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  For Clemens


  


  
    What do you think?

  


  Hm. . . Id call it, well. . . an acquired taste?


  Utterly hideous, more like.


  Was it a present?


  No, I bought it.


  Just a minute. You paid good money for that thing?


  Yes.


  For a baby-blue, battery-operated dolphin bedside light which you yourself think is ugly?


  Hideous.


  Okay, so enlighten me. If thats feminine logic, I dont get it.


  Come here.


  Im almost on top of you as it is.


  Come closer all the same.


  Dont tell me you bought it as a sex aid?


  Dickhead.


  Hey, whats the matter? Why are you looking at me like that?


  Promise me. . .


  What?


  Promise youll always turn the light on?


  I. . . I dont get it. Scared of the dark suddenly?


  No, but. . .


  But what?


  Well, Ive been thinking how unbearable it would be if something happened to you. No, wait, dont pull away, I want to hold you tight.


  What is it? Are you crying?


  Look, I know it sounds a bit weird, but Id like us to make a deal.


  Okay.


  If one of us dies  no, please hear me out  the first of us to go must give the other one a sign.


  By turning the light on?


  So we know we arent alone. So we know were thinking of each other even if we cant see each other.


  Baby, I dont know if


  Ssh. Promise?


  Okay.


  Thank you.


  Is that why its so ugly?


  Hideous.


  Right. Good choice from that angle. Wed never turn on that monstrosity by mistake.


  So you promise?


  Of course, babe.


  Thank you.


  Still, whats likely to happen to us?
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Its either real or its a dream,
 
 
theres nothing that is in between.
 
 
Twilight, Electric Light Orchestra
 
 
 
The end justifies the means.
 
 
 
Proverb
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TODAY






  Marc Lucas hesitated. The one uninjured finger of his broken hand hovered over the brass button of the antiquated doorbell for a long time before he pulled himself together and
  pressed it.


  He didnt know what time it was. The horrors of the last few hours had robbed him of his sense of time as well. Out here in the middle of the forest, though, time seemed unimportant
  anyway.


  The chill November wind and the sleet showers of the last few hours had subsided a little, and even the moon was only intermittently visible through rents in the clouds. It was the sole light
  source on a night that seemed as cold as it was dark. There was no indication that the ivy-covered, two-storeyed, timber-built house was occupied. Neither did the disproportionately large chimney
  jutting from the gabled roof appear to be in use, nor could Marc smell the characteristic scent of burning logs that had woken him in the house that morning  shortly after eleven, when they
  had brought him to the professor for the first time. Hed been feeling ill even at that stage, dangerously ill, but his condition had dramatically worsened since then.


  A few hours ago his outward symptoms had been scarcely detectable. Now, blood was dripping on to his dirty trainers from his mouth and nose, his fractured ribs grated together at every breath,
  and his right arm hung limp at his side like an ill-fitting appendage.


  Marc pressed the brass button once more, again without hearing a bell, buzzer or chime. He stepped back and looked up at the balcony. Beyond it lay the bedroom, which by day afforded a
  breathtaking view of the little forest lake whose surface at windless moments resembled a sheet of window glass  a smooth, dark pane that would shatter into a thousand fragments as soon
  someone tossed a stone into it.


  The bedroom remained in darkness. Even the dog, whose name he had forgotten, failed to bark, and there were none of the other sounds that usually emanate from a house whose occupants have been
  roused from sleep in the middle of the night. No bare feet padding down the stairs, no slippers shuffling across the floorboards while their owner nervously clears his throat and tries to smooth
  his tousled hair with both hands and a modicum of spit.


  Yet Marc was unsurprised, even for an instant, when the door suddenly opened as if by magic. Far too many inexplicable things had happened to him in the last few days for him to waste even a
  moments thought on why the psychiatrist should be confronting him fully dressed in a suit and neatly knotted tie, as if he made a point of holding his consultations in the middle of the
  night. Perhaps he really had been working in the recesses of his little house  perusing old case notes or studying one of the thick tomes on neuropsychology, schizophrenia, brainwashing or
  multiple personalities that lay strewn around, although it was years since he had practised as anything but an occasional consultant.


  Marc didnt wonder, either, why the light from the room with the fireplace was reaching him only now. Reflected by a mirror over the chest of drawers, it seemed to adorn the professor with
  a momentary halo. Then the old man stepped back and the effect vanished.


  Marc sighed. Wearily, he leant his uninjured shoulder against the doorpost and raised his shattered hand.


  Please, he implored. Youve got to tell me.


  His tongue impinged on some loose front teeth as he spoke. He coughed, dislodging a little drop of blood from his nose.


  I dont know whats been happening to me.


  The psychiatrist nodded slowly, as if he found it hard to move his head. Most people would have recoiled at the sight of Marc and slammed the door in alarm, or at least summoned medical
  assistance. But Professor Niclas Haberland did nothing of the kind. He merely stepped aside and said, in a low, melancholy voice: Im sorry, youre too late. I cant help
  you.


  Marc nodded. Hed expected this reply and was prepared for it.


  Im afraid youve no choice, he said, taking the automatic from his torn leather jacket.
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  The professor made his way along the passage to the living room. Marc followed close behind with the gun levelled at his back, but he was glad the old man didnt turn
  round and see how close to passing out he was. Hed felt faint as soon as he entered the house. The headache, the nausea, the sweating  all the symptoms intensified by his mental
  ordeal of the last few hours had suddenly returned. He was almost tempted to cling to Haberlands shoulders and let himself be towed along. He was tired, unbearably tired, and the passage
  seemed infinitely longer than it had on his first visit.


