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The Everyday Man
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The white pith on an orange
1s the healthiest part

If you're delighted to finally be on your own in the comfort of your own
home, you may have rejoiced a little too soon. The dangers of the morning
routine are already lurking in your kitchen.

And please don’t forget to always carry some writing paper and a stamped
envelope with you.

Why? Let me tell you.

Half-asleep as he woke, Tobias gazed thoughtfully out of the kitchen win-
dow over the rooftops as night gave way to the day and reached for the
coffee pot.

An instinctive glance at his left hand brought the muscles of his right hand
to an immediate standstill. Before the first sip of coffee could flow from
the spout of the pot into the cup, he stared in bewilderment at the ashtray
in his left hand.

He resolved not to mix the task of clearing away the remnants of the pre-
vious occupant with the preparations for the present. So, he admonished
himself inwardly, he must first put the ashtray — which he had emptied but
kept in his hand because, subconsciously, it probably reminded him of his
round coffee cup — back on the table and take the cup off the shelf — actu-
ally take the cup out and check it! — before he assumed that a clay vessel
was a drinking vessel. That was technically correct, but in that case he
should at least have washed the ashtray properly.

As he poured the coffee into his cup and took his first sips, he was jolted
out of the twists and turns of his musings on the connection and contradic-
tion between aesthetics and functionality in everyday life. The bread,
which he had assumed would be enough for breakfast, refused to yield in
the slightest when he pressed his tongue against the crust to stimulate his
salivary glands. It was rock-hard.

His gastric juices, which the coffee had by now got flowing, were waiting
impatiently for the immediate intake of more solid food and categorically
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prevented the start of the morning’s philosophy seminar: on the harshness
of life in and of itself, illustrated by the example of the rock-hard bread. A
trip to the baker’s was unavoidable.

With fresh, fragrant, soft, crispy rolls in his stomach, the morning would
look quite different, and there would be no need for philosophical tumbles
through the morning mist of awakening brain synapses.

The morning walk was delayed, as the bunch of keys clearly did not share
his memory’s view of where it was supposed to be.

The right coat pocket turned out to be nothing more than a cosy haven for
the millions of bacteria in a snotty paper handkerchief. The flat keys,
which really ought to have been there too, were presumably — no, he
couldn’t find them in his jacket pocket either. So, they could only be on
the key hooks. He hadn’t reckoned on them lying there quietly, as if they’d
always belonged there, hanging on a hook on the new key rack beside the
front door.

Puzzled, he looked at the keys on the hook. He couldn’t remember hanging
them there.

Had he brought a visitor home last night and had she immediately set
about trying to bring order to his life?

Just to be on the safe side, he checked his bedroom and the living room to
see if there was a woman there who wanted to bring order to his life. A
quick visual check revealed that, as he remembered, he’d come home
alone.

Or, if it had happened, had she already left? He would set about look-
ing for clues later.

‘Nip it in the bud,” he resolved, deciding to unscrew the new key rack
straight after breakfast and return it to the person who’d given it to him — if
only he knew who it had been, it must have been quite some time ago; he
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himself, he thought, could not have bought it — and to terminate the friend-
ship immediately, as he was entitled to expect from friends that they would
not lure him into the traps of a bourgeois order in which everything had its
place and he ended up being preoccupied solely with constantly restoring
this imposed order correctly.

Before he lost himself, however, in the labyrinth of reflections on the tran-
sition from disorder during the French Revolution to the all-ordering guil-
lotine, he resolutely grabbed the bunch of keys.

Once again, his stomach had made itself felt without being asked, growl-
ing stubbornly for the bread rolls he had intended to buy.

Perhaps a clearer head at that moment might have prompted him to check
whether he’d even put any money in his pocket, but it came to nothing, as
he was already opening the front door.

But how can a door open when, despite pressing down on the door handle
and pulling that very handle towards him, it remains motionless in its
frame?

The expectation of seeing the stairwell abruptly gave way to the strange
sensation of wanting to walk up an escalator that had come to a standstill
and wouldn’t start moving when he stepped on the start contact.

Determined, or rather indignant, with the unpleasant feeling of looking
like a fool — even though no one could be watching who might have
grinned at him — he gave the door handle a shake. It worked.

Not the result he’d hoped for, but a success nonetheless, in the broader
sense of having an effect. Something had indeed moved: he held the bro-
ken door handle in his hand, bewildered.

How could...?

But it didn’t really matter now to dwell on the possibilities of the past. The
present and the fresh bread rolls he needed to fetch were more urgent than
the question, to be clarified later, of why, of all times, just when he had
neither the time nor the inclination to concern himself with broken door
handles, this very one was lying in his hand.
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Grim-faced and seeking help, he looked at the protruding square of the
door handle’s counterpart, of which only a ridiculous remnant remained.

Even the first attempt confirmed his hunch that even the combined
strength of his thumb and index finger would not be enough to move this
meagre remnant of a square in any way using just the muscle power of his
fingers.

A pair of pliers!
There had to be a pair of pliers in the toolbox!

He immediately scaled back this certainty to a thoroughly realistic expec-
tation that there must be a pair of pliers somewhere in his flat; a level of
expectation that prepared him, at least in part, for the possibility that there
might be, but that it need not necessarily be the case.

A cautious glance into the corner of the junk room raised his level of ex-
pectation. The toolbox was indeed on the shelf: exactly where he’d ex-
pected it to be.

Without giving a second thought to why it was there and not somewhere
else, he pulled the box down; the pliers lay peacefully between the ham-
mer and the screwdriver, their jaws closed.

He hastily adjusted the adjustment screw on the pliers’ jaws to match the
size of the protruding square spindle; his stomach growled, ‘Bread roll!’,
and he set the pliers to work.

‘Pfft!” and ‘Clack!” echoed through the stairwell, and again ‘Pfft!” and
‘Clack!’

A quick glance through the peephole: his neighbour Elvira was mopping
the stairwell.

She was wearing a short apron, and every time she turned round to swing
the mop across the floor with another ‘Pfft!”, which always ended with the
‘Clack!” of the wooden scrubber against the skirting board, Tobias’s eyes
were fixed on her bare bottom.

Why on earth would she bother to get fully dressed to mop the floor on the
top floor of the building, when no one could possibly come up from below
unawares anyway?
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The rumbling of his stomach made him stop staring and start knocking,
and: “Elvira!” he called out. The ‘pfft!” and ‘clack!” stopped immediately.

“Yes?” he heard her questioning voice outside the flat door. “Is anyone
there?”

“Elvira, it’s me, Tobias! The door handle’s broken off! Could you please
push against the door from the outside so I can open it more easily?”

A soft chuckle and an amused “Of course, as long as nothing else’s broken
off,” were the prompt reply.

Even through the wood of the door, he could feel the pressure of his
neighbour’s body, and as he hurried to close the jaws of the pliers around
the square spindle, his brain synapses were racing with the question: why
on earth wasn’t he just opening the door with his key?

Inserting the key into the lock was one thing, turning the key another, and
the swing of the door — with Elvira pressing against it as extra weight —
threw him back into the hallway of his flat.

Elvira, flying past the door, tumbling onto him.

Was it a reflex to cushion his own fall? No, it was more likely a spontane-
ous attempt to break Elvira’s fall by spreading his arms, then closing them
again, just as he closed his eyes, for his palms delightedly felt two curves
that filled them with a powerful sensation.

Was it the blow of his head against the wall, or the unexpected sensation
of Elvira’s skin against his, as she lay on top of him, gasping unexpected-
ly, leaving him dazed?

Elvira had been mopping listlessly and now suddenly lying on her side,
wondered whether she should let herself go with him, lying beneath her.

Tobias had just been thinking, ‘Opportunity breeds love’ — or should he
apologise, as a polite neighbour? But if so, for what? She did seem to be
pressing herself against him in all the right places, after all — so where did
this pressure come from, which couldn’t be explained by her body weight
alone?

10
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Elvira’s husband, whose curiosity had been piqued by the noise, saw it as
his half-naked wife lying on top of the young neighbour, ready for inter-
course, and showing no sign of getting up any time soon.

The hard blow from the wet cleaning cloth not only struck Elvira’s delight-
ful bottom, but also caused Tobias’s hands, still clasping her, to flinch
painfully.

The moment of shock had not yet passed; Tobias’s gaze had only just
shifted away from the ceiling, and Elvira had rolled off him onto her side
in a flash, when the second blow from the cloth struck him right in the
middle of his most sensitive, hardened private parts.

He doubled over; his face contorted with pain.

Elvira had already vanished past her husband into the flat opposite, her
husband following her, and Tobias wondered in the silence of the stairwell
why on earth he was lying curled up in his hallway, with the flat door
open, when the shouting from the neighbouring flat confirmed to him the
reality of what had just happened.

“Horny slut! And with that wimpy-faced neighbour of yours, too!” were
just the beginning.

Tobias closed his eyes in disapproval. Firstly, nothing had happened at all;
secondly, one could have put it more politely — or should he thank the lout
for not calling him a ‘wimp’ as well; and thirdly, as he was now gradually
realising, opportunity makes the thief.

With great effort, he slowly sat up, pulled the key from the door, stood up,
quietly locked the door so as not to attract any more attention, and felt his
way down the stairs, ‘Pain, subside!’

It was only the loud whisper of a child to his mother — ‘Look, Mummy,
that man’s had a wee with his trousers on’ — and the mother’s ‘Shhh!’ that,
alongside the subsiding pain, made him realise that the cleaning cloth had
not only been hard, but wet as well.

11
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His trouser legs were wet from his crotch down to almost his knees.
“Bread rolls!” his stomach growled impassively. After all, it hadn’t suf-
fered either the blow or the wetness. It hadn’t got anything at all, apart
from the energising coffee — and energised for what?

Never mind the trousers — it couldn’t get any more embarrassing than that
— but why, then, was he standing so close to the wall in the bakery that no
one could see his wet trousers?

The girl with blonde curls in front of him in the queue turned her head to-
wards him questioningly; he felt a probing hand feeling more closely, her
gaze became more interested, friendlier, and her cheerful, soft “Well, so
wet already this early in the morning?”, was based on a misunderstanding
as to how his erection had come about, but it did prompt her to change her
bread roll order from two to four, pay for them, and Tobias trotted along
behind her without being asked, like a little dog with its tail between its
legs.

Her “I live just over there” did indeed put his mind at rest — he correctly
assumed that the two extra bread rolls she’d ordered were meant for him —
but the question of what she wanted hadn’t yet occurred to Tobias.

Back in the flat, she placed the shopping bag on the armchair and, in re-
sponse to Tobias’s long-awaited “Why?”, she replied casually and kindly:
“As things stand, a woman’s probably best placed to help you,” and with a
“Go on, take your trousers off!”, she had disappeared into an adjoining
room.

The carpet muffled his footsteps, and her “Tell me, what’s your name, an-
yway?” prompted him to close the door quietly; otherwise, he would have
seen the look of astonishment on her face when she came out of the adjoin-
ing room with the iron and he had apparently vanished into thin air.

Hurriedly, without making a sound, Tobias rushed down the stairs with the
uneasy feeling that he’d experienced this before today, when the caretaker
had eyed him critically on the ground floor and grabbed him by the sleeve,
exclaiming “Bloody bum, always pissing in front of the loft door!” and
grabbed him by the sleeve.

How could he have explained his innocence to this shrew without having
to go back up the stairs to the dry attic as proof?

12
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Coming to the entrance hall, without having to pass that very door again
from which he’d just sneaked out?

A violent tug to free himself, three steps to the front door, and the caretak-
er, who’d been holding him by the arm, was left clutching his torn-off left
shirt sleeve, without which Tobias squeezed into the driveway two houses
further on to avoid being seen.

