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Prologue

A clear sky greeted Samuel Liebtreu as he hurried down Leipziger Strasse,  his ragged breath 

steaming in the cold. Avoiding the ongoing traffic of the Berlin rush hour he nervously checked his 

watch over and over. He was going to be late for his morning shift. Again. He hated arriving late 

nearly as much as he hated his job. It wasn’t so much the patronising look his manager would give 

him, the irritating finger wagging, the exasperated tutting, but the realisation the manager gen-

uinely thought his only option was working here.

Sam hated it because somewhere deep down this was what scared him the most. Every morning 

when the alarm clock went off he repeated his mantra: this job was only a short-term solution. It 

earned him enough money to avoid moving back in with his parents and gave him enough time to 

figure out his next steps. 

As he narrowly avoided a pile of dog excrement on the pavement and swerved past an old lady 

walking her overweight poodle, he made a note of the three things he had to do today. Survive the 

day at work without walking out on his boss. Call his sister Sophie to congratulate her on the birth 

of her baby girl. Catching his breath, he paused for a few seconds at the crossing of Streeseman-

nallee, his hand on his pumping chest, and as soon as the little traffic light man flashed green he 

sped across. He thought about his girlfriend. It was over. She just didn’t know it yet. That was his 

third task of the day: break up with Janine.

Little did he know, he would complete none of these tasks today. He rushed into the coffee house, 

flung his coat over the staff coat hook, slid behind the bar while pulling the canary yellow apron 

over his head, and started stacking coffee cups according to size. His hands shaking, he was hop-

ing Gudrun, the coffee shop owner, wouldn’t appear from her tiny office just yet. He grabbed the 

remote control and flicked on the small wall mounted TV. The early morning news programme 

flashed up.

Sam glanced up at the fake vintage railway clock on the wall. 6:34am. He relaxed. ‘Not bad!’, he 

thought. Especially considering he was already late when he woke up. He quietly congratulated 

himself on the newly set record as he leaned into his first customer of the day, greeting the man 

hunched over the bar with a cheery:
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‘Good morning Sir! What can I get you? The usual?’ 

While he steamed the hissing milk in a jug, he glanced over at the man flattening his newspaper on 

the counter. The man was a regular, a short ugly fifty-something accountant in a cheap brown suit. 

He looked like someone who enjoyed wasting his life confined in a tiny office,  hiding behind 

stacks of paper files, his skin sallow and pale from overexposure to neon lights.

How boring, Sam shook his head as he rippled the newspaper slightly to give the man his morn-

ing latte. I could use one myself, he thought. Working in a coffee shop had its perks, and he would 

usually start the day sleepy and walk home slightly wired after one too many espressos. 

The accountant tore his gaze away from the news channel with a deep frown, nodded a quick 

thank you as he lifted the cup to his lips and pointed at the TV screen. His eyes were wide with 

consternation. 

‘Now isn’t this completely crazy? Who does this? What kind of an animal does this? That psycho 

needs to be locked up for life’. He shook his head in disbelief, licking the foam off his thick mous-

tache. 

His curiosity piqued, Sam leaned over the counter and turned up the volume to understand what 

the otherwise boring-looking man seemed so excited about. The monotone voice of the presenter 

filled the coffee house. Sam never paid much attention to news programmes, he found the constant 

cycle of news depressing at best. He didn’t believe the fear mongering and speculations the pre-

senters stoked. With screaming headlines, grainy photographs and shaky footage, they appealed to 

the uneducated. As the accountant rambled on about how dangerous psychopaths should be put 

on death-row instead of being given immunity on the basis of their insanity, Sam peered over at 

the source of the man’s outrage. His jaw slowly dropped. He read the ticker headline again and 

again, his brain unable to compute. 

Holy shit. His hands and feet went numb as he listened to the interviewees, only registering snip-

pets of the reported story. Blood spatters on three-meter high ceilings. A human tragedy. A monster on a 

bloody rampage. A family forever destroyed. 
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Sam’s heart beat wildly against his ribcage as he listened intently. The victim had to be identified 

by his dental records. They had to drag the hysterical wife from the crime scene. Holy fuck. Sam 

wiped his brow with a shaky hand. 

‘Hey? Are you listening? The bill! I need to go.’ 

Bewildered, Sam turned to meet the accountant's quizzing gaze. His whole world had slowed 

down and blurred at the edges. Unable to talk, he pointed at the blurry photo next to the scream-

ing headline. A tall, slightly overweight man in a blue hooded jumper was being pushed into a po-

lice van. The photo was of bad quality, but Sam identified him as the man he’d had dinner with the 

night before. 

‘Fucking hell’, Sam swore again – he just couldn’t believe it. He had to call somebody, anybody. 

My sister? No, not my sister, she just gave birth. My mum. The phone rang just as he picked it up 

to dial his mother’s home number. He answered, hesitantly wondering what he would say to her, 

but the deep voice at the other end took him by surprise.

‘Hello? Yes, it’s me’. He bit his thumb fingernail. ‘Yes I am aware of... Errm...What? Now? Err...yes 

I, I suppose I can, what’s the address?’ He snatched a pen from the till, nervously fumbled for a 

piece of paper, knocked over the milk jug and swore under his breath as the milk stained its way 

down his pants. 

He grabbed a napkin and in spidery writing he jotted down the address the voice told him. 

‘Thank you officer, I’ll be there in an hour’. He hung up. For a second, he wondered how the police 

had got his number. It must have been one of the recently-dialled numbers on the mobile phone 

found at the crime scene. As he looked up, both his manager and the accountant looked at him 

quizzically. Shocked to the core, without so much as a word, he picked up his coat and exited the 

coffee shop.

***

‘My name is Jay, and I'm a good person’, he kept repeating to himself as he stepped out of the van. 

The daylight hit him with such brightness, he was thankful to hide under his hood. The first thing 

he noticed was the sound. It was deafening. People were screaming and shouting. He closed his 
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eyes in a desperate attempt to shut out the harsh light and the screams as he wished himself else-

where. As he took a few hesitant steps forward he felt cold sweat trickling down between his 

broad shoulder blades. Like a pig to the slaughterhouse, a dead man walking.

Again he repeated the sentence in his head ‘My name is Jay, and I'm a good person’. Slowly he 

looked up at the sea of screaming people crowding in on him, pushing each other out of the way to 

get a closer look. Their evil eyes wide open, they wanted to peel his skin off with their claws and 

feast on his limbs. He tried to take a step back, but a strong arm held him tightly into place.

A microphone was thrust in his face, striking his cheek. Jay flinched, tightly clenching his jaw. A 

journalist  fired questions at  him but he couldn’t  understand a word that was said.  The man’s 

mouth opened and closed, white bubbles of spittle forming at the corners. Jay's head shrunk fur-

ther into the hood of his jumper as the hand that held his arm jerked him to one side. His long 

fringe hung low down his face. He closed his eyes in a desperate attempt to escape.

Someone else wrangled free from the media scrum, pushed past the police cordons, held up a 

camera and started eagerly shooting him from all angles. The camera flashes blinded him, but 

years of Pavlovian conditioning forced Jay to grimace awkwardly into the lenses before a police 

officer drove the photographer back beyond the cordoned-off area. Jay bowed his head in shame. 

His beard touched his chest. He was glad they hadn’t made him shave this morning. These days he 

rarely looked in the mirror but when he did he liked how the fuzzy dark brown hair blurred his 

face and hid his bloated features.

When he rubbed them against each other the palms of his hands were sweaty and numb. Slowly 

he felt his vision slip out of focus. He clenched his big calloused hands into fists and repeated qui-

etly ‘My name is Jay’. Over and over again. ‘I'm 30 years old and I'm a good…’ The man tightened 

the grip on his arm until it hurt and shouted in his ear to shut up and walk straight ahead. Reality 

narrowed and Jay felt the cold, steely grip of fear clawing its way up his numbing arms. His heart-

beat accelerated and he could feel his pulse throbbing on the inside of his wrists.

Suddenly he couldn’t feel his feet anymore and he realised he had stopped walking. The symp-

toms were familiar to him. It always started with the same symptoms. Soon his mind would fog up 

and his vision blur until he was unable to move a muscle, he would start hyperventilating and 

then he would hear it. He tried to control his breathing and ignore the raucous crowd by staring 
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intently at his dirty trainers. He exhaled slowly and noticed a shoelace had come undone. The 

thought of simply bending down to tie it crossed his mind but he couldn’t. The cold steel of the 

handcuffs dug into his wrists. 

He gritted his teeth. The urge to turn around and run away as fast as he could was overwhelming. 

To run away from the crowd, the noise, the policemen and the tall, dark building he was being led 

to. As if hearing his thoughts, the square-shouldered policeman next to him grunted menacingly 

and tightened his grip on Jay’s arm. Suddenly Jay heard a familiar voice whispering his name in-

sistently. He shuddered in terror.

Jay. Psst. Jay. It’s me.

Not now.

You need me. I know what to do. I can get you out of here. Let yourself fall on the floor and bang your head 

against that sidewalk. You must do it. 

No.

Hit your head against the edge until it bleeds. You must do it now. Do it. Until your skull cracks open and 

your brain pours out onto the concrete. You have no choice.

He shook his head.

 No. 

The voice giggled devilishly and hissed disapprovingly.

You know you must do it. There is no way out. A fatal injury is your last chance to escape.

No.

As he looked up in despair, he scanned the crowd and all the faces blurred into one sweaty ugly 

mass. He wanted to scream. And then he stopped. His eyes locked on her. The skinny blonde girl 
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in the floaty white dress. She stood motionless amidst the commotion, her long white blonde hair 

framing her pale, delicate face. A beam of light burning through the dark fog. She held her head up 

high, elegantly cocked to one side. Accentuated by the bruised dark circles beneath them, her eyes 

were black with sadness and her lips moved silently.

He shuffled past her, pushed and shoved by the policemen at his side. She calmly looked up and 

stared at him with piercing eyes. She looked straight into his soul with such conviction that the 

voice in his head retreated back into its furthest corner. She smiled a melancholic smile. Silently 

she pressed the palms of her hands together in prayer and mouthed ‘I'm with you. Always’. Al-

though silent, the words resonated in his head like the bells of a church. He took a deep breath, 

bracing himself,  and the two policemen grabbed his arms and dragged him towards the large 

wooden doors of the building. The sign next to the entrance read: Criminal Court of Justice.
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Part one - An endless summer

***

‘You know how the time flies

Only yesterday was the time of our lives

We were born and raised in a summer haze

Bound by the surprise of our glory days’ 

Adele

***
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Chapter 1 - A dead rabbit on first encounter 

Berlin, December 2010

As the plane touched down at Berlin Tegel airport, Sophie Liebtreu looked out of the window at 

the grey sky, and smiled. She was pleased she had convinced herself and her husband to escape 

the daily London grind and spend their daughter’s first Christmas with her family in Berlin. So-

phie looked at the little girl stirring in her arms. At fourteen months, she was growing into a cute 

dark-haired toddler with big green inquisitive eyes. She was keen to explore everything in her 

vicinity. Pulling her mother’s hair, she flashed an eight-toothed smile. Sophie noticed her swollen 

gums and knew with the kind of certainty only mothers get that there were many more sleepless 

nights ahead of them.

The airport building drawing closer, Sophie thought of her parents waiting at arrivals and silently 

pledged that this year, there wouldn’t be any rows. For once they would all get along. She would 

nod her head in consent to her mother’s never-ending flood of well-meaning advice on how kids 

should only be fed organic, locally-sourced products. She would pat her brother Sam silently on 

the shoulder and not lecture him on how he should apply for business school rather than wasting 

his talent working in a coffee shop. She was not going to say anything heinous to her sister Anna, 

no sarcastic comments about her fear of everything and no derogatory comments about her never-

ending wallflower status.  Not  this  time.  Finally,  she was hoping her  child would awaken the 

grandfather in her father. Every time she visited, John Liebtreu had a tendency to retreat into his 

study to systematically down beer after beer, only to reappear, blind drunk and swearing. 

She looked at her daughter, suddenly overwhelmed with the desire to squeeze her and shower her 

with kisses.  My little dove of peace.  Juliet’s  first  Christmas was going to be harmonious and 

peaceful, Sophie vowed, If only I could get rid of this sinusitis, she thought.

