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Psychopathy […] probably has genetic causes. Certain parts of the brain, for example those for sympathy and impulse control are underdeveloped from birth.

Fanny Jiménez, How to recognise a psychopath, Die Welt, 14/8/2014

Man is by nature evil. He does good not out of inclination, but out of sympathy and honour.

Immanuel Kant, Reflections on Anthropology

Psychopathy is a personality disorder. It is estimated that one in a hundred people has this disorder. Men are four times more likely to be affected than women. Studies of twins show that heredity plays a role.

Hildegard Kaulen, A switch for empathy, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 16/3/2018




1 NOW

He was naked and being split in two.

That wasn’t just how it felt, it was actually happening. Here and now, in the old prison laundry, on the tiled floor beside the industrial dryer.

Milan heard himself grunt. It didn’t sound human. If there hadn’t been a sock gagging his mouth he would have screamed the entire place down. Not that it would make any difference. The gang had paid handsomely to be left alone tonight with the new prisoner.

There were five of them. Two kneeling on his shoulders, two holding his legs down, and the fifth, panting heavily, a one hundred and twenty kilo lump with sausage breath, was thrusting something inside Milan’s rectum that felt like a mace fortified with barbed wire. But perhaps he was just being raped with a human fist.

The pressure stopped so suddenly that Milan went into spasm and his whole body shook. The pain persisted however; something hotter than a sauna oven burned deep inside him. But at least he could move his arms freely again and roll onto his back.

A sixth face – a new one – hovered above him. The elderly man with a severe side parting and Caribbean-blue eyes behind thick glasses hadn’t been with the gang when they’d beat him in the shower and dragged him here.

He looked at Milan with the curiosity of a child roasting an insect beneath a magnifying glass. ‘So, you’re the policeman?’

Milan nodded as the man removed the gag.

‘I’m Zeus. Ever heard of me?’

Zeus, the prison god. Milan nodded again. You would have to be braindead or comatose not to know of this man who abused the name of the Greek deity and who called the shots in Tegel Prison.

‘Listen carefully. People like you are at the very bottom of our food chain. Here you’ve got fewer rights than Flatty’s belly button fluff.’

Zeus smiled at the lump who was just pulling up his trousers. Milan just wanted to crawl off into a corner and die. If that had been the guy’s penis inside him just now then it must be as big as a fire extinguisher.

‘I’m going to give you one chance – unless you want Flattener to show you his real speciality. Do you know why we call him Flattener?’

Because he flattens everything?

‘Because he really likes ironing. He loves irons. Like this one.’

One of his tattooed henchmen handed Zeus an antique iron.

‘Flattener will now heat it up to two hundred degrees. And while it’s getting to the right temperature you’ve got the opportunity to tell me everything. The truth and nothing but the truth, so help you God.’

As Zeus kneeled, he checked with his palm that his parting was still in place. ‘You’re sharing a cell with Tick. He’s okay, that one. And you’re lucky. He’s vouched for you. He says you cry in your sleep. And that you really might be a Yeti.’

‘A what?’

‘Innocent. You’re as likely to see an innocent man in here as you are a Yeti outside.’

Zeus’s sidekicks laughed at the joke they must have heard a hundred times before.

‘Tell me your story!’ the leader said again.

‘What?’

‘Am I talking Chinese?’ Zeus gave Milan a slap. ‘I want to know why you’re here, Policeman. But mind what you say.’ The old man took off his glasses and pointed at his eyes. ‘Know what those are?’

Milan ignored the rhetorical question, partly because he was straining to avoid being sick as the pain flared up again.

‘Those are my two lie detectors. If they reject anything you say, Flattener will notice. I only have to blink once and he’ll ram that red-hot iron up as far as your duodenum. Do you understand?’

Flattener nodded, a broad grin across his face. There were tears in Milan’s eyes.

Saliva collected inside his mouth. He had to swallow twice before he was ready.

Ready to seize his last chance by telling Zeus everything. His story was as unbelievable as it was gruesome, and it had led him all the way here via hell itself.

To buy himself some time, to give him another few hours of life at least, he started from the beginning.




2 TWO YEARS EARLIER

‘Are you on your own?’

‘Yes.’

‘What about the kitchen staff?’

‘They’ve already gone. I’m cashing up. There’s nobody here apart from me.’

‘Okay. That doesn’t mean you’ve any need to worry,’ Milan said.

The woman on the phone laughed hysterically. ‘No need to worry? Have you police gone totally crackers? You call to say there’s a psycho who’s slipped through your fingers and is just about to take me hostage, but I’VE NO NEED TO WORRY?’

The young waitress who’d introduced herself as Andra Sturm sounded as if she could tear a piece of wood from the counter with her bare hands to confront a potential attacker. But Milan knew that, unlike in his case, a coarse, strident telephone voice didn’t always match a person’s physical appearance. Andra might be a delicate angel and her grating timbre merely a result of the mortal danger he’d put her in. At any rate she had a quick tongue, which impressed Milan. Andra came across as a woman he’d like to get to know better under different circumstances, however unprofessional a thought that was right now.

