the small puddle beside Sophia’s left shoe, which could be water, but also beer or dog pee. But most of all I’m ashamed about the flat where I’m going to make my daughter a coffee. The flat is small and dismal. Nothing like the house she grew up in, but a merciless testament to failure. I suddenly spin around and flail my arms like a huge startled bird might its wings. Sophia gets out of the way just in time.

			‘Shh, Dad,’ she says after the initial fright. ‘Your name is Theo Novak. You’re at home, on the stairs in your block of flats in Spandau. I’m Sophia, your daughter. I love you, you don’t have to be afraid.’ With each of her words, her hand carefully moves closer to my cheek until Sophia, one stair below me, touches my face.

			‘Please go.’ It sounds like I’m pleading.

			Sophia shakes her head.

			‘Go!’ This time I hiss the word.

			She hesitates.

			‘Shall I take your dirty washing at least?’ There is something swimming in her eyes that I can’t immediately pin down. All I know is that no child should ever see their father like this.

			‘Not necessary,’ I say, turning my back on her and climbing the rest of the stairs up to the third floor.

			 

			My world consists of disorder, anger and small yellow stickers with Sophia’s handwriting on them. One of them says ‘Kitchen’ and logically it’s on the door that goes into my kitchen from the narrow hallway. On the fridge is another sticker that reads: ‘Fridge – only food in here!’ That was after someone accidentally put a newspaper in it. I don’t know how many of these stupid yellow stickers I’ve ripped off, scrunched up and thrown into the bin. Not because I’ve forgotten in some pathological way, but because even someone who hadn’t been diagnosed wouldn’t be able to count them all. I always do it when I’m anxious that Sophia might make one of her house calls – you can’t call them ‘visits’ anymore. I don’t want her thinking she’s right with her stupid stickers; I don’t want her thinking I can’t get by in my own flat. I mean, I’m not an idiot, just a bit absent-­minded, perhaps. But that’s nothing new. Back in the day Vera used to tease me whenever I’d left my briefcase at home yet again. Oh, my Vera. She cooked the best beef whatsit in the world. Name of a famous Russian aristocratic family with ten letters: Stroganoff. Yes, that’s it. As I walk in I pull the sticker off the kitchen door and squeeze past the dining table to the window. If I strain hard enough, my view of the buildings becomes transfigured into the glittering expanse of a lake on which a gentle breeze ripples the sun’s rays. Those are no longer walls blighted by graffiti, but deep green trees sprawling up into the kobold-­blue sky. That’s no longer Sophia about to get into her car, pausing for one final glance up at my kitchen window. In place of her I see Julie, who’s about to jump on her bike, and who pauses when she sees me standing here, at the window to my study. I can see her smiling, putting a finger to her pursed lips in a conspiratorial gesture and waving at me. Shaking my head in mock resignation, I smile back. ‘Look after yourself, my angel’; my lips shape the words silently. Julie, who understands me even from afar and through walls, like she always did, answers in the same silent yet intense way. ‘I love you too, Dad.’ Then, dressed in her favourite flared jeans with holes in the knees, and one of Vera’s old 70s blouses, she gets on to her bike and cycles away. I shake my head once more and move away from the window. Vera would read her the right act if she knew our daughter was meeting her friends rather than revising for her biology exam tomorrow. Or is she meeting a boy? No, I think. She would have told me.

			

			With a chuckle I sit down at my desk, pick up a pen and open a patient file. Member of the carp family, three letters: Ide. River of forgetfulness in Greek mythology, five letters: Lethe. Flower of (spiritual) awakening, five letters: Lotus. End of life, five letters – I make a noise that sounds strange even to my ears. I’m not sitting at my desk in my house in Grunewald. I’m in the kitchen of the poky little flat in Spandau. And the patient file is actually the morning edition of the Berliner Rundschau, open at the page with the crossword. I harshly sweep the paper from the table. And then I howl like a baby for the third time today.

			I’m so sorry, Julie.

			I’m so sorry.

			Daniel

			‘. . . There are a number of red stains on her dress. Is that . . . blood?’

			I can’t help but roll my eyes. Just the way they’re pretending that they’ve got exclusive possession of that photo of the Novaks. Well, my dear, I have my sources. You have nothing, Liv Keller. No respect, no ethos, no idea – at most you’ve got Google and that’s it. The photograph is all over the internet because at the time there was hardly a newspaper that didn’t reproduce it. I even think that Theo Novak himself made it available to the papers. At the very least he showed this photograph once in a television interview. They also talked about it in another true crime podcast last week. That infantile pair of presenters likewise kept dwelling on the weeping Julie with the red stains on her dress, only to conclude that these were probably from the cherries in one of the Tupperware boxes in the photo. What price on these ones now talking about an omen?

			‘. . . and yet it’s a bit sinister, don’t you think? Like a glimpse into the future—’

			I press pause and yank my earphones out. I knew it: an omen. Things weren’t going to end well for Julie. If you’re ever in a bad mood as a child and get stains on your Sunday dress – that’s a death sentence. You’re repulsive, you and your trashy podcast, do you know that? You’re repulsive and so transparent! It’s only when my knuckles start hurting that I realise how tightly I’m gripping my phone. I shake my head and relax my grip. You can’t change people’s minds; they don’t let you. They construct the truth out of an opinion, and from the supposed truth, they tie a noose. On impulse, I reach for my collar and undo the top button of my polo shirt. It’s warm today, oppressively sticky. A storm is forecast for the evening, which means I need to clock off punctually to make sure I get home on time. I glance up at the sky, then back down at the phone in my lap. What I would give to hear the story as it really happened, just for once. I’m aware that people like that Liv whatevershescalled and her colleague won’t manage that – but there’s hope, each time there’s hope: that whore with her purred promises. No, I decide. I’m not going to fall for it this time, as I did in the past. That’s never going to happen to me again. I look up from my lap at the garden. One of my colleagues, Anna, is out with Frau Lessing from room 316. They’re going at a snail’s pace, Frau Lessing supporting herself on her walking frame. Anna occasionally checks her watch while her eighty-­two-­year-­old charge is busy coordinating her careful steps as well as taking in her surroundings. I watch her smile as she points at one of the trees, a bottlebrush buckeye, with its long panicles of white flowers, while Anna’s eyes are back on her wrist. No patience, no manners, no sympathy. When Frau Lessing sees me sitting here, she gives me a friendly wave. I slip my mobile and earphones into my pocket, smooth down my parting and get up from the bench where I was actually going to spend my lunch break. With a few steps I’ve sprinted across the gravel path, and am offering to accompany the old lady on the walk she’s clearly keen on having.

			‘I’ll take over, Anna.’ She doesn’t need to be told twice. Without a ‘goodbye’ or a ‘thank you’, only a nod, Anna hurries off. I shake my head again, then hold out my bent arm to Frau Lessing as if I were going to take her on to the dance floor.

			‘May I?’

			‘I don’t know,’ she says, looking hesitantly at her walking frame.

			‘You don’t need that, you’ve got me.’

			Frau Lessing looks at me, still somewhat uncertainly. Inside her is a generation that doesn’t want to put anyone to any trouble. Or whose right to put someone to any trouble has been drummed out of them after a few months, at most, in the old people’s home. When the family’s promise to visit at least twice a week has faded and the reality kicks in that they’ve been abandoned here to die, in the care of the Annas of this world, who themselves are steamrollered by their own reality on a daily basis. Once upon a time, maybe, they had good intentions, wanted to do something meaningful, but then they realised just how far apart theory and practice are from each other. A carer’s wage is just enough to pay the rent and the work is demanding on all fronts. Not only physically but psychologically too. You have to be able to face decay and death, day in, day out. Perhaps you have to do more than just put up with this, perhaps you need to recognise the gift in it too.

			‘Surely you’re not going to turn me down, Frau Lessing. That would break my heart.’

			‘Oh, my dear Daniel,’ she says with a smile, then she does take my arm. We get going, slowly, cautiously, step by step. ‘If I didn’t have you . . .’

			‘You’d have another admirer.’

			Frau Lessing giggles. It strikes me that nobody appears to have combed her hair this morning or helped her with her clothes. It’s not just that she’s dressed far too warmly – there are also stains on her long-­sleeved, dark grey top: bits of egg yolk and something else light, maybe the cream from yesterday’s coffee afternoon. Stains – which brings me back to the podcast again. Julie and the cherry juice on her dress.

			‘All the same, I’ve got a bad conscience about taking you away from your lunch break.’

			‘You don’t have to worry about that,’ I say, patting her pale hand which has locked itself beneath my elbow for support. ‘I wasn’t doing anything anyway.’