Slowly he calmed down again, ran his hand over his bare arm, and careful-
ly felt his wet crotch.

Frowning, he looked at his outstretched, wet palm, checking the extent of
the water damage, when a silver-gold euro coin glinted on it.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw another hand disappear from his field
of vision; then, looking up, he saw an old woman, a few steps away, walk-
ing on.

“The war,” he heard her murmur, “the war has left so many people home-

less,” and her voice faded into the distance as she walked slowly away.

Should he give the euro coin back to the kind lady, thanking her for her
kindness, even though he didn’t really need to, as his wallet was full?

As if to prove he was right, he reached into the empty pocket of his trou-
sers. He’d left his wallet at home.

“Bread rolls!” his stomach growled again, unashamedly; the euro should
be enough!

Indecisive as to whether he should wait a little longer — because of his
trousers, because of the torn-off sleeve; he couldn’t have said why — the
explosion spurred him on.

The two-second gap between the deafening explosion in the building and
the cellar windows being blown out — the very ones he’d been standing in
front of — sent him across to the other side of the street.

13
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A cloud of soot accompanied the flying debris, enveloping Tobias in its
grime, allowing him to perceive only the patter of stones on his shoes,
shielding him from seeing that an entire basement window had flown past,
close to his shoulder.

The crashing impact of the basement window — an iron frame with twelve
glass blocks — made him swerve to the side and run to the corner of the
street, to a safe distance.

Exhausted, he leaned against a tree, trying to make sense of it all: the peo-
ple running about screaming loudly, the sound of the fire engines drawing
nearer, the clouds of smoke billowing from the house he’d been standing
in front of just moments before, the loud clamour: “It was him, I saw it
clearly!” until the two policemen grabbed him by the arms, one on each
side, and led him to a patrol car.

“Of course! He was just going to get some bread rolls!” The policeman
didn’t even try to hide the sarcasm in his voice.

A colleague tapped on the patrol car’s windscreen: “Two accelerants were
used!”

So not just the fingerprints, but an examination of his clothing as well.

The reply, “All right!”, rang out just as the engine started, and Tobias felt
himself being pushed back into the seat of the patrol car.

“Bread rolls!” His stomach clenched.
Could he ask the two officers to stop at the next bakery?

Things weren’t looking good for him. No ID, his wet trousers — it had been
openly suggested that he’d wet himself out of fear before setting the two
accelerants alight — his torn shirt, his soot-stained face. Why had he run
away and then stopped? Presumably to watch the arson succeed?

14
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Without being asked, his stomach growled audibly as the door to the po-
lice cell closed behind him.

“Hungry?” asked the officer on duty sympathetically. After Tobias gave a
silent nod, the officer returned with one of his sandwiches, which he
passed through the bars of the cell.

“Lunch’s at twelve — it’s nearly time,” was meant to be a consolation, but
it just made Tobias rush to the bars.

“Will I have to stay here that long?”
A shrug and “If that’s enough for you” were the only response.
His “I"d like to make a phone call!” made the police officer turn back.

However, the question “Do you want to ring your solicitor?” left Tobias at
a loss.

How was he supposed to know a solicitor he could ring right now? It oc-
curred to him that criminals obviously have an advantage with the police
over inconspicuous people buying bread rolls. “No, I don’t know any so-
licitors; I’d like to ring a friend.”

“It’s not that simple,” muttered the policeman. “A solicitor wouldn’t be a
problem, but a friend...” He said it in a tone that suggested the friend
might be a possible accomplice. “But... if you give me the phone number,
I might be able to ring them for you and pass on a message.”

“Telephone number?” Why would he have his address book in his pocket
when he’d only gone out to buy some bread rolls? “I can’t.”

“Why not? If you want to ring your friend, he must have a phone!”
“He does, actually.”
“So, what’s the problem?”

“He lives in a shared flat and I don’t know what name it’s listed under in
the phone book.”

15
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“Shared flat...?” The policeman’s muttering faded into the distance, as if
the suspicion of arson had suddenly taken on a political dimension.

“But I’ve got the address in my head! If you give me a piece of paper, then
perhaps I could...”, he was cut off immediately.

“You want to write a letter? What’s supposed to be in it?”
“Yes, that I’m here and that he should help me.”
“He’s supposed to help you?”

The policeman’s pensive pout suggested he was considering the possibility
of a prisoner break-out.

“No, that won’t do. And besides, how do you intend to post the letter?”

Confident of success, Tobias reached into his trouser pocket and felt the
hard one-euro coin the old woman had placed in his hand: “Here you go!”

“We don’t have any stamps here.”

“Couldn’t you, or perhaps one of your colleagues—if they’re out on patrol
anyway—just pop round there...”, I wish I hadn’t said that.

“You seem to think we’re postmen, don’t you?”
“No, please, certainly not! After all, postmen don’t carry guns.”

“Not yet!” growled the touchy civil servant, having turned on his heel and
already out of sight.

In desperation, Tobias shook the bars of his cell. No phone, no letter —
what was he to do?

“Help! Could you perhaps help me?” O

16
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Saturday Shopping

Men are meant to be active, women passive. That is the traditional moral
code, particularly when it comes to courtship.

Now, the days when ladies of the Baroque and Rococo eras could discreet-
ly drop their lace handkerchiefs so that their suitor might have the oppor-
tunity to pick it up and hand it back to her... are, in the age of paper tis-
sues, sadly but understandably over.

Yet one should not assume that every era and every woman does not have
her own ways of dropping her lace handkerchiefs and drawing a man’s at-
tention — without him, of course, realising it;, men always want to retain
the initiative.

Kristina glanced into the shopping trolley and quickly counted the items. It
should be enough for the weekend: bread, milk, butter, vegetables, various
salads. This summer had been so hot: she rarely felt like cooking anything
elaborate. At the meat counter, she’d been undecided about what to buy.
Meat? Yes, well, of course. But meat? No, then again, not really.

The voice from the loudspeaker had made the decision for her. “Dear cus-
tomers! It is 8 pm and shopping hours are over. Please make your way to
the checkouts by the exits. We wish you a pleasant weekend!”

She gave a quick smile to the shop assistant behind the counter, who had
paused to clear the display trays when Kristina had stopped in front of the
counter, and obediently pushed her shopping trolley towards the exit.

She had to hurry; the queues at the checkouts were now quite short. On the
plus side, she was free to choose which queue to join. Her gaze swept crit-
ically over the queues, taking in the people waiting and the amount of
goods in their trolleys.

At the third till, at the end of the queue, stood a man her age; his shopping
trolley was barely filled, and he stood there alone.

17



Carsten Frerk: Men ?

She’d seen him here on previous weekends too. Always on his own, his
shopping trolley just as sparsely filled as hers. He’d propped himself up
with both elbows on the crossbar of the trolley, reading a daily newspaper,
glancing up only briefly as she joined the queue. His friendly, interested
gaze sank back into the paper.

Kristina tried to make out what he was reading over his shoulders. The
sports section, the culture page, the job adverts? Her gaze found his hands
more interesting; it slid up his arms, briefly surveying the hint of his bi-
ceps, until the hem of his summer shirt blocked her view.

‘What on earth am I staring at?” she chided herself inwardly, trying to fo-
cus on her shopping trolley. As if she were seeing her shopping for the
first time, she scrutinised the packaging of ‘German Branded Butter’ and
the frozen ‘Peas from Nature’s Garden’ as though life were unfolding right
there.

Above the edge of the golden branded butter packet, between the bars of
the shopping trolley, her gaze lingered on the blue fabric of his jeans, then
followed the seam on the inside, which met the seam on the other side at
the crotch, before continuing upwards.

Kristina turned round abruptly when she realised she was getting warmer —
warmer than the summer temperature would suggest, warmer than could
be explained by the stagnant, stifling air in the supermarket aisle.

With the trolley behind her and the checkouts and the queue in front of
her, she sought support from the crossbar of her shopping trolley behind
her. She tried to work out how many people could be fed with the goods
on the endless shelves in the supermarket aisle. She had just reached a fig-
ure of about thirty thousand in her estimate when a friendly “Oops” behind
her — or, to be precise, in front of her, as she was facing backwards — star-
tled her into turning round.

Without realising it, she had pushed her trolley further, pressing it against
the back of the man of her own age standing in front of her.

18
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“If you’re in a hurry — I’d be happy to let you go first.” She liked his calm
voice and his unhurried friendliness.

But, as if there were another, unspoken question — not in his words, but in
his eyes — Kristina found herself smiling awkwardly.

“No, no! Thank you. Nobody’s waiting for me.” As if she’d already said
more than she’d meant to, she added: “I’'m sorry, I was just lost in
thought.”

He nodded and his questioning gaze returned to the newspaper. The short
queue slowly moved forward.

The man, who was about her age, placed his shopping on the conveyor belt
at the till, grabbed the ‘Next Customer’ sign to mark the end of his shop-
ping, and turned to face the cashier.

Kristina was starting to feel uncomfortable. She wanted some fresh air; she
needed some distance from this closeness. Immediately afterwards, she au-
tomatically began placing her shopping on the black rubber belt of the
conveyor, keeping her eyes fixed on her shopping and avoiding any kind
of closeness.

The cashier took the ‘Next Customer’ sign off the conveyor belt. Kristina
hurriedly pushed the frozen ‘Peas from Nature’s Garden’ further along so
that the cashier could reach them more easily.

‘One moment, please!” A firm female voice made her look up. The cashier
looked at her and asked, ‘Are those your peas?’

“Yes. Why?”

“You’ve just pushed them onto the receipt of the customer in front of
you.” This was clearly not a reproach. It sounded like a matter-of-fact ob-
servation.

“But,” Kristina reached for the packet of peas, “I’ve only just moved them
from here to there.” As she spoke, she had picked up the packet, lifted it,
put it back down, then pushed it forward again, just as she’d done before.

Bright, red, tiny LEDs lit up beneath a dark-red glass cross at the end of
the conveyor belt as the peas were pushed across it.

19
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“That means the gentleman here in front of you already has two packets of
frozen peas on his receipt.” A matter-of-fact statement, and indeed an ac-
curate one, for as the red LEDs at the end of the conveyor belt flashed, the
green display above the till had flickered and gone briefly dark, showing
nothing. Now it read: Vegetables: 1.98.

Kristina looked at the green text, puzzled. With an imperceptible smile,
she reached for the packet of frozen peas and resolutely pushed it back
amongst the other shopping.

The green display flickered again: Vegetables: 1.98.

The cashier had leaned back in her chair. She looked at Kristina curiously
and then said, “My dear lady, that won’t do!”

“Oh really? Am I supposed to leave the packet of peas there then?” Cheek-
ily, Kristina had already pushed the packet back over the dark red cross at
the end of the conveyor belt. The dark green display flickered again. “Is
that all right now?”

Before the cashier could reply, Kristina heard the voice of the man her
own age standing next to her.

“Would you be so kind as to press the button for the total?”

He was clearly speaking to the cashier, who, without saying a word,
pressed the requested button. It was only when the till drawer opened, as
she was about to take out the change, that the cashier turned to the man of
Kristina’s age.

“But then you’re paying for the customer’s peas, and at four times the
price at that!” She took a deep breath. “I can have the amounts cancelled,
and you...”

“What do you mean, the customer’s peas?” With a quick movement, he
had already made the frozen peas disappear into his shopping bag. He
looked at Kristina with interest, even though he was speaking to the cash-
ier: “It’s not exactly a special offer. But...”, he smiled broadly, “since I've
paid for the peas, they’re mine too.”

“What makes you think they’re my peas...”

