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When we finally find what we have been looking for in the darkness, we nearly always discover that it was exactly that.

Darkness.

—C. G. Reinhart, police officer



I

Saturday, October 3–Friday, November 20



1

He woke up and was unable to remember his name.

His pains were legion. Shafts of fire whirled around in his head and throat, his stomach and chest. He tried to swallow, but it remained an attempt. His tongue was glued to his palate. Burning, smoldering.

His eyes were throbbing. Threatening to grow out of their sockets.

It’s like being born, he thought. I’m not a person. Merely a mass of suffering.

         

The room was in darkness. He groped around with his free hand, the one that was not numb and tingling underneath him.

Yes, there was a bedside table. A telephone and a glass. A newspaper. An alarm clock.

He picked it up, but halfway it slipped through his fingers and fell onto the floor. He fumbled around, took hold of it again, and held it up, close to his face.

The hands were slightly luminous. He recognized them.

Twenty past eight. Presumably in the morning.

He still had no idea who he was.
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He didn’t think this had happened before. He had certainly woken up and not known where he was. Or what day it was. But his name…had he ever forgotten his name?

John? Janos?

No, but something like that.

It was there, somewhere in the background, not only his name but everything…. Life and lifestyle and extenuating circumstances. Lying there waiting for him. Behind a thin membrane that would have to be pierced, something that had not woken up yet. But he was not really worried. He would know soon enough.

Perhaps it was not something to look forward to.

         

The pain behind his eyes suddenly got worse. Possibly the strain of thinking had caused it; but it was there, whatever. White hot and excruciating. A scream of flesh.

Nothing else mattered.

         

The kitchen was to the left and seemed familiar. He found the pills without difficulty; he was becoming increasingly sure that this was his home. No doubt everything would become clear at any moment.

He went back into the hall. Kicked against a bottle standing in the shadow cast by a bookcase. It rolled away over the parquet floor and ended up under the radiator. He shuffled to the bathroom. Pressed down the handle.

It was locked.

He leaned awkwardly forward. Put his hands on his knees to support himself, and checked the indicator on the door.

Red. As he’d thought. It was occupied.

He could feel the bile rising.

“Open…” he tried to shout, but could produce no more than a croak. He leaned his forehead against the cool wood of the door.

“Open up!” he tried again, and this time managed to produce the right sounds, almost. To stress the seriousness of his situation he banged several times with his clenched fists.

No response. Not a sound. Whoever was in there obviously had no intention of letting him in.

There was a sudden surge from his stomach. Or possibly from even lower down…It was obviously a matter of seconds now. He staggered back along the hall. Into the kitchen.

This time it seemed more familiar than ever.

This is definitely my home, he thought as he vomited into the sink.

         

With the aid of a screwdriver he succeeded in unlocking the bathroom door. He had a distinct feeling that it was not the first time he’d done this.

“I’m sorry, but I really had to…”

He entered the room and just as he switched on the light, he became quite clear about who he was.

He could also identify the woman lying in the bathtub.

Her name was Eva Ringmar and she was his wife of three months.

Her body was strangely twisted. Her right arm hung over the edge at an unnatural angle. The well-manicured fingernails reached right down to the floor. Her dark hair was floating on the water. Her head was facedown, and as the tub was full to the brim, there could be no doubt that she was dead.

His own name was Mitter. Janek Mattias Mitter. A teacher of history and philosophy at the Bunge High School in Maardam.

Known informally as J.M.

         

After these insights he vomited again, this time into the lavatory. Whereupon he took two more tablets out of the bottle and telephoned the police.



2

The cell was L-shaped and green. The same shade all over—walls, floor, and ceiling. A hint of daylight seeped in through a small window high up on one wall. At night he could see a star.

There was an ablutions corner with a handbasin and WC. A bed fixed to the wall. A rickety table with two chairs. A ceiling light. A bedside lamp.

For the rest, noises and silence. The only smell was from his own body.