			‘Really? You looked so preoccupied sitting on the bench over there. You haven’t got work worries, have you?’

			‘No, not at all. You know how much I love this job.’

			‘Everything alright at home, is it? Is your doggy better now?’

			

			I can’t help but chuckle at the way Frau Lessing always calls my Queen a ‘doggy’. That’s only because she’s never seen a photo of her.

			‘Much better, thank you.’

			‘What about the seizures?’

			I momentarily turn serious again. I should never have told Frau Lessing about the seizures, because now she asks me about them at every opportunity, and at once the image shoots into my head of Queen spitting and screaming as if the devil had got inside her. A painful sight, it’s unbearable.

			‘They’ve eased up.’

			‘Thank God. We had a doggy once, too, my husband and I, after the children moved out. A little Bolognese.’

			‘Yes, you told me about him. Jimmy, wasn’t it?’

			‘Yes, our darling little Jimmy. He gave us such joy before he became terribly ill.’ She looks at me. ‘You have to take your Queen for regular visits to the vet, Herr Daniel. You really must.’

			‘Queen is on top form,’ I say emphatically. ‘I just mustn’t do any overtime today. They’ve forecast a storm for later on and that always makes her a bit frightened when she’s home on her own.’

			‘Oh, I sympathise with that. I don’t like it either when there’s thunder and lightning outside. My husband always used to make fun of me. Just imagine, he used to even go out walking in it!’ A brief laugh is followed by an expectant look. ‘So? What was on your mind?’

			I shrug. ‘I was just listening to a podcast. Nothing I wouldn’t happily swap for a stroll with you.’

			‘I see,’ Frau Lessing says, nodding. ‘That’s a sort of radio programme on the internet, isn’t it? My granddaughter’s forever listening to podcasts. She’s planning to visit this weekend.’

			‘I’m very pleased to hear that. She hasn’t been here in a long while.’

			‘Well, she’s thirty now and has her own family. She’s always got a lot going on.’ Her lips simulate a smile. ‘What was your podcast about?’

			‘True crime. Every week the presenters discuss a real criminal case. What usually happens is that one of the presenters tells the story and the other one reacts to it spontaneously – or that’s how it’s meant to sound.’ I shake my head. ‘In truth there’s nothing spontaneous about it. I reckon the whole thing is scripted.’

			‘That’s what my husband always used to say when we watched telly. Elly, he said, don’t believe everything you watch. They’ve got a script for everything, including the news.’

			We wander a little further. The garden is the nicest thing about the St Elisabeth old people’s home; here humanity bows down to nature rather than the other way around. The trees stretch and shoot out, notwithstanding their age or the weather conditions. Even those ones that take the occasional year off and are marked by the caretaker with spray paint for felling. It’s precisely then that, in an act of defiance, they waken again to new life, and the caretaker has no option but to back off with the chainsaw. How does the saying go? There’s life in the old dog yet.

			‘Well?’ Frau Lessing asks after a moment. ‘What case were they discussing today? My husband and I, you know, we often watched that programme with Eduard Zimmermann on a Friday. Elly, my husband, always used to say, the world is full of weirdos.’

			‘Quite right.’

			

			‘So?’

			Stifling a sigh, I steer her in the direction of the main building. My lunch hour is almost over and I’m sure my companion could do with a nap so she’s rested enough for the OAP gymnastics later on.

			‘It was about a young girl,’ I reply. ‘Her name is Julie.’

			As if on command, Frau Lessing stops and gives me a searching look. I wonder briefly if she noticed anything. Did I hesitate? Maybe I sighed unintentionally or sounded a bit strange when I said Julie’s name?

			I clear my throat, ready to change the subject. I’m forty-­two now, an age at which you start losing your hair and putting on weight. An age at which youth and its possibilities have become a distant shimmer. Sometimes this is sad and sometimes not, because it’s also an age at which you’ve understood people and how they tick. With people like Frau Lessing, for example, it all revolves around one thing: they’re lonely. They only ask questions in the secret hope of being asked questions in return. They don’t really want to listen; they’re waiting for the opportunity to talk about themselves, because they know they don’t have much time left to do so. Their stories have an expiry date; they have to tell them to people while they have the chance, so that there’s still something of them left at the end. A small memory at least, a short anecdote that brings a smile to the lips of the person who’s heard it long after the room where it was told has found a new occupant.

			‘I’d be interested in knowing what you were like as a young girl,’ I say, to give Frau Lessing her opportunity. ‘I bet you were a right little tearaway.’

			

			She narrows her alert eyes, effortlessly dissecting me, and says, ‘Stop trying to change the subject. I’d like to know what happened to that Julie.’

			Liv

			Liv: Let’s jump forward a bit to summer 2003. Julie is now sixteen years old and after the summer holidays is going to start in Year 11 at the Walther Rathenau School in Grunewald, Berlin. She’s been a very good pupil till now, with a remarkably quick grasp of things. She takes after her father, Theo: she loves the natural sciences. She dreams of studying geophysics and oceanography after school, preferably abroad. In keeping with the future career she’s aiming for, Julie’s very drawn to water in her spare time too. She does her first diving certification at the age of ten and gets her boat licence at fourteen. Diving has now become one of her favourite hobbies, along with canoeing, sailing and swimming in general. She and her sister, Sophia, also attend martial arts courses and dance lessons. And, if I’m being really honest, I have to say, how the hell does she fit it all in? This girl must be a machine rather than a human being! For not only does Julie have an insane number of hobbies, she’s also got a whole host of friends she’s always out and about with. They go shopping, to the cinema, or the group meets up at Julie’s house – more accurately, at the old boathouse in the Novaks’ grounds. Here they listen to music and no doubt down the odd beer in secret.

			Phil: And smoke weed and snog.

			Liv: There’s no proof of that, but maybe.

			

			Phil: At that age, surely.

			Liv: Sixteen, you mean? Although some of Julie’s friends are in fact older. One person stands out in particular: Daniel W. He’s already twenty-­two when he meets Julie in early June 2003. And guess how?

			Phil: Tell me.

			Liv: It’s a total cliché. Julie gets a puncture while on her bike, Daniel happens to drive past and immediately plays the knight in shining armour.

			Phil: Ugh!

			Liv: Yup, that sums it up nicely, given the age difference. Anyway, the two of them soon become a couple, which leads to conflict in the Novak household, because Julie’s parents are not happy bunnies at all.

			Phil: Completely understandable. I mean, he’s a grown man while she’s still in the middle of puberty. Who wouldn’t hear the alarm bells ringing straightaway?

			Liv: Right, but it’s not just the age difference that causes the parents concern. Because Daniel W. – look, I’ve brought along another photo for you – doesn’t only look like James Dean, he’s also exactly the type of guy that James Dean used to play on-­screen: an outsider. He comes from a very disadvantaged background and has already dropped out of his studies. Obviously this doesn’t go down well with the posh Novaks. Besides, his influence on Julie soon becomes noticeable too. She starts neglecting her schoolwork which, given the plans that Julie has for her future, could spell trouble. And she suddenly starts neglecting her family and friends, because she spends almost all her time with Daniel W. He deliberately isolated her from the people she was close to, one of Julie’s best friends later said in a newspaper interview.

			Phil: A toxic relationship.

			Liv: Which Julie’s parents soon put a lid on. They forbid her from seeing Daniel W. And to everyone’s surprise, Julie actually seems to comply with this. She begins the new school year in August 2003 full of enthusiasm. She’s also spending a lot of time with her friends and pursuing her numerous hobbies once more. In short, she seems to be the old Julie again. But then . . .

			Phil: Da-­da-­da-­da, ominous music.

			Liv: That sort of thing. It’s now Sunday, 7 September 2003, very early in the morning and not quite light yet. Julie’s mother, Vera, has just got up and is about to make breakfast for the family. As she passes her husband’s study on the way to the stairs, a bluish-­white light angling through the chink in the door catches her attention. Vera goes into the room and sees that the source of this light is the computer screen. A Word document is open: the longest ransom demand in German criminal history. Before we take a look at this in all its detail, I’ll first give you and our listeners a quick summary. The docu­ment basically says that their daughter has been kidnapped and her abductors are demanding 30,000 euros in exchange for her life. Vera immediately checks Julie’s room, where indeed there is no sign of the sixteen-­year-­old. In total panic Vera races into her bedroom and wakes up her husband . . .

			

			Theo

			The dream goes like this: Vera’s standing at the foot of our bed. She’s flailing her arms, and words are shooting out of her mouth like missiles. They don’t reach my brain; they come crashing into my head and stick there.