The antibiotics she was taking were strong enough to clear out the thick green mucus that festered 

under her eye sockets, but with a blocked nose and inactive taste buds, food tasted like cardboard. 

After carefully navigating through the conversational minefield that was the first dinner with her 

family, Sophie was relieved to retreat to the living room. Wrapping herself in her favourite wool 

cardigan,  she curled up on the red leather sofa next  to her sister  Anna.  Anna was four years 
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younger, the middle child and radically different from her older sister. As much as Sophie was 

outgoing and confident, Anna was quiet and introverted. 

‘So what are our plans for tomorrow night?’ Sophie casually enquired as her brother Sam slumped 

next to her with a glass of red wine.  

Her mother looked up from her iPad, removed her reading glasses and smiled. 

‘Well, your father and I being creatures of habit, we have booked our usual table at Freddy’s for 

their Christmas party.’

Sam groaned and rolled his eyes, mocking their parents’ predictable Christmas dinner, but Sophie 

smiled. She had always loved these get-togethers and had been secretly hoping they would cele-

brate this year in the same, rock-themed restaurant. It was a welcome change from the usual sugar-

coated Christmases with too many ‘jingle bells’ and ‘ho ho hos’.

With an excellent rock band entertaining the guests the evening was inevitably a success, and usu-

ally ended with Sophie’s father drunk, dancing uncoordinatedly – but in a better mood than if he 

had stayed at home. Sophie’s husband Martin nodded in approval. The rather straight-laced Scot-

tish investment banker she had married a year before she got pregnant with their first child had 

come to appreciate the slightly different take on traditional Christmas. He would laugh at Sophie’s 

mother’s eccentric sparkly outfits and keep a watchful eye on her father slowly getting more and 

more inebriated.

‘That’s a fabulous idea – it'll be fun! Who else is coming?’ Sophie hoped her voice hit the right tone 

of cheerfulness. 

The party was usually joined by a group of her parents’ friends, including Henry Adler, her fa-

ther’s best friend. Henry was a handsome and gentle man in his early 60s for whom Sophie had a 

great affection. Suddenly nervous, Sophie bit her lip. She wasn’t sure whether she wanted his son 

Jay to be there or not. They had made it a habit to meet up whenever she was in Berlin and as far 

as she could remember they had spent every Christmas together for the past eighteen years. How-

ever, she hadn’t seen or heard from her childhood friend in quite a while. Since their last encounter 

their correspondence had all but ceased. 
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Her emails were not replied to, her voice messages ignored and she was anxious to check on him. 

She wondered if she would introduce him to her daughter.

‘Is Jay coming too?’

Sophie’s question hung in the room unanswered for what seemed an eternity. When her mother 

finally lifted her head, her face had turned pale and her features twisted into a mask of sadness. 

Her mouth twitched nervously. She tried to speak, but the words seemed to fail her. Sophie knew 

instinctively that something was very wrong.

‘Oh Sophie, we didn’t know how to tell you this. We need to talk to you about Jay. We have some 

bad news,’ she finally croaked, her eyes welling up. 

Sophie remembered seeing Jay two years ago for Christmas. Then he had been in a fragile – 

 but stable – state. An accident? Is he alright? What happened? Where is he? She couldn’t sup-

press the dread rising inside of her. Her mind raced as she tried desperately to remain calm. Her 

hands started tingling, and she flinched nervously at the touch of her brother’s hand on her arm. 

Her mother shook her head. She looked old and broken and unable to speak. She looked pleading-

ly at her husband who seemed to shrink into his armchair. He looked ill at ease, being the bearer of 

bad news was a role that didn’t suit him. 

‘Jay was involved in an incident,’ she thought she heard him say. He tried to remain matter-of-fact, 

but Sophie could sense the raw emotions he was trying to mask. She felt lightheaded with dread. 

‘Is he ...dead?’ she whispered, her eyes wide with anxiety. 

‘No he didn’t die. He... he was involved in an incident.’ 

An incident? What did that mean? She couldn’t quite follow. Did her father say incident or acci-

dent? Her brain was trying to absorb the information and simultaneously analyse the body lan-

guage of both her parents. Everything around her slowly shifted off kilter. The room started spin-

ning. She felt drunk and nauseous, desperately trying to hold onto the sofa. She forced herself to 

sit up straight and leaned forward as if to say ‘I'm ready, hit me with the bad news’.
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The air thick with anticipation and her father’s words still ringing in her ears, she noticed how 

they all suddenly stared down at their feet. Eventually, he started to speak, his voice low and hesi-

tant. Every word was a grenade exploding in her head, each one blowing a crater of aching empti-

ness into her soul.

When he finished, a single tear rolled down his rugged cheek and disappeared into his beard. An 

uncomfortable silence froze the room. Sophie’s thoughts rolled around in her head, aimlessly and 

uselessly, like dice without eyes. 

I have never seen my father cry. My best friend Jay. My first kiss. The man I thought I knew. So 

quiet. So gentle. So talented. Jay.

Somewhere in the house the automatic boiler timer switched itself on with a hum, breaking the 

leaden silence and pulling Sophie back into the living room. Her daughter Juliet started crying and 

automatically, Sophie got up, her limbs stiff and her mind numb. She exited the living room.

***

June 1994,

Irritated, Sophie Liebtreu pushed her maths course book to one side and stared at the ringing 

phone with narrowed eyes, willing it to stop. She knew it was her mother calling, wanting her to 

be sociable and come down to greet the guests. It was late on Sunday morning and Sophie’s par-

ents were organising a summer brunch barbecue. Usually she didn’t mind spending time with her 

family on these occasions –  they tended to behave better when their friends were around. But 

since she had a mountain of homework to finish, Sophie didn’t feel like hanging around the barbe-

cue helping her dad flip sausages. Maths was usually her forte, but she had been buried in her 

books since sunrise and was getting nowhere. Chewing the tip of her pen, she gazed out the win-

dow, admiring the flawless blue morning sky and noticing the kids next door playing football in 

their garden, all in ugly matching shell suits. They looked dorky, and Sophie dreaded her mother 

inviting them to join the barbecue. 

Worried they would spot her in the window, she quickly turned back to her books. Her exam was 

on Wednesday. Although she loved the subject and her teacher even more, at the rate she was 
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memorising the formulae, she would never be ready to secure her usual A+. All those abstract 

rules, she understood them, and she could make the connection to the real world. She took plea-

sure in discovering what made these calculations relevant and what they meant in her day-to-day 

life. In a reality where she feared her father’s next violent outburst she liked retreating into the safe 

world of numbers. 

The phone was still ringing and with a sigh she reached for the handset. ‘Vera?’ She tried not to 

sound too exasperated. 

‘Sophie, please come down. Everyone is here; the barbecue is ready and I want you to greet our 

guests.’

‘But Vera, I'm still studying.’ Her mother hated being called mother, and so Sophie and her siblings 

had been banned from using what she considered an offensive word. They only ever addressed 

their mother by her first name. 

‘I have that maths exam next week, and I need to get through these exercises’. With the phone in 

one hand and the receiver in the other Sophie paced around, kicking clothes around her messy 

bedroom.

‘I'm sure you'll be okay, just come down and eat something. You've been holed up in your room 

since Friday. The weather is gorgeous, and you're as pale as a ghost. You need a bit of sunshine. 

Come on!’ her mother urged her.

Sophie stopped in front of the mirror and looked at the skinny blonde girl staring back at her. Her 

mother was right; she was pale and her white skin only highlighted the big angry blemish that 

sprouted on her chin. Self-consciously she picked at it, feeling ugly. She tugged her favourite pale 

blue t-shirt over her mid-riff and smiled at the memory of her best friend Camelia convincing her 

to shoplift it, adamant second hand shops didn’t have security cameras and that she shouldn’t be 

such a coward. Camelia stole stuff all the time. So often and so successfully, that she had been able 

to set up a little business and happily sold t-shirts and dresses out of her school bag to her class-

mates during lunch break. Sophie smoothed the t-shirt against her flat stomach. 
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The adrenaline rush had been so powerful when she had slipped it in her bag that the t-shirt be-

came Sophie’s most prized possession, a trophy and a symbol of her brazen attitude.

‘Ok mum, I’ll come down and say hello but only a few minutes then I'll get back to my room’, she 

muttered reluctantly.

‘Nonsense, you'll stay long enough to help me chop some vegetables for the side dishes. Besides 

Henry is here with his son and I want you to meet him. You’ll see he's about your age, and he's 

lovely. He's quite creative; he really is a talented young man. You could learn something from him.’

There it was again. Her mother would always drop thinly-veiled hints into the conversation in the 

hope her daughter would develop some artistic skills. Much to the disappointment of her mother, 

a successful artist who regularly exhibited her paintings at galleries across the country, Sophie 

didn’t have an artistic bone in her body. 

‘Ok then, come down now and I expect your widest smile’, her mother chirped down the phone 

and hung up. 

Sophie looked at herself again, picked up some concealer from the floor and proceeded to expertly 

camouflage the spot under a thick layer of makeup. It wasn’t working out so well; it looked bigger 

now, and she cursed under her breath. She quickly ran a comb through her white-blonde hair and 

slipped on her dirty skateboard shoes before bounding down two flights of stairs to join her moth-

er in the kitchen. Her mother’s dandelion hair floated around her head like a copper halo and So-

phie cringed inside at the sight of the outlandish bright kaftan she was wearing. Why couldn’t she 

just be a bit more... conventional. 

Busy chopping tomatoes on the large wooden dining table, her mother was chatting animatedly to 

Henry, her husband’s best friend. Other guests loitered around the kitchen, smoking and drinking 

gin and tonics. Sophie waved a quick hello to Henry; she had always been fond of his sophisticat-

ed demeanour and his booming voice. Her father had great respect for his childhood friend and as 

far as Sophie understood he was an entrepreneur of some sort who bought and sold businesses. 

Sophie didn’t quite understand what kind of job that was supposed to be but she got that Henry 

was a very wealthy man who was somehow friends with her dad. Sitting next to him was his son. 
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His head bowed; he was busy drawing. She noticed the expensive-looking pens scattered across 

the table. Copics. 

Sophie had a box of those on her desk and recognised the brand. The best felt-tip pens a graphic 

designer can buy in Germany according to the ad. After one particularly violent outburst, her fa-

ther, by way of an apology for the bruising, had bought her a box, willing her to explore her cre-

ative side. But the pens just reminded her of the black eye she had sported for a week, and had re-

mained untouched in the box on her desk.  

Jay looked up from his sketchbook and stared with wide eyes at  the skinny white-haired girl 

standing awkwardly in front of him. Her heart skipped a beat. His eyes were a beautiful emerald 

green, flecked with gold and framed with thick dark eyelashes. His stare had such a hypnotising 

intensity that she froze, unable to move a muscle. 

‘Sophie, meet Jay. Jay this is Sophie, my eldest daughter. She is 15 so only two years older than 

you. I believe you two will get along marvellously’, her mother beamed. Sophie caught herself 

thinking how much she hated it when her mother did that fake smile with raised eyebrows. It 

made her look like an actress, over-dramatic and insincere. 

Sophie smiled tentatively, hoping her blushing face would go unnoticed but the boy continued to 

look at her non-plussed, further fanning the fire in her cheeks. Finally and ever so slowly he ac-

knowledged her presence and gave her the slightest of nods, before returning to his drawing. 

You might be handsome but aren’t you a bit arrogant? Feeling embarrassed and flustered by his 

blatant indifference, Sophie decided he was way too young to be of any interest to her. Evidently, 

she had better things to do. Her mother, however seemed to have other plans for her.

‘Sophie I thought after lunch you guys could all go to the swimming pool for the afternoon. Jay 

can borrow the spare bike. The weather is fab, they’re announcing 32C’, she whispered out of 

earshot.

‘Do I have to? Mum...Vera, I really have to study this afternoon. It's a complicated topic…’ she 

pleaded with her mother. She glanced nervously over at an aloof Jay, who didn’t bother to look up 
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from his drawing. She didn’t feel like babysitting a spoilt rich kid, even if he had the most amazing 

eyes she had ever seen. 

Her mother shot her that look, the nervous look of a beaten animal Sophie loathed and dreaded in 

equal measure. It meant: “Don’t make this an issue to take up with your dad“. Knowing it was a 

lost battle and that peacekeeping was the better option, Sophie shrugged her shoulders and slunk 

sullenly out onto the terrace. 

