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For C. F.

In loving memory.

You were so sure that you didn’t even wait for the finale.


 

 

 

‘A deliberate, seemingly unprovoked episode of homicidal or incredibly destructive behaviour (towards others), where the act of violence in question endangers, injures or even kills a number of people.’

The definition of ‘amok’ according to 
the World Health Organization (WHO)

 

‘Fate gives us the hand, and we play the cards.’

Arthur Schopenhauer
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Prologue

The phone call that would destroy his life forever came at exactly 6:47 p.m. During the investigations that followed, everyone was amazed that he had retained the exact time in his memory. The police, his incompetent lawyer and the two men from the German Federal Intelligence Service who had initially introduced themselves as journalists and then planted the cocaine in the boot of his car: all of them wondered why he was able to remember the time so precisely. It was such a minor detail compared to everything that followed. The answer was very simple. Just after picking up the phone, he had glanced at the rhythmically blinking digital clock on his answerphone. It was something he always did when he wanted to concentrate. His eyes searched for something to fixate on. A speck of dirt on the windowpane, a crease on the tablecloth, or the needle of a clock hand. An anchor to hold on to. As if this could moor his mind safely like a ship in a harbour, bringing it into a restful state which would enable him to think more clearly. Long before any of this had happened, whenever his patients had confronted him with complicated psychological problems, his eyes had always rested upon an incidental pattern in the grain of the heavy wooden door of his private practice. Depending on how the light was falling through the stained-glass windows into the tranquil consultation room, it had reminded him either of a constellation, a child’s face, or an indecent nude drawing.

When he picked up the telephone receiver at exactly 6:47 and 52 seconds, the very last thing on his mind was a potential catastrophe. As a result, it took him a few seconds to absorb the information. His gaze wandered restlessly across the lower floor of his two-storey apartment in Berlin’s Gendarmenmarkt. Everything was perfect. Luisa, his Romanian housekeeper, had done a great job. Just last week he had been thinking that his second apartment in Berlin’s new centre was merely a waste of money he had been conned into by a cunning investment banker. But now he was happy that the estate agents hadn’t yet managed to rent this luxury piece of real estate for him. It meant he could surprise Leoni here today with a four-course dinner, which they would enjoy on the roof terrace with a view over the illuminated concert hall. And then he would ask her the question which, so far at least, she had forbidden him from asking.

‘Hello?’

He walked with the telephone receiver against his ear into the spacious kitchen, which had been delivered and installed only yesterday. As had almost all the furniture and home furnishings. His main residence was in the Berlin suburbs, a small villa with a lake view near the Glienicke Bridge to Potsdam. The wealth which enabled him to lead this lifestyle was based on a spectacularly successful therapy case which, remarkably, had come along even before he began his studies. With his empathetic words, he had prevented a despairing schoolmate from committing suicide after she failed the school-leaving exams. Her father, a businessman, had expressed his gratitude with a small equity stake in his then almost-worthless software firm. Just a few months later, the stock had shot up to dizzying heights overnight.

‘Hello?’ he said again. He was just about to get the champagne from the fridge, but now he stopped and tried to concentrate on the words being spoken at the other end of the line. His efforts were in vain, however. The background noise was so loud that he could only make out broken syllables.

‘Sweetheart, is that you?’

‘… I’m… sor…’

‘What are you saying? Where are you?’

He walked swiftly back over to the telephone’s docking station, which was in the living room on a small table, directly in front of the large panoramic window looking out over the theatre.

‘Can you hear me better now?’

It would make no difference, of course. His telephone had equally good reception all over the house. He could even get into the lift with it, travel down the seven floors to street level and order a coffee from the hotel lobby of the Hilton opposite without any problems whatsoever with the reception. The difficulty he was having right now was most certainly due to Leoni’s phone, not his.

‘… today… never again…’

The other words were drowned out by sibilant, staccato sounds, similar to those of an old analogue modem connecting to the internet. Then they stopped so abruptly that, for a moment, he thought the line had gone dead. He lowered the receiver from his ear and looked at the green, shimmering display.

Active!

He yanked it back up to his ear. Just in time to hear one single, clear word before the cacophony of wind and static interference set in again. One word from which he could be unequivocally sure that it really was Leoni who was trying to speak with him. That she was trying to tell him something was wrong. And that they were not tears of joy she was crying as she forced out the four letters which would haunt him every single day for the next eight months: ‘Dead’.

Dead? He tried to make sense of the whole thing by asking her whether she was trying to tell him that the mobile connection was about to die. At the same time, a feeling spread out within him that he otherwise knew only from when he drove into unfamiliar neighbourhoods. The feeling that made him instinctively lock the driver’s door at a traffic light when a pedestrian was approaching his Saab.