			Julie, something about Julie.

			Vera has darted around the bed and is now tugging at my arm. I’m a doctor, always geared for an emergency, for a prompt reaction. Anything else could cost a life.

			‘Calm down, Vera,’ I say. I always say, ‘Calm down,’ because keeping calm is essential in an emergency too.

			‘Julie!’ Vera screams.

			‘Calm down!’ This earns me a slap.

			‘Don’t you understand, Theo?’

			At that moment Julie enters the room. Her face is smeared with blood, her hair dark red and stuck together. A piece of paper is fluttering noisily in her hand.

			‘Have you got the money, Dad?’ she says as tears cut tracks through the blood on her cheeks. I nod several times quickly in succession.

			‘That’s good, Dad. I can go and wash my face now.’ She leaves our bedroom. Shaking Vera off, I rush to the bathroom after our daughter.

			But Julie’s not there.

			I spin around, again and again, as if it’s seriously possible that I might have missed her. It’s only when Vera appears in the doorway that her screaming brings me to an abrupt stop. I look at Vera, her eyes wide open, her trembling right hand that she puts over her mouth to stifle the screaming. Then I follow her gaze to the tap. From which blood is dripping. And I wake up.

			 

			It isn’t the first time I’ve had this dream. I can’t know this for sure, but I can sense it; it’s a feeling lurking inside me. I sit up and at once my back makes its presence felt. Vertebrae lumbales, a vulnerable region of the body. I should think about some ibuprofen. C13H18O2. A non-­steroidal antirheumatic. Besides paracetamol and acetylsalicylic acid, the most frequently used analgesic for pain, fever and inflammation. Or a new sofa. This one is saggy, its leather cover full of scratches and tarnishes. In our old house, it used to be in my study and was used for conversations, intimate moments when you looked each other in the eye and held each other’s hand, for confessions, plans, decisions. Only once in all those years did I sleep on it, after an argument with Vera when she booted me out of the bedroom. She thought it was outrageous that I’d left Julie’s school ball early, but an emergency is an emergency. Now the sofa is in my kitchen, which really isn’t big enough for it. But quite apart from the fact that I don’t have the money to reburnish the place more appropriately, this is one of the few pieces I was able to take from the house. I’ll opt for the paracetamol after all. I rub my brow. There’s still a flicker of the dream in my head, but apart from that, the afternoon nap seems to have done its job. Apart from the slight back pain, I feel good. I know exactly where I am and I can name all the objects in my field of vision. Chair. Table. Cupboard. Coffee machine. A pile of dirty . . . whatsits – I screw up my eyes to concentrate – dishes. I nod in satisfaction; an eagleness is flowing through my limbs. I get up. I want to do something. I want to get moving. I want to visit Vera and bring her some fresh flowers. My Vera. She loved flowers. Not those swanky bouquets, but the flowers that simply grew wherever nature gave them space. Siberian irises, marsh gladioli, cuckoo flowers. Vera never bought flowers; she always picked them, in our garden or down by the lake. All the same I’ll get her some from the shop by the cemetery. I don’t want her thinking I’ve become stringy. Anyway I wouldn’t know where to go picking flowers around here. On the narrow strip of grass outside the block where I live, the most you’d find is the odd stray daisy amongst discarded wrappers, empty drinks cans and dog turds. Then it dawns on me that Sophia has confiscated my car key. Has she? Just to be sure, I feel my trouser pockets and also check the key rack in the hall. Ha! I was right, I remembered – which I’m happy about, but it doesn’t solve my problem. I have a think and remember the bus. Any fool can take the bus. I go into the bedroom. There, my desk is wedged beneath the window, another relic salvaged from the past. On it is the computer. It’s a slightly old model; in terms of capacity and speed, no comparison to the things people use these days, but it does its job. When I switch it on, I immediately hear a buzzing – the fan. I’m going to find out about buses to Grunewald Cemetery when it occurs to me to check my email inbox first. I used to get dozens of inquiries – invitations to symposiums, interviews for journals, or applications from young people who’d just finished studying and dreamed of working on my team. I pause when I recall how those sorts of inquiries steadily decreased, to be replaced by others, each of which felt like the thrust of a dagger in words – requests for interviews about my daughter’s disappearance. When these finally abated, too, I was glad to begin with. Until I realised what this meant. Nobody believed that Julie could still be alive. She’d been written off.

			

			Now I’ve been similarly written off.

			I know I’ve got an illness. I know how this illness usually ends. I can read a goddamaged MRI and I’m familiar with all the studies. And yet I get the feeling that it isn’t my MRI when Dellard shows it to me, and that the things he says don’t apply to me. Maybe he really is mistaken, or he’s only doing all of this to take revenge on me because, because, whatshisname, Dellard was always an idiot.

			The cursor wanders down special offers and warnings to renew the antivirus software for my computer. Until I come across a subject heading that sticks out from all the others. It says: ‘Request for interview about the case of your daughter Julie’. Breathless, my hands shaking, I click the mouse on the relevant message.

			 

			Dear Herr Novak,

			 

			My name is Liv Keller and, together with my partner, Philipp Hendricks, I have been producing the podcast Two Crime – The True Crime Podcast since 2020. With monthly hit totals of more than 800,000 listeners, we are one of the most successful true crime podcasts in the German-­speaking world. We’re currently planning an episode about your daughter Julie – a case that is twenty years old this year and which we’ve really been moved by. We can’t believe that after all this time, nobody has been able to come up with an explanation of what happened to Julie, and we’d like to do our bit to help get the case back in the public eye and reawaken the interest of the investigators. As it goes against our ethos of journalistic responsibility to rely on half-­baked information cut and pasted from the internet, we would very much like to interview you for the episode. Only that way can we be sure of getting a reliable, first-­hand statement.

			The recording would need to take place in mid August in our studio on Knesebeckstrasse here in Berlin, and we plan to release the episode in the third week of August. I’d be delighted if you could give me a call (you’ll find my number at the bottom of this email).

			 

			Best regards,

			Liv Keller

			 

			‘But this email’s already two weeks old – it’s well out of date,’ is Sophia’s first reaction, though I’m not particularly interested in what she thinks. When she realises this, she stands beside me, legs apart, hands on hips, and snarls, ‘No! Forget it! There’s absolutely no way you’re giving them an interview!’ Now I regret having called Sophia and asked her over. Just her tone and the way she’s standing there while I’m slouched on the saggy leather sofa. And Richard, who she just brought along without asking, clattering away behind her with my dirty clockery. All of this makes me furious. So I get to my feet. However much she tries to puff herself up, Sophia is considerably shorter than me and as thin as a rake.

			‘It’s not for you to decide whether or not I meet this journalist,’ I growl back at her.

			‘Oh, yes, it is!’ she retorts. ‘Because this decision doesn’t just affect you, but me too, and, by extension, Richard as well.’

			Confused, I look past Sophia at her husband, who briefly interrupts the washing-­up to glance and sigh over his shoulder. Richard’s family comes from Brazil. With his slim, muscular, almost perfect body, he looks like a sculpture from an expensive art collection, as if his creator had taken exorbitant care in fashioning him. Personally I find him too handsome for a man you might think in any way competent.

			‘I don’t know what he—’ I try to say, but Sophia doesn’t let me finish.

			‘In case you’ve forgotten – and please let’s entertain that possibility seriously – Richard and I are in the middle of an adoption process. And we’re not, I repeat not, prepared to give up our chance of having a child just because you think it necessary to bring the whole thing up again after all these years!’

			‘The whole thing, Sophia?’ I take a step towards her to make the size difference between us a little more obvious. ‘Julie isn’t a thing, she’s your sister! The girl who used to sit in the garden with you and organise whatsits, tea parties, when you didn’t have any friends to play with! Who took you along to her gymnastic courses and adjusted her ballgown for you because you thought it was so beautiful! Who—’

			‘I see. So you remember all that. But the fact that Richard and I have been trying for almost a year to adopt a baby is of course not important enough for you to store somewhere where you can access it again.’

			‘Sophia.’ Richard, a dripping plate in his hands, turns from the sink towards her and shakes his head. ‘Come on, it’s not intentional.’

			‘Oh yes, I forgot,’ she replies sarcastically, slapping her forehead. ‘He’s ill! Sometimes he can’t get out of bed for days!’ She whips around to Richard, grabs the plate off him and waves it under my nose. ‘He can barely keep his own house in order, let alone . . .’ With her free hand she reaches for the button flap on my cardigan and tugs at it. The second button from the top is in the third buttonhole. ‘Just look at him! He looks like he’s homeless! The hair! The beard! Have you taken a look in the mirror recently, Dad?’ She lets go of my cardigan but keeps brandishing the plate. ‘He has moments where he loses it, thinking he’s been abducted by a stranger, when in fact he’s sitting in a consultation room, and the supposed stranger isn’t just his doctor but a long-­time friend and colleague! That happened only today. Do you remember, Dad?’