Feeling her skin prickle in the heat of a glorious late-morning sun and breathing in the hearty 

smell of the barbecue, she conceded the swimming pool seemed like a good idea. When her father 

spotted her standing idly, he shouted over that the sausages were ready, and the table needed 

dressing. Sophie hurried inside to execute his order immediately.  Her father was an impatient 

man. 

She ran into her younger brother Sam, a cheeky six-year-old with a mop of dark blonde hair that 

her mother insisted on cutting herself. The only reason it didn’t look terrible was because he was 

irresistibly cute. He smiled a big white-toothed grin at his big sister and reignited her lion heart. 

Without the shadow of a doubt, she would happily always stand in the line of fire to protect her 

darling brother. She wasn’t sure if she would do the same for her sister Anna, but so far she had 

never had to. Her sister was the quiet type and lived in a world of her own, withdrawn from reali-

ty, a fragile wallflower immersed in a world of music. 

Anna played the piano at school and every time discord flared up in the household she would 

vanish and retreat to her room to listen to Chopin’s Nocturnes on her tape recorder. For fear of 

drawing attention to herself she would crawl under her duvet, and keep the volume so low she 

had to press her ear against the stereo so hard it left grid marks on her skin. While masking her 

bruises with concealer, her heart would fill with bitter resentment. Sophie often wondered whether 

her father remembered he had a third child. 

Sophie asked her siblings to get their swimming gear, and when Anna whispered asking whether 

she should pack a towel for Jay, they both discreetly peered over at the boy dressed in black. There 

was something odd about the way he just sat at the table, his head still bowed, in silence, except 

for the squeaking of the pen on paper. Sophie wasn’t sure what to make of him.  
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While  her  sister  vanished to  finish  packing and with  her  brother  helping their  father,  Sophie 

walked over to the table and summoned the courage to tap Jay lightly on the shoulder. He flinched 

and looked up squinting in the bright sunlight streaming through the open window. She sat down 

next to him and pointed at the drawing ‘What are you drawing?’ He shrugged and answered with 

a soft voice: 

‘Thoughts.’

 

‘Thoughts? Well, they look pretty complicated.’ 

He smiled, and Sophie smiled back at him. She liked how his eyes lit up and she swore she felt the 

air  warm  up  around  them.  Slightly  uneasy  with  their  closeness,  he  continued  filling  out  the 

snaking tentacles he called his ‘Thoughts’. Sophie studied him from the corner of her eye. There is 

something about the way he holds his pen. So delicately, as if it’s a living thing and he is wor-

ried he might hurt it. 

He suddenly turned to her with a defiant look in his green eyes and Sophie felt her cheeks burn 

again. 

Oh, his eyes are beautiful. I need to stop blushing.

‘Hey Jay, come here’. There was a sharpness to his father’s voice that Sophie recognised, and they 

both stiffened and moved apart instinctively. Without looking back Jay walked off into the garden 

and when Sophie came back from the kitchen with a basket of freshly-cut bread, she witnessed 

Jay’s dad slipping his son a few banknotes, which he folded neatly in his trouser pocket. 

After lunch, they packed their rucksacks, promised their parents to come home no later than 6pm 

and set off for the local swimming pool.

‘Soph will we get some ice-cream?’ her brother shouted excitedly, peddling his bike next to hers.

‘Mom didn’t give me enough money’. She hadn’t bothered to ask her father knowing the answer 

would have been a variation on the theme of ‘ice-creams are full of artificial colourings which give 
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you cancer’. Everything gave everybody cancer, or at least that’s what her father chose to believe. 

Sam pulled a face to hide his disappointment as he rode ahead into the woods.

In the shade of the huge oak trees, the air was refreshingly cool, and they settled into a leisurely 

pace. 

‘Sorry about my mum when she introduced us earlier. She can be so overly dramatic sometimes. 

Most of the time actually. It's like she lives in her own world. It’s so embarrassing.’ Sophie huffed 

apologetically and narrowly dodged a fallen branch nearly crashing her bike into Jay’s. Frowning 

and deep in thought, it seemed he didn’t notice. She carried on talking, desperate to engage him in 

a conversation. 

‘It's hard to live under the same roof as the parents. They can be so annoying.’ She bit her lip at the 

understatement. More often than not it was an absolute nightmare at home. Sometimes, late at 

night, rocked by insomnia she would fantasise about running away again. What prevented her 

was the fear of the punishment she knew would receive if caught. Last time, the belt had left in-

delible marks on her thighs. 

‘Sometimes I wish they'd get a divorce’… So I can get rid of him, she finished the sentence in her 

head.

‘Believe me you don’t want your parents to get a divorce. All you become is an unwanted burden 

that gets shifted from one household to the other over weekends,’ he said in a calm voice. 

Sophie held her breath; his parents are divorced, now it was her turn to concentrate on the road 

ahead in silence, his words resonating with her – an unwanted burden. 

Anna and Sam had stopped by the side of the path and were gesticulating animatedly. Sophie 

dropped her bike to the floor and followed them into the bushes. Sam stopped and pointed at 

something furry covered in leaves. Eyes wide with excitement he whispered: ‘Look Sophie! It’s a 

dead rabbit! What do you think happened to it?’ 

From what Sophie could see it was indeed a dead rabbit. Its head had been half eaten by some-

thing bigger. Her brother picked up a stick and started prodding it gently only to be pushed aside 
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by Anna, who scowled him for trying to touch it. Sulking, Sam walked away kicking up a few fall-

en leaves with an angry foot. Anna and Sophie carefully bent down to take a closer look, curious, 

neither having seen a dead rabbit before. Half of its skull had been ripped open by a bloodthirsty 

predator, but its open eye was staring at them as if to say “help, get me out of here“. Fresh blood 

was still oozing out of the head wound, as if they had disturbed the predator’s killing just minutes 

ago. It was creepy, and Sophie shuddered as she gently pulled her sister up, wondering whether 

they’d have to bury it.

Suddenly a shout broke the silence of the forest. As they turned around Jay towered above them, 

holding a big rock over his head. With a swift swing he crashed it brutally on the dead animal. Its 

bones crushed under the weight of the rock. Black blood spattered onto Sophie’s trousers. Her sis-

ter gasped in horror. Her brother hid behind a tree. All eyes were on Jay as he just stood there, mo-

tionless, his arms hanging at his sides, staring at the rock he had just thrown. Then he turned 

around to face Sophie. She swallowed uneasily at the sight of the look in his eyes. 

‘What did you do that for?’ Sophie whispered. 

‘It told me it was suffering and wanted a quick mercy death’, he breathed back. 

But it was already dead, she thought. There was no need to crush it to a bloody pulp. It told him it 

was suffering. He shrugged his shoulders and walked over to pick up his bike from the floor. 

They rode in silence the rest of the way to the swimming pool, each of them trying to erase the im-

ages of the crushed, dead rabbit out of their heads. Sam suddenly broke the uncomfortable silence 

with an excited scream: ‘We are here!’ They locked their bikes in the stands and queued for what 

seemed like an eternity before entering the busy outdoor pool.

Later that afternoon, back at her parent’s house, Sophie felt the skin of her face tighten. As she 

checked her freckled completion in the mirror of the hallway, she wished she had applied more 

sun-cream. Suddenly she noticed Jay in the reflection of the mirror. He was standing a bit further 

down the hallway clutching his rucksack, ready to go home, studying one of her mother’s paint-

ings on the wall. He’s quite tall for his age, thought Sophie, as she discreetly took him in. They’d 

had a fun afternoon at the pool, mostly spent jumping off various diving boards, cutting shapes 

mid-air and dive-bombing into the cool water. 
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When Sophie tilted her head to one side, she could still hear her ears gurgling with water. Her hair 

smelled of chlorine and had developed a slightly green tinge after reacting to the chemicals.

Earlier her brother had asked for ice-cream. Before Sophie had a chance to explain that she didn’t 

have enough money to pay for the entrance tickets and an ice-cream, Jay fished the money his fa-

ther had given him out of his pocket and bought a round of ice-cream for all of them. Sophie made 

her brother promise not to tell their father, and Sam had sworn he wouldn’t, until the minute they 

arrived at home he blurted it out. As the deluge of cancer comments washed over them, Jay had 

stepped in and politely explained he hadn’t realised it would be such a problem and apologised. 

John had reluctantly calmed down. With a rap on his daughter’s head he had let them all go. 

Thankfully  her  brother  hadn’t  mentioned the dead rabbit  and Jay’s  strange behaviour.  Sophie 

shuddered, and she looked over to him again and jumped when she realised he was standing right 

behind her, staring at her silently and with intense eyes. 

‘Jeez you scared me,’ she giggled and blushed. He had studied her in the mirror for a few minutes 

before he pointed at her face. 

‘Looks like you caught the sun. You're quite red,’ he said matter-of-factly.

‘Errrm yeah’ 

His comment embarrassed her even more. She knew full-well that she looked dreadful. Her face 

was red and shiny, her hair entangled and greenish, the spot on her chin was flaring up and her 

eyes blood-shot from all the chlorine. She quickly turned away, but he caught her arm and leaned 

forward to whisper in her ear. 

‘I had fun today. I like your freckles, they're cute. Don’t mention the rabbit to my dad.’

She unexpectedly felt a strange heat pooling in the pit of her stomach. That’s what they mean by 

butterflies in your stomach. Not knowing how to reply, she leaned in to give him an awkward 

peck on the cheek. He froze and looked at her with raised eyebrows. Now it was his turn to blush. 

He mumbled something Sophie couldn’t quite catch and walked off to join his dad, who was say-
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ing his goodbyes to her parents. Jay politely shook their hands and waved her brother and sister a 

nonchalant goodbye. As he walked out the door Sophie expected him to turn around one last time 

to look at her. To her disappointment he didn’t. 

After their Jaguar had left the driveway, she stood in the kitchen for a while, feeling slightly disori-

ented. ‘How strange this afternoon had been,’ she thought as she stared at Jay’s drawing of his 

‘Thoughts’ that he had left behind. A labyrinth of intertwining shapes in reds and dark blues. This 

boy, two years her junior, who seemed so shy and calm. This boy who was so unsettlingly hand-

some and kind. She uncapped a pen and started doodling on a blank page. 

This boy who had laughed wholeheartedly when her brother tripped her up by the swimming 

pool, and she had landed flat in the water. This boy who had crushed a dead rabbit with a rock. 

She shook her head and wondered what had caused him to react so violently. She looked up as her 

father entered the kitchen, and she quickly lowered her gaze at the doodles and hastily crossed out 

the hearts she had drawn. She wondered if she would be seeing Jay again anytime soon, but as she 

looked into her father’s moody face, she refrained from asking him.
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Chapter 2 - Silent voices in the haunted villa

Berlin, December 2010

‘Jay? Hi, it's me Sophie. How are you doing?” 

She could barely hold the receiver because her hand was shaking so much. The words toppled out 

of her mouth like dominoes and nervously she pressed her lips together into a fine line. She didn’t 

want him to know that this phone call was the hardest one she had ever had to make and that it 

took all the courage she could muster. She willed herself to calm her racing heart but couldn’t help 

pacing anxiously around her parents’ bathroom. She had locked herself in but was certain her 

mother was glued to the door, listening intently, not wanting to miss a word of the conversation.

‘Sophie?’ His voice sounded just the same as it always did, soft and a little cautious as if perpetual-

ly braced for bad news. Maybe this whole story isn’t true, she told herself. She desperately clung to 

the hope that her parents were mistaken, that it had never happened. But deep down she knew 

that the seams of their world as they knew it had come undone. This irreversible tragedy was go-

ing to pull them apart forever, and nothing would bring back the man she used to know.

‘Sophie? Is it you? Is that really you ... Sophie I'm so happy you called.’

He was breathless with excitement and the joy in his voice brought tears to her eyes. Her heart 

flooded with guilt. I should've called him sooner. 

‘I  found out  what  happened.  Only  just  now.  My parents  just  told  me.  I'm sorry  I  didn’t  call 

sooner... How are you?’ 

I'm not sure I want to know the answer to that question, she thought as soon as the words had 

left her mouth. 