  Look, Im sorry, Haberland repeated as they entered the living room, whose most conspicuous feature was an open fireplace with a log fire slowly expiring on the hearth. His
  tone was calm, almost compassionate. I really wish youd come sooner. Times running out.


  Haberlands eyes were completely expressionless. If he was frightened, he managed to conceal it as effectively as the old dog asleep in a little wicker basket by the window. The
  buff-coloured ball of fur hadnt even raised its head when they came in.


  Marc moved to the middle of the room and looked around irresolutely. What do you mean, times running out?


  Just look at yourself. Youre in a worse state than this place of mine.


  Marc returned Haberlands smile, and even that hurt him. The decor of the house was as odd as its location in the forest. Not one piece of furniture matched any other. A grossly overloaded
  Ikea bookcase rubbed shoulders with an elegant Biedermeier chest of drawers. The floor was almost entirely covered with carpets, one of them readily identifiable as a bathroom runner whose colour
  alone clashed with that of the hand-woven silk Chinese carpet beside it. Marc was involuntarily reminded of a box room, yet nothing in this ensemble seemed to be there by chance. Every last object,
  from the gramophone on the tea trolley to the leather sofa, from the wing chair to the linen curtains, suggested a souvenir of times gone by. It was as if the professor feared he would lose a
  reminder of some crucial phase in his existence if he rid himself of any pieces of furniture. The ubiquitous medical textbooks and journals lying not only on the shelves and desk, but also on the
  windowsills, the floor, and even in the log basket beside the hearth, seemed to function as a link between the heterogeneous junk.


  Do sit down, said Haberland. He spoke as if Marc were still the welcome visitor hed been that morning, when they deposited his unconscious form on the comfortable sofa whose
  plump cushions threatened to smother him. Now, though, he would sooner have sat right in front of the fire. He was feeling cold  colder than he had ever felt in his life.


  Shall I put some more wood on? asked Haberland, who seemed to have read his thoughts.


  Without waiting for an answer he went over to the basket of logs, extracted one and tossed it on to the embers. It caught at once, and Marc felt an almost irresistible urge to drive the cold
  from his body by plunging his hands into the flames.


  What happened to you?


  Im sorry? It took him a moment to tear his eyes away from the fireplace and concentrate on Haberland once more.


  The professor looked him up and down. Your injuries, he said, who caused them?


  I did.


  To Marcs surprise, the old psychiatrist merely nodded. I thought as much.


  Why?


  Because youre wondering if you exist at all.


  The truth seemed literally to pin Marc back against the cushions. That was just his problem. This morning the professor had confined himself to vague allusions, but now he wanted absolute clarity. That was why he was back on this squashy sofa.


  You want to know if youre real, thats another reason why you injured yourself. You wanted to make sure you were still capable of sensation.


  How do you know?


  Haberland made a dismissive gesture. Experience. I myself was once in a similar situation.


  He glanced at his wristwatch. Marc wasnt sure, but he thought he detected some scars around the strap. They looked more like old burns than cuts.


  I may not practise officially any more, but my analytical flair hasnt deserted me. Far from it. May I ask what youre feeling at this moment?


  Cold.


  No pain?


  Its bearable. I think Im still too much in shock.


  But dont you think youd be better off in A and E? I havent even an aspirin in the house.


  Marc shook his head. I dont want any pills. All I want is certainty.


  He put the pistol on the coffee table, with the muzzle pointing at Haberland, who was still standing in front of him.


  Prove that I really exist.


  The professor scratched the back of his head, where his grey hair was punctuated by a bald patch about the size of a beer mat. Do you know what is generally held to constitute the
  difference between man and beast? He indicated the dog in the basket, which was restlessly whimpering in its sleep. Self-awareness. We reflect on why we exist, when well die and what happens after death, whereas an animal wastes no thought on whether its on earth at all.


  Haberland had gone over to his dog while speaking. He knelt down and affectionately cupped its shaggy head in his hands.


  Tarzan here cant even recognize himself in a mirror.


  Marc rubbed some dried blood off his eyebrow. His gaze strayed to the window. For one brief moment he thought hed glimpsed a light in the darkness outside. Then he realized it was only
  the reflection of the flickering firelight. It must have started raining again, because the outside of the window pane was spattered with droplets. After a while he discerned his own reflection far
  out in the darkness above the lake.


  Well, he said, I can still see my reflection, but how can I be sure it isnt an illusion?


  What leads you to assume youre suffering from hallucinations? Haberland rejoined.


  Marc concentrated once more on the droplets on the pane. His reflection seemed to be dissolving.


  Well, how about high-rise buildings that vanish into thin air just after Ive left them? How about a man imprisoned in my cellar with a film script that describes what will happen to me
  in a few seconds time? Oh yes, and how about the dead suddenly resurrecting themselves?


  Its because theres no logical explanation for all that happened to me today, he said in a low voice.


  Oh yes, there is.


  Marc spun round. What is it? Please tell me.


  Im afraid we dont have time for that. Haberland glanced at his watch again. It wont be long before you have to leave here once and for all.