			I look at the floor, but Sophia isn’t finished with me yet. ‘Mood swings! Problems finding the right word!’ She throws her arms in the air, the clean plate still in her right hand. ‘But, yeah, what the hell? Let him do an interview and make a complete idiot of himself in public!’

			Click –

			Liv

			Liv: It’s still not quite light on this Sunday, 7 September 2003, when a convoy of police vehicles stops outside the Novaks’ house. Within half an hour of Vera having notified the police of her daughter’s disappearance, many officers are already at the scene – which is astonishing when you think about what it says in the ransom note that Vera found on her husband’s computer. This reads, and I quote: Dear Herr and Frau Novak, please read this through very carefully and follow our instructions precisely. We have your daughter. For the moment she is safe and sound in our custody, but this could change very rapidly if you fail to meet our demands. You will put 30,000 euros into the black sports bag that your daughter usually takes to her karate class. We will call you during the day to provide you with further instructions for the handover of the money. Don’t think about calling the police. We’re watching your house and have also taken every technological step to monitor your channels of communication. If, despite this, you decide to involve the police, you will have to reckon with immediate consequences. We will send your daughter to her death. And she will leave this life in the knowledge that you abandoned her. We will dispose of her body, depriving you of the opportunity to bury her. For the rest of your lives, we will remind you of the fatal outcome of your decision. Do not underestimate us. Unlike you, we are familiar with this type of situation. We’ve been working for a long time in the ‘barter’ business. Some deals have been successful, others not – it all depends on whether our ‘business partners’ stick to our rules. No tricks, Herr and Frau Novak! We’ve got the upper hand. And we know what we’re doing. Be ready.

			Phil: Wow, OK. I need to let that sink in.

			Liv: Unlike the Novaks, it seems, for, as I said, they immediately get the police involved, defying the express warning of the kidnappers.

			Phil: That’s one hell of a decision.

			Liv: And they have to accept that it might cost their daughter her life. I get it – at that moment the parents probably feel completely overwhelmed – but would you really take that risk? Particularly as the note says that their channels of communication are being monitored. So wouldn’t you – if you did decide to contact the authorities – do it in such a way that nobody found out?

			Phil: You’re referring here to the police convoy outside the house?

			

			Liv: I mean, you couldn’t be more conspicuous if you tried.

			Phil: True. But putting aside the fact that the parents are clearly going against the kidnappers’ instructions, how strange is that ransom demand? Who goes to the trouble of writing something so long when it can basically be boiled down to four short sentences: We’ve kidnapped your daughter. We want 30,000 euros. No police, otherwise she dies. We’ll be in touch during the day – done.

			Liv: I gave it a go yesterday, timing how long it would take to type. We’re talking about 237 words here. Obviously I’m not a professional typist, but I do use all my fingers and I fancy I can get it done fairly snappily. And yet it took me around five and a half minutes, while I made four typos. More importantly, I was just copying the letter, meaning that I didn’t have to think about how to phrase anything. So let’s assume that the person who originally wrote the document took considerably longer than just five and a half minutes. Let’s be serious here: who does that? I mean, imagine you’re one of the kidnappers . . .

			Phil: I certainly wouldn’t sit down in the father’s study and take my time over the note, running the risk of being discovered. I would have already written the ransom note at home and brought it with me. Then I’d have made my way into the Novaks’ house, grabbed the girl and got away again as quickly as possible.

			Liv: You and presumably every other rational-­thinking person in this world. Especially if you’re supposedly a professional in this strange sort of barter business.

			Phil: And what I also find strange is the ransom amount. Surely a family as rich as the Novaks could pay 30,000 euros from petty cash, no?

			

			Liv: Erm, yes and no. Maybe the kidnappers assumed that the Novaks had that much sitting around at home, under a pillow, as it were. To get hold of a six-­ or even seven-­figure sum, on the other hand, Theo Novak would’ve had to contact his bank, which probably would have involved questions being asked, and also taken some time.

			Phil: OK. But if I’m so certain that Novak keeps cash at his house, why don’t I just go looking for the money? I mean, I’ve got into the house anyway and I don’t seem to be in such a hurry or particularly anxious about being discovered. So why do I go to all the bother of taking the girl with me?

			Liv: Are you implying that from the very beginning it’s actually been about the girl rather than the money? But that doesn’t make sense either, does it? Because if you just wanted to take the girl, why bother wasting time on the ransom note?

			Phil: Do you think, then, that Julie’s abduction has definitely got something to do with money?

			Liv: It has to play some part, yes. Otherwise you wouldn’t risk being caught unnecessarily, would you?

			Phil: Listen, Liv. I think I’m a liar. I’m not a group of people as I claim to be in my ransom note. This isn’t a job for me. I’m an insider, someone who knows the family well enough to be aware of the money. I’m an individual with a very personal motive.

			Liv: That’s possible. At least it’s the line that the police soon take too. For in the Novaks’ house that morning, something crucial is missing – apart from Julie, of course.

			

			Theo

			Light on, orientation.

			Whatsit. Kitchen. Table. Man opposite, hands together as if in prayer. Me: open mouth. Words stuck. Only sound comes from throat. Man: pushes hand across table. His hand on mine.

			Voice: ‘Everything’s alright, Theo. You’re at home in your flat in Spandau. I’m Richard, your son-­in-­law. Do you recognise 
me?’

			More sound from throat. Hand balls into fist.

			‘It was a bit too upsetting for you, I know.’

			Me: Want to get up. Want Richard out. Not sitting, not his hand on my fist.

			‘Would you like something to drink, Theo? Shall I get you something?’

			Me: Shake whatsit, head.

			‘Maybe a glass of water?’

			Shake, shake. Image in head. Young Vera. Word trickles out: ‘Sophia?’

			‘I told her to go home. She needed to calm down, just like you.’

			Me: Look at floor. There: Broken thing.

			‘It’s not always easy for her, you know? She really wants to help you, but she gets the feeling that you’re not prepared to let her. And that hurts her, Theo. It really does.’

			Me: Keep staring at broken thing. Words trickle: ‘Did . . . I . . . ?’

			‘You got angry, yes. But don’t worry, you didn’t hit her or anything like that, if that’s what you’re thinking. You’d never hurt her, not in a thousand years.’ Richard: Gets up. Goes around table, bends down, picks up piece of broken thing. ‘Broken dishes bring good luck, don’t they?’ Laughs a bit. ‘You snatched the plate from Sophia and threw it on the floor.’ Tears.

			‘Hey, it was just a plate. You’ve got tons of them. Some of them have just been washed up. Come.’ Richard helps. Get up, walk, little steps, ten, eleven, twelve. Yellow note: ‘Bedroom’. Bed. Me: Sit. Richard: My shoes, my coat, my whatsit, trousers, my shirt. ‘That’s better, isn’t it? Now have a rest and a bit of a sleep. The world will look different when you wake up.’ Liar. Still, word trickles: ‘Thanks.’

			Daniel

			‘. . . in the Novaks’ house that morning, something crucial is missing – apart from Julie, of course.’

			Some advertising is threaded between the pseudo-­cryptic introduction and the revelation of the crucial thing that’s missing. Liv Keller claims to be an enthusiastic reader, but who often lacks the time, while her partner is the saviour who of course has an immediate solution. Which is . . . an audiobook platform that reduces thousands of books to their essence. I feel my temple throbbing. Because that’s the problem, isn’t it? People just want everything reduced to its essence. They don’t want to truly understand anything, because that would mean having to get to grips with the reasons, understand developments and consequences. They would have to exert their intellect and their humanity.

			It’s not as if I didn’t try to make myself understood. After everything that was done to me, I nonetheless bit the bullet, willing to tell my version of the story. And? Hope at first, but hope’s a whore, so in the end, just more disappointment. People out there have no interest in thinking independently. They satisfy themselves with the morsels that others give them because it’s more comfortable that way.