         

The lawyer’s name was Rüger. He was tall and lopsided, limping on his left leg. As far as Mitter could judge he was in his fifties; a few years older than himself. He might have come across the man’s son at school. He may even have taught him. A pale youth with a spotty face, and not the brightest of pupils academically, if he remembered rightly. Some eight or ten years ago.

Rüger shook hands. Squeezed Mitter’s proffered hand tightly and lengthily, and looked serious but also benevolently disposed. It was obvious to Mitter that he had attended courses on lawyer-client relations.

“Janek Mitter?”

Mitter nodded.

“A nasty business.”

He wriggled out of his overcoat. Shook water off it and hung it on the hook by the door. The warder double-locked before going away down the corridor.

“It’s raining out there. Much pleasanter in here, to be honest.”

“Have you got a cigarette?”

Rüger produced a pack from his jacket pocket.

“Take as many as you like. I don’t understand why they won’t even let you smoke.”

He sat down at the table. Put his thin leather briefcase in front of him. Mitter lit a cigarette, but remained standing.

“Aren’t you going to sit down?”

“No thank you.”

“Up to you.”

He opened a brown folder. Took out some typewritten pages and a notepad. Removed and replaced the cap of a ballpoint pen a few times, resting his elbows on the table.

“A nasty business, as I said. I want to make it clear to you how things stand, right from the start.”

Mitter waited.

“There are a lot of things going against you. That’s why it’s important for you to be honest with me. If we don’t have complete trust in each other, I won’t be able to defend you as successfully as…Well, are you with me?”

“Yes.”

“I assume you won’t hesitate to make your views known….”

“Views?”

“On how we should go about things. Naturally, I shall work out the strategies, but you are the one at the sharp end. As far as I can make out, you are an intelligent man.”

“I understand.”

“Good. Would you like to tell me about it, or would you prefer me to ask questions?”

Mitter stubbed out his cigarette in the washbasin, and sat down at the table. The nicotine had made him a bit dizzy, and he was suddenly overcome by a feeling of weariness.

He felt tired of life. Of this hunchbacked lawyer, of the incredibly ugly cell, of the nasty taste in his mouth, and of all the inevitable questions and answers in store for him.

Extreme weariness.

“I’ve already been through everything with the police. I’ve spent two days doing nothing else.”

“I know, but I have to ask you to do it again. It’s an essential part of the game, as I’m sure you realize.”

Mitter shrugged. Shook another cigarette out of the pack.

“I think it would be best if you asked questions.”

The lawyer leaned back. Rocked back on his chair and adjusted the notepad on his knee.

“Most lawyers use a tape recorder, but I prefer to make notes,” he explained. “I think it’s less stressful for the client….”

Mitter nodded.

“Besides, I have access to the police tapes, if I should need them. Anyway, before we start going into details, I have to ask you the obligatory question. You will probably be charged with the murder, or at the very least manslaughter, of your wife, Eva Maria Ringmar. How do you intend to plead? Guilty or not guilty?”

“Not guilty.”

“Good. There should be no doubt on that point. Neither on your side, nor mine.”

He paused and rolled the pen between his fingers.

“Is there any doubt?”

Mitter sighed.

“I have to ask you to answer my question. Are you absolutely certain that you didn’t kill your wife?”

Mitter paused for a few seconds before answering. Tried to catch the lawyer’s eye in an attempt to deduce what he really thought, but in vain. Rüger’s face was as inscrutable as a potato.

“No, of course I’m not certain. You know that full well.”

The lawyer made a note.

“Mr. Mitter, I must ask you to disregard the fact that I have read the transcript of your interrogation. You must try to pretend that you are now telling your story for the first time. Put yourself in that situation.”

“I don’t remember.”

“No, I have grasped the fact that you don’t remember what happened: that is precisely why we have to be meticulous about starting again from scratch. Your memory will not wake up if you don’t try to go back to that night. Totally without prejudice. Don’t you agree?”

“What do you think I spend my time doing? What do you imagine I think about in this cell?”

He was starting to get angry. The lawyer avoided looking him in the eye and made a note on his pad.

“What are you writing?”