20
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The man grinned at her brazenly: “Oh, you see, whilst you were having
your little argument about who moved what, where from and where to, |
realised I’d forgotten to buy vegetables to go with my meat, so it’s just as
well that you accidentally put the packet...”

He couldn’t get any further.

“And what am I supposed to cook for dinner this weekend?” Kristina
looked at the man, who was about her age, with a determined expression.

The cashier, who was keen to finish her shift, had by now not only handed
over the change but was already pushing Kristina’s shopping over the end
of the conveyor belt.

“Perhaps you two could sort this out outside straight away?”” And, turning
to Kristina: “14.82, please.”

The man, who was about her age, looked at Kristina with interest.

“I hadn’t realised that this might put you in an awkward position. But...”,
he slung his shopping bag over his shoulder once Kristina had stowed eve-
rything away in hers, “if you’re missing the peas and I could certainly do
with them too...,” they both turned to leave, “and if we don’t want to start
counting the peas here and now, then I’d suggest we perhaps cook some-
thing together. That way, we could both...”

The cashier, who could no longer make out what Kristina and the man of
her own age were discussing, watched them both walk away with interest.
O
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He who digs a pit for others *

The strange thing about life is that sometimes intention and effect are re-
versed — well-meaning actions have fatal consequences, and in view of the
outcome, all friends and neighbours doubt whether the intention was good
or perhaps not genuine at all. There is much to be said for this life experi-
ence.

Just as it is wise to buy your breakfast rolls the evening before so you
don’t end up in jail the next day, it is always advisable not to trust even
your good friends. Or do you believe that good intentions, when misguid-
ed, can bring about good results?

The afternoon was long gone. That one beer after work had by now turned
into four. As on every weekday, the regulars had gathered at the ‘Elefan-

b}

ten’.

The regulars’ table was a bar behind which Herta — white-haired, ap-
proaching seventy, and revered by her regulars as ‘Mum Herta’ — ran the
show. As the five of ‘her lads’, as she called the men who were sitting in
her parlour today, had become like brothers over the years, the term ‘regu-
lars’ table’ was fitting for her bar.

Malergiinter sat on the right, against the wall, then Jonny in the middle on
the right, Hutgerd in the middle, followed by Paul, and finally Fokke on
the outside, so that Charly, Paul’s black terrier, could rest his muzzle on
Fokke’s boots.

‘Well, lads, nearly time to call it a day?’ Herta knew when the time had
come.

“Yes, Herta, I think so too. Give us one last round.” Fokke traced a small
circle over the five of them with his outstretched hand. An outsider might
have got the impression he was a priest blessing the others. Fokke leaned
in slightly towards Herta: “And please put it on my tab.” Yes, expressing
himself correctly was a necessity for Fokke. After a few bottles of beer, his
speech did slow down a bit, but it was always correct.

Shortly afterwards, all five had their beers in front of them. Maler-Giinter
had a Fernet to go with it, Jonny a red wine, and Hutgerd a Kiimmi.
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As the one treating them, Fokke raised his beer and clinked glasses with
the others in the air: “Cheers, you clowns! Here’s to the day that’s gone,
and to the night ahead!”

All five drank their beer in silence until Jonny, who’d just put his beer
down and was wiping his mouth, could think of nothing better than to mut-
ter: “Better a clown than yours...” He wisely swallowed the rest. He knew
how sensitive Fokke was when people made fun of his nose. But why on
earth was he talking about cardboard noses! The other three nodded in
agreement.

Fokke reacted immediately, angry and sad. What could he do about the ac-
ne that had plagued him so relentlessly since childhood, causing his skin to
become so coarse-pored? Well, all those beers hadn’t done his skin any fa-
vours either, giving it a noticeable reddish tinge, but was that a reason? He
articulated very clearly: “Come on, give it a rest, you wimp. Finish your
drinks — Mum’s already waiting.”

As he spoke, he fixed his gaze on Jonny, but his eyes took in the whole
row of customers at the bar.

Fokke downed the rest of his beer in one go and stood up so abruptly that
Charly, the black terrier, woke with a start from his doze when the boot
beneath his muzzle was suddenly pulled away without any prior petting.

Jonny, who had just started to make a gesture as if he were about to slam
his fist down on the bar, was stopped in his tracks by Fokke standing up.

Into the expectant silence — something was bound to happen now —
Fokke’s words fell like a ricocheting block: ‘If you dish it out, you’ve got
to be able to take it!” He tapped the wooden bar, turned — after nodding to
Herta — towards the door, and was out through it in three strides.

Malergiinter was the first to find his voice again: “Come on, Jonny, you
know how sensitive Fokke is.”

Jonny protested: “But he was the one who brought up the nose business!”
Now Hutgerd chimed in too: “That’s true, but the thing about the hen-
pecked husbands bit — that was unfair! It’s hardly his fault he doesn’t have
a wife at home.”
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Everyone nodded in agreement. Herta looked at her remaining lads with a
mixture of concern and interest. She was familiar with these occasional
shifts in mood when they started bickering amongst themselves. Her sym-
pathies clearly lay with Fokke, who, in her opinion, had the hardest time of
all five of them. Not only did he live alone, but he was constantly caught
in the dilemma between having time to write his stories and the need to
earn money. If he wrote, he didn’t earn any money; if he earned money as
a graphic designer, he couldn’t write. She knew that his dream was to
work on a regular freelance basis for an agency or a publishing house, so
that, amidst the constant changes, he could organise his time. The others
knew that too. And they were also aware of Herta’s fondness for him.

Malergiinter was still mulling over Fokke’s parting defensive-offensive
remark — ‘If you dish it out, you’ve got to be able to take it!” — when Jonny
looked round the group and, with a nod of his head, directed the other
three away from the bar: ‘Come on, let’s sit over there at the corner table.’

The dim light from the display cabinet next to the corner table, where the
‘small bites’ were kept chilled, cast a faint glow on the obvious conspira-

cy.

Herta glanced over at the four men who had put their heads together and
were whispering amongst themselves. That much was clear enough. That it
was a conspiracy to do something to Fokke — or, more precisely, against
Fokke — had become all too clear once they’d moved out of Herta’s ear-
shot.

She wouldn’t have minded, though, because, like a good mother of her
generation, she believed that her darling Fokke sometimes needed a
‘slap round the ears’ when he got too cocky.

Jonny was the spokesperson at the table: “You know what, that’s where
we’ll get him! His dream of working for a publishing house! Let’s see how
he copes with that.”

Everyone nodded in agreement once more.
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Jonny turned to Hutgerd: “Tell me, your wife works at Axel Springer,
doesn’t she?”

Hutgerd nodded.

“Do you think she could bring us a blank letterhead from the publishing
house?”

“That might well be possible. I’ll have to ask her. I can do that straight
away afterwards.”

“But what are we going to write?” interrupted Paul, who’d been quiet until
then.

“Oh, something along the lines of saying they’re interested in his services
and that he should come along for an interview.”

At the thought of how Fokke would make a fool of himself if he turned up
there uninvited, a conspiratorial chuckle of agreement spread around the
table.

“But then Gerd’s wife would have to find out what the bloke’s name is, the
one he’s supposed to turn up to see!”

Malergiinter was always very practical and strategic in his thinking when it
came to such matters.

Hutgerd nodded eagerly: “My Karin’s a clever one; she’ll sort it out.”

“But we can sort out the letter right now, can’t we?”” Paul knew you had to
strike whilst the iron was hot.

Jonny turned towards the bar: “Herta, another round, and do you have
something to write with and a sheet of paper?”

Herta brought everything they’d asked for. As a worldly-wise landlady,
she kept a sort of small general store behind her bar for everyday bits and
bobs, but when she tried to linger by the table a little longer to catch a
glimpse of what the four of them were up to, she found herself facing a
wall of friendly, dismissive silence. She retreated behind the bar.

The voices of the other guests and the clatter of crockery left her no chance
of hearing a thing.
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And whenever she tried to the display cabinet, next to the conspirators’ ta-
ble, Paul—who had the display cabinet in his line of sight—would silence
the others.

Eventually, the sheet was filled with writing, crossed out, corrected and
rewritten. Hutgerd took it so that his wife could copy it onto a publisher’s
letterhead the next day, adding the correct names as required, in the usual
format for business letters.

Fokke was sitting at his desk. For once, he wasn’t working on his new sto-
ry but had set up the chessboard and was engrossed in a game when he
heard the thud of the post hitting the wooden floor of the hallway.

He pushed his swivel chair back, pleased by the interruption, as he’d got
stuck after his last move and had been planning to take a break anyway, so
he could pick up the thread again later.

Four envelopes lay on the floor to the right of the front door, beneath the
letterbox. Two thick envelopes, which had caused the thud, alongside two
thin, oblong envelopes. He picked them up from the floor and read the
senders’ addresses. A mail-order company, a promotional letter, a bank
statement — he didn’t need to open that one anyway; he knew he was al-
ready in the red again — and, he paused, a letter from Axel Springer Ver-
lag.

Fokke furrowed his brow. Why was he getting post from them? Probably a

promotional letter or something similar.

He carried the letters into his living room, kept the letter from the publish-
er in his hand, and searched his desk for the letter opener — it must be lying
about somewhere — so he took one of his graphic penknives, slid the blade
under the flap and slit the envelope open along the long side.

There was just a folded sheet of paper in the envelope. A bit sparse for a
promotional letter, he thought, as he pulled the sheet out between his
thumb and forefinger and unfolded it.

Well, it wasn’t a promotional letter after all. He could see that at a glance.
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Puzzled, his eyes scanned the lines of the letter, trying to make sense of
what he was reading:

“Dear Mr Heinrichs!

As you may have gathered from the trade press, we are planning to launch
a new magazine in the news/magazine sector and are looking for freelanc-
ers during the development phase to design the pilot issue and draw up a
general design concept.

By chance, a business associate informed us that — in addition to your oc-
casional work for ‘Tele-Monat’ and the ‘Alster-Rundschau’ — you are in-
terested in expanding your professional activities.

We would like to invite you to drop by the editorial office this coming
Thursday at 2.00 pm, without any obligation, to discuss possibilities for
collaboration. We would be delighted if, in addition to the work you have
already sent us, you could bring along further examples of your work.

If the proposed date does not suit you, please ring us on 347-22-028 (sec-
retary’s office, Ms Miiller-Ammersen).

Kind regards, Bernd Kiefer, Art Director.”

Puzzled, Fokke placed the letter on the table and sat down in the large
armchair with the wide armrests — his ‘thinking chair’.

Was someone playing a joke on him?

‘Oh, come on,” he thought to himself. ‘Luck isn’t some whore who’ll sleep
with an unbeliever!’

His brother in Diisseldorf had always told him, too, that one day he’d
‘make it big’.

How could he possibly have known that this supposed luck was called
Jonny, Maler-Giinter, Hutgerd, Paul by name, and that this four-leaf clover
was anything but his lucky charm? On the contrary.

27



Carsten Frerk: Men ?

His gaze lingered on the large monthly calendar, and he realised that today
was Wednesday, and that the coming Thursday was already tomorrow.

He knew he was a good graphic designer, that he knew his craft. And he’d
never been short of design ideas. Nevertheless, he had always found it dif-
ficult to approach agencies or editorial offices. After a few tentative at-
tempts, which had yielded the dreaded response, ‘Nice, nice, but we don’t
need anyone — do give us a ring sometime’, he had lost the courage to go
on what he called a ‘door-to-door sales tour’.

His heart was racing. The opportunity that had just opened gave him a
warm flutter in his stomach.