			I take my left hand off the steering wheel and massage my throbbing temple. I’m feeling rock bottom. Fittingly, the big blue sky has tensed into a low-­hanging, grey mass. It’s not the advertising that makes me angry, I have to concede, it’s the deception, which is indescribable. The outrageous hypocrisy. Because it’s clear where this story is going. As always. Julie’s feckless, crude, semi-­paedophile ex-­boyfriend. As always, always, always. I slam the palm of my hand on the steering wheel; the horn gives a succession of pitiful faint sounds, while Liv Keller, undeterred, repeats the name of the audiobook platform, as well as giving a discount code that’s exclusive to the listeners of the podcast. Fifteen per cent off the monthly subscription. I can’t believe it. As advertising partners, they’re also filling their pockets with the podcast’s disgraceful claims. Calm down, Daniel. You have to calm down. You can’t arrive home in such a state, it’s not fair on Queen. If you can’t bear listening anymore, you’ve got to switch it off, simple as that.

			‘Don’t forget, the code is twocrime15, all one word and lower case,’ Liv Keller says, then she finally relieves the unpleasantly artificial suspense created by the advertising break: ‘There were no fingerprints, no intruder’s DNA, and not least, the Novaks’ house showed no signs of a break-­in. All the police were able to find was a broken window in the cellar. But whether this was actually smashed on the night in question, or had been broken on an earlier occasion for a different reason, has remained a puzzle to this day. Either way, the lack of any other traces was a clear sign for the investigation team that a stranger couldn’t have been responsible for Julie’s disappearance on 7 September.

			‘Further support for this theory is that Julie didn’t scream when the kidnapper abducted her,’ Liv Keller adds, but of course her partner can’t leave it at that. ‘Well, he could’ve threatened her with a weapon to stop her from screaming.’ Yeah, right. You’ve just been questioning the kidnapper’s preparation and professionalism, and now he’s got a gun up his sleeve. Where’s he got hold of that, then, you smart-­arses?

			‘You know, the more I think about it,’ the guy continues, ‘the more certain I am that whoever kidnapped Julie from her parents’ house that night was definitely no stranger.’

			And so begins the part that the two of them – as you can clearly hear from the excitement in their voices – have been looking forward to all this time. It’s in front of them like a hunk of raw meat and they pounce on it like two starving hyenas – finally, finally we’re here. It’s time for the only conceivable scenario. It’s time for the chop. My finger shoots to the screen and taps wildly. A break, I need a break, a brief reprieve, just a few minutes. Six, to be precise. Six minutes and eleven seconds. That’s the length of David Bowie’s ‘Heroes’, the first in the playlist of my favourite songs. I press play and then reach for the glovebox to get the packet of cigarettes. I light one, wind down the window and inhale deeply. It’s only six minutes and eleven seconds, but during this time I’m the hero rather than the scapegoat. Queen, I think, spurred on by the lyrics. I smile. I’ll be home very soon, my girl.

			

			Lara

			I should sleep, I should sleep all the time. For many years, like Sleeping Beauty. And, if it were up to him, many more years on top of that. I should sleep to allow me to forget, finally. That was the reason for the pills too, the tons of pills. They wrapped themselves around my thoughts like a sticky film, around each one until my head was nothing but a viscous porridge. I had to forget who I am and where I come from.

			He was the devil.

			He wanted to take away my knowledge, my identity and all my colours. All that should be left of me was an empty white surface that he could refashion as he liked.

			It began with my name, back then, shortly after he’d brought me here, to his hell. My name, which I insisted on, after which he said I was ‘uncooperative’. A trait he intended to rid me of as soon as possible.

			‘What do you think of Lara?’ he suggested, his calm voice seemingly friendly. ‘It’s a lovely name. Don’t you think so?’

			‘No.’ I looked him in the eye with determination. The devil just sighed. Then he silently passed me the small plastic mug with the pills ready, as he would always do if I said something he didn’t like but he didn’t want to come back at me. For a while I thought he did this to avoid an argument. Over time, however, I realised that he regarded his silence as a disciplinary measure.

			To begin with, it was just a few pills, two or three, then more and more over the course of years. Years full of numbness, fatigue and feebleness. At the same time – no matter how good he thought he was at dispensing my medicines – there was something, right at the back of my mind, which he couldn’t get to, despite it all. I didn’t know what it was exactly until one morning I heard a noise. Awkwardly propping myself up, I looked over at the window. It was locked, as it always was for ‘security reasons’. The noise was so loud, however, that it didn’t only penetrate the thick glass but the sticky porridge in my head too. It was the cry of a crow whose family had a nest in the tree right outside my window. I watched the crow perch in the nest and regurgitate a worm. Fascinated, I cocked my head and felt the twitch of the tiny little thing buried deep inside me. Like a shoot trying to push through the soil. And when it finally succeeded, growing with this shoot was the first clear thought I’d had in years: home.

			Ever since, I’d been protecting it, this little thought, this delicate ward of mine. I knew that the medicines would kill it; one little pill and it would perish. So, from that moment on, I copied the crow with the worm: I regurgitated everything the moment I was alone. To do this, I had to be good beforehand, swallow everything without complaint; no drama, no shouting. As soon as he’d gone, I’d spit the pills out again and hide them under my mattress. Luckily I was beyond the stage where I’d been tied to both sides of the bed; he’d realised it wasn’t necessary, in combination with the medication, with my head full of porridge and the sluggish, washed-­out movements I was still able to make, but only on good days. I didn’t have a clue why it had taken me so long to come up with the idea with the pills, the plan as a whole. Had I been too frightened before? Had I been too weak? I had no answers to these questions. I knew only one thing, and by now knew it word for word again: ‘In Celtic mythology the crow is a symbol of the supernatural and the connection between the worlds.’

			It was you, Mum, wasn’t it? You sent me the crow as a sign. You wanted to tell me that it couldn’t go on like this. That I’d never get out of this hell if I didn’t come up with an idea. You wanted to tell me that it was time for a plan.

			Liv

			Liv: Let’s summarise again. Julie Novak disappears from the family home in the middle of the night without any of the three other family members noticing. There are no traces of a break-­in, no unknown DNA or fingerprints in the house, and the ransom demand has been typed on the father’s computer in his study. The note says that the kidnapper or kidnappers will get in touch some time over the course of the day to arrange the handover – but this never happens.

			Phil: At first glance, that’s unusual.

			Liv: Yes, but as your at first glance implies, there are plenty of other cases of kidnapping where something similar has happened. Besides, the ransom demand states that the kidnapper or kidnappers are watching the family. This means they would have seen that the Novaks did get the police involved.

			Phil: And got cold feet, so the handover came to nothing.

			Liv: Correct. After the initial shock, it dawns on the Novaks that it must’ve been a mistake to call the police. Because instead of looking into one or several kidnappers from outside, the investigation team focused on possible problems in the home environment; there’s even talk of abuse. Theo and Vera Novak are shocked and end their cooperation with the police.

			Especially as it’s perfectly obvious to the parents which lead ought to be followed now with the greatest urgency: Julie’s connection to – Phil?

			Phil: That’s right, Daniel W., the ex-­boyfriend.

			Liv: Exactly. But because the police don’t do that, it’s the distraught father himself who really takes Daniel W. to task. There’s even a photo of the incident, which then of course gets into the press. Look at this.

			Phil: Hmm. You can see Theo Novak lunging at Daniel W.

			Liv: Exactly. And then we’ve got another picture, showing Daniel W. a few days after being attacked by Novak. His right eye is dark purple and completely swollen.

			Phil: The swelling is as big as a grapefruit!

			Liv: And his lips appear to have been stitched too. By all appearances, Theo Novak went berserk. In some ways understandable – we’re talking about his daughter, after all. But on the other hand, I find it shocking how even supposedly civilised people can get so badly carried away.

			Phil: Anyone can get carried away, Liv. It just depends on the situation.

			Liv: Or people have always been like that behind closed doors and are just good at concealing it. I mean, would you have thought that lurking inside our good doctor is a thug?

			Phil: A thug?

			Liv: Take another look at the photo!

			Phil: Are you now feeling sympathy for Daniel W.?

			Liv: What do you mean, sympathy? I just think that taking the law into your own hands is not the right way.

			

			Phil: So, what is the right way, Liv? The police had called Daniel W. in for questioning several times. If only they’d kept him in a cell. That wouldn’t have happened to him in a cell.

			Liv: Are you saying that’s where he belongs? In a cell?

			Phil: I didn’t say that. All I’m saying is that Daniel W. came away from it quite lightly.