  What are you talking about? Marc took the gun from the coffee table and stood up. Are you another of them? Are you in this too? He aimed the automatic at the
  psychiatrists head.


  Haberland put out his hands in a defensive gesture.


  Its not the way you think.


  Really? How do you know?


  The professor shook his head sympathetically.


  Come on, out with it! Marc shouted the words so loudly, the veins in his neck bulged. How much do you know about me?


  The answer took his breath away.


  Everything.


  The fire flared up. Marc had to avert his eyes, unable to endure the sudden glare.


  I know everything, Marc. And so do you. You refuse to believe it, thats all.


  Then, then. . . Marcs eyes started to water. Then tell me, I beg you. Whats happening to me?


  No, no, no. Haberland clasped his hands together in entreaty. It doesnt work like that, believe me. Any realization is worthless unless it comes from
  within.


  Thats crap! Marc yelled. He shut his eyes for a moment, the better to concentrate on the pain in his shoulder. Before going on he swallowed the blood that had collected in
  his mouth. Tell me right now what your game is, or I swear to God Ill kill you.


  He was no longer aiming at the professors head, but straight at his liver. The bullet would destroy some vital organs even if he missed, and out here any medical assistance would arrive
  too late.


  Haberland was unmoved.


  Very well, he said eventually, after they had stared at each other in silence for a while. You want to know the truth?


  Yes.


  Haberland slowly subsided into the wing chair and looked down at the fire, which was burning more and more brightly. His voice sank to an almost inaudible whisper. Have you ever listened
  to a story and wished you hadnt heard the ending?


  He turned to Marc with a compassionate expression.


  Dont say I didnt warn you.
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ELEVEN DAYS EARLIER






  Some people suffer from premonitions. They stand beside a road, see a car go by, and stop short. The car is inconspicuous, neither recently washed nor exceptionally dirty. The
  driver, too, is no different from all the other nameless faces that pass one every day. Hes neither particularly old nor particularly young, isnt clutching the wheel too tightly or
  letting go of it in order to use his mobile phone or eat at the same time. Nor is he exceeding the speed limit by more than he needs to in order to keep up with the rest of the traffic. There are
  no portents of the disaster to come. Yet certain people turn to stare at the receding vehicle for some reason they cannot explain to the police after the event. They do so long before they see the
  nanny warning the vulnerable children in her care to hold hands when crossing at the lights.


  Marc Lucas was another such Cassandra, as his wife Sandra had christened him, though his gift was less well developed than his brothers. Otherwise, he might have been able
  to prevent the tragedy of six weeks ago  a nightmare that seemed to be repeating itself at this moment.


  Stop, hang on a minute, he called to the girl above him.


  The thirteen-year-old was miserably cold. She stood poised on the extreme edge of the five-metre board with both arms hugging her ribs, which showed through the thin material of her swimsuit.
  Marc wasnt sure what was making her shiver, the cold or her fear of jumping. It was hard to tell from where he was, down here in the empty swimming pool.


  Fuck you, Luke! Julia yelled into her mobile.


  Marc wondered how the scrawny girl had been spotted up there at all. Neukllns public baths had been closed for months. Some passer-by must have caught sight of her and called the
  emergency services.


  Fuck you and get lost!


  She leant over and looked down at the grubby tiles as if selecting a suitable spot to land on. Somewhere between that big puddle and the mound of dead leaves.


  Marc shook his head and put his own mobile to his other ear. No, Im staying. Wouldnt miss this for a pension, sweetheart.


  Hearing a murmur behind him, he glanced up at the fireman in charge, who had stationed himself on the edge of the pool with four colleagues and a jumping mat. The man looked as if he was already
  regretting having enlisted Marcs help.


  Theyd found his phone number in the pocket of Julias jeans, which she had left neatly folded, together with the rest of her clothes, beside the ladder of the diving platform. It
  was no accident that she was wearing the swimsuit shed had on when she ran away from home that summer day when her drug-addicted stepfather had been lurking beside the lake yet again,
  waiting for her.


  Marc looked up once more. Unlike Julia, he had no hair left for the wind to ruffle. Not long after he left school his hair had already receded to such an extent that the barber had advised him
  to shave it off completely. That was thirteen years ago. Today, when his routine was governed by a hundred cups of coffee a week, it occasionally happened that some unknown woman smiled at him on
  the Underground  but only if shed fallen for the lie peddled by mens magazines, which claimed that bags under the eyes, worry lines, stubbly chins and other signs of
  degeneration were marks of character.


  What the fuck are you talking about? he heard her ask. Her breath steamed furiously. What wouldnt you miss?


  November in Berlin was notorious for its sudden cold spells, and Marc wondered which Julia would be more likely to die of, multiple injuries or pneumonia. He himself was quite unsuitably
  dressed. Not just for the weather, either. None of his friends went around in jeans full of holes and scuffed old trainers. But then, none of them did a job like his.


  If you jump Ill try to catch you, he called.


  Then well both wind up dead.


  Maybe. But its more likely my body will cushion your fall.


  It was a good sign that Julia had allowed him to climb down into the grimy pool ten minutes ago. Shed threatened to jump at once if the firemen so much as threw a mat into the empty
  basin.


  Youre still growing, your joints are very supple.


  He wasnt sure this was true, given her intake of drugs, but it sounded vaguely plausible.


  Dont talk crap! she yelled back.