Surely not the baby?

It was only a month ago that he had found the empty packaging of the pregnancy test kit in the bin. She hadn’t said anything to him. Just like usual. Leoni Gregor was, as he lovingly described her to others, ‘quiet’ and ‘secretive’. Less well-meaning people would have called her ‘cagey’ or even just ‘weird’.

From the outside looking in, he and Leoni looked like one of the couples in those pictures which were placed in photo frames as an incentive for the customer to buy. Caption: ‘Newlywed Happiness.’ She, the gentle beauty with dark curly locks and a complexion the shade of cane sugar, alongside the youthful man in his mid-thirties with the slightly-too-formal haircut, whose playful eyes betrayed a spark of disbelief at having such an beautiful woman by his side. Aesthetically speaking, they were in perfect harmony. But in terms of character, they were worlds apart.

While he had practically revealed his entire life story on their very first date, Leoni had barely divulged even the most basic of details. Only that she hadn’t been living in Berlin long, that she had grown up in South Africa, and that her family had been killed in a chemical factory fire there. Aside from that, to him her past seemed like a tattered diary with loose pages. Some of them had been hastily filled with scribbled writing, but here and there large sections were missing. And whenever he tried to talk about it  about the missing photos from her childhood, the absence of a best friend or the barely visible scar on her left cheekbone  Leoni either immediately changed the subject or just gently shook her head. Even though this set off alarm bells in his head, he knew that none of this secretiveness would prevent him from making Leoni his wife.

‘What are you trying to tell me, sweetheart?’ He switched the receiver to his other ear. ‘Leoni, I can’t hear you properly. What are you sorry about? What will be “never again”?’

And who or what is dead?

This was the question he didn’t dare to ask, even though he wasn’t sure whether she could hear him at the other end of the line anyway. He made a decision.

‘Listen, sweetheart. The line is so bad  if you’re able to hear me  then please hang up. I’ll call you back right away. Maybe it will be…’

‘No, don’t! DON’T!’

All at once, the connection was crystal clear.

‘Oh, finally…’ he laughed in relief for a moment, then stopped abruptly. ‘You sound strange. Are you crying?’

‘Yes. I’ve been crying, but that’s not important. Just listen to me now. Please.’

‘Has something happened?’

‘Yes. But you can’t believe them!’

‘What?’

‘Don’t believe what they tell you. Okay? No matter what it is. You have to…’

Once again, the rest of her sentence was swallowed by crackling interference. A second later, he gave a start and whipped round to stare at the front door.

‘Leoni? Is that you?’

He was speaking both into the receiver and towards the door, where there had just been a loud and firm knock. Now he was silently hoping that his girlfriend would be standing there on the other side of it, and that the bad reception had been due to her being in the elevator. That was sure to be it. That would make sense. ‘I’m sorry, sweetheart, I’m late. Rush hour, I’m never taking that route again. I’m dead tired.’

But what am I not supposed to believe? Why is she crying? And why would she be knocking the door?

Earlier today, he had sent a spare key by courier to the tax office where she was working as a secretarial temp. Together with a note telling her to open today’s Frankfurter Allgemeine to page thirty-two. On it was an advert which he had commissioned with a sketch showing the route to his apartment.

But even if she had forgotten the key, how could she  or anyone for that matter  have gotten upstairs without the porter first notifying him from the reception?

He opened the door, and his question remained unanswered. Instead, it was joined by another, for the man standing before him was a complete stranger. A man who, judging by his physical appearance, didn’t seem to be a frequenter of the gym. His belly bloated his white cotton shirt out so far that it was impossible to tell whether he was wearing a belt, or whether his threadbare flannel trousers were held up solely by rolls of fat.

‘Please excuse the disturbance,’ said the man, touching the thumb and middle finger of his left hand to both temples self-consciously, as if he were about to suffer a migraine attack.

Afterwards, he was no longer able to remember whether the stranger had introduced himself or shown a badge. But just these opening words alone sounded so routine that he immediately understood: This man was forcing his way into his world for professional reasons, as a policeman. And that wasn’t good. It wasn’t good at all.

‘I’m very sorry, but…’

Oh, God. My mother? My brother? Please don’t let it be my nephew. He went through all the possible victims in his mind.

‘Are you acquainted with a Leoni Gregor?’

The detective rubbed his stubby fingers through his thick, bushy eyebrows, which stood out in stark contrast to his almost-bald head.

‘Yes.’