			Theo

			So there you are, wrinkling your nose, as the morning sun caresses your skin. You keep your eyes closed and imagine it’s Vera’s long red hair tickling you. You imagine her pressing her face into the hollow between your neck and shoulder and saying, ‘I love you.’ Then you think how damned lucky you are. And it is damned, your luck. You used to be a big man, Theo. You had it all. Now look at yourself. The only thing still big about you is your stature; all the world’s misery stretched across 1.9 metres. Your daughter, your wife, your money, all of it gone. And, if you’re not mistaken, the mattress beneath you feels sort of wet. You’re lying in your own piss. It’s not funny but you laugh anyway when you realise the irony. Today actually seems to be a good day, your mind functioning properly. You know where you are. You can put a name to everything around you, your mind is clear and the past so tangible, as if it were right beside you in your piss-­stained bed. You don’t have much time left, Theo. You’ve got to make use of what remains. You owe this to Vera and Julie. So get up. Go to the bathroom. Face up to the misery in the mirror and grab your razor. The shaving cream is long past its sell-­by date, but it does its job nonetheless. You get rid of the thicket growing over your mouth, chin and cheeks and are astonished by the sight of yourself. You wet a comb, draw it through the stubborn grey strands to work out how long they are, then take the scissors to them. You’re not a barber, you’re under no illusions there. Your cutting is angular, crooked and ungainly, and yet it’s probably ages since you’ve looked as good as this. Almost human, a perfectly normal human being. You pull the stained vest over your head, get rid of the damp underwear and have a shower. You couldn’t say with any certainty when the last time was that you did this; like many other things in your life, it’s a vague feeling of ‘a long time ago’ – too long, probably, seeing as how unfamiliar it seems to feel the sponge on your skin. You turn the tap off, dry your wet body and dodder into the kitchen to check the temperature. It’s too warm for a long-­sleeved shirt and cardigan; it probably was yesterday too when you went to the funfair with Sophia. All it needs are a couple of rides on the merry-­go-­round and a red toffee apple, and then she’s not so sad anymore. You put on some fresh clothes, sit at the computer and find the interview request again. You forward it to Sophia without comment and check the public transport connections. Underground to Jungfernheide, then overground to Greifswalder Strasse where you change again on to the tram. Sophia and Richard moved recently from their old flat in Kreuzberg to a small house of their own in Weissensee. They want the child they’re trying to adopt to grow up with green spaces around. You smile because you’ve remembered all of this. Because it came to mind without too much effort. You smile because perhaps not everything’s too late yet.

			 

			

			‘Dad?’ Sophia opens her eyes wide, a mixture of surprise and concern. I offer her the bag with the rolls I bought on the way here and say, to get things straight from the outset, ‘It’s Saturday, 26 August. Olaf Scholz is our chancellor, he’s still pretty relaxed about the rise of the AfD in the opinion polls. You recently had your first wedding anniversary, 9 July to be precise. At your wedding there was chocolate soufflé for pudding that I found too sweet. But I bet your mother would have liked it.’ My gaze darts across Sophia’s petite figure. She’s wearing a top and long pyjama bottoms with a flowery pattern, and her black hair is tied up into a messy, whatsit, er . . . bun. ‘You must’ve just got up.’

			Sophia blinks a few times in succession as if she’d actually just woken up that moment, but it’s more likely down to the fact that the last thing she was expecting was to see me here. And certainly not shaven, my hair combed, and in clean clothes. A few more seconds pass before she finally takes the bag of rolls and steps aside to let me into the house.

			‘You’re right,’ she says. ‘It took me ages to get to sleep last night.’ She closes the door behind me. Sophia doesn’t mention what it was that kept her awake, but that’s not necessary. I look around. A decorating table runs along almost the entire right-­hand wall of the hallway. On it are a pile of old newspapers, two tins of paint, brushes, masking tape and a tin of turps. The house is old, but presumably it was a good deal. All the same, I’m surprised. Sophia’s not exactly the type for such big challenges. Julie was different in this respect.

			‘Dad?’ Sophia asks.

			‘Yes,’ I say, thrusting my hands into my trouser pockets, somewhat embarrassed. In the left-­hand one, I can feel paper, three of the yellow stickers from the pad that’s on my shoe rack at home. On them I had jotted down the route to Weissensee, the same thing three times over, all identical. I clench my fist, scrunching up the notes. I wouldn’t admit this to Sophia, but the moment I put my hand on the door handle to my flat, I was seized by anxiety. What if I got lost? If my mind went black somewhere en route? Irrespective of how well I feel today, I didn’t want to take any unnecessary risks that would only end up validating Sophia’s concerns. So I wrote the first note. The only problem was: what if I lost it? To be on the safe side, I wrote the second and, because silly things sometimes happened, the third.

			‘I just wanted to make sure that everything’s fine between us again.’ I smile. ‘You had a nice time at the funfair yesterday, didn’t you?’

			Sophia sighs. ‘That wasn’t yesterday, Dad.’

			‘Wasn’t it?’

			She shakes her head.

			‘Well then, I must’ve come to apologise.’

			Sophia raises her eyebrows. ‘Really?’

			I nod.

			‘Uh-­huh,’ she says, pushing past me to go into the nearest big room, the living and dining room. I follow her. She puts the bag of rolls down on the rustic wooden table and sits on one of the four chairs. ‘After I got up this morning, I briefly checked my emails. Guess what I found in my inbox?’ With her hand, she makes a gesture inviting me to sit down too.

			‘I’m going to do it, Sophia. I’m going to meet that journalist. I have to.’ I’m relieved when I hear how calm my voice sounds. Shouting is for people who are in the wrong.

			

			‘Why, Dad?’ Sophia keeps her composure too, which comes as a relief. ‘It’s almost twenty years ago.’

			‘That’s exactly why. So much time has passed.’ I look at my hands, the thick, bluish-­purple veins sticking out from my thin skin. My hands that used to have meaning. They were strong, controlled, precise in every cut, no matter how challenging. They saved thousands of lives and they were the first thing Vera noticed about me. She loved my hands. ‘I don’t want to die without having given it a final attempt, Sophia.’

			I look at her and notice her scraping her bottom lip with her top teeth. ‘Yes, I understand that, Dad,’ she says after a moment. ‘But what do you think has changed? There are no new leads or openings. There are just these podcasts, and they’re not revisiting the case because there’s something new to say. They’re just doing it because twenty years have passed now, a sort of anniversary. They’re doing it because the labels “cold case” and “mysterious” drive up their listener numbers, not because they’re seriously interested in Julie. Or in us, for that matter.’

			‘So what? If Julie’s disappearance enters the public consciousness again and maybe someone remembers seeing or hearing something back then, I can live with that. The end justifies the means.’

			‘Machiavelli said that and ended up in prison.’

			‘Because of a conspiracy, Sophia, not because of those words.’

			She rolls her eyes and is just about to come back at me when the terrace door behind her opens and her husband comes in. Judging by what he’s wearing and the sweat on his brow, he’s been jogging.

			‘Reinhard!’ I get up from my chair and go over to clap him on the shoulder. Surprise at my visit is written on his face too.

			

			‘Richard,’ Sophia says, sighing. ‘I’m glad you’re back, darling. Dad’s here.’

			‘Thanks for the info.’ He laughs and copies my friendly gesture. ‘You look great, Theo, really fantastic. Coffee?’

			‘Lovely.’

			‘Alright then, let me just quickly get changed, then I’ll make us some.’

			‘Terrific!’

			‘Terrific,’ Sophia echoes after Richard has left the room and I’ve sat back down. With narrowed eyes, she bends down to me. ‘I’m really happy that you’re having a good day and are sharing it with all of us. But don’t think I don’t know what you’re up to with your behaviour.’

			‘I’m not up to anything, Sophia. I already told you that I’m going to do the interview. I’ll call the woman straight after and arrange a meeting. If there is any purpose to my visit here, it’s to signature to you how much it would mean to me to be able to count on your support. If you don’t want that – fine, I’ll accept your decision. But it doesn’t change anything for me.’

			‘Signal, Dad. Not signature, signal.’

			‘What?’

			‘You said signature.’

			‘No, you must’ve misheard.’

			Sophia chews her bottom lip again for a while. Then she suddenly jumps up from her chair and dashes over to the coffee table where her mobile is.

			‘Do you want to know what sort of a podcast it is that wants you to do the interview? Do you want to know what they call you? Here!’ With her fingers on the screen, she comes back and tosses her phone on to the table in front of me. ‘I hope you’ve enjoyed your good day, Dad. Shame it was so short.’