“Sorry.” He shook his head to indicate that was not something he was prepared to reveal. Took a handkerchief from his pocket and blew his nose loudly. “Bloody awful weather,” he explained.

Mitter nodded.

“I just want you to understand,” said Rüger, “what a precarious situation you find yourself in. You maintain that you are not guilty, but you don’t remember. That is rather an insecure foundation on which to build a case for your defense, as I’m sure you realize.”

“It’s the prosecutor’s job to prove that I’m guilty. It’s not up to me to prove the opposite, isn’t that right?”

“Of course. That’s the law, but…”

“But?”

“If you don’t remember, you don’t remember. But it could be rather difficult to convince a jury. Will you undertake to inform me the moment anything comes back to you?”

“Of course.”

“No matter what it is?”

“Naturally.”

“Let’s go on. How long had you known Eva Ringmar?”

“Two years. Slightly more than two years. Ever since she started working at our school.”

“Where you teach what?”

“History and philosophy. Mainly history. Most pupils don’t choose to study philosophy.”

“How long have you been in post there?”

“Twenty years, roughly. Maybe nineteen.”

“And your wife?”

“Modern languages. For two years, as I said.”

“When did you start your relationship?”

“Six months ago. We got married last summer, at the beginning of July.”

“Was she pregnant?”

“No. Why…”

“Do you have any children, Mr. Mitter?”

“Yes. A son and a daughter.”

“How old?”

“Twenty and sixteen. They live with their mother in Chadow.”

“When were you divorced from your former wife?”

“In 1980. Jürg lived with me until he started at university. I don’t see what this has to do with—”

“Background. I need some kind of background. Even a lawyer has to solve puzzles, as I’m sure you’ll agree. What kind of a relationship do you have with your ex-wife?”

“None at all.”

There was a pause. Rüger blew his nose again. He was obviously dissatisfied about something, but Mitter had no desire to pander to him. Irene had nothing to do with this. Nor did Jürg and Inga. He was grateful for the fact that all three had the good sense not to become involved. They’d been in touch, of course, but only that first day. Since then they’d been quiet. He’d received a letter from Inga that very morning, but only a couple of lines. To express support for him.

We are with you. Inga and Jürg.

He wondered if the same applied to Irene as well. Was she with him? Perhaps it didn’t matter.

         

“What sort of a relationship did you have?”

“Excuse me?”

“Your marriage with Eva Ringmar. What was it like?”

“Like marriages are.”

“What does that mean?”

“…”

“Was it a happy marriage, or did you fight?”

“…”

“After all, you’d been married for only three months.”

“Yes, that’s correct.”

“And then you found your wife dead in the bath. Surely you understand that we have to find an explanation?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Do you also understand that it’s no good your not saying anything about this matter? Your silence would be taken as indicating that you were concealing something. It would be used against you.”

“I expect it would.”

“Did you love your wife?”

“Yes.”

“Did you fight?”

“Occasionally.”

Rüger made a note.

“The prosecutor will claim that she was killed. He will be supported by evidence from medical and technical specialists. We shan’t be able to prove that she died a natural death. The question is whether she could have taken her own life.”

“Yes, I assume so.”

“You assume what?”

“That it depends on that. If she could have taken her own life.”

“Perhaps. Anyway, that evening—how much did you drink?”

“Quite a lot.”

“Meaning what?”

“I can’t say for sure…”

“How much do you need to drink before losing your memory, Mr. Mitter?”

He was obviously irritated now. Mitter pushed his chair back. Stood up and walked over to the door. Put his hands in his pockets and contemplated the lawyer’s hunched back. Waited. But Rüger said nothing.

“I don’t know,” Mitter said eventually. “I’ve tried to work it out. Empty bottles and so on, you know. Presumably six or seven bottles.”

“Red wine?”

“Yes, red wine. Nothing else.”

“Six or seven bottles between two people? Were you alone all evening?”

“Yes, as far as I recall.”

“Do you have an alcohol problem, Mr. Mitter?”

“No.”

“Would you be surprised if other people took a different view?”

“Yes.”

