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            Part 1
Off

         
         Franz Escher was still waiting for the electrician when he finished the puzzle. He checked to make sure he hadn’t deactivated the doorbell by mistake. Sometimes he forgot to turn it on again for days, because the coats and jackets hanging in the hallway covered the red light on the intercom that indicated whenever the bell was muted. Each time this happened he’d worry that he was beginning to become forgetful. But the intercom was working fine—he was just in the typical holding pattern you found yourself stuck in when tradesmen didn’t show. 

         
         Although Escher wasn’t an excessively impatient man, he didn’t like it when he found too much time on his hands. Inevitably,
            he would start to brood. His brain would take up increasingly frivolous trains of thought such as whether his life would have
            turned out markedly different if he’d had another name. Even though it was more than thirty years ago that this name had occasioned
            the birthday present that would preoccupy him for the rest of his life.
         

         
         He’d invited a few people over to celebrate his nineteenth birthday: his best friend, Andi, three schoolmates, the couple from the neighboring apartment with the thin walls (who he preferred to have over before they complained), as well as Daniela, his partner from the introductory seminar, and her enchanting roommate. Escher was proud at how casually he’d told Daniela’s silent friend that she was welcome to tag along too, if she had nothing better to do. She was the main reason he’d invited Daniela, but with the sounding-casual routine he softened the blow of an anticipated rebuff. 

         
         But not only did this reserved individual come to his apartment that evening (Escher learned that her name was Martine with
            an E, because her mother was French), she handed the birthday boy a present swaddled in tissue paper.
         

         
         After all these years he could still picture the scenario in greater detail than he cared to. He’d opened the package very
            carefully so that Martine wouldn’t write him off as an insensitive brute, with enough determination to look suitably purposeful.
            After all, it was solely for her sake that the evening had been orchestrated. Escher’s approach to even the simplest things
            in life was so overwrought that even a little birthday party had to be “orchestrated.” And yet Andi had assured him that this
            half-French girl fancied him. “She’s got a crush on you,” were Andi’s words. But Escher reckoned his chances of getting into
            this adorable creature’s pants, even given the perfect combination of alcohol and good conversation, were 5 percent tops.
         

         
         With a vigorous but not overly theatrical gesture, Escher released the birthday present from its wrapping, aided by a Stanley knife whose sharp blade had severed the sticky tape without damaging the paper. Andi flashed him an enthusiastic grin and sent eyebrow signals of encouragement while nodding eagerly. As far as Andi was concerned this was the final proof that shy Martine had the hots for Escher. Why else would she have thought of such a nice birthday present? For the other birthday guests, too, it was a done deal: Martine was loveliness personified, and Escher’s athletic build was undeniable. Moreover, it had been years since anyone had called him by his nickname, “Neanderthal,” which he’d earned by growing all too quickly, and for having an untamable head of curls and high cheekbones. Even Escher’s legendary sluggishness could be mistaken for profundity and discretion by someone with a hormonally distorted perspective. 

         
         “A puzzle!” he said with an idiotic expression, staring in disbelief at the box in his hands. He couldn’t tell for sure if
            he was being made fun of. After all, he wasn’t a little boy anymore—a nineteenth birthday party surely should have confirmed
            that. But he didn’t let it show. Following the established rules for accepting presents, he managed to avoid sounding disappointed,
            embellishing his reaction with a note of surprised delight: “A puzzle! How cool is that!”
         

         
         Martine, who frequently felt secondhand embarrassment, hoped that it would soon dawn on him, but Escher was slow on the uptake.
            Although he could see the disappointment in her eyes, he simply didn’t catch on and to be on the safe side said again, “Cool!
            A puzzle!”
         

         
         He wasn’t usually so dense. On the contrary, he attended nearly every theory seminar on campus and was dreaded by his tutors as a merciless hair-splitter. If, however, he took interest in a woman (even decades later he knew the telephone number of Martine’s apartment by heart) and was keen to appear in the best light, his IQ plummeted. With the box still in hand, he floundered. But he was alarmed by Andi’s reaction—eyes flashed at him triumphantly, almost ecstatically, as he bared his teeth like a benign cannibal. In the end Andi’s patience ran out and he gave his friend a nudge. Irritably, he tapped his index finger on the picture on the lid of the box. 