‘I'm ok I guess. It's tough in here, but I'm ok. So you found out where I am?’
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Jay was sectioned in the maximum-security wing of a mental hospital called the Solacium Klinik, a 

few miles west of Berlin. Sophie had a vague memory of her Latin classes back in school and 

thought that naming an asylum ‘Comfort’ was a poor attempt to fool the public into thinking this 

was a place of healing rather than a prison. After much insisting, she convinced Jay’s father to give 

her the phone number, but she had kept it in the depth of her handbag for three days before mus-

tering the courage to call her childhood friend. It had taken her two attempts to get through to him 

– the first time she hung up, as the fear had rendered her speechless. 

‘Errm yes I found out. How is it in there?’ she asked.

Isn’t the answer obvious? She bit her lip and silently cursed her tactlessness. I'm not very good at 

this. Although she had rehearsed what she was going to say over and over again in her head, she 

didn’t factor in her nervousness making her mind go blank, and her ask all the wrong questions. 

But then again, what else was she going to say to him? What do you ask a man in his situation? 

The line clicked, reminding her the conversation was recorded. She resisted the sudden urge to 

hang up on him.

‘Well Sophie...’ he dragged out his answer purposefully. ‘It is a mental institution. It’s kind of full 

of crazy people.’ 

His sarcastic tone surprised her so much that she burst into giggles. A lighthearted laugh echoed 

down the line and the sense of relief that washed over her was overwhelming. She realised that not 

only had he not lost the sharp wit she had always loved him for, more importantly he seemed still 

capable of feeling some sort of human emotion. 

‘So I guess you fit right in then, huh?’ 

She wondered where the conversation was going. There were a million questions she was itching 

to ask, but the fear of the terrifying truth paralysed her. It was difficult to sound out how he truly 

felt underneath the lightheartedness and sarcasm. He was locked in the kind of place that required 

a phone security check for every outside caller,  including personal detail  verification, passport 

identification and recorded phone conversations. He couldn’t possibly joke about his situation un-

less...  he had truly lost his mind. His father had warned her that, pumped with anti-psychotic 

drugs, Jay had previously grunted incoherently down the phone, like an animal, primal and un-

© 2017 by the author of this book.   Page !  of ! ‘Solacium’ by SJ de Lagarde24 55
The book author retains sole copyright



controlled. That he had howled in terror while hammering his fists against the plexiglass walls of 

the phone booth. That two wardens had to hand and foot cuff him and that wearing a straightjack-

et was a necessary safety precaution. Sophie couldn’t quite ascertain his current mental state, but 

she was relieved that he had instantly recognised her voice and seemed to be able to hold a more 

or less normal conversation. 

‘I guess so.’ He softly chuckled. ‘So how are you doing? I heard you had a baby, congratulations!’ 

For  a  moment,  Sophie  considered talking about  her  daughter  when suddenly  she  noticed his 

breathing had quickened. There was something utterly terrifying about that sound. As she felt her 

hands become clammy, she resisted the urge to hang up. Her lion heart whispered words of cau-

tion; she didn’t want to tell him about her daughter. One day he would be released and she would 

worry about him meeting her daughter then, but for now he was locked up in a safe place and he 

was not going to be of any harm to anyone for years. She was not going to hang up the phone, and 

instead would talk to him because, despite everything that had happened, he was still her friend. 

Her best friend. 

***

July 1995,

The smell of burnt charcoal floated in the warm air. It was late afternoon and Sophie lay sprawled 

out on a deckchair in the garden, her bare legs stretched out in the evening sun. It's been a good 

holiday so far, she thought. It was quiet at this end of the garden. She dozed in the soothing heat of 

the sunset, unaware of the mosquitoes clustering and floating above the lavender bushes. Soon af-

ter sunset they would be moving closer to the house, hungry for human blood. Three weeks of 

Ibiza sunshine had turned Sophie’s usually alabaster skin a lovely shade of gold, even though the 

little bloodsuckers had left angry red blemishes on her calves the night before. She scratched the 

itch nonchalantly.

‘You have sweet blood, and that’s because you eat too much red meat‘, Sophie’s mother would say. 

She was a vegetarian and expected everyone around her to be as well. Sophie sighed contentedly, 

ignoring a slight nagging feeling that she should help set the dinner table. Lazy from a day at the 

beach, she preferred reading the book she had picked up from her father’s holiday book collection. 

Thomas Harris’ Red Dragon. It was scary and gory. She loved it. The plot revolved around a psy-
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chopathic serial killer who murdered young women by inserting mirror shards in their eyes. So-

phie was just getting to the part where he was making plans for his next victim. 

‘Sophie!’ a voice screamed from behind the deck chair, making her jump and the book fall to the 

floor. Her brother Sam smiled at her and Sophie greeted him with her best annoyed-to-be-dis-

turbed look. His deep tan contrasted against his wiry dark blond hair and Sophie secretly wished 

she too had inherited her father’s dark complexion. While it took her three weeks to achieve a 

mere glow, her little brother was a deep shade of bronze within three days. His sun-bleached hair 

was getting too long behind the ears. Gone were the days of the bowl cut, now her mother refused 

to cut his hair at all. 

‘But I want him to look like a rock star!’ she would exclaim in excitement. Their father had resorted 

to cutting the boy’s hair now, with mixed results judging by the rebellious mismatched kinks and 

curls escaping from behind his ears.  Sam was still  wearing his swim shorts,  and his bare feet 

looked like they hadn’t been washed since he returned from the beach. 

‘Mum... I mean Vera,' he quickly corrected himself 'sent me. It’s dinner time, everyone’s already 

sitting down… I’d hurry. Dad’s grilled lamb cutlets.’ 

After he said this Sophie noticed the sweet smell of the lamb with a hint of rosemary. Her stomach 

grumbled. 

‘Ok, I’ll race you to the table!’ she shouted, sliding out of the deckchair. Her brother turned on his 

heel and ran off, laughing excitedly down the garden path, dashing past the lavender bushes to the 

barbecue patio. When they got there the rest of the party were already helping themselves to sal-

ads, antipasti,  bread and couscous. Careful to slide into their seats unnoticed, Sam and Sophie 

joined the others at the kid’s end of the table. Their father shuffled past them, two bottles of wine 

in each hand which he planted on the table with a satisfied grin on his tanned face. Their sister 

Anna looked up and smiled a shy smile. She looked pretty with her waist long sun-kissed brown 

hair, wearing a cute blue liberty-print sundress. She pushed the chair out next to her for Sophie to 

sit down, but Sophie ignored her to go and sit next to Jay. Turning around to seek him out by the 

buffet, she missed the disappointed look in her sister’s eyes.
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At the other end of the table Jay’s dad, Henry, was talking animatedly with Sophie’s mother. Vera 

looked radiant in her long colourful kaftan. Her wild bright red hair curled past her shoulders 

down her back; she was leaning in, giving Henry her undivided attention. Across the table Jay’s 

aunt Sonia was chatting with Sophie’s father, their neighbour Stefan and his wife Mariana. Apart 

from the gorgeous raven-haired Mariana, who was in her late twenties, they were all in their early 

forties and enjoyed wine-fuelled evenings outdoors, talking about politics, house prices and how 

capitalism was going to ruin the world. Typically the type of conversations that bored Sophie to 

tears. The neighbours had brought their two children along; Tim, who was around Anna’s age and 

his little brother Jack who was a year younger than Sam. 

Jay and Sophie were quietly debating their after dinner plans, considering either a midnight swim 

in their neighbour’s pool or sneaking into the evening variety show of the nearby hotel, normally 

reserved for paying guests. Sophie’s ears suddenly pricked up as she picked up the word ‘murder’ 

in the adults’ conversation. She shushed the others, and they collectively held their breath to fol-

low the conversation.

‘It's been for sale a while now, but nobody wants to buy it,’ her father John said.

‘No wonder,’ mused Henry. ‘Considering what happened in that house, it wouldn’t surprise me if 

it remained empty for another 30 years.’ 

Sophie looked over at Jay. Both of them frowned at the same thought, what happened in that 

house? 

‘Although I hear apparently it isn’t actually empty. The gardener told me he saw lights flickering 

in one of the first-floor rooms the other night. Considering the property has been cut off from the 

electricity mains, it must have been a candle or a flashlight. What we don’t want is a bunch of 

rogue campers hanging around the house, or worse, drug addicts. Especially with all these reports 

of burglaries in the area.’ 

Henry seemed concerned and poured himself and Vera another glass of red wine. Her grey eyes 

shone as she folded her hands under her chin.
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‘What's the asking price for the property? They can’t put it too high now can they?’ Stefan asked, 

looking keen. His expression differed from that of his wife, who sat next to him like a prisoner on a 

bench, not making much effort to hide her bored expression as she poured herself another shot of 

tequila. 

‘I think it's about 40 million pesetas, which is a good price. I'm not sure how big the property is in 

terms of square meters, but it’s big. Three floors, with a large balcony on the first floor and a roof 

top terrace with stunning views of the bay… there must be at least ten bedrooms. And don’t forget 

the land, it must have at least four hectares of usable land. It could be worth triple if not more if 

you did it up nicely.’ Ever the businessman, her father gave his verdict.

‘Yes but, even if the price and the location are attractive, you wouldn’t want to live there would 

you? I mean it’s bad karma. If the walls could talk, they’d have a gruesome tale to tell.’

Her mother slurred her words slightly and looked around the table with hooded eyes and wine-

stained lips. Her father shook his head in disagreement, patronisingly patting her outstretched 

hand. He was the pragmatic business-minded one as opposed to her mother, who tended to live in 

a world of her own and made most of her decisions based on superstition. 

‘Why?’ Sophie blurted out, her curiosity getting the better of her. ‘Why would you not want to live 

there? What happened in the house? A murder?’ 

A leaden silence spread across the table, and the adults looked across with a dazed look on their 

faces as if they had only just then realised their children were sitting at the other end of the table. 

The sun had set, and the dark of the night was unfolding like a blanket. John got up from the table 

and lit the candles in the Moroccan storm lights.

‘Something terrible happened in that house. You don’t want to know; you're all way too young to 

hear about this, especially you two Sam and Jack.’ 

The youngest at the table both looked at each other and shrugged their shoulders with an offended 

look on their faces and shouted in unison:

‘No we’re not!’ 
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‘Please tell us the story dad, pleeeeeeease,’ Sam pleaded. 

‘Come on dad!’ Sophie was now desperate to hear the story. 

Finally, John shrugged his shoulders and said with a wry smile on his face:

‘Ok, you asked for it. Don’t say I didn’t warn you if you get nightmares.’ 

He grabbed one of the candles on the table and placed it slowly down in front of him. The candle 

light lit up his face and his features shone like a grotesque mask. Basking in the attention, and with 

the children perched on the edge of their seats, he started his tale. 

‘A long, long time ago, a salesman travelled all the way from Saudi Arabia to this island to open 

up a pottery business. The pots he was selling were of such exquisite craftsmanship that his busi-

ness flourished, and he soon was able to afford to buy the villa of his dreams. The villa behind our 

house. His wife and his three kids travelled all the way to Ibiza with all their belongings and set-

tled into the new house. For many years, they lived happily in the house, until one day...on a dark 

and stormy autumn night... he went mad.’ 

John paused for effect. They all leaned in closer and lapped up the tension. Sophie’s heart sudden-

ly skipped a beat as a warm hand gently squeezed hers under the table. Discreetly she turned to 

her right and shot a glimpse at Jay who was biting his lip and frowning, staring straight ahead. 

Nervously, she took a quick look around the table, but no one paid any attention to her flustered 

cheeks as her fingers entwined around his. A light, warm breeze was rustling through the leaves of 

the fig trees and made the candle lights flicker. Her father lowered his voice, narrowed his eyes 

and continued the story. 

‘That night a storm was raging. It was raining heavily and above the noise of the thunder the 

neighbours  suddenly  heard  terrifying  screams  coming  from  the  house.  The  screams  echoed 

through the darkness. Upon arrival, the police found the salesman sitting on the stairs with an axe 

in his hands. He had killed his wife. And his three kids were found dead too. They say he was 

mad. 
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Since then the house has been empty, but legend has it that on stormy nights the lights can be seen 

flickering on the first floor. They say the house is haunted with the ghosts of the wife and her three 

kids.’  

Her brother looked terrified. Anna reached out to give him a comforting hug. 

‘That’s enough now!’ Their mother Vera knocked over her glass of wine while trying to reach 

across the table to tap her husband on the arm. 

‘It's just a story, and we're not even sure this is exactly what happened, it might not even be true. 

So don’t worry too much about it,’ she said, shaking her head, ignoring her husband. 