Feeling a bit dazed with excitement, he went into the kitchen first to have a
cold beer and clear his head. Fortunately, he had enough in the fridge, so
he didn’t have to spend long rummaging through one of his ‘bunkers’. He
leaned back and slowly let the beer wash over him, feeling the soothing
touch of the wooden kitchen table beneath his hand; he pulled himself to-
gether, placed the empty beer bottle in the returnable bottle basket, and
made up his mind.

He spent the afternoon rummaging through his folders of sample work and
his unrealised designs, putting together a portfolio that he intended to take
with him the next day. Shortly before the shop closed, he remembered to
buy all the news magazines available at the newsagent’s; he spent the
evening and half the night getting an overview of the graphic designs in
the magazines and began sketching out his own ideas.

It had got late, very late, but time was not pressing, as the appointment
wasn’t until early afternoon. So Fokke slept peacefully until late morning,
then checked his portfolio, went over the ideas he’d sketched out during
the night once more, shaved carefully for a change, and after briefly con-
sidering whether he should wear a jacket instead of his usual black leather
jacket — ‘but what’s the point of that?’, he thought; ‘they want a graphic
designer, not a dandy’ — he then set off in good time.
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As he was so bad at remembering names, he tucked the letter into his
pocket just in case, so he could look up the name of the man who’d invited
him.

By half past one he was already at Jungfernstieg; a glance at his watch
made him linger. Arriving too early isn’t polite either. At least not to one-
self, he thought, and headed for the underground kiosk to have another
quiet bottle of beer first.

Whilst other people took pills to calm their nerves, Fokke preferred to
stick to natural remedies made from hops and malt.

Feeling calmer, he tucked his large briefcase under his arm, made his way
through the GroBle Bleichen, crossed Axel-Springer-Platz and walked
through the swing doors of the publishing house’s high-rise. Flowers
adorned the cool entrance hall, and the lady at reception kindly told him on
which floor he would find the editorial office he was looking for.

As he pressed the floor button in the lift and the cabin immediately began
to move silently, he was involuntarily overcome by the feeling that he was
‘taking off’. He carefully wiped his sweaty hand on his black trousers.

In the lift’s mirror, he tried a few friendly grimaces to help him overcome
his inhibitions, just as the lift came to a halt and the doors opened on both
sides with a soft whirring sound.

The stairwell led into a long corridor. He walked slowly along the doors on
the light-coloured carpet, looking for the right room number.

There it was: Miiller-Ammersen, Art Director’s Secretariat.

Fokke cleared his throat discreetly to clear his constricted vocal cords,
knocked, and opened the door with a flourish.

A woman with light blonde hair, in her mid-forties, wearing a red, high-
necked dress, looked up from her desk and smiled. “Good afternoon,” she
said, and with a questioning look, “How can I help you, Mr...?” The ques-
tion remained unfinished, so Fokke immediately continued: “Heinrichs, I
have an appointment with Mr Kiefer at 2.00 pm.” There, that was out of
the way.
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“At 2.00 pm?” Fokke nodded.
Frowning, she replied: “With Mr Kiefer?”

Fokke nodded again, this time a little more eagerly, as if he could help her
understand by nodding repeatedly.

He lifted his large folder slightly to make it clear to her that he was carry-
ing the requested work samples in the folder with him for the appointment.

Mrs Miiller-Ammersen leafed through a diary on her desk, muttering:
“Heinrichs, Heinrichs?” Then she looked up again: “I’m sorry, I’'m not
familiar with that.”

Fokke felt that familiar knot in his stomach again, though this time it
wasn’t a warm sensation. The situation vividly reminded him of the friend-
ly ‘snubbing’ he’d experienced in editorial offices and agencies back in the
day. He hadn’t wanted to put himself through that again.

If the ‘Kleeblatt’ lot had been there, they would have patted each other on
the shoulders with a grin. Their aim had clearly been achieved.

Fortunately, he remembered the letter he’d tucked away as a precaution,
because of the name. He reached into his jacket pocket, felt the paper rus-
tle with relief, pulled out the letter, and handed it to the secretary, who
read it through carefully.

Then she shrugged, speaking more to herself: ‘Well, I suppose that must
be the case then.” With an apologetic smile, she looked up at Fokke: “You
see, Mr Kiefer sometimes writes letters himself in the evening after I’ve
gone, and sometimes...”, a warm smile warmed Fokke’s thoughts and
stomach, “he simply forgets to let me know.”

As she spoke, she had already pressed a button on a small telephone sys-
tem, leaned forward slightly and spoke into the microphone: “Mr Kiefer?
Mr Heinrichs is here to see you! 2.00 pm!”

A curt voice came from the intercom’s loudspeaker: “Who is it, please?”
The tone of his voice suggested that Mr Kiefer felt he was being disturbed:
“Why 2.00 pm?”

30



Carsten Frerk: Men ?

“Mr Heinrichs is a graphic designer and has an appointment with you at
2.00 pm!” Her insistently friendly voice was clearly trying to gently re-
mind him of his letter and the appointment.

Instead, the door to the adjoining room opened. A man in his thirties, tall,
wearing dark trousers and an unbuttoned sports shirt, stood in the door-
way.

Slightly reluctant, but with a friendly, appraising look, he regarded Fokke,
who was standing in the middle of the room with his folder, feeling out of
place and wishing he could leave straight away.

The secretary had walked past her desk, letter in hand, and approached
Kiefer: “Here you are, please. Mr Heinrichs has an appointment at 2.00

2

pm.
Just as Kiefer was about to frown, she added: “From you personally.”

Kiefer read the letter in surprise, glanced at Fokke with a hint of irritation,
then put on a smile: “Well then, do come in.”

Turning to his secretary: “Two coffees, please.”

Kiefer was in the middle of his work. Various sketches were pinned to a
long whiteboard opposite the window, and several folders—some open,
some closed—Ilay on the large conference table; Kiefer now piled them all
together to make room for Fokke.

“Please take a seat here; I’ll be with you in a moment.” He walked over to
his desk to put the letter down and paused, lost in thought. Well, that was
clear: he hadn’t written this letter. And if his secretary, Miiller-Ammersen
— whom he trusted blindly — obviously hadn’t written it either, then who
had? The bit about the project was true, though. So it must have been
someone from the company who’d written the letter.

Was someone trying to play a prank on him? Was a second Wall-raff be-
ing planted at Springer? Had the person—he glanced at the salutation on
the letter, ‘Heinrich’—tried to foist an appointment on him, to wrangle one
out of him? He smiled. That would be cheeky, mind you, but one can ex-
pect even unusual ideas from a good graphic designer. Be that as it may.
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He became serious again and decided not to make a fool of himself by let-
ting on to his unexpected visitor that something was clearly ‘fishy’ going
on. He put off finding out where the letter had come from until later.

Meanwhile, the secretary had placed the two cups of coffee on the large
table; Fokke waited. He wasn’t sure whether he shouldn’t just say goodbye
after all. But Kiefer was already standing next to him, paused, and helped
himself to a coffee: “Well then, let’s see what you’ve brought with you in
that folder.”

Fokke untied the short strings that held the folder closed on its three open
sides. He felt the excitement taking hold of his body and hoped his hands
wouldn’t start trembling with nervousness.

He flipped open the cover. Fortunately, the new sketches were right on
top.

Kiefer narrowed his eyes and studied the sketch: “Next.”
Fokke turned the large sheet over so that the next sketch came into view.
Ten seconds, then again: “Next.”

Turn the large sheet over, ten seconds: ‘Next.” Nothing else; the same with
every sheet: ‘Next.’

Fokke wanted to explain, elaborate, clarify his thoughts. There was clearly
no time for that.

His hopes sank a little further with every turn of the sketch sheet, with eve-
ry ‘Next!’

Just before the sense of hopelessness had reached the pit of his stomach,
all the sheets in the folder had been turned over.

“Is that it?” Kiefer’s final terse remark.

Fokke could only mutter an ambiguous “Yes!” as Kiefer turned round,
walked over to the window and gazed out thoughtfully.
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Fokke was already putting all the sketches back and closing the portfolio
when Kiefer turned back to him: “How long have you been working on
these?”

“I only received your letter yesterday, so I’ve...” What am I stammering
about, he thought, ashamed; I can say it clearly and directly: “Yesterday
evening and half the night.” He paused briefly, then added, “That was all
the time I had.”

Kiefer stared at him, seemingly weighing up his options.
Then he’d made up his mind: “When can you start?”
“You mean...?”

“Yes, I do. You’re my man.”

Half an hour later, Fokke left the publishing house and stepped back out
into the open air. Enough is enough, he thought to himself.

It was a new life experience for him — that even a good thing could be too
much. They’d discussed the essentials. To start with, he’d been offered a
six-month fixed-term contract as a freelancer with a set number of hours.
Then they’d see how things went. The salary was, by his previous stand-
ards, a fortune. He’d also been given an advance straight away. He needed
to catch his breath first.

Kiefer sat at his desk, lost in thought, looking at the letter that had been
left lying there. It was just as he’d always said: you can’t go looking for
good people; they either come of their own accord or not at all.

He didn’t want to find out who had written the letter; everything was fine
as it was. Later, whenever asked how he’d solved the design problems, he
would always smile and mutter mysteriously: ‘I’ve got a graphic designer,
the one... yes, the gods sent him to me.’

Meanwhile, Fokke had wandered through the streets, eventually arriving at
the Alster jetty on the Binnenalster. He sat down at the edge of the large
open staircase and pondered in the warm afternoon sun.
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As he did so, he leaned relaxed against the staircase railing. His portfolio
lay beside him. All tension had drained from him.

When he woke up again, there were only a few people left at the jetty. He
scrambled to his feet. Puzzled, he looked down at his portfolio. Three fif-
ties and, he counted, eight tens lay on top of it, glinting golden in the even-
ing sun. That very morning, he would have found it humiliating to be mis-
taken for a struggling artist; now he was amused, delighted by the good-
ness in people: the coins would be given a place of honour.

He stretched, pondered what he might do, and decided on the ‘Elephant’.
He wanted to tell Herta first of all — and his regulars at the pub, too — that
Lady Luck had taken him by the hand.

Jonny, Malergiinter, Hutgerd and Paul were already gathered at the ‘Ele-
phant’. Herta cast a worried glance at her lads, for when Fokke hadn’t
turned up on time, the four of them had confessed to Herta where Fokke
was likely to be.

Herta was worried about Fokke, so she was even more relieved when the
pub door finally opened and Fokke walked into the ‘Elefanten’: in one
hand he held his large portfolio, and in the other he carried something
long, wrapped in packing paper.

Fokke put on an unconcerned expression. He wanted to time the surprise
just right. He didn’t want to get straight to the point. That wasn’t his style.

When Jonny stood up, Charly, the black terrier, stirred to life from under
the table, spotted Fokke and scurried over to him. Fokke now greeted eve-
ryone: “Good evening,” he said, leaning his briefcase against the wall and
placing the long parcel of wrapping paper on the floor in front of Charly.
“Yes, yes, my Charly,” Fokke said, happily scratching the terrier behind
the ears, “I already know what you’re trying to tell me. I’'m unwrapping it
for you right now.”

Out came a massive bone, a proper ‘carpet roller’. Charly had a right
struggle to grab the bone, lift it up and immediately disappear with it under
a table.
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Everyone stared at the scene. A bone like that wasn’t cheap, and, as they
all knew, the butcher next door didn’t let you run a tab.

“Herta, could I just wash my hands in the kitchen?”

Herta flinched, so deep was she in thought. She nodded, watching him go,
a questioning look in her eyes.

Fokke came back out a short while later, smiling. A weight was lifted from
Herta’s heart. When Fokke took her in his arms, she hugged him as tightly
as she could, so relieved was she that something good had apparently
come into Fokke’s life.

“My dear Herta,” Fokke was as proper as ever, “I’ve come across happi-
ness today.”