         
         “Escher!” he cried. “That’s fantastic—an Escher!”

         
         And finally, the penny dropped for Escher too. Martine had actually gone to the trouble of finding a birthday present that
            shared his name. The puzzle was a picture by his famous namesake, one of M. C. Escher’s optical illusions where two hands
            bizarrely draw each other into being.
         

         
         “That’s so nice,” Escher said. “One thousand pieces! Where did you find it?”

         
         To make up for his faux pas he immediately emptied the puzzle onto the floor and urged his guests to assemble the thousand pieces with him. And because it was his birthday they humored him, but nobody went about it with as much enthusiasm as Escher himself. The celebratory dinner dwindled into a self-service buffet, including a number of exhortations to the guests not to smear the puzzle pieces with greasy fingers. Escher got so lost in the puzzle that he didn’t notice the time passing and the first yawning guests leaving after midnight. In the end only Andi and Martine were left, crawling on the floor with Escher among the pieces. 

         
         But Escher didn’t pay these last two guests much attention either. It escaped his notice that Martine, kneeling over the puzzle
            as it gradually came together, kept reaching for the remaining pieces in such a way as to ensure that her unmissable assets
            came between the gift and its recipient. She hovered over the picture like a bird of prey, and only a fool would have mistaken
            this for yoga. The hands she kept brushing were not those of the image, but the now well-proportioned hands of the birthday
            boy, handing him a puzzle piece or taking one from him. Escher, however, was only interested in the thousand-piece cardboard
            picture that was taking shape. Two hands drawing each other, an intensifying madness that, as more alcohol was consumed, approached
            the metaphysical.
         

         
         Eventually Martine left in disappointment with Andi, and the following day Andi asked Escher if it was a problem for their
            friendship that he’d gone off with her.
         

         
         “Well,” Escher admitted, rather sheepishly, “that wasn’t actually the plan.”

         
         Like most people, he wasn’t going to miss out on the opportunity to feel unfairly treated.

         
         But then he composed himself and shook his head. “Look. I’m happy for you,” he said. “You know what? I finished the puzzle
            at half past seven. I’ve already ordered the other one!”
         

         
         “What other one?”

         
         “The one on the back of the box. The Tower of Babel.”
         

         
         For years The Tower of Babel remained his favorite despite many new acquisitions, only to be finally knocked off the top spot by Madonna with the Long Neck.
         

         
         But he hadn’t wasted any of his best ones today in waiting for the electrician. Not Madonna with the Long Neck, nor The Burial of the Count of Orgaz, nor The Ten Thousand Martyrs, nor The Beheading of Saint John the Baptist, and certainly not Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror. As with your favorite songs, you had to be careful not to exhaust their appeal through overexposure. And so, the puzzle
            that lay finished on his parquet floor was The Great Wave off Kanagawa—his low opinion of this one boiled more down to the fact that it had only five hundred pieces than because the image had
            become clichéd. Maybe his choice had also been subconsciously guided by the painting’s title. The Great Wave was somehow fitting for the electrician’s visit, seeing as most power in the country was generated by water.
         

         
         But now the Great Wave was finished and the electrician still was not here. “In the afternoon”—the woman on the phone hadn’t cared to be more specific.
            This meant hours of waiting, supplemented by the nagging worry, growing by the minute, that the electrician wouldn’t turn
            up at all and Escher would have waited in vain. To avoid becoming even more exasperated, Escher reached for the book he’d
            started the previous evening.
         

         
         For a long time now he’d read only one type of book, though with a passion that almost matched his puzzle obsession. Anything about the Mafia—’Ndrangheta, Cosa Nostra, Camorra—he devoured them. Nonfiction, potboilers, academic works—anything he came across in this field he consumed more or less indiscriminately. He knew the notorious families better than his own, which barely earned the distinction. This latest novel was about a young criminal in Aspromonte whom the police had flipped. His testimony sent twenty-seven high-ranking members of the ’Ndrangheta to prison for years and decades. In return the police had promised to put him under witness protection and provide him with a new identity in a different country. 

