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Children

Before they came to take him away, things had always gone well for Holbrecht. He had met Miriam at a supper given by friends. She was wearing a black dress and a silk shawl with brightly coloured birds of paradise on it. She taught at the primary school; he was the sales representative for an office furniture company. They fell in love and after that time was over they still got along well together. At family parties, everyone said they made such a good-looking couple, and most of them meant it.

A year after the wedding they bought a semi-detached house in one of the most respectable suburbs of Berlin, and five years later they had almost paid it off. ‘Ahead of time,’ as the local branch manager of the Volksbank said. He always stood up when he saw Miriam or Holbrecht at the counter. Holbrecht liked that. ‘There’s nothing to find fault with,’ he thought.

Holbrecht wanted children. ‘Next year,’ said Miriam; ‘let’s enjoy life a little longer.’ She was twenty-nine, he was nine years older. They were going to take a trip to the Maldives that winter, and whenever they talked about it Miriam looked at him and smiled. 

Customers valued his straightforward manner; when his bonus was added in, he was making a comfortable ninety thousand a year. Driving back from meetings, he listened to jazz in the car, and his world was complete.

They came at seven in the morning. He’d been supposed to drive to Hanover that day: a new customer, complete office fit-out, good contract. They handcuffed him and led him out of the house. Miriam, still in the pyjamas that he liked so much, stared at the arrest warrant. ‘Twenty-four counts of child abuse.’ She knew the name of the girl from her primary school class. She stood in the kitchen with an officer as two of the policemen led Holbrecht down the narrow path to the police car. They had planted the boxwood hedge the year before; the jacket she’d given him last Christmas hung awkwardly, somehow, on his shoulders. The policeman said most wives had no idea. It was meant to sound comforting. Then they searched the house.

It wasn’t a long trial. Holbrecht denied everything. The judge held up the fact that porn movies had been found on his computer. Admittedly there were no children in them and the films were legal, but the women were very young: one of them had barely any tits. The judge was sixty-three. He believed the girl. She said Holbrecht had always intercepted her on the way home. He had touched her ‘down there’—she started to cry as she testified about that. The terrace of his house was where it took place. Another girl confirmed everything; she’d seen it all happen twice herself. The girls described the house and the little garden.

Miriam didn’t attend the main hearing. Her lawyer sent the divorce papers to the remand centre. Holbrecht signed everything without reading it.

The court sentenced him to three and a half years. It stated in its opinion that it had no cause to doubt the girl’s testimony. Holbrecht served out his sentence to the last day. The psychologist had wanted him to acknowledge his guilt. He said nothing.

His shoes were soaked by the rain; water had forced its way in over the rims and seeped into his socks. The bus shelter had a plastic roof, but Holbrecht preferred to stand outside. The rain ran down the back of his neck into his coat. Everything he owned fitted into the grey suitcase that was standing beside him. Some underwear, a few books, approximately 250 letters to his wife which he had never sent. In the pocket of his pants he had the addresses of his probation officer and a boarding house where he could stay to begin with. To tide him over, he had the money he’d earned in prison. Holbrecht was now forty-two years old.

The next five years passed quietly. He lived on his wages as a sandwich-board man for a tourist restaurant. He stood at the end of the Kurfürstendamm with colourful pictures of the various pizzas on the cardboard boxes. He wore a white hat. His trick was to give a little nod to people when he handed them the flyer. Most of them took one.

He lived in a one-and-a-half-room apartment in Schöneberg. His employer valued him; he was never ill. He didn’t want to live on unemployment benefits and he didn’t want any other job.

He recognised her at once. She must now be sixteen or seventeen, a carefree young woman in a close-fitting T-shirt. She was with her boyfriend, eating an ice cream. She tossed her hair back as she laughed. It was her.

He turned aside quickly, feeling ill. He pulled off the sandwich board and told the restaurant owner he was sick. He was so pale that no one asked him any questions.

In the suburban train someone had written I love you and someone else had written pig in the dirt on the window. Back home he lay on his bed in his clothes, and spread a wet kitchen cloth over his face. He slept for fourteen hours. Then he got up, made coffee, and sat down at the open window. A shoe was lying on the canopy of the building next door. Children were trying to reach it with a stick.

In the afternoon he met his friend, a homeless man, who was fishing in the Spree, and sat down beside him.

‘It’s about a woman,’ said Holbrecht.