“What about your wife?”

“What do you mean?”

“Is it not true to say that she was admitted”—he pored over his papers and leafed through them—“admitted to an institution for what is commonly known as drying out? In Rejmershus? I have the details here.”

“Why are you asking, then? It’s six years ago. She lost a child, and her marriage broke down.”

“I know, I know. Forgive me, Mr. Mitter, but I have to ask these questions, no matter how unpleasant they may seem. It will be much worse at your trial, I can assure you of that. You might as well get used to it.”

“Thank you, I’m already used to it.”

“Can we go on?”

“Of course.”

“What is your last clear memory from that night? That you can be absolutely certain about?”

“That casserole…We had a Mexican casserole. I’ve told the police about it.”

“Say it again!”

“We had this Mexican casserole. In the kitchen.”

“Yes?”

“We started to make love.”

“Did you tell the police that?”

“Yes.”

“Go on!”

“What do you want to know? The details?”

“Everything you can remember.”

Mitter returned to the table. Lit a cigarette and leaned toward the lawyer. Might as well give it to him good and proper, this hunchbacked pencil pusher.

“Eva was wearing a kimono. Nothing underneath. As we were eating, I started caressing her. We drank as well, of course, and she undressed me. Partly, at least. Eventually I lifted her up onto the table…”

He paused briefly. The lawyer had stopped making notes.

“I lifted her onto the table, pulled off her kimono, and screwed her. I think she screamed—not because it hurt, but from sensual bliss, of course: she used to do that when we made love. I think we kept going for quite a long time. Continued eating and drinking as well. I know I poured wine over her pussy and then licked it off.”

“Wine on her pussy?”

Rüger’s voice was suddenly muted.

“Yes. Was there anything else you’d like to know?”

“Is that the last thing you can remember?”

“I think so.”

Rüger cleared his throat. Took out his handkerchief and blew his nose again.

“What time do you think that would have been?”

“I’ve no idea.”

“Not even roughly?”

“No. It could have been any time between nine and two. I never looked at the clock.”

“I understand. Why should you?”

Rüger started gathering together his papers.

“Might I suggest that you refrain from going into too much detail of the, er, lovemaking, if the matter is raised in court. I think it could be misinterpreted.”

“No doubt.”

“Incidentally, there was no trace of sperm…. Er, I expect you are aware that rather detailed examinations are made…”

“Yes, the chief inspector explained that. No, I never came. I suppose that’s one of the effects of the wine. Or advantages perhaps, depending on how you look at it. Isn’t that so, Mr. Rüger?”

“Hmm. I take it you know that the time has been established?”

“What time?”

“The time of death. Not precisely, of course, that’s virtually never possible. But sometime between four and half past five.”

“I got up at twenty past eight.”

“We know that.”

He stood up. Adjusted his tie and buttoned up his jacket.

“I think that will be enough for today. Thank you very much. I’ll be back tomorrow with some more questions. I hope you will be cooperative.”

“Haven’t I been cooperative today?”

“Yes, very.”

“Can I keep the cigarettes?”

“Please do. May I ask one final question, which might be a little bit, er, uncomfortable?”

“Of course.”

“I think it’s important. I don’t want you to be casual about your answer.”

“No?”

“If you don’t want to say anything, I shall understand completely. But I think it’s important that you are honest with yourself. Anyway, are you quite sure that you really do want to remember what happened, or would you prefer not to know?”

Mitter did not answer. Rüger avoided looking at him.

“I’m shoulder to shoulder with you. I hope you realize that.”

Mitter nodded. Rüger rang the bell, and a few seconds later the warder appeared and let him out. Rüger hesitated in the doorway. Seemed to be unsure of himself.

“My son asked me to pass on greetings. Edwin. Edwin Rüger. You taught him history ten years ago, I don’t know if you remember him. In any case, he liked you. You were an interesting teacher.”

“Interesting?”

“Yes, that’s the word he used.”

Mitter nodded again.

“I remember him. Please pass on greetings, and thank him.” They shook hands, and then he was alone.
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