         
         The first chapter, which Escher had read before going to sleep, was a devastating catalog of the violent acts the witness
            had described. From the start of chapter 2, Escher was terrified for the young detainee’s life. His name was Elio, but the
            newspapers called him Pavarotti on account of how beautifully he was singing. He was due to be released from his high-security
            cell in four days, dispensing with his former identity forever. A new life had been arranged for him in Germany, that was
            the deal. It was the reward for his betrayal.
         

         
         But as his new life drew closer, the greater grew Elio’s conviction that he was going to be bumped off just before his release.
            Although he was in the most secure cell in the most secure prison in the country, he was certain he’d be executed. He knew
            how they worked. They had people everywhere. Police, prison, courts. It was obvious that they had to kill him as revenge for
            the twenty-seven bosses he’d ratted out.
         

         
         Elio didn’t even trust the German drug dealer the investigating judge had assigned to his cell to help teach him his future language. Not one bit. Sven, the junkie with the junkie’s voice, was the only friend he had. Which didn’t exclude the possibility that Sven might slit his throat one night. Sven shook so badly that he could hardly hold a spoon, but he might still be able to thrust a knife into Elio’s stomach while he slept. Ever since the day of his release was decided, Elio had allowed himself to doze off only when there remained no doubt that the sleeping tablet had sent his cellmate into the deepest prison dreams. And Elio never slept without one hand on the toothbrush he’d fashioned into a shiv and hidden in the mattress. 

         
         The investigating judge had impressed on Elio that learning German from the junkie was a welfare measure and a great privilege.
            Maybe he was being serious. Over the years the judge had won the young witness’s trust. Until the trial he’d done pretty much
            all that Elio had asked and smuggled into the cell everything his star witness wanted. Once he’d even shown him a photo of
            his orange Laverda 750, which he’d had since his student days in Rome. It was the same model that Elio’s cousin Dino had been
            riding when they shot him at the traffic light. The investigating judge knew more about motorcycles than Elio could have imagined.
            The young inmate enjoyed these private conversations when he could briefly forget everything else. But once all the witness’s
            statements had been documented in court, the judge’s behavior changed. His visits became less frequent and his attitude toward
            the now redundant witness grew cold. He hadn’t shown his face once over the past few days. It’s probably better for Falcone if I’m dead, Elio thought.
         

         
         Just as soccer players were given the names of past legends, the newspapers had baptized his investigating judge “Falcone,” after the famous Sicilian Mafia hunter. In fact, it wasn’t the newspapers that had come up with this nickname, but the mob bosses who owned the papers. The supposed honorary title carried an unmistakable threat. Soon everyone referred to him as Falcone, who in the great Palermo trial passed hundreds of sentences before being blown to smithereens by Totò Riina in his Fiat Croma, along with his wife and three bodyguards. 

         
         Elio woke with a start. He’d briefly nodded off while pondering the possible reasons behind the change in Falcone’s behavior.
            He focused again on the book that was supposed to help him keep awake until Sven’s snoring was loud enough. The book was a
            gift from Sven. It was in German and Elio deciphered it page by page with the help of a dictionary that Falcone had brought.
            The story was about a guy called Escher, like that other guy called Escher. Escher had been waiting hours for an electrician.
            When he rang the company in an attempt to get more information, he was simply put on hold. As he was listening to the music,
            getting used to the idea of spending the rest of his life like this, the doorbell finally rang.
         

         
         “Elektro Janko,” a man wearing a baseball cap spoke into the intercom.

         
         The cap concealed the man’s face on the intercom’s video. Escher opened the door to his apartment and waited. Although there
            was an elevator, he heard him trudging up the stairs. When, head bowed, he reached the last few steps, Escher saw that the
            two words Elektro Janko were embroidered in red on the blue cap, one above the other. This design allowed the two words to share a large, single O. Within this circle they’d also put a lightning symbol, which so dominated the poor O that the human eye was capable of reading only Elektr Jank.
         

         
         Maybe it was this clumsy embroidery that made the face beneath the cap appear so well-proportioned: a short, dark beard framing
            a strikingly pale face. The exceptionally beautiful dark eyes that peered seriously at Escher reminded him of the shepherds
            and saints in some paintings he had as puzzles. In a reserved but confident manner the visitor announced, “Hello. Elektro
            Janko. I’m here about the outlet.”
         