  He could now hear her even without a phone.


  Land the wrong way, and you could spend the next forty years unable to move anything but your tongue. Until one of the tubes that drains your body fluids gets clogged up and you die of
  blood poisoning, thrombosis or a stroke. Is that what you want?


  What about you? You want to die if I land on top of you?


  Julias husky voice didnt sound like a thirteen-year-olds. It was as if the dirt of the streets had coated her vocal cords, which now betrayed her souls true age.


  I dont know, Marc replied honestly. An instant later he held his breath: Julia was caught by a gust of wind and swayed forwards. She retained her balance by flailing her
  arms.


  For the moment.


  This time Marc didnt turn to look as a groan went up from the crowd behind him. Judging by its volume, the police and the firemen had been joined by a number of interested spectators.


  Anyway, he said, Ive just as much of a reason to jump as you.


  Youre only talking crap to stop me.


  Really? How long have you been coming to the Beach, Julia?


  Marc liked the street kids name for his Hasenheide office. The Beach. . . It sounded vaguely optimistic, but it suited the human flotsam washed up there daily by the billows of
  misfortune.


  Officially, of course, the centre had a different designation, but even local government records had long since ceased to refer to it as the Neuklln Juvenile Advice
  Bureau.


  How long have we known each other? he persisted.


  Search me.


  Eighteen months, Julia. Have I ever bullshitted you in all that time?


  I dunno.


  Did I ever lie to you? Did I ever make an attempt to inform your parents or teachers?


  She shook her head. At least, he thought he saw her do so from down below. Her jet-black hair flopped around her shoulders.


  Have I ever told anyone where you get the stuff or where you crash?


  No.


  Marc knew that, if Julia jumped, he would have to justify himself in that very respect. On the other hand, if he somehow managed to dissuade this crack-addicted teenager from committing suicide,
  it would be attributable simply and solely to his having gained her trust in the preceding months. He didnt blame people who failed to understand that  his friends, for example, who
  still couldnt grasp why he was wasting his law degree on anti-social elements, as they called them, instead of cashing in on it with some big law firm.


  You werent there, Julia said sulkily. Six weeks, youve been gone.


  Look, were two different people. I dont live in your world, but Ive got problems of my own, and right now theyre so bad, many other men would have topped
  themselves long ago.


  Julia flailed her arms again. From down below it looked as if her elbows were grimy, but Marc knew that the dark scabs were from self-inflicted cuts. It wouldnt be the first time a
  self-harmer turned serious. Youngsters who slashed themselves with a razor blade, so as at least to feel something, were among his most frequent customers at the Beach.


  What happened? she asked in a low voice.


  Gingerly, he felt the sticking plaster on his neck. It would need changing in two days time at most. It doesnt matter. My shit wouldnt make yours any
  better.


  You can say that again.


  Marc smiled and glanced at his mobile, which was registering an incoming call. Turning, he caught sight of a woman in a black trench coat staring at him wide-eyed from the edge of the pool. It
  seemed that the police psychologist had just turned up and wasnt entirely happy with his approach. Standing behind her was an elderly gentleman in an expensive-looking pinstripe suit. He
  gave Marc a friendly wave.


  He decided to ignore them both.


  Remember what I told you the first time you wanted to go back on the stuff because the pains were so bad? Sometimes it feels wrong


  to do the right thing, Julia broke in. Yeah, yeah, Ive had that crap up to here! But you know something? Youre crazy. Life doesnt just
  feel wrong. It is wrong, and your stupid bullshit isnt going to stop me from. . .


  Julia took two steps back. All at once, her stance conveyed that she was about to jump.


  The crowd behind Mark groaned again. He ignored another click on the line.


  Okay, okay. . . At least wait a moment, wont you? Ive brought you something. . .


  He fished a tiny iPod out of his jacket pocket, turned it up full and held the earpiece against the microphone of his mobile.


  I hope youll be able to hear it, he called.


  What is it this time? Julia demanded. Her voice had gone husky, as if she guessed what was coming.


  You know. . . The movie isnt over till the music starts.


  This time hed quoted one of her own sayings. On the few occasions shed attended his surgery voluntarily, she had always insisted on hearing a certain song before leaving. It had
  become a kind of ritual of theirs.


  Kid Rock, he said. The opening was far too quiet and would be inaudible over the mobile in any case, thanks to the wind and the background noise. So Marc did something hed
  last done as a teenager: he sang.


  Roll on, roll on, rollercoaster.


  Looking up, he saw Julia shut her eyes. Then she took a little step forwards.


  Were one day older and one step closer.


  The hysterical cries of alarm behind him increased in volume. Only a few centimetres now separated Julia from the edge of the diving board. Marc sang louder.


  Roll on, roll on, theres mountains to climb.


  The toes of Julias right foot were already peeping over the edge. She still had her eyes shut and the mobile held to her ear.


  Roll on, were. . .


  Marc stopped singing just as she was about to bring her left leg forward. In the middle of the chorus. A tremor ran through her body. She froze in mid-movement and opened her eyes in
  surprise.


  . . . were on borrowed time, she whispered after a long pause. A deathly hush had descended on the pool.


  Marc put his mobile in the pocket of his jeans and caught her eye. You think itll be better? he called. Where youre going?


  Everythingll be better, she shouted back. Everything!


  She was weeping now.