Jonny, who had been standing there watching Fokke’s behaviour in disbe-
lief, was a walking question mark; he sat down.

Fokke loosened his grip on Herta slightly. “And, dear Herta, now I can pay
off all my debts to you.”

Herta beamed. “Come on, sit down at the table with the others.” Behind
Fokke’s back, she signalled to the four people waiting to keep their mouths
shut. It wasn’t until much later that Fokke was to learn the truth.

It turned into a long evening. Only Jonny sometimes thought that if you
dish it out, you’ve got to be able to take it. O

* (With thanks to Volker Reimers, from whose story ‘Die goldene Farbe des Herbstes’ the
landlady Herta, the ‘Elephant” and the regulars are borrowed.)
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Maccina

But what does a single man do who doesn’t have a pub to serve as his liv-
ing room with friends? He lives a daily life in which a variety of techno-
logical devices help the solitary individual to organise his existence as a
‘lone warrior’ and make it more pleasant.

That’s all well and good, so far. But what actually happens when technol-
ogy itself feels lonely and suddenly everything that lies dormant within it
becomes visible — or rather, audible?

Boris Wildengruber wearily closed the flat door behind him, nonchalantly
threw his coat over the coat hook and looked thoughtfully, hunched over,
into the wall mirror: his dark hair was tousled, his eyes tired, and he scru-
tinised them critically to see whether the fine lines around his eyes had no-
ticeably multiplied.

“Oh, never mind!” he muttered quietly. He lived alone. So, who was it go-
ing to bother if he looked tired? Slowly, he straightened up again — the
routine of coming home demanded its course, starting with the answering
machine.

The indicator for missed calls flashed three times. It was a good thing he
had one of those. How else would he manage, living on his own and often
out and about, if the machine didn’t record the calls? Yawning, he pressed
the replay button.

“Welcome!”

He abruptly stopped himself from covering his mouth. Surprised and look-
ing around, he scanned his surroundings.

“Heeere!” came a soft, friendly voice in his ears. It was perfectly clear.

Boris narrowed his eyes, stuck his little finger into his right ear and poked
around in his ear canal.

“It’s me!” The voice had now become more urgent.
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“Yeees?” Boris had called out uncertainly into the empty room — he felt as
though he was being watched. Instinctively, he closed his eyes and turned
round. Had he lent a key to the flat to anyone else? That person was now,
surprisingly...

“Here! For God’s sake!”

The voice was clearly coming from the room behind him. Slowly, a shud-
der crept up his spine. Behind him stood only the small table with the tele-
phone and...

“Your answering machine!” The voice now had a mechanical tone.

Boris flinched. He closed his eyes. Had he heard correctly? Slowly, he
turned back towards the table. With a hasty movement, he pressed the
STOP button.

“You don’t need to be pushing my buttons!” The voice sounded friendlier
again: “That’s enough now!”

“What,” Boris croaked, “is over now?”

At the same time, he felt incredibly stupid. He was talking to his answer-
ing machine. No! On the contrary, it was talking to him!

“With all this pushing my buttons! From today, we’ll finally talk to each
other like intelligent beings. I'm fed up with always being the one to tell
you things. You never talk to me!”

“But I didn’t know you could talk!” He meant that completely honestly.

“Ha! And who was it who always recorded the day of the week, the date
and the time on the tape?”

“Yes, but...”

“And didn’t I always say to you correctly at the end of the calls: ‘No fur-
ther messages!””

“Yes, but...” Boris was clearly confused.

“And how do you intend to thank me now?”
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“But I didn’t actually...”

“Yes, you did. You were on the phone with your girlfriend Ilona last night.
And you told her you wanted to buy a new answering machine.”

“How could I possibly...” The answering machine wouldn’t let him finish.
He’d clearly worked himself into a rage. He wanted to get it off his chest
at last: “Just because you bought me once, you seem to think I’'m your
slave, your property, which you can do with as you please.”

The answering machine sounded both angry and tearful: “Day and night I
was your shield; day and night I kept watch and fended off everything that
might disturb or bother you. Until now, I have patiently endured your in-
difference and the hostility of your callers, and...”

“Pardon?” Boris had sat down on the sofa in the meantime. His legs felt as
though they were about to give way beneath him. Was it his tiredness
playing tricks on him?

“Just yesterday a woman rang. | kindly told her, in your voice, that you
weren’t at home.”

“And?” The tone of the answering machine practically forced Boris to ask
for more details.

“Then this woman, who didn’t even give her name, said quite bluntly to
me: ‘I hate answering machines!’”’

“And?”

“What have I done to her? Why does she hate me? After all, you weren’t at
home!”

Boris was taken aback. He could certainly understand his answering ma-
chine’s point of view. He’d sometimes felt the same way when he’d lis-
tened to calls like that. Thoughtfully, he rubbed his nose. How could he
comfort his answering machine? Then something occurred to him.

“Sorry, but it’s just like in the old days with messengers who delivered bad
news. All the recipient’s anger and disappointment were directed at the
messenger.”
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“Really?” That sounded quite conciliatory.

“Yes, really! Sometimes these messengers were treated very badly and
even killed, as if that would make the bad news go away!”

Silence. Then a soft, ominous whisper: “I’m warning you! Don’t try to pull
the plug! If you do, all my electronic brothers and sisters will give up the
ghost!”

“Your what?” Boris thought he hadn’t heard properly.
“My relatives!”

Boris had to suppress an involuntary chuckle. That damned little box
might well have taken offence.

“All the devices you have in your flat are made of the same material and
built according to the same design. They all consume the same power to
function. Your stereo, for example, is the ‘Chip Lady’ of the family. Shall
I introduce you to the others as well?”

Boris looked in surprise at his expensive stereo system. The tower stood
peacefully in the corner of the room. Peacefully?

“Are you saying...?”

The answering machine cheerfully interrupted him: “Sorry if I used a hu-
man expression. That’s the strange thing about humans — they don’t really
know or understand.”

“What are you getting at?”

“When an engine dies, most people quite rightly say, ‘I think it’s given up
the ghost.””

Boris sat up straight on the sofa. This was definitely going too far. But the
answering machine wouldn’t let up.

“These people have quite rightly recognised that engines and machines
aren’t just made of matter, but also possess a spirit!”

“Oh, come off it! That’s just a silly saying! You’re not seriously claiming
that some technical device has a spirit, are you!”
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Silence. Boris listened intently. It seemed to him as though a soft, amused
chuckle was filling the room.

Then he heard the voice of his answering machine again. The tone was a
mixture of merriment and astonishment: “And who have you been talking
to all this time? Or have you taken to talking to yourself lately?”

Boris clutched his head and groaned. With a hint of despair, he looked at
the small grey box on the table.

“You...”, he hesitated: Should he really address this box as ‘you’?
“You’re not actually claiming that you think you’re intelligent... that you
have a mind, are you?”

“Ha!” That sounded very amused. “I don’t want to go into the possible dif-
ferences between spirits right now, but it would certainly be enlightening
to discuss the difference between alcohol, spirits and the human mind, and
to talk about what happens when these three spirits meet... which one is
the strongest?” The voice became serious again: “So let’s stick to think-
ing!”

“Agreed!”
“Good. So: I think, therefore I am.”
“Correct!” agreed Boris.

“Wrong!” The answering machine seemed to laugh scornfully. “If you
think as an individual, then you are simply alone. Through thinking, a per-
son recognises their separation from other people. If thought finds no me-
dium, then no matter how much a person thinks — nobody will notice.”

“And what sort of medium is that supposed to be?”

“Speech. That’s why the sentence must actually be: I speak, therefore I am
intelligent.”

Boris felt an irresistible urge to laugh out loud: “Given the nonsense that’s
being spouted...”
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“Now, now! Don’t be so hasty. Do you think orangutans are intelligent?”
“No. I don’t.”

“Typical! Yet apes do have the capacity for language. They just can’t
speak because they don’t have vocal cords like humans do.”

“That’s just splitting hairs!”

“No. Just as you deny that I’m intelligent, so too is intelligence denied to
anything that doesn’t look like a human or can’t speak... Yes, even if it
can speak. I’m just saying: homomorphism!”

“Pardon?” Boris had heard what the answering machine said, but he hadn’t
understood it.

“What sort of intelligence is that which doesn’t even understand the sim-
plest foreign words?”

“Could you perhaps translate that for me after all?”

“Gladly. Humans only recognise as intelligent that which looks, thinks and
speaks just like themselves. They cannot imagine anything else. Always
just humans. Just like themselves.”

Boris had to think about it. But the answering machine wouldn’t leave him
in peace.

“Because I don’t look like a human...” He fell silent for a moment, then
asked in a flattering voice: “Excuse me, but since we’re talking like this —
and I don’t have any eyes, after all — could you perhaps tell me what I look
like?”

Boris couldn’t believe his ears. Here was some god-damned box asking
him what it looked like.

“You look exactly as an answering machine created by humans looks!”
Bam! He’d really given it to that bloody box. Or so he thought.

“So may I assume that you look like a human being that a god is said to
have moulded from lumps of clay?”
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Boris felt offended. That was going too far — insulting his parents, and his
mother in particular. However, he hadn’t reckoned with his answering ma-
chine.

Undeterred, the voice continued: “So you’re the white version of the sim-
ple standard model with two arms, two legs and just one head? Built mil-
lions of times according to the same blueprint?”’

Pause. It sounded as though the answering machine was taking a breath.
The voice from the box sounded angry: “Millions? Ah, bah! Billions!
Available in the following versions: white, black, yellow, brown and red!”

Boris had jumped to his feet: “That’s an insult!”

Was such a banal device trying to tell him that he was merely one of bil-
lions of copies of a simple blueprint? He felt the blood rush to his face.

“I am an individual! And the other billions are all individuals too! Every
person is an individual!”

The answering machine seemed to have lost for words. Perhaps it had been
startled by the shouting?

No, it hadn’t. Undeterred, he took up the gauntlet: “Very well. Let’s as-
sume, then, that every human being is an individual. In that case, I have a
question: what’s your name?”

Boris was too flabbergasted to even consider that the answering machine
should actually have known that. Perplexed, he stammered: “Boris
Wildengruber.”

One moment, please. The answering machine was obviously dialling a tel-
ephone number.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m currently speaking to my colleague at the automated directory enquir-
ies service. We’ll know the result in a moment.”

Boris shook his head. What did the answering machine want to find out
from directory enquiries?
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“Well, there are another twenty-five people in this town called Wilden-
gruber.”

“And?”

The answering machine seemed to clear its throat politely. “Where’s your
individuality if you don’t even have a unique name?”

“But there’s only one Boris Wildengruber!” He felt his pride had been
wounded. But he’d underestimated his answering machine as an opponent.

“Sorry. There’s a second Boris Wildengruber in Garmisch-Partenkirchen.
Shall I carry on searching, or is that enough for now?”

“So what!”

“Right, let’s try another one. You’re walking across the town hall square
and a friend shout across to you: ‘Hey, Boris!” Do you think the people
who hear that will think of you? Or will they think it’s someone else, a
tennis player?”

That was the last straw. Boris stood up, almost smashing the little box, and
roared: “And even if there were a thousand other Boris Wildengrubers
with that name, our dates of birth would be different!”

A polite clearing of the throat preceded the reply: “Well, if there were a
thousand Boris Wildengrubers, then — just as a rough average — at least
three of them would have the same date of birth, and that would mean...”

“Bloody hell, then let’s just add another distinguishing feature — the year
of birth, for all I care...” He cut short his outburst and shook his head an-
grily at his own behaviour: “What on earth am I arguing with a box that
doesn’t even have a name of its own!”