‘Are you listening to me?’

‘No, I’ve got my hands over my ears. Obviously I’m still listening.’

Peering through the windscreen at the entrance to the diner, Milan took a deep breath, then said as calmly as the situation would allow, ‘First, the culprit didn’t give us the slip. We’ve been watching him for two hours and even tracking his mobile phone calls. That’s how we know he called you not long before I rang. Is that right?’

‘Yes,’ Andra said, albeit a touch hesitantly. She’d probably nodded before realising he wouldn’t be able to hear that down the phone.

‘He asked if there was anyone still in the restaurant.’

It was astonishing that the waitress had answered the phone at all. A call five minutes before closing time could only mean trouble, especially as you couldn’t reserve a table at the All-American Diner. The customers, who were after burgers, chips, nachos, T-bone steaks, milkshakes and other dietary disasters, came to this little restaurant in a side street off Roseneck without calling ahead.

‘And second,’ Milan went on, ‘the man isn’t going to take you hostage. He just wants cash.’ Andra laughed out loud. ‘How can you be sure of that, smart-arse?’

Milan couldn’t help smiling. Andra spoke with the confident impatience of a Berliner who didn’t mince her words. And presumably not only in such extreme situations as this one. He guessed she was in her late twenties or early thirties. Roughly his age.

‘The guy has already got a hostage,’ he replied.

‘What?’

‘A girl. He abducted her. The handover of the ransom money went wrong this morning. We’ve been watching him ever since.’

A pause.

Evidently Andra was digesting what he’d just said. This information probably sat more heavily in her stomach than the greasy pancakes the diner fattened its customers with at breakfast.

Milan tried again to get a glimpse inside the restaurant, but in this dimly lit street he could hardly make out the frontage of the diner through the persistent rain.

Piss-poor vantage point.

Everything looked as if he were peering through the door of a spinning washing machine; Milan wouldn’t have been able to identify a single object inside the restaurant if he hadn’t already seen these clichéd items in a thousand other diners around the world: the retro Route 66 road sign, the faux jukebox in the entrance, the stars-and-stripes banner as well as several Elvis and Uncle Sam posters on the walls.

Milan bet his unborn children on the likelihood that the seats were padded and made of artificial leather, and that the floor was laminated with a chessboard pattern.

‘Why don’t you nab the bastard the moment he shows his face in here?’

‘Because we don’t know where he’s taken his victim.’

‘What?’ Andra asked again, this time sounding quite horrified.

‘While the culprit’s with you in the restaurant we’ll stick something on his car so it leads us to his hostage even if we lose sight of him.’

‘Is he really dangerous?’

Milan cleared his throat and ran a hand through his dark-brown hair, crumpled after a brief nap. It hadn’t seen a barber in months.

‘I’m not going to lie to you. Yes, he is. He’s about one metre eighty-five tall, muscular – and armed.’

‘Jesus Christ!’ He could hear her swallow.

‘Please. I know we’re asking a lot of you. But so long as you don’t try playing the heroine you’ll be in no danger. Give him the money from the till and whatever else he wants. I mean, maybe he’s hungry and needs some food. We’ll make sure nothing happens to you.’

‘But how?’ Now her voice was shrill. Milan heard footsteps down the phone. Rubber soles squeaking. The waitress was probably looking for shelter behind the counter. Hopefully. He couldn’t make out any movement by the door, in the direct danger zone.

Thank goodness.

His radio crackled. He picked it up, barked a terse ‘Wait’ and put it down again.

‘As we speak there are three snipers with their rifles aimed at the entrance,’ he said in an attempt to reassure Andra. ‘At the slightest sign of any irregularity I will give my men the order to fire.’

‘What do you mean by irregularity? A bullet in the head? My brain splattering across the counter?’

Milan started whispering, not because it was necessary, but because he’d learned that it made furious people listen more attentively. ‘The culprit is going to walk into your diner any moment now. Stay calm and do what he says. And please don’t flip out, but he’s wearing a black balaclava.’

‘You can’t be serious.’

‘Hang up now. He mustn’t see you on the phone. He’s extremely suspicious.’

‘Okay,’ he heard Andra say, but it didn’t sound confident. It was perfectly understandable that she didn’t want to cut the connection with the police.

‘Just do what he says. And once he’s left, wait for my people to come to you. Everything’s going to be fine,’ Milan promised one last time, then there was a click and the line went dead.

He closed his eyes.

Everything’s going to be fine?

Milan had a funny feeling about this.

Something wasn’t right.

Abort?

He checked the time. Took a deep breath. And decided to ignore his inner voice.

With a sigh, Milan Berg grabbed the balaclava from the passenger seat and put it over his head before getting out of the car and making his way over to the diner.




3

The scam for which he’d earned the nickname ‘Policeman’ on the street had worked seven times already.