  Really? I was just wondering if they play your song there too.


  Youre such an arsehole. Julias tearful voice had become a hoarse croak.


  Is that likely? I mean, what if you never hear it again?


  So saying, Marc turned and  to the horror of the spectators  strode uphill towards the shallow end.


  Are you mad? he heard someone shout. Another furious comment was drowned by a collective outcry.


  Marc was just hauling himself up the aluminium ladder when he heard the impact on the tiles.


  He didnt turn to look until hed climbed out of the basin.


  Julias mobile phone lay smashed on the spot where hed just been standing.


  Youre an arsehole! she shouted down at him. Now Im not only scared of living, Im scared of dying as well!


  He nodded to her. She jabbed her middle finger at him. A deep sob shook her thin frame as she sat down on the diving board. Two paramedics were already on their way up to her.


  And you sing like shit! she called after him, weeping.


  Marc couldnt help smiling. He brushed a tear from his cheek.


  The end justifies the means, he called back.


  Elbowing his way through the electric storm created by the press hyenas flashguns, he tried to evade the woman in the trench coat, who was barring his path. Having fully expected a
  reproachful tirade, he was surprised by her businesslike expression.


  My name is Leana Schmidt, she said briskly, putting out her hand. Her shoulder-length brown hair was drawn back so tightly, it looked as if someone was tugging at her plait from
  behind.


  Marc hesitated for a moment, fingering the plaster on his neck. Shouldnt you be seeing to Julia?


  He looked up at the diving board.


  Thats not why Im here.


  Their eyes met.


  So whats it about?


  Its your brother. Benjamin was discharged from the psychiatric hospital two days ago.
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  The shiny black Maybach parked at the mouth of the narrow cul-de-sac stood out like a sore thumb in this part of Berlin, and not only because of its exceptional size. Monsters
  of that order were generally to be seen cruising from one government ministry to another, not through the German capitals most crime-ridden district.


  Marc had simply walked off when the woman accosted him about his brother and was trying to get away as fast as possible. For one thing, because he had enough on his plate without hearing news of
  Benny; for another, because he wanted to put some distance between himself and this cheerless place. Besides, it was growing steadily colder.


  He turned up the collar of his leather jacket and rubbed his ears, the most weather-sensitive parts of his body. Their invariable reaction to sub-zero temperatures was a stabbing pain that
  swiftly spread to his temples if he didnt get into the warm in double-quick time.


  He was just wondering whether to cross the street and head for the Underground when he heard the squeal of broad-gauge tyres behind him. The driver flashed his lights a couple of times, their
  halogen glare bouncing off the wet cobbles, but Marc kept to his side of the street and speeded up. If his work in the Berlin streets had taught him anything, it was to avoid responding to
  strangers for as long as possible.


  The car caught him up and slowed to a walking pace, gliding almost silently along beside him.


  The driver seemed unconcerned that he was on the wrong side of the street. The Maybach was so wide, an oncoming car couldnt have passed it in any case.


  Marc heard the characteristic hum of an electric window. Then a breathy female voice softly called his name.


  Herr Lucas?


  The voice sounded friendly and rather feeble, so he risked a sidelong glance and was surprised to see that the speaker was an elderly man. He looked well over sixty, maybe even over seventy.
  Most voices tend to deepen with age. In his case the opposite had happened.


  Marc was walking on even faster when he recognized the man in the pinstripe suit, the one who had waved to him a few minutes ago from the edge of the pool.


  Fuck it, am I going to be pestered by nutters today?


  Marc Lucas, thirty-two, of 67A Steinmetzstrasse, Schneberg?


  The old man was sitting on a fawn leather bench seat with his back to the direction of travel. The limousines interior was clearly spacious enough for half a dozen people to sit facing
  one another.


  Who wants to know? Marc asked, without turning his head. He sensed that the stranger with the white hair and thick, bushy eyebrows represented no threat. Still, that didnt
  mean he couldnt be the bearer of bad news, and Marc had had more than enough of that in recent weeks.


  The old man cleared his throat. Then, almost inaudibly, he said: The Marc Lucas who killed his pregnant wife?


  Marc froze, incapable of taking another step. The damp autumn air had transmuted itself into an impermeable glass wall.


  He turned to the car as the rear door swung slowly open. There was a soft, rhythmical electronic beeping, the kind that warns you your seatbelt isnt secured.


  What do you want? he asked when hed recovered his voice. It sounded as hoarse as that of the stranger in the car.


  How long have Sandra and the baby been dead? Six weeks?


  Marcs eyes filled with tears. Why are you doing this to me?


  Come on, get in.


  With an amiable smile, the old man patted the seat beside him.


  Ill take you to a place where you can turn the clock back.
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  Seen through the Maybachs tinted windows, the buildings that slid silently past them looked unreal, like the faades of a film set. In the luxury
  limousines sound-proofed interior it was hard to imagine that real people actually lived behind those grimy walls, and that the pedestrians on the pavements werent extras  the
  old man searching dustbins for bottles with a deposit on them, or the gang of truants overturning a bag-womans stolen supermarket trolley. There were also some wholly unremarkable
  individuals battling their way through the rain, of course, but even they seemed to be living in a lost, parallel world from which Marc had escaped since taking his place in the strangers
  car.