‘It’s always about a woman,’ said his friend.

Then they fell silent. When his friend pulled a fish out of the water and killed it by smacking it against the concrete wall of the quay, he went home.

Back in the apartment he looked out of the window again. The shoe was still lying on the canopy. He fetched a beer from the refrigerator and pressed the bottle to his temples. The heat had barely eased at all.

She had walked past him and his sandwich board on the Kurfürstendamm every Saturday. He took the weekend off and waited. When she came he followed her; he waited in front of shops and cafés and restaurants. Nobody noticed him. On the fourth Saturday she bought movie tickets. He found a seat directly behind her. His plan was going to work. She had put her hand on her boyfriend’s thigh. Holbrecht sat down. He smelled her perfume and heard her whispering. He pulled the kitchen knife out of the waistband of his pants and clutched it under his jacket. She had pinned her hair up; he saw the blond fuzz on the back of her slender neck. He could almost count the individual tiny hairs.

He thought he had every right.

I don’t know why Holbrecht came straight to my office. I have no walk-in clients, but the office is not far from the cinema: maybe that’s the only reason. My secretary called me early in the morning; a man was waiting without an appointment, he’d been sitting on the steps outside the office, and he had a knife. My secretary has been with me for years. Now she was afraid.

Holbrecht sat hunched in a chair, staring at the knife in front of him on the table. He didn’t move. I asked him if I might take the knife. Holbrecht nodded without looking up. I put it in an envelope and carried it to the secretary’s office. Then I sat down with him and waited. At some point he looked at me. The first thing he said was, ‘I didn’t do it.’ I nodded; sometimes it’s hard for clients to talk. I offered him a coffee, then we sat there and smoked. It was midsummer, and through the large open windows of the conference room you could hear high voices—children on a class outing. Young people were laughing in the café across the way. I closed the window. It was quiet and warm.

It took a long time before he told me his story. He had a strange way of talking: he nodded after every sentence, as if he had to reaffirm personally everything he said. And there were long pauses. At the end he said he’d followed the girl into the cinema but he hadn’t stabbed her; he couldn’t bring himself to do it. He was trembling. He had sat all night in front of my office and he was exhausted. My secretary called the cinema: there had been no incident.

Next day Holbrecht brought the documents from the old trial. The young woman’s address was in the phone book. I wrote to her and asked if she would talk to me. It was the only possibility we had. I was surprised when she actually came.

She was young, training in the hospitality business. Freckled, nervous. Her boyfriend came with her. I asked him to wait in another room. When I told her Holbrecht’s story, she went quiet and looked out of the window. I told her we couldn’t win the right to a new hearing unless she testified. She didn’t look at me, and she didn’t answer. I wasn’t sure if she would help Holbrecht, but when she held out her hand to say goodbye, I saw that she had been crying.

A few days later, she mailed me her old diary. It was pink, with horses and hearts printed on the cloth cover. She had started to write it a few years after the events; it really had a grip on her. She had stuck yellow Post-its on some of the pages for me. She had come up with the whole plan when she was eight. She wanted to have Miriam, her teacher, all for herself: she was jealous of Holbrecht, who sometimes came to pick up his wife. It was a little girl’s fantasy. She had persuaded her girlfriend to back up her story. That was all.

A new trial was granted, the girlfriend admitted what the two of them had done back then, and Holbrecht was exonerated at the new hearing. It wasn’t easy for the young women to testify. They apologised to Holbrecht in open court. He didn’t care. We managed to keep the press out of it. He was awarded damages for the time he’d spent in prison as an innocent man. They amounted to a bit more than thirty thousand euros.

 

 

Holbrecht bought a little café in Charlottenburg; it sells homemade chocolates and good coffee. He lives with an Italian woman who loves him. Sometimes I drink an espresso there. We never discuss the affair.





Anatomy

He sat in the car. He had fallen asleep briefly, not a deep sleep, just a dreamless nodding-off for a few seconds. He waited and drank from the bottle of schnapps he’d bought in the supermarket. The wind blew sand against the car. There was sand everywhere here, a few centimetres under the grass. He was familiar with it all; he’d grown up here. At some point she would come out of the house and walk to the bus stop. Maybe she’d be wearing a dress again, a thin one, preferably the one with yellow and green flowers on it.