			Daniel

			The storm has passed over the city like an empty threat, which on the one hand is good because it spared us a restless night, with Queen just tossing and turning, keeping me awake too. On the other hand, we’ve still got the oppressive mugginess, the tension like after an argument that hasn’t been brought to a close. I’m already back at work, weekend shift. Usually at this time I would be helping out with lunch in the dining hall, but now I’m sitting on a chair beside Frau Lessing’s bed, watching her sleep. She doesn’t cope well with the weather either; it really affects her circulation. I think of the woman who was so fit and curious on our walk yesterday, and how there’s suddenly nothing left of her. Frau Lessing’s clever, alert eyes are shut as if the plug has been pulled on her. But this is what it’s like at that age. A tiny change in the air pressure is sufficient to switch her off. Sad, but not unusual, and that’s why there’s no reason to page any of the medical staff as my colleague Anna suggested. My astonishment at her suggestion given the ignorance she normally displays threw me only briefly. Then I convinced her that our doctors had better things to do. Admittedly, Frau Lessing was a little pale and her blood pressure slightly low, but her chest was rising and falling at healthy intervals, and from time to time she opened her eyes and said something. Not long ago she asked for a drink, which in itself was a good sign. Dying people don’t want to drink anymore, and from that point, you can literally see them drying out, their lips chapping and their eyes dulling because the body doesn’t even have enough liquid for the tear ducts. All the same, Frau Lessing needs to be monitored in case her condition does deteriorate or she makes an unfortunate attempt to get up. Of course Anna had no objections when I offered to look after Frau Lessing, because it meant that, after overseeing lunch in the dining hall and the washing-­up afterwards, she could enjoy her break in peace instead of wasting her time sitting here with the curtains drawn.

			I, on the other hand, don’t mind at all. On the contrary, after last night there’s something restorative about the sight of the sleeping old lady, a welcome peace. I know it was stupid to switch on the podcast in the first place, and even more stupid to listen to the end. I’m aware of what it does to me. I know that in moments like that I get this feeling I never want to surrender to again. It’s not the pure form of hatred, not that. It’s not the one you might be able to take something good from, which over time could turn into something positive, like determination. No, it’s a different form of hatred, adulterated and much more dangerous: hatred laced with despair.

			And yet I simply couldn’t help myself; I listened to the episode all the way through to the final second. After all, it’s not just Julie’s story they’re discussing, but mine too. Even when it’s told wrongly, in such a malicious way. The only thing that surprised me was that they took a pop at Theo Novak as well, at least for that brief moment when they called him a thug. I can’t say I feel sorry for him. Theo Novak, formerly God, the man who believed he could control everything and everyone through his will and his words alone.

			

			I immediately remember that phone call. It was at the end of June 2003, shortly before the start of the summer holidays, around two and a half months before Julie disappeared – a Friday evening.

			My mother, who was still alive then, knocked on my bedroom door. I remember I was standing in front of the mirror that rested above the chest of drawers, on which I’d lined up everything I needed for my evening with Julie: a comb, hair cream and a can of beer. I didn’t actually like beer but I drank it because I told myself it would make me more chilled, funnier and a little less nervous. Because that’s exactly what Julie made me – nervous, with her sheer presence, her looks and the way she smiled. I still couldn’t believe that someone like her could be interested in someone like me. She was so beautiful, so clever, so special. And me? The newspapers, television programmes, internet forums or podcasts could say what they liked, but all I had in common with James Dean were, very hazily, my looks and the values that were popular in his day but are now outdated. Also at the ready on the chest of drawers was the bottle of aftershave Subtil Pour Homme by Ferragamo. Too expensive given my measly apprentice’s pay, and yet I’d bought a whole load of the stuff when Julie told me how much she liked the smell of it on me. We’d arranged to go dancing that evening. Or Julie had. There was this club near the main train station where she’d been dying to go for ages. Some of her friends often went there because nobody at the place got around to checking their IDs. I couldn’t dance and had only gone out two or three times at most in my life before. But the idea of holding Julie, moving with her in time to the music, and feeling her face on my neck, really close because she was taking in my scent, excited me so much that I would do whatever it took.

			‘Turn the music down, this sounds important!’ Mum’s voice sounded forced when she came into my room holding the phone, and so loud that it was cracking. She was competing with David Bowie’s ‘Heroes’ that was on a loop while I got myself ready. Julie’s favourite song. Another thing we had in common: we both seemed to belong to a different time. Whereas Julie loved the 1970s, with its fashion, music and ideal of freedom, I had a weakness for the 1950s, no doubt in part because our house was still furnished as it had been when my grandparents brought my mother up here. Nonetheless, Julie and I didn’t find it hard to strike a compromise – in the middle of our two favourite eras, the 1960s, which produced a very particular film that we went to a special showing of for our first date. Doctor Zhivago. Julie had always wanted to see it. She said her parents had called her after Julie Christie, having also seen this film together on their first date. And they’d also kissed for the first time, like us. I realised what this meant. What Julie saw in us. And even though I felt a bit uncomfortable when she spoke about her parents – especially her father, the seemingly infallible Theo Novak – the fact remained that the two of them had been happily married for many years. That was what I wanted, exactly that. The sort of deep connection that lasts a lifetime, which was so much more important than the mundanely physical – even though Julie and I had often discussed whether we would sleep together for the first time soon. I thought we ought to wait a bit longer. We had our intimacy and our kisses, which meant the world to me. Maybe I secretly feared that nothing else would be able to match up. Or perhaps it was simply my own lack of experience that unnerved me.

			I turned the music off and took the phone from my mother. On the other end of the line was Theo Novak’s secretary. He wanted to speak to me, she said. I was too dumbfounded to ask why he was going via her and whether the famous doctor wasn’t capable of pressing a few numbers himself. Only later did I realise that this wasn’t the point at all. It was a pure demonstration of power: he was someone who had a secretary and much more besides. He was superior to me, of that there was no doubt. I’m still annoyed today that this trick, this little psychological poke, actually worked. My heart beat in places it had no business being, even in the ends of my hair, it felt like. With a quavering voice, I asked my mother to leave the room. Then I sank on to the edge of the bed, my knees trembling. His secretary put me through to his office, but not without putting me on hold first. When Theo Novak finally took the call, I was exactly the way he wanted me to be: a wretched little worm. It didn’t help that he didn’t use my first name; in fact, it almost made it worse.

			‘Listen, Herr Wagner,’ I heard him say very calmly on the phone, ‘just to avoid any misunderstanding, I’d like to clarify that what I’m about to say to you is neither a request, recommendation, piece of advice nor the basis for discussion. You will keep away from my daughter. You will not see her again – not in my house, not in my garden, nor anywhere else. And to prevent you from succumbing to the temptation of defying my wishes, you will delete her telephone number right now. Have we understood each other?’

			I could do nothing but stammer inanities, which didn’t stop Novak from dissecting me with relish like a fillet steak at dinner he’d been looking forward to all day long. It didn’t bother me that he had a go about my age; I was well aware that I was six years older than Julie. But I also felt that, over time, the gap would narrow and nobody would be shocked anymore when she was eighteen and me twenty-­four, or she thirty-­four and me forty. But I was hamstrung by the doubts I harboured, my own insecurities and complexes, which he toyed with – and won. Because he was right when he said I wasn’t good enough for her, I had nothing to offer her. I was a ne’er-­do-­well from the underclass, with an apprenticeship in arse-­wiping. ‘Don’t get me wrong, young man. Society needs people like you, and when the time comes, I’ll be very happy for you to wipe my posterior. But until then, you’d be well advised to keep out of my sight. Understood?’

			I promptly gave the wuss’s reply of ‘Understood’ and was still shaking for a long time after the call was over. Afterwards I finished the can of beer and dialled Julie’s number. Surely her father wouldn’t want her to be wandering alone around the city on a Friday night just because I lacked the decency to call off our date. And I didn’t want her to be doing that either. It was a dangerous world out there.

			Frau Lessing groans, a sound that wrenches me from my thoughts. My gaze darts over to the bed then to my hands. One is holding a spoon, the other a small plastic bowl. Just a few brown marks are evidence of the chocolate mousse that was in it. Within seconds I put both of them back on the tray beside the bed, where the rest of the lunch is. On a plate covered with a plastic cloche are three half potatoes, a pile of peas and a small piece of turkey. Everything from tins, jars and the freezer. I bend over Frau Lessing. Judging by the rapid eye movements beneath her closed lids, she’s dreaming. After feeling her brow, I take the flannel I wetted a while ago and dab her face with it. Very carefully I also moisten her lips. I miss my mother, something I often think in situations like this. I even miss caring for her. It’s possible that’s what I miss the most. So long as someone is healthy and independent, they have enough strength to maintain their façade, and words are just words, meaningless filler. My mother always assured me that she believed me about Julie’s disappearance. She stuck by me even when reporters found our address and laid siege to our house. Mum was convinced that the whole thing would die down at some point. But the longer it went on, the more I fancied I could see the accusation in her eyes. Why could we no longer lead a normal life? Me. Why did we hardly dare go out anymore, not even to shop, and subsist mostly on tinned food? Me. Why did we have less money because the apprentice’s contract had been rescinded? Me. Why were total strangers creeping around our block at night and leaving threatening letters in our mailbox? Me. Me, me, me, and the silent accusation in her eyes, which said precisely that: you, you, you.