Jay let go of Sophie’s hand and her skin went instantly cold, missing his warm touch. 

Jay’s father quipped that however gruesome the murder, the property was still a good deal and 

rebuilding it into a luxury retirement home would be every pensioner’s dream come true. While 

the conversation moved onto stair lifts and swimming pools with wheelchair access, the image of 

the salesman sitting on the stairs, a bloody axe in his hands, stuck in Sophie’s head. Her imagina-

tion started running wild. It reminded her of the book she was reading with its psychopathic serial 

killer. Lost in thought, she swatted a mosquito on her arm and rubbed the bloody trace it left, 

wondering what could have driven the man to such insanity that he killed his entire family. She 

had to find out. 

After dessert the kids were dismissed from the table, leaving the parents to their steady descent 

into drunkenness. A fat pink moon had risen above the fig trees, lighting the way back to the 

house. While Tim and Anna walked ahead with the two younger ones in tow, Sophie, her cheeks 

burning with excitement, tugged on Jay’s shirt to slow his pace. 

‘Hey, I have an idea for tonight, you know that villa? We should totally check it out,’ she whis-

pered, her eyes shining with mischief. 

‘The haunted house you mean? I'm not sure Sophie,’  Jay hesitated. ‘What if  the story is true?’ 

Much to her disappointment he didn’t sound very enthusiastic.
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‘Even better, it will make it scarier.‘ Sophie wasn’t prepared to let go. ‘I'm sure we have a torch 

somewhere in the shed we can borrow. Come on let’s do it, it’ll be exciting.’

‘...and what about the ghosts?’ He stopped walking and stared at the dusty ground. 

‘You're kidding right? There are no ghosts; it's a good story that’s all. Don’t be such a wuss’. She 

smiled provocatively while elbowing him into the cactus bush. He chuckled, avoiding the menac-

ing needles. 

‘Look, we won’t be able to get close to the house anyway. They built a wall all around the property, 

and we can’t get past the entrance gate. I saw they sealed it with a huge padlock.’ 

‘I don’t care, we’ll follow the wall and see if there is anywhere we can climb over it.’

‘What are you two whispering about?’ Tim and Anna stood right behind them and once Sophie 

reluctantly explained her plan to break into the haunted house they didn’t want to hear about go-

ing to bed. Both Sam and Jack couldn’t contain their excitement and ran off to the shed to get the 

torches while the others swapped their flip-flops for some sturdier trainers. In the pale moonlight, 

they stealthily walked up the sandy road towards the main gate of the villa until they reached the 

tall iron gate. 

Jay had been right; the gate was padlocked. Even though it looked like it was a hundred years old, 

rattling didn’t move it one inch. 

Looking up the towering spikes, they quickly dismissed the idea of climbing the gate as it was too 

high. Her plan thwarted; Sophie kicked a root in frustration, with no other effect than a painful 

one-legged dance. Meanwhile, Jay disappeared into the bushes following the path alongside the 

wall. The others quickly followed his lead, and after a few hundred meters Anna stopped and 

pointed at something in the dark. Once Sophie’s eyes had adjusted to the darkness, she saw what 

her sister had discovered; there was a hole in the fence large enough for an adult to crawl through. 

They crept quietly through the wild olive grove, careful not to trip on the many broken branches 

littering the dusty ground. The two boys had fallen silent after Sophie shushed them for giggling 
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too loudly. After all, this was breaking and entering. Rebellious as she was, she knew this was a 

criminal offence. Further up the hill the villa towered darkly above the trees.

It was very much the imposing ten-bedroomed house their parents had described at dinner. A tra-

ditional Finca, one of the ubiquitous farmhouses on the island of Ibiza, probably over a hundred 

years old, with a tall grain tower connecting the south wing to the front of the house. The paint 

was peeling off the once white walls, and the roots of many trees had found their way through the 

concrete and burst through the walls. All the windows and doors had been boarded up with large 

weather-washed wooden planks. They walked up the steep hill through thorny bushes. Thorns 

yanked at their t-shirts and scratched their bare legs as they helped the little ones cross the bushes 

onto to the path that led up to the main entrance of the house. 

‘We won’t be able to enter through here’ Sophie whispered, tapping on the large beams that sealed 

the entrance. ‘We'll need to find another way to get in’. She looked up and wondered whether they 

could try to climb up to the balcony on the first floor, but looking at her little brother bent over, in-

specting his scraped knees she conceded it  would be too dangerous for the younger ones and 

swiftly dismissed the idea. 

Jay nodded in agreement and silently signalled at them to follow him down the side of the house. 

A small dark shape lurked on the wall. A lizard-like animal with webbed feet observed the group 

as they passed large boarded-up bay windows. Their feet crunched through a bed of glass shards, 

sparkling like diamonds in the moonshine. 

They entered a small courtyard and discovered a narrow side-window, its panes hanging off its 

hinges like broken wings. The ground was littered with glass, but the window was large enough to 

climb through. They cautiously peered inside and could see nothing but darkness. 

‘Ok, who's coming with me?’ Sophie whispered, feeling brave. The boys jumped up and down 

with their fingers raised, screeching ‘Me, me, me!’ 

‘Be quiet!’ She shushed them nervously, reaching out for their hands. 

They pushed themselves up the ledge and held onto the rickety window frame, careful not to cut 

their hands on the shards of glass sticking out of the brittle wood. It was cold in the house and so 

© 2017 by the author of this book.   Page !  of ! ‘Solacium’ by SJ de Lagarde32 55
The book author retains sole copyright



dark they couldn’t see their hands in front of their eyes. While outside the night was full of the 

sound of chirping crickets, inside it was dead silent. The oppressing silence was only disturbed by 

glass shards crunching under the soles of her trainers. Not knowing what to do next, they stood 

rooted to the spot for a while, waiting for their eyes to adjust to the darkness. Tim fumbled with 

the torches. 

A strange damp smell hung in the air, a mixture of rotting wood and something more sinister – like 

decomposing rat carcasses. Someone next to her shuffled anxiously in the darkness and grabbed 

her hand. It was her sister. Finally, Tim managed to switch on the torch but in his eagerness to give 

it to Jay, he let it slip to the floor with a loud clang. Gasps erupted all around, and they all moved 

closer to grab each other’s hands. The torch’s bright beam cut through the darkness and highlight-

ed a dirty black and white tiled floor, covered in dead cockroaches and flies, broken furniture and 

rotting curtains. Directing the light beam up, Sophie could make out large damp patches blistering 

across the peeling walls like a terminal case of leprosy. 

The faint sound of water droplets hitting a metal surface echoed from across the room. They silent-

ly formed a queue, and as they advanced deep into the house, the entry window faded and was 

finally swallowed up by the darkness. They got to the kitchen to find water leaking from the old-

fashioned tap onto rusty pots and pans that filled the huge ceramic sink. The sink had been over-

flowing for some time, and the putrid water ran down the front onto the slippery kitchen floor. The 

light beam chased shadows into dark corners. As they slowly edged their way to the staircase, 

careful not to slip, Sophie’s heart started racing. This was the staircase where they had found the 

murderer. She imagined him sitting motionless on the steps with a bloody axe in his hands; his 

head bowed, wet black hair slapped across his face. Wet with blood. His long white tunic blood 

spattered. Blood slowly sliding off the blade and dripping on the floor. Blip blip blip. The same 

sound as the water drops in the kitchen sink. Sophie shook her head vigorously to dispel the terri-

fying thought. 

This isn’t real. It's all in my head. She had to regain control, as oldest in the group she couldn’t 

allow herself to panic and scare everyone else. Suddenly she sucked in her breath. There was a 

shadow right by the staircase. A shadow the size of a tall man. 

She stopped dead in her tracks and caused everyone else behind her to bundle into each other. A 

round of shush’s echoed in the room. 
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‘What is it?’ Anna whispered alarmed.

‘That... shadow over there’, Sophie’s voice sounded shaky and faint. Oh my god. Did the shadow 

just move? Something or... someone is standing right there in front of us.

Everyone was huddling around her now, and she slowly raised the torch towards the shadow with 

a shaking hand. They were staring at a tall old-fashioned coat stand. Nothing to be scared about. 

Just an old coat stand. Thank god.  Ok, now get a grip, Sophie urged herself. It's an empty house, 

the only living thing we might stumble on would be a cockroach. 

With Sophie taking the lead, they continued walking up the narrow winding marble staircase. 

Faint moonlight bathed the place in an eerie light, and when they stepped through an arched door 

frame they entered a spacious room with a balcony overlooking the olive grove, and a view further 

down the hill towards the bay and the sea. The floor was littered with empty tin cans and beer bot-

tles. They navigated carefully between the rubbish. When Sophie shone the torch around the room, 

angry graffiti screamed at them in big dripping letters from the dirty walls. ‘Anarchy!’ ‘Marijuana, 

beer and heroin’ ‘We're here to stay!’ signed ‘Hijo de Putas’. Sons of bitches. 

A shiver crept up her spine as Sophie spotted a dirty mattress on the floor, a pile of clothes next to 

a rucksack and a storm light. It dawned on her this place wasn’t haunted, somebody actually lived 

here – they had just walked into a squatter’s bedroom. Judging by the writing on the wall they 

weren’t the sort of people who’d be happy to be disturbed. 

There was a sleeping bag on the mattress, and before she could make out whether there was a hu-

man shape inside it, Jay shouted ‘Sophie! Watch out!’ Adrenaline shot through her like a lightning 

bolt and in a flash she ran back to the door stumbling over empty cans. She fell into Jay’s arms 

dizzy with fear. The flashlight fell on the floor and broke. Instantly everything went pitch black. 

Everyone clung to one another. One of the boys started sobbing with fear.  

‘Run!’ Jay urged them. ‘Sophie, take Anna and Tim, run! Downstairs! Now!’ They stumbled down 

the stairs in seconds, slipping and tripping over each other on the way down, crashing into the 

coat stand at the bottom of the staircase. Scrambling back to their feet, they ran back through the 

kitchen into the main room. Sophie was breathless with fear, running as fast as she could in the 
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darkness, blindly dragging her sister by her elbow towards the exit window, hearing Tim’s ragged 

breath right behind her. She pushed her sister up onto the window ledge, and Anna landed on the 

other side with a thud. Where's Jay? And Sam and Jack? she panted peering through the broken 

window into the dark.

Seconds later Jay came running towards her with her brother in his left arm and Jack flung over his 

shoulder. They jumped to safety and grabbing the younger boys by their hands they ran out of the 

courtyard, closely followed by the others, down the path, into the thorny bushes and through the 

olive grove. They slid through the hole in the fence, ran down the sandy path towards their villa 

and only stopped, still panting, when they reached the safety of the gate, closing it with a bang. 

They sat down on the stairs to the house, catching their breath.

‘Are we safe now?’ her brother Sam asked as he wiped is nose with the back of his hand.

‘Yes of course we're safe, it wasn’t dangerous ok? We just disturbed someone sleeping, that’s all. 

No big deal’ she answered confidently, determined to downplay what happened, suddenly con-

scious that her father would fly into a fit of rage if he were to find out what they had done. 

‘Now show me your knees.’ Bar a few bruises and scrapes on their arms and legs, they had got 

away with just a scare. Sophie made them line up and swear solemnly, right hand raised, no fin-

gers or toes crossed, that none of them was to mention tonight’s escapade to their parents. 

‘Not a peep. This is our secret. If you say anything we'll be grounded for the rest of the holiday and 

there'll be no more trips to the neighbour’s swimming pool or the hotel up the road. You under-

stand that?’ All nodded a silent yes.

‘Ok good, now you better go wash your hands and faces and climb into your beds while the par-

ents are still at the barbecue, ok?’ Sophie ordered, ruffling her brother’s dusty hair. He smiled obe-

diently and then ran off towards the house with his sister in tow. Once alone, Sophie sat down next 

to a silent Jay. His head in his hands, he had not said a word since they got back. When she gently 

touched his shoulder to check on him, he flinched and looked up in a daze. 
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‘Are you ok?’ Sophie whispered hesitantly, recoiling under his penetrating gaze. ‘You look like...’ 

you’ve seen a ghost, she thought ‘...you're not feeling well.’

He blinked, put a quick hand through his hair and rubbed his temples. 

‘I'm ok’. His breathing was still fast, but his voice sounded disaffected and calm. 

