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PLAYLIST


When a teenage girl went missing, the only trace she left behind was her music playlist.
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All the songs on Feline’s playlist mentioned in the book really exist; they were composed specially for this thriller. These artists’ music and lyrics were inspired by the story, and in turn had a considerable influence on the plot.






 

 

 


For Ben (keyboard), Jörg (bass) and Jacques (guitar),

who many, many years ago dreamed the dream with me.

Unfortunately, reality caught up.

We ought to meet up again soon. Band practice?
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1

At exactly 18:42 – three weeks, two days and nine hours after his daughter had disappeared without trace on her way to school – the doorbell rang twice, and Thomas Jagow learned that there are no limits to human fear. Fate couldn’t care less that you’ve already reached breaking point.

‘Hello?’ he said into the emptiness of the deserted front garden.

They’d been living in Nikolassee for three years, a neighbourhood far beyond their means, albeit in a modest bungalow that was just about big enough for a family of three. The grey, flat-roofed building, which stood rather timidly among the elegant villas, was on the edge of the Rehwiese park. Buyers with money would have flattened the bungalow and put up in its place a luxurious new build more in keeping with the surrounding properties. At the beginning, when Thomas hoped he’d be promoted to headmaster of the Grunewald private school where he taught geography and physics, they’d had a similar dream. But the job went to someone else and his earnings had stagnated ever since. His wife, Emilia, was a nurse, and their combined income was just sufficient for the essentials once the mortgage and bills had been covered. Their daughter, Feline, now fifteen, represented their greatest outgoing. What she cost them in clothes, shoes and sports gear alone had doubled from year to year. Until it dropped to zero overnight.

When she was abducted, Thomas thought. He still clung to the idea that at some point he’d get a call demanding ransom money, even though he knew how improbable this was. The Jagows didn’t have anything to take – no inheritance, no savings – as a brief glance at the outside of their house made perfectly clear.

‘You can tell people’s true wealth by their garden,’ his mother liked to say, and if she was right then the Jagows were indeed impoverished; unlike their neighbours they couldn’t afford landscape designers to transform their garden into a work of art and maintain it. Whereas the hedges of the Heussners opposite looked as if they’d been cut by a 3D printer, the Jagows’ lawn and path were strewn with autumn leaves all the way up to the front door that Thomas had just opened.

Because of the leaves Thomas almost missed the brick on the doormat, only noticing it when he took a step out into the drizzle – suicide weather, typical of October in Berlin – and stubbed his toe on the red, book-sized obstacle.

Surprised, Thomas bent down and saw a note affixed to the brick. The Sellotape didn’t stick properly to the porous surface; the next gust of wind would have blown the note away and Thomas may never have read its contents. The handwriting suggested it had been scrawled by a girl:

I’m back, Dad.




2

Kneeling beside the brick, Thomas stiffened. His fingers trembled and his body went red-hot, as if he’d stepped in front of a fire rather than outside.

What does this mean?

Without getting to his feet he looked around: not a soul in sight. It must have been one of the neighbours’ kids playing knock down ginger. Someone who’d been regaled with the grisly details of Feline’s abduction, first in the conventional media, then via the social networks.

As Thomas picked off the note with an unsteady hand, the brick wobbled. He turned it over and found a second message, more mysterious than the first.

It was in the form of a tiny key, which reminded him of the one for Emilia’s suitcase. This too was stuck to the brick just with a small piece of Sellotape, and almost fell into Thomas’s hand when he lifted the brick.

What’s going on?

Still on his knees, Thomas turned to the front door, which the wind had blown wide open, and wondered whether to call Emilia. His wife had just taken her evening dose of Valium, which would, as so often, be followed by a pill, probably around midnight. With luck she might get a few minutes’ sleep around two in the morning before her anxiety over Feline woke her again, releasing her into another day of terrible uncertainty.

For now Thomas decided to investigate the matter himself. He was convinced he’d find some giggling children on the other side of the garden gate, who’d scarper the moment he confronted them.

The garden path was on a slight incline. Tall, evergreen hedges blocked his view of the pavement. Normally the weathered wooden gate was closed, but now its hinges squealed as it was buffeted by the wind. Thomas’s joints creaked as he stood up and saw the arrows.

Three of them, about ten centimetres long, one almost fully covered by leaves now, had been drawn in red chalk and were pointing towards the gate.

A signpost?