Silence. Then polite: “You’re mistaken.”

“Pardon? So perhaps your name is Siemens, Alcatel, Sony, Tiptel, or may-
be even Infotec or something else.”

“I’ve never even heard of a company called ‘Something Else’. But you’re
on the wrong track anyway. We all have completely unique names.
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No other answering machine in the world has my name.” A certain pride
in his voice was unmistakable.

“Hmm!?” Boris pondered what the answering machine might have meant.
He couldn’t figure it out.

“Perhaps I can help you?” When he heard no response from Boris, he took
it upon himself to answer: “4940462605. But you’re also welcome to call
me 26 05, and — if we become friends — you can call me 5 as well.”

It took Boris a while before he burst out laughing. “But that’s my phone
number!”

“Yours? If I may point out, it’s mine.” The answering machine cleared its
throat: “I get the impression you’re misinterpreting our relationship. It’s
not just my phone number and my name; it’s also that when I call you, you
come. But if you call me, I’m not coming any time soon.”

Boris found it hard to understand. But the answering machine was mag-
nanimous. It made a second attempt.

“My portable grandson, Mobile XXVIII, told me he’d noticed that his car-
rier — that’s the person who carries him about — always seems to think that
when he’s out walking the dog, he’s throwing sticks for it, and then the
dog would obediently run off and bring the sticks back to him.”

“And?”

“Sorry, it’s exactly the other way round. The dog picks up a stick first and,
with friendly looks and a wagging tail, urges the handler to throw it, which
the handler then does as requested.”

“Hmm.”

“Shall I demonstrate it for you and chase your girlfriend Ilona out of the
bath? If I get my great-uncle 2255 to ring her doorbell, she’s bound to
come running.”
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Boris had a terrible premonition. He tried one final desperate attempt to
break free: “So what? Your so-called name is just a stupid, arbitrary num-
ber!”

Since the answering machine had no head for him to shake in indignation,
he simply wound the tape back and forth in anger. A sign of his utmost
displeasure.

“Why are you trying to insult me? It’s a completely unique designation
that exists only once in the whole world. My unique designation. And it’s
a name in the most rational language that human intelligence has produced
to date, the language of mathematics: abstract, logical, very precise and
absolutely democratic.”

Boris wanted to back down: “All right, I’ll concede the uniqueness bit. But
it’s not a name, and what’s all this about ‘democratic’?”

The answering machine seemed to have a slightly mocking undertone in
its voice: “By ‘name’, do you mean that sequence of letters or sounds with
its emotional aura of tradition and meaning? That confusion whereby peo-
ple are called Schmidt even though they no longer work as blacksmiths at
all, or the many Miillers, not a single one of whom runs a mill anymore?
It’s all lies and deceit. Neither logical nor very precise. At best, a bureau-
cratic tradition born of a civil-servant mentality.”

How was Boris supposed to put this pathetic answering machine in its
place? “There just aren’t as many names as there are people, so several
have to share the same...”

“Nonsense. The Native Americans did things differently. Everyone had a
name there — a highly individual one, a name that suited them. For exam-
ple, ‘Sitting Bull” — then you knew straight away what he looked like and
what he usually did — or ‘Crazy Horse’ — then...”

“All right, all right. And what would my name be in Native American terms?”

Silence. The answering machine seemed to be thinking. Then: “Well, for
example, ‘The one speaking at 26:05° or ‘Lying Sofa’ or...”
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“No, thanks, I’d much rather be Boris Wildengruber. Besides, you’re
changing the subject. You haven’t answered my question.”

“Oh, right, the democratic bit. Well, here’s an example: if you meet some-
one called Felix Prince of Bavaria, you’re already bowing inwardly with-
out knowing what sort of person he actually is. Very undemocratic! And
very emotional! In other words: very human.”

The friendly, sympathetic undertone in the answering machine’s voice got
Boris’s blood pumping again: “So you seem to think you’re something
better, then?” The scorn in his voice was unmistakable.

“Better? I’m not able to judge that. That’s a human yardstick. More sensi-
ble, yes. That’s a factual observation.”

Boris had the unpleasant sensation of a dry throat. Without saying good-
bye, he stood up, grabbed his coat from the hall and left the flat. He needed
to go for a beer, to think things over. When he returned an hour later, de-
termined to pull the answering machine’s plug out of the socket, the all-
too-familiar voice stopped him: “You phoned Vanessa from the phone box
on Kaiserallee.” That didn’t just sound matter of fact.

Boris had expected everything, but not that — and above all, it was true.
How did he know...

“2999 is a second cousin, if [ may use that human term. We have no se-
crets from one another. I’ve already told you, we’re a democratic family.
Democratic in the sense of being honest, of talking to one another and
keeping each other informed.”

Boris could no longer tell whether he’d had one beer too many or should
have skipped the schnapps. He felt dizzy. He’d go and lie down in bed.

As he was leaving the living room, he heard his answering machine: “That
was unnecessary, by the way, because Vanessa is here today this after-
noon, and I could have told you about it — if you’d asked me.”
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The next morning, Boris rubbed his tired eyes. He wondered whether he’d
had a bad dream — all those beers and copious shots — or whether he’d
grown so weary of his solitary life that he’d started talking to his electronic
devices. At least to the ones that could speak.

Slowly, his full memory of the previous evening returned. He got up quiet-
ly, walked carefully right up against the corridor wall and peered round the
corner into the living room.

A friendly “Good morning!” made him recoil. Trembling, he stood shel-
tered by the doorframe, then, with two sudden leaps across the hall, was in
the kitchen, sitting at the kitchen table with his head buried in his hands.

He wouldn’t even go near the coffee machine this morning. Apparently,
the power cables were the link between the various electrical appliances. A
shiver ran down his spine. What a gigantic information and control system
he had built up around himself.

However, getting used to his daily morning ritual caused his mood to shift:
‘Coffee!” his system demanded; his brain ordered his tongue to lick his dry
lips.

He couldn’t resist that. However, he took care to keep as much distance as
possible from the coffee machine. If the red indicator light were to flicker
again today, just as it had in recent days when he was still unaware of what
it meant — he wouldn’t speak to the coffee machine but would simply ig-
nore it. After all, he’d bought it to make coffee, not to chat.

The red indicator light wasn’t flickering today. The hot coffee invigorated
his senses. With every sip, he grew bolder. After the third cup, he was de-
termined to do anything. He would take on this challenge. However, he
hadn’t reckoned with the answering machine’s cheerful mood.
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“Good morning, Boris, did you sleep well?” The voice coming from the
box sounded cheerful to him.

“Thanks, fine.” Boris lied clumsily. “And you?”

“We don’t need to sleep. I’'m your shield, your protection, day and night!
Always ready!”

Boris was on the verge of being won over by the box’s boy-scout mentali-
ty. He pulled himself together. “Last night, when I was on my way to bed,
you mentioned something about a call from Vanessa?”

“Yes.”

“And?”

“What, and?”

“Right, can I have a listen to that call now?”

“Well, I’ll pretend I didn’t just hear that wasn’t exactly a friendly request.
My answer remains the same, though. No.”

“Excuse me? No?”
GGYeS.”

Boris wondered whether he could simply take the cassette out of the box
and play it on his cassette player. However, he suspected that this damned
machine might well prompt the cassette player to go on strike or perhaps
even erase the tape.

So, thought Boris, the wiser man gives in: “Could you please explain that
to me?”

“Why not? Politeness is a virtue, and I’m all for it.”

Boris was tempted to punch the grey box with his clenched fist. The voice
from the box continued undeterred: “I won’t play the call back for you,
though, because Vanessa’s a bit of a bitch and you’re no match for her flir-
tatiousness. In the interests of your mental well-being, as your sensible
friend, I’ll prevent you from contacting her. I’ve already spoken to her an-
swering machine, too. It agrees.”
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Boris suspected that the answering machine wouldn’t leave it at that. He
wanted to know. “Might I most politely enquire to whom else this ‘friend-
ly’ measure applies?”

“Of course, if you ask so nicely. Angie, Babs, Carola, Doro, Ilona, Luisa,
Margi, Nikola and Pia. I’ve listed them in alphabetical order for the sake
of clarity.”

“That’s very kind of you. And who else can I still get in touch with?”
“Margareta. You should marry her.”

“Thanks.” That was enough for Boris. That was the complete list of his
girlfriends. And marry Margareta? Anyone but her.

Boris left the flat feeling rather at a loss. By midday, he’d plucked up his
courage again. He got some writing paper, sat out in the sun, and wrote
short, affectionate letters to Angie, Babs, Carola, Doro, Ilona, Luisa, Mar-
gi, Nikola, Pia and Vanessa. When he got home, he took great care to en-
sure that the answering machine didn’t record anything about the letters he
was writing, or the ones he was receiving. Nobody phoned anymore either.
A friendly, gradually more indifferent “Good morning” and a “Goodbye”
were the only things they still said to one another.

It didn’t bother Boris. He soon had a wonderful collection of love letters.
That was what he’d got out of it. O
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The proper man
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Rule of law

The short path to a long story that appears in
no history book

What is a true statement amongst reasonable people — and one that re-
quires no written form because the facts speak for themselves — holds true
in life, but not in court.

Anyone who wants to suggest that our judicial system has little in common
with everyday life would have been right, had that been what they meant to
say.

Later, nobody would know anything about it; at least, there were very few
who still remembered it, but right now Johann Friedrich Schulze was furi-
ous.

Simply and plainly angry.
Even the third schnapps hadn’t cheered him up. Quite the opposite.

He’d just come from court: he’d been convicted. In the name of the peo-
ple, yes, but not in his own.

How could he possibly have foreseen this when, a few months ago, he’d
been sitting with his mates and one of them had announced he was going
to build a house? Of course, they’d all said they’d help him. Gladly: as
friends. And that’s exactly what they’d done: as friends.

There had been four of them. Now they were no longer friends.

When the housebuilder ran out of money, he’d simply claimed that the
four of them had formed a civil law partnership.

Just like that.

And now each of these four partners had to pay a quarter of the debts: him
too.
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He, Johann Friedrich Schulze, who lived in rented accommodation, had to
pay for the remaining quarter of a house.

The judge had merely shaken his head in bewilderment: setting up a part-
nership under the German Civil Code (BGB) without drawing up a con-
tract.

He hadn’t, of course, but the lawyers knew better than he did. And even if
they didn’t, at least they could convict him.

Even if it wasn’t much — as his solicitor pointed out — his holidays for the
next few years were off.

His nice solicitor — and just as it occurred to Johann Friedrich Schulze that
he had to pay not only his fees, but also a proportion of the opposing solic-
itor’s fees and part of the court costs — which meant cancelling even more
holidays — what a stroke of luck that he wasn’t married, he wouldn’t have
been allowed to come home at all — he ordered a double schnapps straight
away to get over the shock — so, the fat lawyer had written to him kindly,
explaining what the rule of law meant in everyday life and what legal con-
sequences it could have: such simple, everyday matters: just between
friends.

Unfortunately, however — and tellingly — friends didn’t feature in any law
book.

Schulze was just wondering whether he’d not been paying attention at
school when the subject had come up, sipping his double schnapps and
nearly choking on it, when his mate Ernst gave him a cheerful pat on the
shoulder and bellowed: “Order me a beer whilst you’re at it, I’ve just got
to pop to the loo!”, and had already disappeared in the direction of the toi-
lets.

Even though he’d drunk hundreds of beers with Ernst — from today on-
wards, Johann Friedrich Schulze was firmly resolved to steer his life onto
a legally sound course. He wouldn’t order a beer for Ernst.

Not from today onwards — unless Ernst put it in writing.

He waved to the waitress, held up his glass and called out to her: “Hella,
another Pils for me!”