         
         He simply took off his shoes rather than inquiring at length whether he should. Then he followed Escher into the kitchen,
            where he was filled in. There was a loose connection in the single outlet above the work surface. Over time the ceramic plate
            had cracked in various places, eventually crumbling altogether. Escher had been living with this dangerous-looking setup for
            years and felt increasingly uneasy whenever he had to unplug anything. Because this was the problem: Several times a day he
            had to switch between the kettle and the coffee machine. But it wasn’t until he’d discovered a loose contact that he’d finally
            decided to call in an electrician.
         

         
         “Is it actually dangerous or does it just look criminal?” Escher quipped.

         
         The electrician merely gave a slight raise of his eyebrows in response. Escher fancied he could detect a certain disdain in this reply, as if any explanation to a customer with an outlet like this was superfluous. But he also knew that he had a strong tendency to feel scorned, a quality he disliked in himself. And so he defended the electrician against his own judgment. He was an introverted, down-to-earth type. Didn’t say much but did everything properly. There was also something elegant and unfussy about the way he opened his tool bag. Escher took to the man. He’d never been able to stand chatterboxes. 

         
         And, as Escher had recently discovered, reserve didn’t automatically go hand in hand with the profession of a technician.
            The fat man from the heating service had bombarded him with tales about his private life. Wife! Lover! Hahahaha! Afterward
            the windbag, exhausted from talking, had forgotten to take away the dirt he’d scraped from the boiler. Escher himself had
            to dispose of the rust that had been left in the bin. The electrician was of a different caliber. He exuded a quiet competence.
            It was hard to guess his age. He was younger than Escher but he wasn’t wet behind the ears.
         

         
         “I expect your colleague on the phone already told you,” Escher began, interrupting the electrician’s silence. “I don’t just
            need a new outlet. I need three here instead of one.”
         

         
         The electrician nodded and asked Escher where the fuse box was, but he was already looking toward the hall. Of course, he must know from experience where fuse boxes were normally found. Or he might have spotted it when he came in, beside the door, above the coats covering the intercom. Escher wondered why he’d bothered to ask. Maybe it was out of politeness, maybe the man felt too proprietorial if he immediately found his way around people’s flats. After all, he wasn’t at home here. Once the electrician had flipped the switch in the hallway he removed the rest of the old outlet and explained that in order to install a three-way outlet on plaster, it would have to be mounted and stick out from the wall. 

         
         “It won’t look pretty,” the electrician added, “but you’d have to have it chiseled out otherwise.”

         
         “Doesn’t bother me,” Escher said. “All I’m worried about is the loose contact. And that I keep having to switch plugs. Either
            the kettle is in or the espresso machine. You always need the one that isn’t plugged in. And I’ve got a toaster too.”
         

         
         Nodding once more, the electrician got down to work.

         
         To leave him in peace Escher went into the living room, leaving the door to the kitchen open. On the floor was Hokusai’s Great Wave. The picture riled him. Even though he’d read the book Waves: A Very Short Introduction in English and now felt very knowledgeable about waves, he still remained mystified by the picture. Escher’s frustration
            stemmed from his inability to comprehend the picture because it came from a different tradition. This made him hostile toward
            the picture itself. As he put the pieces of the puzzle back into their box, he heard the electrician’s phone go off in the
            kitchen: a piece of downloaded music rather than a generic ringtone. Before Escher could identify the song, the electrician
            had already picked up. All he said was, “Yes, okay, fine. Understood. See you later.”
         

         
         Then it was quiet again. Escher lay down on the sofa and resumed reading from the point at which he’d been interrupted by the electrician. 

         
         At midnight it occurred to Elio that there were only three days until his release. Sven was sleeping but not deep enough.
            Shortly after two o’clock, when Elio was finally about to succumb to sleep, he heard footsteps echoing in the prison corridor.
            He froze as if he’d taken a dose of the suspended animation medicine the boss of bosses had used to escape from the highest
            security prison. The metal door opened with such a crunch that he found it hard to believe Sven could continue snoring away
            so peacefully. Elio’s right hand gripped the toothbrush handle fused with the razor blade. A single man, wearing a full-face
            helmet, entered the cell.
         

         
         The junkie snored.

         
         Elio tried pretending to be asleep but he was too paralyzed by fear to manage a single deep breath.