			It was only when she became bed-­bound that something changed. Her face, when I sat beside her and held her hand – there was no more accusation in it, no doubt, no regret, merely love and gratitude. I promised her that I wouldn’t ever submit to that feeling again, that desperate hatred, but that I would believe. If not, like her, in a Holy Father in heaven, then at least that the truth always triumphed in the end. That rumours, all the wickedness and lies, might have staying power, but ultimately never endured.

			

			Another image flickers in my mind, another memory that slips over the one of my mother. I see a lean, pale boy in front of me with thick glasses on a thin nose. I seize him and scream: Why? Why did you do that?

			This is what hatred does to you: it grabs the past by the hair and adjusts your gaze to what you’ve still got left and what you ought to be grateful for, even in the most adverse circumstances. And the worst thing about this is that it often affects those who can’t do anything about it. Take yesterday evening, for example. Queen would have loved to have gone for another walk, in the darkness that belongs to us alone. When the world is peaceful and quiet. But after I’d listened to that podcast, not even her sorrowful face could move me; I sacrificed her to the feeling of hatred. Now I’m sorry, but what good is that? The moment has irretrievably passed.

			I hear a quiet knock and then Anna enters the room.

			‘Everything OK?’ she asks, pointing her chin towards Frau Lessing.

			I nod, put the flannel down and take a step back from the bed. ‘She’s better, she’s just a bit tired.’

			Anna approaches the bed and glances at the sleeping woman in it. Then she picks up the tray.

			‘She even had something to eat,’ I add, unsolicited. ‘The mousse.’

			Anna merely nods; she doesn’t care. At 12.30 the dining hall will be cleared up, at 12.50 the rooms. That’s what the schedule says.

			‘Good. Just let me know if there’s anything I can do,’ she says before leaving the room. For a moment I keep watching the closed door, then I turn back to Frau Lessing. Her eyes are now half open; her gaze is dull.

			‘I ate your pudding,’ I say.

			‘That’s alright, Herr Daniel.’ She smiles feebly. ‘The main thing is that you’re here.’

			Liv

			Liv: Did they ever really rule out the possibility that Julie might have staged her own abduction because she couldn’t bear it at home anymore and simply wanted to get away?

			Phil: I see what you’re getting at, because after Novak’s attack on Daniel W., people were asking whether Novak might have been violent towards Julie in the past too. There was even talk of possible sexual abuse.

			Liv: Wow . . . you know quite a lot about this case. Even though I’m the one who’s been doing the research.

			Phil: I just remember. I mean, the case hit the national headlines for a long time. But back to your theory that Julie might have run away from home of her own accord. Seriously? I don’t think so. For one, no proof was ever uncovered that Theo Novak could’ve been guilty of domestic violence. And then there’s the practical aspect. Look, running away isn’t enough in itself. You’ve got to succeed in staying undetected too. And in Julie’s case, this means for twenty years. How could a sixteen-­year-­old have pulled that off? Where might she have hidden and how could she have looked after herself?

			Liv: You’re right. She would never have been able to do that without help.

			

			Phil: And this brings us straight back to Daniel W., our wannabe James Dean. Also known as Grapefruit Eye. I hope you’ve got some background information on him for us.

			Liv: Some, yes. What we know about him is as follows: Daniel W. grew up on his own with his mother. She, as well as her parents, were very Christian. And when I say very Christian, I mean going to church on a Sunday, church choir, the whole shebang. Nothing is known about his father, on the other hand. And as his mother kept her maiden name until she died, we can assume that Daniel was born out of wedlock.

			Phil: Or he was an immaculate conception. That sort of thing happens in those circles, supposedly.

			Liv: What were you saying about implausible theories?

			Phil: Touché.

			Liv: What we do also know is that after finishing school, Daniel W. embarked on an apprenticeship as an electrician, but soon dropped out. His former colleagues and boss later described him as a loner and slightly eccentric. He didn’t really fit into the team. When he met Julie, Daniel had just started his second apprenticeship as a carer for old people.

			Phil: A good Samaritan, on the surface at least.

			Liv: I can already see that you’ve taken a dislike to the guy. But let’s not forget, this on the surface, as you put it, could apply to Theo Novak too. There must be a reason why the police checked whether there could have been incidents of domestic violence within the family. And just because nothing could be proved, that doesn’t mean it didn’t happen.

			Phil: Forget Novak. Think instead about the interview Julie’s best friend gave the newspaper, in which he described the relationship between Julie and Daniel W. as toxic! Whatever happened on 7 September 2003, I believe it was exclusively between the two of them.

			Liv: But Julie had already separated from Daniel W. by the time she disappeared.

			Phil: Yes, and that’s exactly why! What if W. refused to accept her decision, then got her back violently by kidnapping her?

			Liv: Then the ransom note would make sense, that’s true. Daniel W. was an apprentice, I’m sure he could have done with some extra pocket money.

			Phil: He was the one who blackmailed the Novaks. But when he realised that the police were involved, the whole thing got too much for him and he aborted the handover of the money.

			Liv: Maybe. But in that case, why weren’t his fingerprints and DNA found in the Novaks’ house?

			Phil: I’m sure they were, but that wouldn’t have proven anything. Don’t forget, he and Julie had been a couple. All he had to do was visit her once at home and your point becomes invalid.

			Liv: Sure, but . . . I don’t know. Surely the police wouldn’t have let Daniel W. go that easily if they thought he was Julie’s kidnapper.

			Phil: It’s not about what you think someone might be, what counts is that you’ve got sufficient proof to turn your suspicion into facts. And if you don’t, then you’re unlucky and the other person concerned is lucky. But of course you’re right. From a legal point of view, we’re obliged to point out that we’re just imagining a potential scenario here and we’re in no way claiming that Daniel W. actually had anything to do with Julie Novak’s abduction. To make it a bit clearer, let’s go back to referring to the ‘kidnapper’.

			Liv: Yes, I think we should do that too. All the same, I’m surprised that the case remains unsolved today. Particularly as the strategy of the kidnapper or kidnappers, including that strange ransom demand, was so amateur.

			Phil: Or – let’s say I’m the kidnapper now – I’m anything but the dilettante everybody thinks I am. Maybe I’m even really smart! Maybe I’ve been playing my game for twenty years and the other players haven’t realised.

			Liv: But twenty years is a hell of a long time to avoid making a single mistake.

			Phil: Well, I said I was smart, didn’t I? And I’m patient.

			Liv: Do you think Julie’s still alive, then?

			Phil: Do you?

			Liv: No. Simply because, as you said earlier, you can’t just disappear, you have to stay hidden. And to my mind, twenty years is just too long for this as well.

			Phil: Which makes it even more important to reopen the case and finally give the relatives some certainty. You ought to know, guys, that Liv asked Julie’s father, Theo Novak, to do an interview for this episode. Unfortunately he hasn’t yet responded to the request.

			Liv: Well, he’s over seventy by now, and you know what old people are like with technology. Or maybe he’s been too busy beating people up again, ha ha. Whatever the case, sadly we’re not going to solve the puzzle of Julie’s disappearance here and now. That’s why I think we should say goodbye to our listeners at this point. We’ll be back for you next week with a new episode of Two Crime – The True Crime Podcast, with me, Liv Keller and . . .

			Phil: . . . me, Philipp Hendricks.

			Liv: Until then, stay happy and alive! Ciao, ciao!

			Theo

			I’ve done it. I’ve seen it through with strength and determination, like the front crawl with which I became three times junior runner-­up when I was with SV Albatros. The only difference is that the resistance I had to battle this time wasn’t the water but my daughter Sophia. But I was undeterred. I called Liv Keller and made an appointment to see her.

			And now I’m going to meet her, I’m going to meet her at a place where there are no more misunderstandings. Only mangled hearts, shattered dreams, realisations that came too late. A place which appears unfamiliar for most of your life, until you yourself are the person with the mangled heart. On top of this is the fear, because you know you’re going to be the next one. Is it death itself that scares us? The inevitability? The inability to imagine an absolute ending? I was a doctor, and for the whole of my professional life, I had to make decisions that made the difference between life and death. And now I’m at the mercy of my own death. No doctor can help me, I don’t have the whiff of a chance.
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