  Who are you? he asked, leaning forward. The hydraulic cushions of the ergonomically designed leather seat promptly adjusted themselves to his new position. In lieu of a reply, the
  elderly man handed him a business card. It was unusually thick, about as thick as a folded banknote. Marc could have sworn it would smell of some rare wood if he sniffed it.


  Dont you remember me? the stranger asked with another good-natured smile.


  Professor Patrick Bleibtreu? Marc murmured to himself, running a fingertip over the black engraved lettering on the linen card. Do we know each other?


  You emailed my institute about two weeks ago.


  Just a minute. . . Turning the card over, Marc recognized the clinics logo. Some ingenious commercial artist had woven the professors initials into a figure eight
  lying on its side  the infinity symbol.


  That advert. . . the one in the Spiegel. . . it was yours?


  Bleibtreu inclined his head. He opened the armrest beside him and took out a magazine. We advertise in Focus, Stern and Spiegel. I think you replied to this one.


  Marc nodded as the old man handed him the open magazine. It was pure chance that the advertisement had caught his eye while he was leafing through it. He never read news magazines as a rule, let
  alone adverts. Ever since hed had to have his dressing changed twice a week, however, hed been obliged to kill a lot of time with the old illustrateds in the waiting area of his
  father-in-laws hospital.


  Learn to forget. . . he read out. The headline had exerted a magnetic attraction on him.


  Have you experienced a severe trauma, and would you like to erase it from your memory? If so, email us. The Bleibtreu Psychiatric Clinic is seeking applicants to take part in a clinical trial
  under medical supervision.


  Why didnt you respond to our calls? the professor asked.


  Marc briefly rubbed his ears, which were burning in that familiar, agonizing way as they gradually thawed out. So that accounted for all the calls from unknown numbers hed left unanswered
  over the last few days.


  I never respond to unsolicited calls, he said. And, to be frank, I never get into strangers cars either.


  Why make an exception this time?


  Its drier in here.


  Marc sat back and pointed to the side window. The airstream was dragging plump raindrops across the water-repellent surface of the glass.


  Does the boss always attend to new patients in person?


  Only when theyre candidates as promising as yourself.


  Promising in what respect?


  Conducive to the success of our experiment.


  The professor retrieved the magazine and put it back in the central console.


  Ill be absolutely honest with you, Marc. May I call you that? His gaze fastened on Marcs trainers and travelled upwards to the knee that was showing through his
  threadbare jeans. You dont look like someone who stands on ceremony.


  Marc shrugged. What does this experiment entail?


  The Bleibtreu Clinic is a world leader in the field of personal memory research.


  The professor crossed his legs. His pinstriped trouser leg rode up over one sock to reveal the beginnings of a hairy shin.


  In recent decades, hundreds of millions in research funds have been invested in discovering how the human brain works. In simple terms, the main focus has been on questions relating to
  the subject of learning. Hordes of researchers were and still are obsessed with the idea of using the brains capacity more efficiently.


  Bleibtreu tapped his forehead.


  There has never been a finer high-powered computer than the one in here. Theoretically, anyone is capable of reeling off all the numbers in a telephone directory after a single reading.
  The ability to form synapses, thereby increasing our cerebral storage capacity to an almost infinite extent, is not a utopian dream. In my opinion, however, all these lines of research have been
  heading in the wrong direction.


  And I suspect youre going to tell me why.


  The invisible chauffeur behind the opaque glass partition was negotiating a roundabout.


  Our problem is not that we learn too little. On the contrary, our problem is forgetting.


  Marcs hand strayed to the plaster on his neck. Becoming aware of this involuntary movement, he quickly withdrew it.


  According to the latest statistics, said Bleibtreu, one child in four is abused and one woman in three sexually harassed or raped in the course of their lives. There are few
  people on earth who have not been victims of crime at least once, and half of them have needed some form of psychological therapy thereafter, at least in the short term. But irreparable scars are
  often inflicted on our mental tissue, not only by crime but by numerous everyday experiences. From the psychological aspect, for instance, lovesickness possesses an almost greater
  negative intensity than the loss of a person close to us.


  Sounds as if this isnt the first time youve delivered this lecture, Marc interjected.


  Bleibtreu removed a dark-blue signet ring from his finger and transferred it to the other hand. He smiled.


  Up to now, he said, psychoanalysis has tended to unearth suppressed memories. Our research proceeds in the diametrically opposite direction.


  You help people to forget.


  Precisely. We erase negative thoughts from our patients consciousness. Permanently.


  That sounds alarming, thought Marc. Having guessed that the experiment would amount to something of the kind, hed felt annoyed by his tipsy response soon after sending off the email. He
  would never have replied to the Bleibtreu Clinics dubious advertisement had he been sober, but that night hed made a disastrous mistake and inadvertently told a cabby to take him to
  his old address. He had suddenly found himself back outside the little house that still looked as if the door would burst open at any moment and a barefoot, laughing Sandra come running out to meet
  him.


  It was the For Sale sign outside that had brought him face to face with his loss. He had turned away at once and run back down the street where local children played in the road in
  summer and pets dozed on dustbins because no one there, neither man nor beast, feared the advent of evil. He had run faster and faster, back into his new, worthless existence  back to the
  bachelor flat in Schneberg into which hed moved after being discharged from hospital. But he hadnt run fast enough to escape from all the memories pursuing him. Their first kiss
  at the age of seventeen; Sandras laughter when she gave away the plot of a film before he guessed it himself; her look of disbelief when he told her how lovely she was; their tears when the
  pregnancy test turned out positive; and, finally, the advertisement hed just reread.