         
         The nocturnal visitor approached slowly, stopping by his bunk. In the darkness his white astronaut’s head bent over Elio’s
            face.
         

         
         “Wake up, Elio,” the helmet whispered. “It’s me.”

         
         Elio was startled. He recognized the voice at once. What was the judge doing in his cell at this time of night?

         
         “Falcone?” In a normal situation Elio never would have dared call the judge that. “What the hell are you doing here?”

         
         Falcone had last visited him a week before, when he had informed Elio of the day he would be released to embark on his new life. What Elio couldn’t have known was that this decoy date was yet another security measure. Just like Elio’s suicide, which the guards had reported that night. 

         
         Falcone cradled another helmet under his arm.

         
         “Put this on.”

         
         Falcone had insisted to those few in the know that it must be him who would transport young Elio to the station in Lamezia.
            He’d grown fond of his key witness over the past months and years. Not a single person was to be told the exact time. Falcone
            knew this was the only way he could get Elio out of the prison alive.
         

         
         Clutching the helmet, Elio followed the judge out of his cell and exited the prison gate. Waiting right outside was Falcone’s
            orange Laverda 750. Only when he felt the street beneath his feet and the night air on his skin was he finally able to believe
            that this wasn’t a dream.
         

         
         “Where are we going?” he asked the judge as he slipped on the helmet.

         
         “We’ll start with the cemetery,” Falcone said. Elio clambered behind him onto the bike. He started the engine. Elio was surprised
            that the Laverda didn’t blow up. The bike hadn’t been rigged with explosives, and the engine was purring good-naturedly. Although
            the judge set off smoothly and was clearly a seasoned biker, Elio held on anxiously. After his prison stint, even the speed
            of a Vespa would have been too much for his nerves.
         

         
         At the cemetery they wandered over to a small grave. Falcone led the way with his flashlight and eventually shone it on the
            inscription of a headstone:
         

         
         
            elio russo 5/2/1981–6/11/2002

         

         “The eleventh of June? That’s today,” Elio exclaimed.

         
         Falcone nodded. “You killed yourself,” he said.

         
         “How?”

         
         “None of your business. It’s a private matter.”

         
         “But my private matter.”
         

         
         “No, you’re Marko Steiner.”

         
         Elio found it hard to part with his name. His grandmother had always said he was named after Helios, the god of the sun, because
            the sun never sets. And although the sun had set every evening, he liked this story. When Falcone turned off the flashlight,
            the name was still legible in the moonlight. The stars too seemed to have grown bigger during his three years in prison. It
            was the hour before daybreak, when the heat eased off slightly. Elio was dead and Marko Steiner alive.
         

         
         The two helmeted cemetery ghosts stood by the grave a few moments longer, staring at the inscription. Then they crossed themselves
            and climbed back onto the motorbike. Gradually Elio became accustomed to the speed. He tried to make out the stone villages
            flying past in the darkness. It was the last time he would travel through this landscape that before now he had hardly ever
            left.
         

         
         At Lamezia station the judge handed over an envelope with new papers.

         
         “You’re a year and a half younger now too. Which means you’ve recovered half of your time in the slammer,” Falcone laughed.

         
         Marko took off his helmet and gave it back to the investigating judge.

         
         “I wish you the very best,” Falcone said. “Your new life begins now. You’re a good lad.”

         
         He briefly hugged his star witness, whose hair was flattened like the fur of a newly born calf. Then he sped off with a loud
            rumble.
         

         
         Tickets were in the envelope too. Although the train was due to leave at 5:55 a.m., it was still on the platform at 6:15.
            Marko Steiner waited for someone to climb aboard and shoot him. At 6:30 the train still hadn’t departed. Marko listened to
            the footsteps and voices outside and the slamming of doors in other cars. Hurried footsteps approached from behind, but the
            guy rushed past him without so much as a glance. By 6:40 still nobody had shot him. Eventually a voice blared out something
            unintelligible over the loudspeaker, and soon afterward the train left with a jolt.
         

         
         No sooner had he relaxed a little than the conductor came into his carriage. Marko took the ticket from Falcone’s envelope.

         
         “Are you Marko Steiner?”

         
         Marko felt a shudder when the conductor uttered his new name. He had a port-wine stain beneath his left eye that was almost
            violet.
         