Now that his initial excitement had subsided, the cold and wet ate through Thomas’s thin clothing as he followed the arrows. He would have happily kept wearing the same chinos and long-sleeved polo shirt he’d had on the day Feline disappeared – Thomas found it a real struggle to pay attention to his appearance at a time when this had lost all meaning for him – but he couldn’t allow himself to look scruffy or let his dark, curly hair get untamed. Not when the public was scrutinising him through the lens that the media held out to their sensation-hungry readers and viewers. If he let himself go, it would create a bad impression. But the same would be true if he pranced around like a fashion model advertising dark suits. And so, when he went out, he always chose an outfit that was as simple as possible but smart: blue shirt, black jeans.

Every day.

Since Feline was kidnapped.

If she had been kidnapped.

Fingers crossed.

Thomas opened the garden gate and stepped onto the deserted pavement. He was wearing the slippers he’d put on when the bell rang out of the blue. The wet seeped through his soles and his socks soaked it up like a sponge. He felt feverish, as if he’d already caught a cold, but it was probably the surreal situation he had literally stumbled into. He almost slipped on fallen chestnut burrs.

The cobbled street was so wide that cars could have comfortably parked on both sides, but the few homeowners here had come to an agreement that they’d leave their cars on one side only – the one facing the Jagows’ bungalow. Even without this unofficial arrangement Thomas would have noticed the panel van parked a couple of metres away on the ‘wrong’ side, contravening neighbourhood etiquette.

The van was grey or white, impossible to tell for sure because it was so dirty. Like their garden gate, the van’s left rear barn door was ajar.

Only slightly open, but as noticeable as the fact that the van didn’t have a number plate.

‘Hello?’ Thomas called out again, pointlessly; the person who – for whatever reason – had made the effort to orchestrate this stunt was hardly going to jump out from behind a tree.

Thomas stepped over to the van and walked around it. Then he peered into the driver’s cab: nobody behind the wheel. On the spur of the moment he decided to open the barn door, shielding his face with his left elbow in case somebody leaped out and attacked him.

But he wasn’t assaulted by fists or weapons. Thomas was struck by a single word that threw him off balance as if the ground had opened up beneath his feet: ‘Dad?’
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Thomas couldn’t believe it; he worried he was hallucinating.

But it really was his daughter’s voice. And the figure cowering in the darkness in the right-hand corner of the van reminded him of Feline too. Slim, average height for her age, shoulder-length hair that fell into her face.

‘Feline?’

‘Dad?’

Oh God.

‘Feline, is that you?’

For a while they were so excited they talked at cross purposes. And even though Thomas was in no doubt that it was his daughter, he couldn’t believe it. He felt as if he were in a state of delirium.

Please don’t let me snap out of this. Please let me hug Feline, he thought as he climbed into the vehicle.

There was no light; the van was parked equidistant between two street lamps and only a vestige of the dim glow made its way inside the load area, which reeked of dust, tools and fear.

Thomas knocked his knee as he got in, but the pain was nothing compared to the happiness he felt when he embraced his daughter.

The fifteen-year-old, who despite her fear and distress still smelled like his daughter. Still felt like his child, even through the thick shirt she was wearing. The contours of her body were more and more like the voice he’d been missing for so long and which deep down he’d thought he might never hear again: Feline!

‘Dad, please undo me.’

Holding his beloved daughter tightly in his arms, breathing in time with her, so caught in this moment, it took him a while to understand what she was trying to tell him.

‘Undo?’

Only now did he realise why she wasn’t hugging him with both arms. Her right hand was shackled, the arm pointing upwards. He heard a metallic rattling when she moved it.

Handcuffs.

She must be chained to a metal strut on the underside of the roof. Feline was hanging from a small but immovable tube.

Handcuffs?

All of a sudden Thomas realised what the key he’d found beneath the brick was for. He’d put it in the little fob pocket which almost every pair of jeans had for purely aesthetic reasons. And indeed the key appeared to fit, as he discovered when, after what seemed like an eternity, his numbed fingers fished it out and thrust it in the lock of the handcuffs.

‘Hurry up, Dad! Please! I’m really scared!’

‘Everything’s going to be fine, sweetie. Everything’s going to be fine.’

Just as he was about to turn the key, the melancholic tune started up. Thomas felt as if his heart would burst through his chest and in shock he dropped the key.