  
    LEARN TO FORGET

  


  He expelled a deep breath and strove to concentrate on the present.


  The advantages of deliberately induced amnesia are immense. A man who has accidentally run over a child will never again be haunted by terrible visions of the paramedics failing to
  resuscitate it. A mother wont spend the rest of her life waiting in vain for her eleven-year-old son to come home from swimming in the lake.


  Smoothly though the chauffeur braked, there was a faint clink from the cut-glass tumblers in the limos walnut-veneered cocktail cabinet.


  The worlds intelligence services are interested in our findings, I fully admit. From now on, therell be no need to eliminate agents who threaten to defect to the enemy,
  taking all their knowledge with them. Well simply erase the vital information from their minds.


  Is that why youre rolling in money, because youre funded by the military?


  Its a billion-dollar business, I grant you, and of unparalleled importance to the immediate future. But the pharmaceutical industry has always been like that. It may make a few
  people wealthy, but it also makes a lot of people healthy or even happy.


  Bleibtreu stared at Marc with the piercing intensity of an interrogator. Were still at the very beginning, Marc. Were pioneers  thats why were looking
  for people like you. Guinea pigs who have had to cope with trauma as severe as yours.


  Marc swallowed hard. He was feeling just as he had six weeks ago, when his father-in-law brought the terrible news to his bedside.


  She didnt make it, Luke. . .


  Just think, Bleibtreu told him. Wouldnt it be nice if you could wake up in the mornings without your first thought being of your dead wife? Of the baby that never saw
  the light? You wouldnt feel guilty any more because you wouldnt know youd driven the car into a tree. Youd be able to go back to work, socialize with friends and laugh
  your head off at some comedy film because the splinter in your neck wouldnt be a perpetual reminder that you escaped with a scratch whereas Sandra was hurled though the windscreen and bled
  to death at the crash scene.


  Marc ostentatiously unbuckled his seatbelt and reached for the door handle.


  Kindly let me out.


  But Marc. . .


  At once!


  Very gently, Bleibtreu put a hand on his knee. I wasnt being deliberately provocative. I was merely repeating what you yourself wrote in your email to us.


  I was at the end of my tether.


  You still are. I heard you at the swimming pool. You said you were contemplating suicide.


  Bleibtreu removed his hand, but Marc could still feel its weight on his knee.


  I can offer you something better.


  The glasses clinked again, like a couple of ghosts derisively toasting each other. Marc noticed only now that his back was wet with sweat despite the pleasant temperature in the cars
  air-conditioned interior. Nervously, he fingered the dressing on his neck. This time he left his hand on the plaster over the itching wound.


  Speaking purely hypothetically, he said in a hoarse voice, this experiment of yours  what form would it take?
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  Eddy Valkas shop smelt of cats piss and roses. Not an unusual combination to anyone reasonably well acquainted with him. All that surprised Benny was that Valka had wanted to see him so soon. Hed only been out two days, and the ultimatum didnt expire until next week.


  What is this, a proposal of marriage? He laughed and rubbed his left shoulder, which those two knuckleheads had almost dislocated when throwing him into the boot. Hed have
  got in of his own free will. You didnt object when Valka wanted a word with you. Not for long, anyway.


  Valka threw him a quick glance, then devoted himself again to the long-stemmed roses lying on the counter in front of him. Picking them up one by one, he assessed their length, trimmed them with
  secateurs and placed them in a galvanized bucket.


  Youll have to ask my parents permission first.


  Your parents are dead, Valka said in an expressionless voice, decapitating another rose. He evidently disliked its colour. Did you know that cut flowers should be dunked in
  boiling water when they droop? He clicked the secateurs warningly at a Blue Chartreuse that was preparing to jump up on to the counter.


  Head first or stem first? Benny quipped.


  He watched the cat scamper off to join its siblings under a radiator. Nobody knew why Valka put up with them. He didnt like animals. He didnt like any living creatures, if the
  truth be told. He had opened the florists only because he could hardly declare his true sources of income to the tax inspector. And also because he didnt want his tame rose-sellers
   the poor devils who hawked their wares around the citys bars and pubs at night  to buy their stuff elsewhere. If Valka controlled a business, he controlled it a hundred per
  cent.


  Benny looked around for somewhere to park himself, but the stuffy little shop wasnt equipped to accommodate waiting customers. In fact, it didnt seem interested in attracting
  customers at all, being far too remote from Kpenicks main shopping streets and bang next door to a boxing gym whose burly habitus werent exactly a florists
  preferred clientele.


  Great name, by the way, said Benny, glancing at the grimy shop window, on which a semi-circle of self-adhesive letters spelt out the word ROSENKRIEG  Rose War
   in mirror writing. Very apt.


  Valka gave a gratified nod. Youre the first person to notice.


  His was a Czech surname meaning war. As the uncrowned king of East Berlins nightclub-bouncer fraternity, Eddy Valka was inordinately proud of it. He wiped his hands on a
  green rubber apron and looked Benny in the eye for the first time.


  Youre looking better than you used to. Not as flabby. Been working out?


  Benny nodded.


  Well, Im damned, that funny farm seems to have done you good. How come they let you out so soon?


  They reassess you every couple of months. Its regulations.