         
         “Why?”

         
         “The ticket is made out in his name.”

         
         “Yes, of course,” Marko replied, relieved.

         
         “You can’t sit here, Signore Steiner! This is first class!”

         
         “Oh, I didn’t see that.”

         
         “Didn’t see? You have to go to second class!”

         
         Marko picked up his backpack and went to sit in an almost empty second-class car. He nodded off briefly and was woken by a
            coffee seller staring at him with a cold-eyed gaze. For a split-second Elio thought it was Fausto Griglietto, but it soon
            dawned on him that Fausto was serving a life sentence in prison because of Elio’s testimony. Fausto had two brothers who had
            evaded arrest. But rather than shooting him, the coffee seller was satisfied by the passenger’s purchase of a doppio. Unsure of how to settle his racing thoughts, Elio took Sven’s book out of the backpack and tried to read a little.
         

         
         From the living room Escher listened as the electrician went about his business. He wondered whether to show his face, just
            to be polite. Before he could do this, however, the doorbell rang. He went over to the intercom and although he couldn’t see
            anyone on the screen, Escher said, “Hello?”
         

         
         It was probably a deliveryman or someone distributing flyers who’d tried all the buttons and was now in the building.

         
         “Hello?” Escher said once more, looking at an image of the empty street. Maybe he should mute the doorbell to avoid any further
            disturbance?
         

         
         Sometimes Escher pressed the peace-inducing mute button by accident when in fact he was trying to open the door. His finger would mistakenly hit the white button beneath the blue door-opener, deactivating the doorbell. Usually, he would catch his error at once when there came no buzz and the red indicator light flashed on. The slipup manifested not merely as the unconscious result of his desire to be left in peace, but also directly as a result of the system’s deficient color scheme. The intercom was entirely white, apart from the door opener. That was blue. So, actually, it should have been really hard to hit the wrong button. Foolproof, the designer of the system had probably thought. This anonymous designer was Escher’s nemesis. Sure, the entire box was
            white, which made the blue button impossible to miss. But this clarity was canceled out by a second idiosyncrasy. The flood
            of red light when the mute button was pressed imprinted itself on the mind even stronger. This double exception (blue door
            opener, red light beside the mute button) made it all the more likely that you might mix up the buttons. Often you would get
            to the intercom in a hurry that bordered on panic. To avoid missing the courier yet again, you had to rush to the intercom,
            suppressing a recurring fear that there might be an unpleasant surprise waiting for you at the door. In such circumstances
            it was easy to get your wires crossed between the blue and the red, and in your haste you’d push the mute button instead of
            opening the door.
         

         
         But now it would have been a mistake to turn off the doorbell. The electrician might have to pop out to his car to grab something,
            and when he came back Escher wouldn’t hear him buzz. When he hung up the handset he noticed the open fuse box above the intercom.
            Two black circuit breakers were out of line, flipped down rather than up. The electrician had switched them down with a click, shutting off the flow of electricity.
         

         
         Maybe Escher was still thinking about the two intercom buttons. Or maybe it was just his general need for order, or the restlessness of his fingers, whose urge to press the door opener had not been satisfied. Or his brain, accustomed to one-thousand-piece puzzles, engaging in displacement activity after the measly five hundred pieces of Hokusai’s Great Wave. Or maybe it was a combination of all these factors that caused Escher to absentmindedly flip the two circuit breakers up.
         

         
         At the same moment he heard a slight clatter in the kitchen. It was the laconic sound screwdrivers make when they fall onto
            a work surface. The loud thud did not carry to Escher’s ears immediately, but only after a brief delay. This was how long
            it took for the electrician’s body to slump onto the floor. Without shutting the white door of the fuse box Escher rushed
            into the kitchen and discovered the motionless body.
         

         
         Although he had seen the circuit breakers flip down again with his own eyes right before the thud, he returned to the fuse
            box to check that this had really been the case. He didn’t want to get electrocuted himself. Only then did he turn his attention
            to the electrician lying there silently. The cap lay beside his head. Two eyes stared lifelessly from his handsome face. Now
            it occurred to Escher who that face reminded him of. Not a shepherd or a saint, as he’d first thought, but Portrait of a Man by the painter Parmigianino, which Escher had assembled on so many occasions.
         