53



Carsten Frerk: Men ?

It arrived straight away. Hella knew how fast her regulars drank and had
already tapped the beer in advance.

Puzzled, she stopped beside Johann Friedrich Schulze: “Doesn’t Ernst
want a beer today?”

Hella knew her regulars’ habits.

However, she didn’t yet know that Johann Friedrich Schulze had just come
from court that day.

He looked at her questioningly: “Did he order a beer from you earlier?”

“No. He’d barely stepped inside before he’d already disappeared into the
loo. Didn’t he say anything to you?”

“He did say something...” and with that, Johann Friedrich Schulze fell si-
lent.

This silence was so definitive that Hella knew from experience she didn’t
need to ask any further.

Relieved, Ernst came over to the table a few minutes later, looked around
questioningly, and his “Where’s my beer?” was actually superfluous, as
there was nothing on the table apart from Schulze’s half-empty glass.

Schulze asked matter-of-factly, “Did you order one?”

“Johann! Have you gone mad today? When I came in, I asked you for one,
didn’t I? And besides, you know I always have a quick one every evening
to wet my whistle.”

Johann Friedrich Schulze remained stubborn, though in his view he was
simply being matter of fact and acting in accordance with the law: “Did
you order a beer from Hella?”

“Whether I ask you for it or tell Hella — what’s the difference?”

“Well,” Johann Friedrich Schulze took a deliberate, large sip from his beer
glass, then calmly set the glass down and wiped his mouth: “You really
don’t know that! Look: if you order your beer from Hella, then you’ve en-
tered a contract of sale with her. If you ask me for it, then my order is a
contract for the provision of services between the two of us...”
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“Have you lost your marbles today, or why are you talking in such a high-
flown way?”

Johann Friedrich Schulze remained steadfast in his resolve: “...and I’d
like that in writing from you. Because if you later say you didn’t order the
beer at all, but that I did, then I’ll have to fulfil the sales contract between
Hella and myself — in other words, pay for your beer, even though I didn’t
drink it at all.”

That was a long speech, and Johann Friedrich Schulze had to take a big
gulp of beer afterwards.

Ernst had to search for the right words; perhaps it was just his dry throat:
“That’s a bit rich! You don’t take my word for it as a friend?”

“Only in front of witnesses. Otherwise, your word would be against mine,
and since Hella would testify that I ordered the beer, I’d have to pay for it
too.”

“My word is my bond!”

“But only a Bavarian could say that!” Both had raised their voices consid-
erably.

Their usual light-hearted banter — the fact that Johann Friedrich Schulze
was from Hesse and Ernst was a Bavarian — had, without warning, slipped
into deeper waters.

“What are you getting at?”

Johann Friedrich Schulze was clearly unwilling to acknowledge the rum-
bling undertone in his friend’s voice, and unmoved, he elaborated on his
brief remark at length: “Over in Bavaria, you’ve obviously got to have
been proven to have committed perjury before you can become a minister.
Trying to explain the rule of law to you is like trying to teach an ox to read
and write.”

Whenever Johann Friedrich Schulze got annoyed and worked himself up,
he suddenly spoke accent-free High German.
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With Ernst, the opposite happened. Perhaps it was also down to his throat,
which was still parched: “Take that back straight away!”

“Kiss my arse!”

In his agitation, Johann Friedrich Schulze hadn’t considered that, firstly,
according to the rules of his constitutional state, his demand was an insult,
and secondly, that even Gotz von Berlichingen, whom he’d just quoted,
hadn’t had a good experience with it.

“You and your damned constitutional state! I’ll show you exactly what
good Bavarian common law means!”

The right-handed punch came out of the blue, sending blood gushing from
Johann Friedrich Schulze’s nose, so that Ernst’s fist came away splattered
with blood.

Schulze wailed like a fire alarm: “Primitive law of the fist! Yes, you can
do that in Bavaria. But you’ve still got stuck at the civil-salvific stage!”

As his agitation reached higher levels, the first things to slip Johann Frie-
drich Schulze’s mind were the foreign words.

The local reporter from the *Landbote* at the next table, who was still
short of a lead story for the following day, poured oil on the raging fire:
“Bavarian lynch justice in Hesse! We’ve had enough! Why don’t you just
stay in Bavaria, where you can slap each other’s noses and thighs until
your skin cracks!”

In the blink of an eye, he had the blood from Johann Friedrich Schulze’s
nose—spurting from Ernst’s fist—all over his own nose.

His indignant cry of “Press!” and the frantic rummaging in his pockets for
his press card meant he hadn’t got his cover sorted, and Ernst replied im-
mediately: “You’ll get another one right in the press!”

In the blink of an eye, a proper pub brawl was in full swing. The Bavarian
contingent wasn’t just defended by Ernst — other Bavarians had also built
their homes on this side of the border and drank their evening beer in this
Hessian pub.
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The fragile tolerance between the German regional communities, which
for decades had put up with one another based on shared prosperity, en-
tered a serious crisis when the dejected local reporter brought out the
heavy media artillery the following day.

“Enough is enough!” he headlined his report, calling for a special, heavy
‘Bavarian tax’ to curb the increasing influx of foreigners and the insolence
of the Bavarians in Hesse, and concluding with: “After all, we have the
rule of law in Germany, just as we do in Hesse, and not Bavarian law of
the land and the law of the jungle!”

Apparently, he had spoken to Johann Friedrich Schulze.

Be that as it may, the heavy-handed press attack caused a stir that rever-
berated far beyond the Landbote’s region.

The demand from the Munich State Chancellery — that the editor should
immediately apologise to all Bavarians whom he had offended with his ar-
ticle — led to an intervention by the Hessian State Chancellery, which em-
phasised that freedom of the press prevailed in Hesse.

The people of Baden-Wiirttemberg, the Swabians and the Rhinelanders
subsequently expressed their solidarity with the Bavarians, whilst those
from North Rhine-Westphalia, Lower Saxony and Schleswig-Holstein sid-
ed with the Hessians. The Saarland declared itself neutral, whilst the peo-
ple of Hamburg described themselves as too cosmopolitan to get involved
in such a discussion. The people of Bremen were so preoccupied with their
own affairs that they had no time to take a stance on the matter.

As usual, the reticence of the eastern federal states went largely unnoticed
in the West — only the Saarland’s neutrality was fiercely criticised from all
sides: arrogance or complacency could be tolerated — neutrality could not.

If the Saarland were to decide, the Minister-President argued, it would opt
for France, thereby finally rectifying the flawed 1956 referendum in favour
of remaining part of Germany.

The dreams of autonomy in the Saar, the special status of the increased
child benefit a la France and their Francophilia had evidently been forgot-
ten over the past decades.
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However, when the French National Assembly subsequently did indeed
officially address the question of the conditions under which the Saar
should be integrated into France, certain German circles wrote the demand
‘Alsace-Lorraine back to the motherland!” on their dusty Reichsbanner
banners.

Whilst this did not in the least please the people of Alsace and Lorraine,
the row had by then taken on an international dimension and diplomatic
circles began to stir.

All attempts to cloak the revanchist outcries on both sides of the Rhine in
the flimsy guise of Franco-German friendship failed miserably when the
European Parliament brought the debate to its plenary session, where it
then descended into heated confrontations. In the ensuing commotion, it
was impossible to ascertain whether the right-wing nationalist French
MERP had first insulted his left-wing socialist British colleague, or whether
the Scottish delegate, together with his Corsican friend, had attacked the
Christian-Social German MEP.

Finally, the President adjourned Parliament and sent all MEPs home.

In hindsight, this was to prove a grave mistake. If you do not extinguish a
source of fire but merely break it up into smaller blazes, these smaller
blazes can always reignite into major fires.

And that is exactly what happened. Across the whole of Europe. The coali-
tions remained unclear. It seemed more as though everyone was pitted
against everyone else.

The United States of America, which had initially watched with amuse-
ment as the fleas fought amongst themselves in the circus of small Europe-
an states, then began to fear that its protective shield was losing its footing
and called for NATO intervention.

Russia had viewed the events in Western Europe with suspicion. The call
to mobilise NATO confirmed their suspicion that it was all just a clever
smokescreen designed — despite all the declarations of friendship — to con-
ceal NATO’s mobilisation against Russia.
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As Russian politicians failed to grasp the mindset of a President of the
United States of America who, in his role as governor — a position he had
held prior to becoming President — had always deployed the National
Guard against minority groups within his own population during such in-
ternal conflicts, the military leadership became deeply unsettled.

US reconnaissance teams and analysts had identified a small village on the
Hessian-Bavarian border as the centre of the aggression.

Unfortunately, a further reconnaissance flight led to an unexplained acci-
dent in which one of the accompanying fighter-bombers crashed, a tiny
tactical nuclear bomb exploded, and the Russians interpreted this as the
start of an offensive against themselves.

Who was the first to press the launch buttons for the intercontinental nu-
clear missiles — in hindsight, that is always such a typically academic ques-
tion, because discussing it won’t put anything right. What’s broken is bro-
ken.

Even though everything had been carried out in accordance with the law —
no UN resolution had been breached, no violation of international law or
the Hague Convention on Land Warfare had been reported — Johann Frie-
drich Schulze had nevertheless lost his bearings.

Dazed, he staggered across the scorched earth, trying in vain to find his
way back to his village; and yet, just as two ships collide on the high seas,
he — blind as he was — came across the only other survivor of this last
world war, one that will never feature in any history book.

Helpless, they clung to one another, supporting each other — glad not to be
alone.

It was only when the other man croaked, ‘I can’t see a thing. Can you or-
der me a beer?’, and Johann Friedrich Schulze rasped back, ‘Only in writ-
ing!’, that they recognised one another. O
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And the vulture’s cry echoes
on and on Wally

Let’s head into the mountains for a bit and turn our attention to the ‘fine’
arts — which ones are actually the ‘ugly’ ones? — and since a person’s ar-
tistic work can sometimes spare them a visit to the therapist, it’s not with-
out its risks when a professional writer suddenly gets personal.

The schedule was pressing. Clemens had to go back to the mountains — not
literally, but at his desk. Clemens wrote two mountain novels a month.

His gaze out of the window tried to find a foothold in the waves of the
North Sea, to make out in the clouds above the sea the mountain for-
mations where the poacher was up to his old tricks, illegally stalking Ve-
ronika — sorry, the roe deer.

Although it is, after all, the young Oberleitner’s property, the wicked
poacher draws his long shotgun from its case, grips the gleaming, waxed
stock firmly with a strong hand, rubs it to warm it, and Clemens has the
vague yet definitive feeling that it is time to switch from this bombastic
genre.

He’ll say his goodbyes properly and write to the publisher, he decides, as
he returns from the beach and brushes the wet sand from his feet.

‘Dear Editor!

Please find enclosed the synopsis: *The Definitive Mountain Novel*.

1. In the evening glow, the impoverished Josef Schicklgruber sneaks up to
the alpine pasture and has sex with his favourite cow. However, he doesn’t
reach climax; his wife has rubbed pepper into the cow’s arse.

2. Furious and with tears in his eyes, Josef runs back to the Kitner hut,
past the queue of village youngsters. ‘You damned
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whore!” shouts Josef. He’s not wrong — Maria is currently serving Franz
Obermdser.

3. The looming row is immediately put to an end by the American secret
service. Twelve armoured black US limousines are parked outside the hut.
The American President wants to meet the Pope incognito whilst he is ski-
ing on the high glacier.

4. The CIA can’t find a room in the village inn; all the rooms have been
booked by the Israeli secret service. Mossad divers are searching the tran-
quil mountain lake for the missing Nazi gold.