Milan sought out places with few staff and as much cash as possible. Cafes, pubs, restaurants and on one occasion a petrol station. Always just before closing time or at the change of shifts. Preferably in side streets, far from the hustle and bustle.

It was astonishing how cooperative people were if asked by an intimidatingly deep voice on the telephone to give a robber the day’s takings without hesitation. Any third-rate crime series taught its viewers to ask a police officer for ID. But clearly that only applied at the front door. On the telephone usually an introduction along the lines of ‘Chief Inspector Stresow, special operations’ or similar nonsense was enough. Milan would occasionally make his toy radio crackle and say something into it. He didn’t need anything else for an authentic backdrop.

Biding one’s time and waiting for the right moment was more difficult. Like now, when the shops were closed, the shopping done and the streets empty because people were at home getting dinner and the presents ready. It was Christmas Eve, after all, just before four p.m.

Of the three properties Milan had found on the internet, only this diner in Schmargendorf was still open and, as he’d hoped, running with a skeleton staff.

After just a few steps the balaclava was wet and stuck uncomfortably to his skin, forcing him to cough.

On this day, in this weather, you didn’t even bump into people walking their dogs, and if you did they kept their heads down to avoid being hit square in the face by the sludge.

Okay, here we go.

Milan had managed to negotiate the thirty metres from the stolen car to the entrance with its obligatory neon logo above the door without being seen.

Right then.

He entered the restaurant. It was gloomy; apart from the small lamps on the Formica tables, only the emergency lighting was on. His nose was instantly filled with a cocktail of frying oil, burgers and blood.

Blood?

There was a short delay before the crack resounded through his head. Like an aeroplane going supersonic. Then came the pain and he realised he hadn’t been mistaken; the diner really did have a chessboard-patterned floor. Which he was now kneeling on, unable to get to his feet again.

I ought to have heeded my gut feeling.

A kick in the stomach made him pinwheel. As he fell on his back he first saw a Cadillac radiator grille floating above him, which some interior designer must have hung from the ceiling, then a woman with a slightly aquiline nose, far prettier than his crude conk that was now filling with blood.

Andra, Milan thought. She really does look like the type of woman I’d like to meet up with.

‘Happy Christmas, jerk,’ she said.

Then she broke his skull with a baseball bat.




4 TWO YEARS LATER

‘How did you meet?’ the therapist asked. She probably thought the couple sitting opposite her would now smile as they recalled a key romantic moment. A starting point for a successful course of relationship counselling, which the two of them had signed up for on a short-term basis. Ten sessions of ninety minutes. Two hundred euros per session. A bargain, if Dr Henriette Rosenfels actually managed to guide them through the jungle of their young relationship. Or at least give them some advice on getting through the day without skulling each other.

But that’s exactly how it began, Milan thought, and this was the reason why Andra was smiling too.

‘I clubbed him with a baseball bat,’ she said in reply to the therapist’s question.

‘It was love at first strike,’ Milan added.

The first time they shook hands at the entrance of the period building in Moabit, Milan thought Dr Rosenfels must be a major customer of the Botox industry. For a woman of fifty-eight, this grey-haired therapist in glasses had unusually firm skin (as if she’d pulled a balloon over her face, was his first thought), but now there were furrows etched on her forehead.

‘What is that supposed to mean?’ she asked with a frown.

‘Andra’s a waitress. On Christmas Eve two years ago I planned to rob her restaurant. But her smart brain saw through my ploy.’

‘You’d better hang up now?’ Andra had parroted back scornfully at Milan when he’d regained consciousness. ‘Good God, my ex was a policeman. Not the sharpest tool in the box, but even he would have kept on the line to a victim in a hostage situation.’

In disbelief the therapist turned to Andra, who confirmed Milan’s confession with a ‘sad, but true’ sigh.

‘I think I can already say that you really are an unconventional couple.’ Dr Rosenfels smiled and Milan had to agree. Even by appearance they didn’t seem suited. He was the college-boy type dressed conservatively in sneakers, jeans and polo shirt. She was three years older and described her outfit as ‘fairground minx’ style. Black biker boots, electric-blue shoulder-length hair, garish leggings, a pleated miniskirt with skull motifs, and a green hoodie which read: ‘Jesus Loves You. Everyone Else Thinks You’re an Arsehole’.

The same hoodie she’d been wearing the day they met.

Even though ‘met’ was a rather euphemistic way of saying ‘beaten half to death and dragged unconscious to a back room’.

According to Dr Google, Andra had given him a cranial fracture without cerebral impairment, even though for Milan it felt afterwards as if her greeting had driven his frontal bone right through his brain. Months later any hectic movements still brought tears to Milan’s eyes, and even now he sometimes woke up with a wrecking ball behind his forehead, just because in his nightmares he’d thrashed his head about.

All the same he’d survived the broken skull without any
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You don't need to understand the words to know she’s in danger.