‘Do you want to talk about what happened in the house just now?‘ She wanted to know what he’d 

seen and what prompted him to sound the alarm. Her left hand ached. She noticed she had cut 

herself on the broken window frame. Dismissing it as a minor injury, she wiped the blood on her 

denim shorts. 

‘Didn’t you hear the voices?’ He whispered. The voices? She looked up from the blood-stains on 

her shorts and raised an eyebrow at him.

‘What voices? You heard voices in there?’ she enquired. 

‘I heard whispers. Someone was threatening to harm us. I started hearing them when we walked 

in, and they got clearer and louder as we walked upstairs. It was scary.’

Oh god,  she thought,  there was actually someone there.  How close had we been to getting 

caught by some crazed drug addict? She felt a pang of guilt as she thought about her scared little 

brother. It had been her idea to go into the house. If it hadn’t been for Jay, who knows what might 

have happened. He shook his head and got up. 

‘I don’t think it was a drug addict I heard. I think it was the ghosts; they tried to warn me’… he 

pointed at her ‘warn us.’

Suddenly he smiled lightly, extended a hand at her and said: ‘Come with me, let’s go swimming.’ 

She reluctantly held out her bloodied hand and wondered if he was joking or if he actually be-

lieved in ghosts. Do I believe in ghosts?
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When they got to the neighbouring villa, they stopped by the pool-house to put on their swim-

ming gear. The pool lights were still switched on. The water glowed an inviting aquamarine. The 

terracotta tiles still radiated the heat from the day's sunshine, warming the soles of their feet. A 

balmy wind rustled through the fragrant pine trees. A concert of a million chirping crickets was in 

full swing. They sat down and dangled their feet in the soothing blue water. Sophie couldn’t let go 

of her friend’s claim to have heard voices in the house. Trying to remember the exact sequence of 

events, she couldn’t confirm whether the bulge in the sleeping bag had moved… But she was cer-

tain she hadn’t heard any voices. 

Jay didn’t look like he was wasting any more thoughts on the night’s events; he gently kicked the 

water, smiling mischievously. Sophie took the bait and splashed him back. Soon they started kick-

ing water at each other, their laughs echoing in the silence of the night until Sophie lost her balance 

and tumbled into the pool. The water was cool. She opened her eyes and turned under water to 

look up at the surface. Jay’s blurry shadow towered over her. She loved being under water. The 

sounds were muffled, the light soft and that sense of weightlessness felt like absolute freedom. Her 

lungs tightened and with a kick of the feet she broke the surface as Jay slowly lowered himself 

down into the water next to her. 

Although younger than her, Jay was tall and strong. The water reached up to Sophie’s chin, but Jay 

was standing comfortably. His big hands found her waist. He pulled her effortlessly towards him. 

Her heart started beating so frenetically she was convinced he could hear it. The smooth skin of his 

taut stomach warmed against hers, and she felt dizzy with excitement. Fighting the urge to say 

something derogatory to break the tension building between them, she bit her lip, relishing the in-

stinctive magnetism that pulled her inexorably towards him – and the overwhelming desire to kiss 

him. 

He looked at her and whispered hotly: ‘Kiss me’ 

Her heart somersaulted at his demand and her skin tingled in anticipation. She closed her eyes and 

lifted her lips to his. The world around them faded into oblivion. Lost between firmament and wa-

ter, gravitating into a world of bubbles, they slowly sunk under water in a tight embrace.

Sitting on the steps to their parents' villa with their t-shirts dripping onto the warm stone flooring, 

they looked out over the garden in silence. Every now and then the cool night breeze carried merry 
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bursts of laughter from their parents, who were still finishing dinner at the back of the garden. 

Mosquitoes were humming softly around them. Jay sat a few meters away from Sophie and stared 

at something invisible in the dark. He shuffled his feet awkwardly. A tinge of disappointment 

tugged at her heart. Why won’t he sit next to me and hold my hand? 

Finally, Jay broke the uncomfortable silence: ‘That was my first kiss’, he said quietly, stubbornly 

avoiding eye contact. 

‘Ah well, no big deal. I kissed someone before’. She bit her lip and immediately regretted saying 

the words. I don’t even know why I said that. To make me sound more mature – or maybe to 

punish him for not sitting closer? 

‘So how good was I?’ He looked up with a lopsided grin.

‘Not bad. But I think you will need a lot of training’, she retorted, making him laugh out in sur-

prise. He stood up, stared some more at the darkness, hands on hips, and then walked over and 

gave her a gentle kiss on the forehead. His hair was still wet. Cool water droplets sprinkled her 

face. ‘Goodnight’ he chuckled, his voice a promise of many more kisses to come. She watched him 

slowly walk off into the darkness. 

‘Goodnight’ she answered quietly, missing him already and impatient for sunrise. She looked for-

ward to spending the rest of their holiday together. 
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Chapter 3 - A virgin’s birthday party

Solacium, January 2011,

‘Solacium Klinik, West Wing G7’, said a bored female voice as she picked up the phone. 

‘Hello, this is Sophie Liebtreu. Could you connect me to Mr Jay Adler please’.

Sophie tried her best to sound confident, but her trembling voice gave away how nervous she was. 

Their last call had been surprisingly upbeat, but she knew that didn’t mean all was fine with him. 

According to  his  father,  Jay  regularly  suffered mood swings  as  the  doctors  adjusted his  drug 

dosage. He would slip into bouts of depression so severe that he refused to get out of bed. He 

would lie there staring at the ceiling for hours on end. Sophie was shocked at the trial-and-error 

approach the psychiatrists were taking. They seemed unwilling to acknowledge that, despite the 

horrific crime he had committed, Jay was still a human being, not their guinea pig.

After verifying Sophie’s identity, the voice confirmed with a curt ‘Hold please’. Forgetting to put 

the phone on mute, the warden shuffled away from her desk, opened a door and barked with a 

tone that commanded obedience, ‘Mr Adler, phone call! Now.’ Silence. She shouted again for Mr 

Adler to get off his lazy backside and for someone to take the restraints off and drag him to the 

phone booth immediately. A wave of anger rushed through Sophie as she overheard what seemed 

a typical exchange between the wardens and their ‘patients’. How dare she speak to him like that. 

Before she could think of anything suitable to say, she heard a clicking noise on the line and the 

female warden enquired: ‘Miss? Are you still there? Yes? This could take a few moments. Please 

hold’. 

The line  went  dead.  Sophie  started nervously picking at  her  fingernails,  they're  so short,  she 

thought, I really ought to kick this habit. 

It was a good 10 minutes before the line clicked again, and someone breathed heavily down the 

phone.
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‘Hi Jay, it’s me Sophie.’ The breathing stopped, and there was an eerie silence at the other end of 

the line. 

‘Sophie?’ he sounded slightly baffled ‘Oh hi.’ 

This time round there wasn’t any enthusiasm in his voice. Trying her best to ignore the stab of dis-

appointment in her heart, she asked him how he had been and what he was up to. His answers 

were short and mumbled. Eventually, he sighed and said:

‘I’m sorry, I just woke up. I’m not really ready to have a proper conversation yet.’ Sophie glanced 

at her watch and noted it was 10am in London and 11am his time, quite late for a weekday in an 

asylum where wake-up calls resounded through the cells at 7am. 

‘I know the feeling. I’m pretty much useless before my first a cup of coffee. Not even able to string 

a half-decent sentence together without a good shot of espresso!’ she joked. His soft laugh warmed 

her heart. How she loved that laugh! It always made her think of summer, and she smiled, sudden-

ly confident in the knowledge that no matter how drugged up he was, their bond hadn’t broken. 

‘It’s those goddamn drugs they’re giving me. They make me so groggy; all I can do is lie in bed 

and count the cracks in the ceiling.’ His speech was slurred. ‘Where are you? In Berlin?’ he asked, 

his voice laced with hope. 

‘No’, she answered almost apologetically. Sophie was at work and had locked herself in one of the 

meeting rooms of an open plan office, discreetly answering the nods of her colleagues who passed 

by the glass-door. She thought how surreal the situation was. If they knew who I’m talking to! 

Ignoring the hustle and bustle on the trading desks, she stepped closer to the window. It was a glo-

rious winter’s day with a flawlessly blue sky. The sun shone a bright light down on the city. She 

leaned her forehead against the cold glass and her breath steamed up a view of St Paul’s cathedral 

as she spoke. 

‘It’s a beautiful day today. I wish you could see what I see now.’ 

‘I can’t see what the weather is like today. I don’t have a window in my cell.’ He sighed. A win-

dowless cell. Sophie felt a shiver creep up her spine.
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***

July 1996,

Sophie hurried nervously around the supermarket, dragging the trolley back to the spirits section, 

frantically wondering what she had forgotten.

‘Sophie, chill out. We won’t be running out of alcohol, I promise’. Reluctantly Sophie slowed her 

pace. Dennis was right; they had stocked up with enough beers to entertain the fifty or so friends 

she had invited to celebrate her 18th birthday, and it was about time to check out and drive to the 

venue. 

Just when she thought she was never going to find a suitable place to hold her party, at the last 

minute her boyfriend Dennis had pulled some strings and found the perfect location: a forgotten 

oasis in the outskirts of Berlin, a privately-owned swimming club by Tegeler See, whose owner 

was an old friend of Dennis’s father. 

‘Don’t worry Shorty…’ Unaware that she hated this nickname he had for her, he continued, ‘the 

party will be amazing, believe me. The guys will set up the sound system and it’s gonna blow your 

mind. We’re bringing the turntables and massive speakers. The neighbours had better go hide! It 

will be legendary.’ 

She could visualise it – it would be like an MTV beach party, her friends in swimwear pumping 

their arms in the air to heavy hip-hop beats. Let’s hope the neighbours don’t call the police, she 

thought. 

As they exited the car park, the boot clanking with bottles, she looked over to her boyfriend. He 

looked cool, she thought, with his army cap pushed deep over his eyebrows. Unlike most of the 

boys  in  her  class,  his  three-day  stubble  was  effortless.  However  convenient  it  was  to  have  a 

boyfriend with a car, it irked her to rely on him to drive somewhere. She vowed that after the par-

ty, every penny saved would go towards funding driving lessons.

Sophie wondered if  she loved him. He was attractive in a tough-guy kind of way – all  broad 

shoulders,  dark hair  and big clumsy hands.  Sure,  she fancied him, but was that  enough? She 
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looked out of the car window pensively as the car gathered speed and the buildings blurred by. 

The 18th of July turned out to be a lovely sunny day. But would tonight be the night? Dennis was 

two years older than her and had a bit of a reputation. She knew his patience was only limited –  if 

she wanted to keep him she would have to give in to his advances. The truth was she was terrified 

at the idea of sex.

‘What are you thinking about Shorty? Are you worrying again?’ he smiled, taking one hand off the 

steering wheel to pinch her thigh. She brushed his hand away and blushed. 

‘Yeah, uh, I m just a bit nervous – it’s my first big party. If it’s not awesome, people will talk – 

it’ll be embarrassing’. Sophie winced at the thought but Dennis laughed reassuringly.

 

They parked the car and got out. Each balancing a crate of bottles on their shoulders, they walked 

carefully down the narrow dirt path in the direction of the lake. Besides the faint humming of flies 

in the warm air, it was surprisingly quiet. The lake shimmered peacefully behind the pine trees. At 

the boathouse, Sophie’s father was busy lighting the campfire. When Dennis came over to shake 

his hand, he suspiciously eyed him up and pointedly ignored his outstretched hand. An awkward 

moment passed. Sophie was keen to spare Dennis her father’s steely stare and they both returned 

to the car to pick up the remaining crates.

A rosy-cheeked Vera emerged from the boathouse,  broom in hand,  to greet  her daughter.  She 

proudly pointed at a huge pile of marshmallows in a bowl:  ‘I  found a shop that sold organic 

marshmallows. Isn’t that unbelievable? Organic marshmallows!’ she shook her head bemused. So-

phie laughed; she loved her mother but she was sometimes a bit strange. Her obsession with or-

ganic food was embarrassing, especially when she launched into one of her monologues about E-

numbers giving you cancer – a thought her husband had planted in her head. The outcome of this 

was that Sophie and her siblings were deprived of sweets, ice-cream and most other tasty snacks. 

‘Vera, I hope you're not planning to lecture my friends about organic food, and tell them to become 

vegetarians again. It’s so embarrassing.’ 