  I see.


  Valka extracted an exceptionally long-stemmed rose from the bucket and sniffed it appreciatively.


  So the shrinks thought youd ceased to be a danger to the public?


  Yes, once my beloved brother had finally withdrawn his statement. Benny fingered the frond of a yucca palm beside him. They released me after that.


  They could always have consulted me, said Valka.


  Benny couldnt help grinning. To be honest, Im not sure youd make a trustworthy sponsor in the eyes of the law.


  The corners of Valkas mouth turned down. He looked affronted. Nobodys better qualified than me to testify that you wouldnt hurt a fly. How long have we known each
  other?


  Getting on for twenty years, Benny replied, wondering when Valka would get to the point. This meeting had to be more than just a chat about old times.


  Christ, my current girlfriend wasnt even born then. Valkas smile went out like a light. We didnt want you in with us to start with, Benny. You were just
  too soft.


  Another rose lost its head.


  And thats precisely what Id have told the shrinks who locked you up. Id have told them that my former associate is an HSP.


  Benny smiled. It was very rare for someone to know the technical term for his disorder. But Eddy Valka was one of those people you couldnt judge by appearances. His bulldog features,
  bullet head and crooked teeth made him look like the archetypal roughneck. In reality, he had graduated from school and had even studied psychology for four terms before discovering that he wanted
  to be the cause of his fellow mens nightmares, not the solution to them.


  Who told you that? Benny asked.


  Well, I often wondered what was wrong with you. Why you were so different from your brother, who never ducked a fight.


  Valka tugged at a jammed drawer beneath the counter and opened it with difficulty.


  I mean, I never saw you with a girl, so I thought you were gay or something. But then I came across this.


  He produced a newspaper article. HSP, he read aloud. Highly Sensitive Person. Generally described as someone suffering from a pathological hypersensitive disorder. Such
  individuals are considerably more sensitive to their environment than normal test subjects. They sense, feel, see, taste and smell everything far more intensely.


  Benny made a dismissive gesture. Thats all humbug.


  Oh yeah? It says here that HSPs used to be sages and advisers at the royal courts of old. Or, thanks to their ability to empathize with the thoughts and emotional states of others, they
  became diplomats, artists, financial experts. . . Valka glanced at Benny over the top of the paper. That would explain why you were always on at me to put mercy before justice, go
  easy on my enemies, and all that shit. He snorted noisily. It also explains why I made you my bookkeeper.


  Bennys expression didnt change even now that Valka had finally came to the real reason for this meeting: money.


  But it also says  Valka looked down at the article and clicked his tongue  that HSPs have a regrettable tendency to become depressive. Lots of them go insane
  and commit suicide.


  Im still alive.


  Yes, thanks more to your brother than yourself.


  Must we talk about Marc?


  Valka guffawed. Glad you reminded me of what I really wanted to show you. Come with me.


  Tossing his apron on to the counter, he picked up the secateurs and gave Benny an unmistakable signal to follow him into the back room.


  Valka used the windowless room next door as a storeroom. Not for flowers, fertilizer or vases, but  as Benny was appalled to see  for garbage. Human garbage, and this specimen was
  still alive.


  Its time we cured you of this HSP disorder of yours, said Valka, pointing to a naked man lashed to a St Andrews cross. Jammed into his mouth was an orange ball gag
  with a central aperture the diameter of a drinking straw  his only means of breathing. He was on the verge of asphyxia, given that he couldnt inhale any air through his nose, which
  was broken.


  I want you to pay close attention, said Valka. He turned on an inspection lamp dangling from the ceiling, rhythmically clicking the secateurs in his other hand as he did so. The
  gagged mans eyes widened at the sound. He couldnt see the blades because his head was imprisoned in a sort of clamp that prevented him from turning it. The retaining screws were
  inserted in his ears, and blood was already seeping from the left one.


  Benny started to turn away.


  No, no, no. Eddy clicked his tongue several times as though quietening a horse. Watch carefully.


  He went right up to the naked man and held the secateurs immediately in front of his face. The blades struck sparks from his victims pupils, he was breathing more and more
  frantically.


  That article really opened my eyes, Benny. It said that HSPs are exceptionally sensitive to pain. Is that correct?


  Benny was speechless with horror.


  Many of them dont even respond to anaesthetics. Imagine the torture of going to the dentist!


  Valka thrust his victims upper lip aside with the secateurs. The man had bad, nicotine-stained teeth.


  But what I found most interesting, Benny, was that people like you are said to be particularly sensitive to the sufferings of others. It seems they often feel other peoples pain
  more intensely than their own.


  Valka raised the mans right eyelid with his thumb.


  Stop it, Benny whimpered, although he knew it was futile. Valka wanted to demonstrate what would happen to him if he failed to repay the 90,000 euros hed borrowed.


  Valka turned to him one more time. That makes things simpler for me, my sensitive young friend. It means I can inflict pain on you without harming a hair of your head.


  Benny stared at the rhythmically heaving chest of the naked man, who couldnt have been more than twenty-five. Looking into those bulging eyes, he smelt the fear in which the dank little
  room was steeped. He could feel it on his skin and taste it under his tongue, and he knew that, in the next few seconds, he himself would be in excruciating pain  as if his own eyeball were
  being scooped from its socket and the optic nerve severed with a pair of rusty secateurs.
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