         
         His attempts at resuscitation were rather half-hearted. He’d never been the type who thought he could raise the dead. The short beard, the mouth no longer breathing, now looked to Escher as though it had been glued on. He recalled the first-aid course he’d done alongside his driving test. The thing that had stuck with him most was that you had to be careful when performing chest compressions so as not to break the patient’s breastbone, thereby finishing them off. Besides, he was convinced that the electrician was already dead. Breaking the dead man’s breastbone seemed even more reprehensible than having actually killed him, which after all he had done unintentionally and (apart from the slight resistance of the circuit breakers) impalpably from a distance. 

         
         He left the body of the electrician in peace and contemplated his next steps. Who should he call? An ambulance? The police?
            Elektro Janko? And should he admit to what had happened? Or should he play dumb and allow the blame to pass automatically
            to the electrician? Was it conceivable that a professional electrician might forget to switch off the circuit breakers? It
            wasn’t but, in view of the facts, it would be hard to deny. Nobody would suspect him of such inexplicable barbarity.
         

         
         But he was also reluctant to lay the blame at the electrician’s feet. Maybe it would create problems with the insurance for
            his wife. The wedding ring on his finger was prominent. Escher wondered what consequences might lie in store for him if he
            stuck to the truth. Maybe he would be put into psychiatric care. The fact that he couldn’t be 100 percent sure whether the
            electrician had asked him to flip the circuit breakers up again, for only a moment, would definitely be used against him.
         

         
         He didn’t see why he ought to put himself at the mercy of the state’s machinery all because of a tragic accident. It would be a cruel and unusual punishment for something he hadn’t meant to do. And it wouldn’t bring the electrician back to life either. 

         
         A sudden vibration wrenched him from these thoughts. Like a defibrillator, the mobile vibrated briefly in the breast pocket
            of the blue work jacket, where “Elektr Jank” was also embroidered. Absent a ringtone, Escher suspected it was just a text
            message. It didn’t reanimate the dead man, but it did inspire Escher to get up. Everything went black briefly, as if he’d
            spent hours on the floor trying to keep the electrician alive. Propping himself on the windowsill, he peered out the kitchen
            window for a while.
         

         
         His father had drilled it into him that in difficult situations you should never make a rushed decision. Count to ten, count
            to one hundred, count to one thousand. Wait until the following morning. The more difficult a situation, the more important
            it was to sit on it. Any calamity that ever was was only exacerbated by rash judgments and thoughtless decisions.
         

         
         Escher was pleased that he remembered this advice now. To be able to think in peace, he turned off the bell and returned to
            the living room. His eye caught sight of the book lying open on the sofa. As a matter of principle Escher did not dog-ear
            pages in books, but there was not always a makeshift bookmark on hand. Usually, he would just leave the book face down at
            the page he was on, which meant that over time the binding grew saggier and saggier. He’d never regretted this wanton neglect
            before—perhaps the prick of conscience he was experiencing now bore some relation to the tragedy that had just unfolded in
            his kitchen.
         

         
         In truth it was a shameful habit, considering that Escher himself had published a book when he was younger. His student job as a funeral orator had furnished him with so many bizarre experiences that he had resorted to writing them down in a diary as a way of processing them. He couldn’t remember what had possessed him to repackage the thing as a novel but, with the title A Sad Affair, he sent it off to a publisher, who to his surprise released it. Despite the novel’s devastating commercial failure, Escher
            had remained a keen reader but had steadily moved away from literary novels in favor of Mafia books.
         

         
         To calm himself he picked up the Mafia novel and looked for where he’d left off before being interrupted by the anonymous
            courier at the door. Marko Steiner spent the first night of his new life in Rome. Instead of enjoying his newfound freedom
            he fell into a deep sleep at the first station hotel he could find. His bones felt weighed down by all those virtually sleepless
            nights in prison. The fear of being shot did not subside until he’d locked and secured the door of his hotel room by wedging
            a chair beneath its old-fashioned handle. He’d even watched suspiciously as the hotel porter, for whom Marko Steiner was nothing
            more than someone in search of a bed for the night, photocopied his passport.
         

         
         Right outside the window to his room shone the L of the hotel sign. When Marko Steiner awoke thirteen hours later, the L was no longer lit. He made his
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