He thought about how he’d spoken to her. About her face, her skin under her dress, about how tall she was and how beautiful. She had barely looked at him. He had asked if she would like something to drink. He wasn’t sure if she’d understood. She’d laughed at him. ‘You’re not my type,’ she’d yelled, because the music was too loud. ‘I’m sorry,’ she added. He’d shrugged, as if it didn’t matter. And grinned. What else was he supposed to do. Then he’d gone back to his table.

She wasn’t going to make fun of him today. She would do what he wanted. He would possess her. He imagined her fear. The animals he’d killed had felt fear as well. He’d been able to see it. They smelled different just before they died. The larger they were, the more fear they felt. Birds were boring. Cats and dogs were better; they knew when death was coming. But animals couldn’t talk. She would talk. It would be crucial to do it slowly so as to get the most out of it. That was the problem. Things mustn’t move too fast. If he was too excited, it would go wrong. The way it did with the very first cat. He’d lost control right after he’d amputated the ears, and he’d stabbed it convulsively much too soon.

The set of dissecting instruments had been expensive, but it was complete, including bone shears, a Stryker saw to open the skull, the knife for cutting through cartilage and the knife for severing the head. He’d ordered it on the internet. He knew the anatomical atlas almost by heart. He’d written everything down in his diary, from the first meeting in the nightclub until today. He’d taken photos of her secretly and glued her head on to pornographic pictures. He’d drawn in the line where he wanted to cut, with black dashes, like in the anatomical atlas.

She came out of the front door, and he got ready. As she shut the garden door behind her, he climbed out of the car. This would be the hardest part. He had to compel her to come with him, but she mustn’t cry out. He had written down all the possible variants. Later the police found the notes, the pictures of the young woman, the slaughtered animals, and hundreds of splatter films in his parents’ cellar. The officers had searched the house when they found his diary and the dissecting tools in his car. He also had a small chemistry lab in the cellar—his attempts to make chloroform had been unsuccessful.

The right side of the Mercedes hit him as he got out of his car. He flew over the hood, slammed his head onto the windshield, and landed on the ground on the left side of the car. He died on the way to the hospital. He was twenty-one.

I defended the driver of the Mercedes. He got an eighteen-month suspended sentence for negligent homicide.





Comparison

Alexandra was pretty: a blonde with brown eyes. In older photographs she wears a hairband. She grew up in the country near Oldenburg, where her parents were livestock farmers: cows, pigs, hens. She disliked her freckles, she read historical novels and all she wanted was to go and live in the city. After secondary school, her father got her an apprenticeship in a respectable bakery and her mother helped her look for an apartment. To begin with she felt homesick and went home at weekends. Then she got to know people in the city. She loved life.

After she’d completed her apprenticeship she bought her first car. Her mother had given her the money, but she wanted to choose it herself. She was nineteen. The salesman was ten years older. Tall, slim-hipped. They took a test drive, and he explained the car’s features to her. She was drawn to his hands: slender, sinewy, they attracted her. Afterwards he asked her if she would like to have dinner with him, or go to a movie. She was too nervous, so she laughed and said no. But she wrote her phone number on the contract. They made a date a week later. She liked the way he talked about things. And she liked it that he told her what to do. Everything felt right.

They married two years later. In her wedding photographs she’s wearing a white dress. She’s tanned, she’s laughing into the camera and holding the arm of her husband, who’s a couple of heads taller. They paid for a real photographer. The picture was to stand on her bedside table forever: she’d already bought the frame. They both liked the reception afterwards, and the solo entertainer on the Hammond organ; they danced, although Thomas said he was not much of a dancer. Their families got on well together. Her favourite grandfather, a stonemason with silicosis, gave them a statue as a wedding present—a naked girl who looked a lot like her. His father gave them money in an envelope.

Alexandra had no worries; everything was going to work out well with this man. It was all going just the way she’d wished it for herself. He was loving, and she thought she knew him.

The first time he hit her was long before the baby was born. He came home drunk in the middle of the night. She woke up and told him he smelled of alcohol. She didn’t find it that bad, she was simply telling him. He yelled at her and dragged the bedclothes off her. As she sat up, he hit her in the face. She was terrified, unable to speak.

Next morning he wept and blamed the alcohol. She didn’t like the way he sat on the kitchen floor. He said he would never drink again. When he left for work, she cleaned the entire apartment. It took her the whole day. They
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