He was too confused to take notice of the fear growing inside him. What did all this have to do with his girlfriend? He looked at the telephone, the display of which assured him that the connection was still live. For some reason, it felt as though the receiver had become heavier over the last few seconds.

‘I came as quickly as possible, so that you didn’t have to find out on the evening news.’

‘Find out what?’

‘Your partner… well, she had a serious car accident an hour ago.’

‘Excuse me?’ An intense sensation of relief flooded through his body, and only now did he realise how afraid he had been. Much like someone must feel if they received a call from the doctor and were told that there had been a mistake. Everything was fine. The lab had mixed up the HIV test tubes.

‘Is this supposed to be a joke?’ he asked, half laughing. The policeman looked at him uncomprehendingly.

He lifted the receiver to his ear. ‘Sweetheart, there’s someone here who wants to speak to you,’ he said. But before he could hand the receiver over to the policeman, he stopped again. Something wasn’t right. Something was different.

‘Sweetheart?’

No answer. The static hiss was suddenly just as loud as it had been at the beginning of the telephone conversation.

‘Hello? Honey?’ He turned around, put the index finger of his free hand in his left ear and paced quickly across his living room towards the window.

‘The reception’s better here,’ he said to the policeman, who had hesitantly followed him into the apartment.

But this proved to be a mistake again. It was quite the opposite. Now he couldn’t hear a thing. No breathing. No meaningless syllables. No scraps of sentences. Not even crackling any more. Nothing.

And for the first time, he realised that silence can inflict pain in a way that even the loudest of noises cannot.

‘I’m very, very sorry.’ The policeman’s hand lay heavy on his shoulder. In the reflection of the panoramic window, he saw that the man was just a few centimetres away from him. Presumably he had experience of these situations. Of people collapsing when they received this kind of news. And that’s why he was standing so close, so that he could catch him. In case he fell. But it wouldn’t come to that.

Not today.

Not with him.

‘Listen,’ he said, turning around. ‘I’m expecting Leoni for dinner in ten minutes. I was just talking to her on the phone moments before you knocked on the door. In fact I’m still on the phone to her now and…’

Even as he spoke this last sentence, he was aware of how it must sound. Shock: that would be his own diagnosis if someone were to ask him as an impartial psychologist. But today he wasn’t impartial. Today he had been involuntarily cast in the lead role. The look in the inspector’s eyes eventually robbed him of his last strength, his ability to speak.

Don’t believe what they tell you…

‘I regret to inform you that your partner, Leoni Gregor, came off the road in her vehicle an hour ago, on her way to see you. She crashed into a traffic light and a house wall. We don’t know the specific details yet, but it seems that the car immediately caught fire. I’m sorry. There was nothing the doctors could do. She died at the scene.’

*

Later, as the sedative slowly lost its effect, a memory battled its way into his consciousness. Of a former patient who had once left her pram outside the door of a pharmacy. She had just wanted to quickly pick up a tube of superglue for the loose heel of her high-heeled shoes. Because it was cold, she had tucked up her five-month-old baby David tightly before she entered the shop. When she came out again three minutes later, the pram was still in front of the window where she had left it. But it was empty. David had vanished, and was never found again.

During his therapy sessions with the emotionally broken mother, he had often wondered what he would have felt. If it had been him pulling back the blanket in the pram, beneath which everything was so strangely still.

He had always assumed that he would never feel that woman’s pain. But from today onwards, he knew better.


PART I

Eight months later

Today

In our play,

We reveal what kind of people we are.

Ovid


1

Salty. The barrel of the gun in her mouth tasted surprisingly salty.

Strange, she thought. Until now, I never would have dreamed of putting my duty weapon in my mouth. Not even as a joke.

After the thing with Sara had happened, she had often thought about breaking into a run during a mission and exposing her cover. On one occasion she had marched over to a frenzied attacker without a bulletproof vest or any protection whatsoever. But never before had she put her revolver between her lips and sucked at it like a baby as she was now, her right index finger trembling on the trigger.