Her mother looked at her with a mocking look on her face and moaned:
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‘Don’t be such a teenager, you should be proud your parents aren’t boring and conformists like all 

the others. We might be a bit different but hey, we know better!’ She winked at Sophie and spread 

out her two fingers into a peace sign. ‘Peace and love honey, don’t forget!’ 

Sophie rolled her eyes. Sometimes she wished her mother would be more like her friends’ parents, 

who wore normal clothes and had nine-to-five jobs. As an artist, her mother was ultra sensitive, 

her moods volatile as mercury. On good days she would be the life and soul of any party, but when 

the dark days came, she would lock herself up in her studio among her canvases, sit on the sofa 

and stare at the wall. Lost in the depths of depression, she couldn’t always be there for her chil-

dren. It was often up to Sophie to look after her siblings. 

It didn’t help that her father seemed oblivious to his wife’s state of mind, or chose to ignore it and 

turned to alcohol instead. Sophie sighed and started unwrapping the tea lights, placing them next 

to the ashtrays on the tables. 

She was busy ramming flares into the dusty ground when she heard the first guests coming down 

the path. Two skinny girls with shiny waist-long hair hurried along the shore giggling excitedly. 

‘This is awesome!’ they shrieked in unison and pointed at the small wooden boats moored at the 

end of the pier. ‘Are these boats for real, I mean can we use them? That’s so cool!’ they shouted.

Sophie shielded her eyes against the late afternoon sun and smiled at the sight of her two best 

friends Camelia and Justine. They were loud, funny and when all three of them were together they 

felt invincible. Sophie gave them a quick peck on the cheek, happy to have them close.

A sunset sky bathed the lake in soft pink light; wafts of blue smoke floated out on the silvery sur-

face of the water. When they switched on the fairy lights, the place looked magical. The campfire 

was roaring. Dennis and his friends enthusiastically speared sausages to roast over the tall flames. 

After a few technical hitches, the sound system was working, the loudspeakers were hooked up, 

and some relaxed Bob Marley beats were drumming in the background. 

Sophie’s brother Sam and her sister Anna were playing cards at the table next to a group of girls 

from school, all busy giggling and smoking filter cigarettes. Making sure her guests were catered 

for, Sophie smoothed a kink in the white table linen and picked up a beer bottle from the tin bath 
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tub. She was way too excited to eat even a bite from the freshly-roasted sausage Dennis shoved in 

her face. After a few sips of beer she finally relaxed a bit. More guests were arriving, smiling and 

bearing gifts, and it finally felt like the beginning of a great night. 

Her friend Nils walked up to her with a mischievous glint in his eyes.

‘How are you party girl?’ he asked as he pushed a shot glass in her hand. 

‘It’s vodka,’ he whispered with a conspiring smile, pointing at a bottle hidden inside his jeans jack-

et. Worried her father could see them, she quickly gulped down the vile-tasting alcohol. Her eyes 

watered. As she coughed and spluttered Nils continued, trying hard not to laugh at her red face: 

’This is an amazing place, you know I live just around the corner and didn’t even know it existed. 

Apparently there are some pretty big fish in the lake, I can’t wait to take the boats to water.’

She laughed and through the blur of her teary eyes she spotted her latest guest walking towards 

her, a big bouquet of flowers in his arms. The young man standing in front of her was wearing 

paint-spattered trainers, faded jeans and an army green jumper. 

‘Jay!’ She shouted in delight and leaped forward to hug him. ‘You came!’ She hadn’t seen him in a 

while and he had grown taller, his shoulders broader. He looked very handsome; her stomach 

flipped as he smiled down at her, his arm around her waist. 

‘Happy birthday’ he mumbled and shoved the flowers in her arms. ‘I know flowers are kind of 

lame, but my mum insisted,’ he shrugged apologetically. 

‘Yeah flowers are so old-school’ she smiled as she inhaled the gorgeous perfume of white lilies, hy-

acinths and tulips. ‘You're such a gentleman’, she joked as she poured water into a watering can 

and carefully arranged the flowers. Jay grabbed a beer from the improvised ice-box, as he cracked 

open the bottle Sophie frowned at him. 

‘Since when do you drink beer?’ she teased.

‘It’s none of your business really now is it?’ he answered, avoiding her stare.  
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She jabbed a finger softly at his chest. ‘Jay, you're too young to drink. If my dad catches us, I'll be in 

trouble. Big time.’

‘Why would it be your fault?’ He looked mildly annoyed, gently pushing her finger away.

‘It’s my party and I’m meant to be responsible for my guests and stuff. Can’t have you throwing 

up all over the place can I? Anyway, the only reason we're allowed alcohol tonight is because my 

dad cannot survive the evening without beer… Otherwise we’d all be on the lemonade.’

With under-eighteens in the picture, her father had made it clear that while beer was ok at the par-

ty, spirits were banned. If any guests were found drinking anything else he would not hesitate to 

shut the party down. Sophie knew that with his police record, he wasn't going to take any chances. 

Thinking of Nils' clandestine vodka supply, she was as nervous as she was excited to break the 

rules.

Jay rolled his eyes at her, ‘I'm not a kid anymore, I can hold my drink.’

‘Okaaaaay fine then. So who did you come with tonight?’ she asked mockingly.

‘My mum’ he smirked.

‘I see’ she stifled a giggle ‘You're not a kid anymore and you come with your mum to my party 

huh?’

‘Aren’t your parents here too?’ He said petulantly as he flipped the beer cap in his fingers and 

snapped it over the sticky kitchen counter. They held eye contact until Sophie burst into laughter, 

and Jay’s reluctant smile turned into a wide grin. 

‘Never mind the flowers; I have another present for you’. He shrugged off his backpack, took out a 

few spray-paint cans and rummaged through the bag. Sophie picked up one of the cans; they were 

the kind her father would use to fix the paint job on his car. What was Jay doing with so many of 

those in his backpack? 
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‘Jay? What are these for?’ she asked with a raised eyebrow, picking up the next can, labelled “sun-

set lilac“. ‘You have a lilac car that needs a new paint job? What do you need these for?’

Jay snatched the can out of her hand and shoved it back into the bag. 

‘Errm yeah, I use them for spray painting. Not a car though, I...err...’ He looked down at his hands.  

’I spray walls.’

‘Do you mean graffiti?’ The guys in her class used to brag about going out on the town in the dead 

of the night, their backpacks rattling with spray cans, to scout out a wall on which to leave their 

mark. They always went for the most inaccessible spots, such as highway bridges and the top of 

buildings. Some of them boasted about being train sprayers and would take photos of themselves, 

hiding behind ski masks, proudly standing next to colourful renditions of their sprayer acronyms. 

One particularly popular place was the Hauptbahnhof, Berlin’s central train station. Sophie would 

pass tons of their graffiti on her way to school.  

‘Mmmm yeah,’ Jay nodded, avoiding looking at her. ‘Look, just don’t tell my mother about this. I 

kind of shoplifted these.’

‘Oh ok. So do you actually go out at night to paint?’ She found that quite exciting. At school she 

had never dared approach the graffiti-boys, who treated everyone outside their clique with great 

indifference.

‘Well, yes my friend Frank and I go out at night looking for good spots. I'm just starting out so 

most of it is just scribbles, but there's a rush to going out there. A risk of getting caught. The thrill is 

quite addictive. If you want I’ll show you where we’ve been.’ 

Sophie smiled encouragingly, he's so cute. A far cry from the boys at her school, he didn’t make 

her feel gauche and awkward like they did. Jay reached out and handed her a small blue envelope, 

her name written across it in a sleek black font. She flipped it open and pulled out a cassette tape.

‘I hope you like it; these are some of my favourite tunes. I think it will remind you of our holidays 

in Ibiza. It’s quite chilled out.’ He shuffled his feet and took another swig of beer. Sophie’s throat 

tightened, this had obviously taken him a while to compile. She was touched.
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‘Thank you’, she whispered eventually, not knowing what else to say. 

‘You’re welcome,’ he shrugged and turned away.

At that moment, a voice shrieked ‘Sophie!’ and her friend Camelia grabbed her arm.

‘What are you doing hiding in the kitchen, isn’t this your party? You just have to see this, Dennis is 

DJing, his fat friend is breakdancing!’ Camelia dragged Sophie outside and out of Jay’s sight. So-

phie put the tape in the back-pocket of her jeans. With a last glance back at the handsome boy; she 

ran over to join the crowd gathering around the dancers.

Midnight came and went. The party was in full swing. In the small club-house, people were danc-

ing, a deep hip-hop bass booming, and a group of them had decided to get out the boats. As they 

fished around for missing oars, Sophie walked over to the barbecue, trying to remember where her 

friend Nils had stashed the liquor. She passed a small group sitting next to the huge campfire, 

laughing and roasting marshmallows – her mother’s organic marshmallows. Sophie chuckled to 

herself. 

After crouching around the bushes for a bit, blindly fumbling around roots and rocks, she finally 

found Nils’ secret stash. Unable to read any labels in the dark she just picked up as many bottles as 

she could stuff under her jacket. 

Suddenly she heard voices nearby. Her ears pricked up as she recognised the sing-song tone of her 

mother’s voice. Creeping closer, she spotted her mother sipping a glass wine by the fire, intently 

listening to someone in the dark. 

‘I do worry about him becoming anti-social’, the voice said. ‘I know teenagers go through a new 

rebellious phase every week but I sense there’s something wrong with him. He never talks to any-

one. I don’t think he has many friends. He's always wearing those shabby hoodies. I bought him 

loads of designer outfits – the sort most kids would die for – and what does he do? He wears this 

tatty old sweatshirt covered in paint stains. I feel embarrassed when I pick him up from school. I 

can just guess what the other mums are thinking.’ 
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Sophie’s mother whispered an inaudible response and the woman spoke again:

‘Yes I know, but that’s not all. I think he’s up to no good. The other day I looked in the rucksack he 

was hiding under his bed, and it was full of spray-paint cans. What’s he doing with those? He said 

it was for a school project, but I don’t believe him. He’s such a bad liar.’ 

The angry voice paused, and Sophie realised this was Elizabeth talking, Jay’s mother. A painful 

cramp worked its way up Sophie’s ankle but curious to hear more, she ignored it and shifted as 

close as she could without getting noticed. 

She's still picking him up from school? At sixteen? Incredulous, Sophie thought about how her 

mother had left her to her own devices from an early age. Talk about claustrophobic parenting! 

Poor Jay.

‘I wouldn’t mind so much if he were doing well at school but his grades have dropped. Lately, he’s 

been hanging out a lot with this kid, Frank. I can’t put my finger on anything in particular, but I 

know something is up. I don’t like seeing them together. Frank is a bad influence. He smokes. Cig-

arettes and probably worse. Jay is only a kid for heaven sakes; he should be concentrating on his 

homework. No doubt he's bright, but he's just so...’ she exhaled loudly in exasperation. ‘...Slow. 

Lazy. Impressionable. He drives me and Caspar insane.’

Caspar von Schoenefeldt, Jay’s stepfather, was a renowned plastic surgeon. Sophie remembered 

Jay opening up one day on holiday, and telling her how his mother had been having an affair with 

Caspar for years. One day during a heated row, Jay, unable to keep the secret that oppressed him 

for so long, had blurted out to his father that when she was supposedly “at tennis with her girl-

friends”, Elizabeth was in fact secretly seeing this man. After many fights and many reconcilia-

tions, his parents finally decided to separate for good. All this was much to Jay’s horror.  Having 

revealed the secret that split them up, Jay had always harboured the hope that he could bring them 

back together. Although Jay had maintained a veneer of indifference when he told the story, his 

voice eventually broke when he whispered that he had ruined his parent’s marriage. Sophie want-

ed to comfort him and tell him all this wasn’t his fault, but her well-meant words had fallen on 

deaf ears. Nothing seemed to reach him. For the rest of the day he had just sat on the beach staring 

at the waves, ignoring her pining looks. 
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Suddenly the cramp in her leg became unbearable. She was brought back to the present situation, 

uncomfortably hidden in the bush. Deciding she had heard enough; she skulked back towards the 

pier clutching the spirit bottles close to her chest. She wondered about what she had just over-

heard. Jay was doing badly at school and apparently had no friends. Elizabeth’s tone had been 

quite harsh. Slow, lazy, impressionable. Sophie didn’t think any of these attributes described her 

friend. Instinctively she disliked the woman who struck her as a high-maintenance, spa-visiting, 

prosecco-sipping Stepford wife. The kind of woman who left her husband for an obscenely rich 

celebrity, who moved her straight into his ten-bedroom villa in the posh suburbs of Berlin. No 

doubt she had found him to be a great catch. 