‘Oh no, I’m sorry,’ he stammered. His words were drowned out by Feline’s sobbing and the music that Thomas realised was a ringtone only when he picked up the flashing mobile from the floor of the van.

‘After all this time, it hurts so bad that we mean nothin’ no more,’ sang the brittle and profoundly sad voice.

On the screen of the smartphone he saw a message:


YOU’D BETTER ANSWER, THOMAS!



What’s going on?

Thomas wondered whether to ignore it. He wanted to find the key on the load bed, free Feline and take her back to the place where they’d once been happy.

Of course everything inside him was screaming to dismiss the call and the heart-wrenching music, save for a lone inner voice that pointed out the obvious: No one who’s gone to so much trouble arranging the brick, note, key and chalk arrows is going to let you get away that easily!


YOU’D BETTER ANSWER, THOMAS!



That’s why he paid heed to the suggestion. And in doing so made the greatest mistake of his life when he answered the call just after the singer finished with: ‘Live in peace!’

‘Hello?’

The voice on the other end of the line didn’t say much. A few words that left him unable to breathe. Then unable to think. By the end, his soul was poisoned.

‘Dad?’ Feline said, still shackled to the tube.

He gazed at her, grateful that in the gloom of the van he couldn’t look her in the eye.

‘I’m sorry,’ Thomas whispered, putting the mobile back down on the floor.

‘What do you mean?’ Feline said. Her voice was cracking; it sounded as if it were coming from an ancient cassette recording.

It wasn’t only Thomas’s heart that was in tatters, his mind was too, and yet there was nothing he could do.

‘I’m really sorry, sweetie.’

She put her free hand out to him, but he knew he mustn’t touch her, or it would all be over. He’d waver; he wouldn’t be strong enough. And superhuman strength was what he needed now.

‘WHAT ARE YOU SORRY ABOUT???’ she howled with every ounce of her energy, like someone condemned to death.

And that’s exactly what she is, Thomas thought. He turned away and got back out of the van.

‘What are you doing? Dad? Please don’t! Don’t leave me alone!’

The tears were streaming from Thomas’s eyes, heavier than the raindrops now pelting the roof of the van. ‘I love you, my angel,’ he said, closing the door. No sooner had it clicked shut than the engine started up, stealing away the thing he loved and leaving him with nothing but pain.

‘DON’T LEAVE ME HERE!!!’

Thomas staggered, forgetting to breathe, then hyperventilated as he clung to a tree for support. The scramble back up to his bungalow was more exhausting than a marathon.

Fortunately the rain had turned heavier and so at least he didn’t have to explain the tears to his wife, who met him in the hallway, alarm writ large on her face.

‘What on earth were you doing out there?’ Emilia asked, eyeing him suspiciously. She stared at his dripping hair, wet trousers and sodden slippers. ‘What’s going on?’

‘Nothing,’ Thomas said, avoiding her gaze in shame. As he closed the door it felt as if he were shutting out all the happiness in his life forever.

‘Just a delivery man,’ he said flatly. ‘Got the wrong house.’




 

 


You’d better make that call

’Cause no one’s gonna come looking for you.

Or say goodbye to your life

Now that it’s through.

MAJAN – ‘Junkie’
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ALEXANDER ZORBACH

Three days later

The cuts in the skin of the thirteen-year-old girl had been made by someone with experience. The encrusted blood was fresh, not even two days old. Just like the fist-sized bruise and the hole that the stubbed-out cigarette had left on her thigh.

‘Now do you see what kind of fucking pervert we’re dealing with here?’ Klaus Althof said. His lower lip was quivering with hatred and yet he was trying to whisper, which was totally unnecessary because his daughter, Antonia, was in her room and well out of earshot. ‘I bet the madman enjoyed it. Just look at that!’

The father’s invitation was unnecessary. I couldn’t help but stare at the horrendous photographs documenting Antonia’s injuries and feel very depressed.

By now I believed that all the evils of mankind were down to the fact that we lacked the answer. The answer to the question: ‘Why am I alive?’ And by that I wasn’t referring to the general meaning of life that philosophers and scientists had been discussing since we became sentient beings. I’d have been satisfied by an answer that related to me alone: ‘I, Alexander Zorbach, thirty-nine years old, one metre eighty-five and ninety-two kilos – why am I on this earth?’

Did my life serve an overarching purpose? Or was my existence some insignificant whim of the universe? Did it make any sense that as a policeman I tried to save other people’s lives until
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