So today was a first. Right here and now, in her filthy open-plan kitchen on Katzbachstrasse, in the Berlin neighbourhood of Kreuzberg. She had spent the entire morning covering the floor with old newspapers, as though she was planning to redecorate. But in truth, it was because she knew only too well the mess a bullet can unleash when it shatters a skull and scatters bone, blood and pieces of brain across a fourteen-square-metre room. Probably they would even send someone she knew to do the forensics. Tom Brauner, perhaps, or Martin Maria Hellwig, who she had been at police school with years ago. Anyway, it didn’t matter who it was. Ira didn’t have the energy left to worry about the walls now. Besides, she had run out of newspaper pages, and she didn’t have any plastic sheeting. So now she was sitting astride the wobbly wooden stool with her back to the sink. The laminated wall unit and metal sink could be easily sluiced with a hose after the forensic investigation. And there wouldn’t be much to investigate anyway. All her colleagues would know why she was putting an end to things. The case was clear-cut. After what had happened to her, no one would seriously contemplate the possibility that this was a crime. This was why she hadn’t even bothered to write a note. She didn’t know anyone who would have wanted to read it anyway. The only person she still loved knew better than all the rest, and had made that crystal clear last year. Through her silence. Since the tragedy, her youngest daughter hadn’t wanted to see her, speak to her, or hear from her. Katharina ignored Ira’s phone calls, returned her letters, and would probably cross over to the other side of the road if she saw her mother approaching.

And I can’t blame her, thought Ira. Not after what I did.

She opened her eyes and looked around. As the kitchen and living area were open plan, she could see the entire lounge from where she was sitting. If the warm rays of spring sunshine hadn’t been falling on the streaky windowpanes in such an unspeakably cheerful manner, she would even have been able to catch a glimpse of the balcony and Viktoriapark beyond it. Hitler, thought Ira Samin suddenly, as her eyes rested on the small bookcase in the lounge area. During her training with the Hamburg police, she had written her thesis about the dictator. ‘Psychological manipulation of the masses’.

If that maniac did one thing right, she thought, then it was killing himself in the bunker. He shot himself in the mouth, too. But through fear of doing something wrong and ending up in the Allies’ hands as a cripple, he had also bitten into a potassium cyanide capsule moments before the fatal shot.

Maybe I should do the same thing? Ira hesitated. It was not the hesitation of a suicidal individual sending out a cry of help. Quite the opposite. Ira wanted to be absolutely sure she succeeded. And there was an adequate supply of poisonous capsules at hand in the freezer compartment of her fridge, after all. Digoxin, highly concentrated. She had found the stash next to the bath during the most important mission of her life, and had never handed it in to the evidence room. For good reason.

On the other hand, thought Ira  shoving the barrel so far into her mouth that it almost stimulated her choke reflex, then holding it completely centred  how high is the possibility that I’ll only shatter my jaw and fire the bullet past the main arteries and through irrelevant parts of my brain?

Small. Very small. But not completely impossible!

Ten days ago, a Hells Angel had been shot in the head at a traffic light in the Tiergarten. The man was due to be released from hospital next month.

But the probability that something like that would repeat itself was…

Bang!

Ira jumped so much at the sudden noise that she scraped the weapon against her gum, making it bleed. Damn it! She pulled the barrel back out of her mouth.

It was just before half past eight, and she had forgotten the idiotic radio alarm clock that went off loudly at this time every day. Right now, some young woman was crying her eyes out about having lost one of those dumb radio competitions. Ira laid her gun on the kitchen table and trudged lethargically into her darkened bedroom, from where the commotion was forcing its way out to the kitchen:

‘… we selected you at random from the phone book, and you would now be in possession of €50,000 if you had answered with the Dosh Ditty, Marina.’

‘But I did  I said “I listen to 101 Point 5, now gimme the dough”.’

‘Too late, though. Unfortunately you said your name first. You need to say the Dosh Ditty as soon as you pick up, so that’s why…’

Ira pulled the plug out of the wall in irritation. If she was going to kill herself, then preferably not to the hysterical shrieks of some distraught office temp who had just lost the jackpot.

Ira sat down on her unmade bed and stared at the open wardrobe, which resembled a washing machine with clothes stuffed into it haphazardly. At some point she had decided to stop replacing the broken clothes hangers.

She had never been good at organisation. Not where her own life was concerned. And certainly not when it came to her own death. When she had woken up this morning, on the tiled bathroom floor next to the toilet bowl, she had known that the time had come. That she couldn’t keep going any longer. That she didn’t want to. And yet it was less about the way she had woken up than the dream which had been haunting her for the past year. The one in which she was always walking up the same stairs. On every step, there was a handwritten note. Except for the last. Why not?

Realising that she had been holding her breath while she was thinking, Ira breathed out heavily. Now that the screeching radio had been silenced, the other sounds in the apartment seemed twice as loud. The gurgling hum of the fridge could be heard even here in the bedroom. For a moment, it sounded as though the ageing device was choking on its own coolant.

If that isn’t a sign, then what is?

Ira stood up.

Fine then. Then it’ll have to be the tablets after all.

But she didn’t want to wash them down with the cheap vodka from the petrol station. The last drink of her life should be something she knocked back for the
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