Sophie ran down the lantern-lined path to the pier where her friends were getting ready to board 

the boats. She handed the liquor bottles to Dennis and noticed that everybody had stripped down 

to their swimming shorts. While her friend Justine showed off her perfect curves in the smallest of 

bikinis, Sophie, with a body resembling more that of a twelve-year-old boy than an eighteen-year-

old girl, decided to keep her shirt on. 

The boats floated away from the pier and drifted out into the darkness of the lake. The oars slowly 

pushed through water black as ink and they inched further towards the centre of the lake. The 

mood was ebullient; joints were lit and people swigged from the bottles that were passed around. 

The insouciance was infectious. Looking at the burning stars above, Sophie felt that she was part of 

something bigger. Bigger than her fears, her loneliness and her dark thoughts. She was young, and 

she was the future. Today was the first day of the rest of her life; she was going to move out and 

start a new life, move to France, study psychology and make new friends. It was all ahead of her, 

and she knew it. As she looked around the boat, she paused and seeing all of her friends’ smiling 

faces in the soft glow of the candles, her heart swelled – a lump rose in her throat; she wanted to 

hug them all. I could die right now, and it would be OK because this moment is worthy of a life-

time. 

After graduation, they would all go their separate ways to embark on different lives. It was sad in 

a way to lose her friends, but the lure of freedom and the desire to escape the clutches of her con-

trolling father was more powerful than any urge to stay with her friends. Sophie took another sip 

from the bottle she was handed. The tequila burnt all the way down her throat to her stomach, 

warming her up from the inside.
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Suddenly she realised she hadn’t seen Jay since the start of the evening. He wasn’t on any of the 

boats. With a tinge of guilt, she wondered who he’d been spending the evening with. He didn’t 

know anybody and Sophie doubted he had spent the evening with his mother.  Sophie slowly 

scanned the lake. The shoreline blurred into the distance, and the weeping willow blended into the 

night. The boat-house shone like a far-away lighthouse. The wind carried the bass of the music and 

the occasional burst of laughter across the black water. A hooded silhouette sat at the end of the 

pier, its legs dangling over the water. Smoke curled above its head, and the faint glimmer of a cig-

arette hovered above his chest. The silhouette cut a lonely figure, she thought to herself. 

Suddenly the boat rocked, knocking her into Nils’ arms. The bottles were almost emptied, and the 

mood had lifted to become boisterous. Her friends started ramming the neighbouring boats with 

their oars, shrieking pirate ‘harr harr harr’s. In an increasingly drunken haze, everyone started 

pushing each other off the boats. Next to her, Justine lurched into the lake with a squeal of delight. 

Water  splashed up and soaked Sophie’s  shirt.  Feeling invincible,  Sophie  took another  gulp of 

tequila and tossed the empty bottle into the boat before diving head first into the cool water. The 

drunk dizziness faded instantly as she broke the surface. Swimming around finding her bearings, 

she looked over to see that her friends had moored the boats to the floating platform and started a 

raucous diving competition. 

She headed towards them, but after a few strokes, a sharp pain shot up her leg. Her foot cramped 

up so badly it made her gasp with pain. Struggling for air and trying desperately to hold her head 

above water, she started to panic as the cramp spread up to her thigh. She was unable to move her 

leg. She tried to turn on her back and massage the cramp out of it, but as she tried she felt her right 

foot tense up too. Within seconds both of her legs had turned as rigid as logs. She was struggling 

to keep her head above water,  desperately thrashing her arms about.  A searing pain pulsated 

through her legs and the muscles in her arms were burning. An attempt to scream for help failed 

and died in a muffled gurgle. Water started filling her mouth. Slowly, helplessly, she sunk towards 

the dark infinite gloom at the bottom of the lake. I'm going to die. On my 18th birthday. A virgin. 

As she closed her eyes, her final breath bubbled towards the surface and everything turned black. 

Suddenly two strong hands grabbed her tightly and dragged her limp body back to the surface. 

A slap struck her cheek. ‘Sophie, wake up!’ The voice was muffled and seemed to come from far 

away. She willed her eyes to open, but her eyelids were too heavy and swollen to lift. Instead, she 
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tried to move her legs. They ached and felt as stiff as wood and refused to move. Her head spun. 

She was teetering on the edge of consciousness, afraid to fall back into the darkness. Someone was 

pressing down on her chest with all his weight. Upon release, the air burned into her lungs. Again, 

and again. Finally, she rolled to the side and started coughing uncontrollably, bringing up foul-

tasting water. Her body was shaking as she was hugged with a towel and a strangled voice urgent-

ly whispered in her ear: ‘Sophie, stay with me. Come on, open your eyes.’

Soft grass brushed against the soles of her feet, and she breathed in the clean washing powder 

smell of his t-shirt. Slowly she managed to open her eyes and blinked at a world that was all out-

of-focus. As she regained her vision, Jay hunched over her with a worried look on his face. When 

she started sobbing, he held her tight, gently stroking her wet hair. 

‘What happened?’ she asked with quivering lips, as the numbness in her legs slowly faded.  

Jay didn’t answer and instead passed her jeans and a jumper. She unbuttoned her clammy shirt 

with stiff fingers and welcomed the dry clothes. His jumper was too big for her and smelled of 

paint and tobacco, but she loved its softness on her skin. 

‘I nearly drowned, didn’t I?’ she asked quietly. He nodded with a concerned look in his eyes, and 

she put her hand in his. Her head swirled as they listened to the screams and laughter echoing in 

the night. Didn’t anybody notice? She wondered. They were sitting a few meters behind the pier, 

under the weeping willow. 

‘You saw me struggling in the water and jumped in to save me?’ she guessed.

He remained silent and nodded again, staring at the ground. Until then, she hadn’t noticed that his 

jeans were wet. Trying to get over the dizziness, she breathed a sigh that made her lungs whistle in 

protest.

‘Are you ok? You look a bit faint’, he asked, finally speaking again. 

‘I’m not sure. I just don’t know what happened out there. All of a sudden I couldn’t move my legs 

anymore’. She shuddered remembering the feeling of helplessness and the sheer horror of sinking 

below the surface.
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‘You probably had a bit too much to drink’ he suggested ‘and too little to eat’. He looked at her 

skinny body. She bowed her head in shame, but Sophie knew he was right, not only did she have 

too much alcohol, but she didn’t get to eat much during the day. A bowl of cereals that morning 

and probably not more than a bite of sausage and a forkful of salad for dinner. The dark demons of 

anorexia were never too far away, and somehow she knew that her friend was aware of the every-

day battle she fought to sustain her body. 

‘You’re right’ she conceded reluctantly ‘I haven’t eaten much today. With all the party organisation, 

I just didn’t find time to eat.’ 

She tied her long wet hair into a ponytail. ‘I can’t eat when I get nervous; the mere thought of food 

makes me nauseous.’ 

She was so used to lying about her being fine that even admitting it to herself was a novelty, never 

mind speaking it out loud.  

His hand felt warm in hers, and her anxiety melted away. He always made her feel at home, safe 

and happy. She couldn’t quite explain it, but somehow when he was around she felt as though he 

switched on a lightbulb, shining bright and clear. When they parted, the light faded, leaving her in 

the dark, empty and useless.

‘You saved my life Jay,’ she whispered looking into his eyes. He brushed her comment aside with a 

shrug as if to say, ‘I had no choice’. 

‘Oh my god, imagine – I could have died on my birthday. Dead on my 18th, a virgin’. As soon as 

she said the word she regretted it leaving her mouth, and her cheeks reddened instantly. 

‘Oh...  I thought you and your...errm...boyfriend would have had... you know’, he looked over to 

the platform. Dennis was probably still there. Suddenly a disappointing thought popped into So-

phie’s head. Shouldn’t he have noticed I wasn’t there anymore? Clearly he hadn’t.  She could 

have drowned, and he hadn’t noticed. Her throat ached, and hot tears prickled in her eyes, threat-

ening to overflow.

© 2017 by the author of this book.   Page !  of ! ‘Solacium’ by SJ de Lagarde52 55
The book author retains sole copyright



‘No, we haven’t yet. I kind of thought tonight would be a special night. But he's too busy partying; 

he didn’t even notice I’d gone.’ A solitary tear slid down her cheek. Jay looked pained as he gently 

wiped it away with his thumb.

‘I think...’ he hesitated. ‘I think you shouldn’t be with this guy, he's not good for you’. He shook his 

head and Sophie sensed his anger rising. ‘I watched you two tonight, and he's not giving you the 

attention you deserve. He should be by your side looking out for you; he should have given you 

time to sit down and eat something. I saw him dancing with other girls, laughing and joking and 

having a great time. A boyfriend doesn’t do that’, he hissed through gritted teeth. ‘If I were your 

boyfriend, I would have eyes only for you. He doesn’t deserve you, and you shouldn’t be with 

him...’ His dark eyes glowered intensely.

‘Jay… wait, what?… what are you saying?’ She was lost for words, never having heard him speak 

so passionately. 

‘You should be with...’, he breathed in, ‘...you should be with me.’

Her mouth dropped open. 

‘I love you’, he said softly. 

She looked at him in total disbelief. Did I hear him correctly? Did he just confess his love for me?

 

‘Jay. ..I didn’t know. ...I don’t know what to say’. Slowly it dawned on her that he must have fol-

lowed her all night to have witnessed her with Dennis. She looked at him sitting next to her with 

his arms folded around his knees, his white t-shirt outlining his strong chest, frowning into the dis-

tance, brooding and handsome.

‘I don’t think this is going to work, Jay. Dennis is my boyfriend and even if sometimes I'm not sure 

about him… it means I can’t be with you. I know you saved my life, and I don’t even know how to 

start thanking you for that, but I don’t think I'm the right person for you. You need to be with 

someone else.’
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His face hardened. He ran his hand slowly through his damp hair. When he turned to her the dis-

appointment was etched in his eyes, but he replied calmly:

‘It’s ok Sophie. I didn’t expect you to break up with him, but you should know that he's not the 

one for you.’

She leaned over, put her arms around his neck and kissed him gently on the cheek ‘Ok. Look, we 

can still be friends, right? Boyfriends and girlfriends come and go, but friends are forever. I prom-

ise you Jay we will be friends for many, many years. Whatever happens. When we're old, like, you 

know, 40 or something, we will still be friends and call each other up and chat. I promise.’

He smiled lightly.

 ‘Let’s hope so, I don’t want to lose you. Ok, enough now with the melodrama. Let’s get back to the 

party and find something to eat. You’ll feel better once you’ve had a steak sandwich!’ He got up 

and held out his hand. Sophie got up gingerly, still a little unsteady on her feet and grateful for his 

help. She waited for him to put his arm around her waist and together they slowly walked up the 

hill back to the club-house.

Later that night, as she inched away from Dennis, who was softly snoring into his pillow, she 

looked out of the window. Soon the first rays of sun would be shining through the curtains, a new 

day as an 18-year-old. What a strange night it had been. Reflecting on her brush with death, her 

thoughts turned inevitably to her rescuer. How lucky she had been that he was there. Suddenly the 

image of the lonely figure sitting at the end of the pier smoking a cigarette flashed up in her mind. 

That hooded silhouette so familiar. Jay. He had sat there, all the time looking out for her. Sophie 

tried to remember the rest of the evening before the lake incident. The more she thought about it, 

the more she could visualise him in the background, blending in with her friends, observing her 

from a distance, never taking his eyes off her. She wasn’t sure whether she should be flattered or 

slightly unnerved being watched by a silent bystander. Dawn was breaking outside. The sky was 

turning purple. 

Jay had selflessly jumped to her rescue – the mere thought made her heart shrink. 'I love you' he 

had said. No one had said that to her before, not even Dennis. She had turned him away and 

thinking about it broke her heart. Where was he now? Maybe he was thinking of her. She could not 

forget his final words. He whispered ‘Just don’t do it. Not tonight. Not with him’. And she hadn’t.
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End of free trial! 

To find out how what happens next find Solacium on Amazon!

Thank you 

x

SJ de Lagarde
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