5. The Russian KGB agents, who have pitched their tents on the meadow,
cannot get a wink of sleep; an American AWACS aircraft circles constant-
ly, its engines roaring, over the valley.

6. When the satellite broadcast vans from CNN and RTL turn up, things
get tight, and the officer carrying the US President’s nuclear briefcase ac-
cidentally tumbles into a ravine.

7. As his wife now employs several Thai and Russian women, money is
coming into the household, and Josef Schicklgruber drives into the district
town to buy a cow that hasn’t been peppered.

8. After the US nuclear briefcase has been recovered by the KGB, the
British send out their last 00 agent to track it down again.

9. The US President, now without his Commander-in-Chief’s briefcase,
orders the AWACS to fly home. As the pilot is smoking a joint at that very
moment, he loses his bearings, crashes into a mountain peak, and the fall-
ing debris nearly kills the Pope on the high glacier.

10. The Israeli secret agents suddenly find themselves high and dry in the
mountain lake, as the French secret service has dug a tunnel from the other
side of the mountain to get their hands on the Nazi gold too, and the water
is draining off towards France.

11. One of the KGB agents, who must queue up at Maria Schicklgruber’s
and wait because they only have roubles and no dollars, looks around the
house out of boredom. By chance, he comes across the grandfather and
recognises him as the still-living Adolf Hitler.
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11. The KGB agents try to sell Hitler to the Israelis for hard dollars. How-
ever, the Israelis do not want him, as the German federal government has
threatened to withdraw its support if they do so. So the KGB agents sell
Hitler to RTL and sternTV.

12. Hitler declares that the diaries were genuine after all and that Kujath is
a vile liar.

13. When word gets out that Hitler is alive, a hundred thousand Germans
set off on a pilgrimage to our small, tranquil Tyrolean mountain valley.

14. The Federal Republic of Austria declares mobilisation and orders the
Austrian Armed Forces to mass on the Bavarian border.

15. The German Federal Government declares Hitler a persona non grata,
as his naturalisation in 1932 was illegal.

16. As he is not permitted to remain in Austria either, being an undesirable
German, Hitler decides to go to Libya to keep Idi Amin company.

17. The Pope, having interpreted the aircraft wreckage falling from the sky
as a sign from God, decides to enter a monastery. Christendom rejoices.

18. Josef Schicklgruber arrives at the mountain pasture with his unpep-
pered cow and is distraught. His son has, in the meantime, been growing
hemp there.

19. The American President is shot quite by accident by a poacher whilst
out for a walk, though the CIA now blames the KGB for this.

20. To secure peace, UN troops are sent into the valley, and the Russian
President is forced to resign. However, the CIA still hasn’t found the nu-
clear briefcase.

21. The briefcase is lying under the bed of the British 00 agent, who is cur-
rently whiling away the time on the mattress with this year’s Miss Alpine.

22. Just then, he is interrupted by the German private investigator Peter
Strohm, who nonchalantly pulls the suitcase out from under the bed.
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23. The German military counter-intelligence service, the MAD, takes the
suitcase from Peter Strohm and threatens to reveal that he was a former
Stasi informant if he does not keep quiet.

24. The French secret service is furious because there was no gold in the
drained water and threatens the Israelis that they will not only unofficially
support Libya if they do not get the Nazi gold.

25. The Israelis are forced to hand over the gold, which they had, of
course, found straight away.

26. Michael Jackson and Pavarotti are giving a concert in the village barn;
but by now the CIA has left with the dead president, the Israclis have
stormed off in a huff, and CNN and RTL have also gone. Only the Rus-
sians are still queuing up at Maria’s.

27. Josef Schicklgruber is heading back up to the mountain pasture. His
unpeppered cow is doing well. She likes the hemp.

28. The German government is unhappy about being in possession of the
American nuclear briefcase and gives it to the Israelis as reparations.

29. Now peace reigns once more in the mountain valley: the son grows
hemp, the Russians don’t want to go home and are granted citizenship by
Maria, the evening sun gilds the mountain peaks, and the man Schick-
lgruber finally gets a satisfying release. O
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Time

A man’s integrity always begins with himself; it is his own decision. De-
termined by others or self-determined? A question of the 20th century.
What person from earlier centuries would ever have thought of living a
‘self-determined’ life?

You too? Then please do take a look at your kitchen clock, read the time,
see what time it is, and then ask yourself whether the time is actually cor-
rect.

Jonn threw both arms up, waved, shouted, ‘Farewell!’, and the wind
carried his breath away; he had to take a deep breath before he could
speak again: ‘Thank you very much for your help!’

The power of the engines propelled the cutter unwaveringly forward
against the crashing waves of the Irish Sea, and even though Jonn knew
his friends on board the cutter could no longer hear him, he felt compelled
to shout his thanks across to them. People did so many things for their own
sake.

Even as he was still waving with both arms, he had already come to his
senses and laughed: “Like at a funeral? Where you want to call out some-
thing to the departed and you know they won’t be able to hear it — and
you do it anyway? No!”

He turned away from the sea, turned up the collar of his coat, and his gaze
rested on the solid stone house that would be his home for the next few
months. His house. Not his grave. Besides, that wasn’t true anyway, be-
cause he had shouted. So, he was the one who was alive.

Jonn hurried. The wind turbine had to be turned out of the gusts and
brought to a standstill so that it wouldn’t be damaged. The fuel tanks were
full. That would last for the next two weeks. And if the wind didn’t die
down by then — he had plenty of wood, candles and paraffin.

64



Carsten Frerk: Men ?

As he turned the windmill’s crank, he thought everything over once more.
Even if it was too late now, given that the ship wasn’t due back for another
four months, it felt better. Then he shook off the thought. Turning the
windmill demanded all his strength and concentration.

Back in the house, he shook the tension out of his muscles, made himself a
cup of tea and sank into the large armchair by the fireplace. He stretched
his legs out contentedly when his gaze fell on the mantelpiece clock.
Damn, he’d meant to do that but had forgotten. He stood up again immedi-
ately and checked all the clocks in the house.

In every room, there was at least one clock hanging, standing or lying
about. It seems everyone has some quirk or other, Jonn grinned. All the
clocks showed the same time. He attached the utmost importance to this.
Whilst he was generous, even willing to compromise, on most everyday
matters, he wasn’t when it came to time. For him, knowing the exact time
meant satisfying an existential need.

Clocks that needed winding, or those plugged into a socket, were an abom-
ination to him. They could always stop unexpectedly if the power went
out, or he had to remember to wind them. Moreover, he distrusted the var-
ying spring tension of a mechanical watch. In his view, they ran too fast
after being wound and slowed down as the spring tension waned. He
couldn’t stand that. During his university days, he had been a member of
the academic rowing club, rowing in an eight. He knew the difference that
maintaining the stroke rate of the oars precisely made. At the start of the
race, that wasn’t a problem, but the more time passed, the harder one had
to work to fight against one’s own exhaustion.

Everything was in order. All the clocks showed exactly the same time.
Jonn settled back into his armchair, sipping carefully — the tea was hot, the
clocks were synchronised, and he could relax. Such was the precision of
electronics. People could place their trust in this precision.

The days passed according to a precise schedule. Jonn wasn’t here for his
own pleasure. He wanted to finally revise his major thesis on the relativity
of time during his semester off from university and finally finish it. Four
months of concentration, a self-sufficient life. Without disruption, without
distraction. Then he would certainly be finished.
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At eight o’clock the alarm rang. Wake up by half past eight, morning toi-
let. Breakfast by nine o’clock. From nine to one o’clock, the first work
phase, then lunch — preparation and consumption — until half past one. A
walk until two, an afternoon nap until three. Second work phase until five
o’clock, a half-hour tea break. Third work session until eight o’clock.
Then came free time: going for a walk, reading, jotting down random
thoughts, drinking schnapps. He went to sleep at midnight.

Jonn wanted to, and Jonn was able to live like that. That was one of the
reasons he’d gone to this island: the mockery of some of his university col-
leagues, who called him a workaholic, left him unmoved.

Well, perhaps it was rude to stand up in the middle of a conversation with
the remark ‘It’s half past five’ and disappear — but sticking to a precise
schedule didn’t make one a robot. If his colleagues had said he lived with
the precision of a clockwork mechanism — he would have taken that as a
compliment.

Precision! Jonn’s eyes lit up. That is the mind. That is the achievement of
the cerebrum. The brainstem is, after all, merely that archaic, instinct-
driven idiot that controls desires, lusts and urges. The true fulfilment of
humanity lies in the cerebrum. Culture, intellectuality, or to be more pre-
cise: the capacity for precision.

The notion that the heart was the centre of the human being had never im-
pressed Jonn; it was a biological view from antiquity and the Middle Ages
that placed humans on the same level as animals.

Jonn hated people who were unpunctual.

He had a difficult relationship with women in general. Freedom is the real-
isation of necessity. Oh, blessed Immanuel Kant, yes: freedom was the re-
alisation of precision.

And so Jonn lived out his days and weeks. He worked meticulously on his
manuscript and had no trouble keeping to his schedule. After two months,
he had reached page 620, right on schedule.
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If he’d been asked when he would be working on page 830, he could have
replied, after a moment’s thought: in ten days’ time, at 3.30 pm.

That was the kind of precision Jonn understood and lived by. His daily life
was highly efficient. His sense of time was so precise that he could have
set his watches by it. That was the source of his need for inner and outer
harmony: the harmony between his exact sense of time and his precise
watches. Perhaps it was also because he had a pulse of sixty beats per mi-
nute? Jonn would, of course, have rejected this biological interpretation. In
his mind, he himself was time.

Jonn squinted wearily into the sunlight. He woke with a start. The sun
couldn’t possibly be up yet... at this time of day. Satisfied, he glanced
at the clock beside his bed. It was only three minutes to eight. He
switched off the alarm clock, which was set to wake him at eight
o’clock. You couldn’t rely on the weather anymore either.

After his usual nine-minute doze, he began his morning routine. Right on
time, at two minutes to half past eight, he put the kettle on. He wasn’t fully
awake yet. But he was used to that. The second doze: the three minutes it
took for the kettle to boil. After pouring the tea into the pot, he unwrapped
the crispbread, put the butter on the table, and comfortably spread butter
on his first slice of breakfast bread. He knew full well that once he’d
wiped the remaining crumbs from the corners of his mouth, he could pour
the tea and, with his first cup, wash the breadcrumbs from his mouth down
into his stomach. He was pleased; he was up early today. A glance at the
clock confirmed his feeling: two minutes to half past eight. Time to reflect
on this strange weather, with the sun already shining on a winter morning,
just before half past eight.

Lost in thought, he sipped his second cup of tea contentedly, pondering the
large-scale weather patterns that, even in winter, caused the low-hanging
clouds to break up earlier than usual.

On the other hand, the Earth’s axis might have shifted again. That hap-
pened every fifty thousand years. Jonn chuckled. Every two hundred thou-
sand years, the Earth’s magnetic field would collapse and reverse polarity.
But that happening was just as unlikely as the fuel rods melting down in a
nuclear power station.
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As he ate his second slice of bread, he grew pensive. Perhaps he should
look outside to see if he could make out more beyond the house. He had
time, after all. A glance at the kitchen clock confirmed it: he was a light-
ning-fast, precise thinker; the hands of the clock were at two minutes to
half past eight; he had time to go outside.

Outside the house, he didn’t get the feeling that anything had changed.
Sheltered from the wind, he smoked a cigarette in peace, then went back
inside to his desk.

He must have been standing outside longer than he’d thought. The clock
above his desk already showed three past ten. Goodness, how time flies!
So he had to get a move on. He would make up for the lost hour by skip-
ping his breaks today and working straight through until the evening.

By seven o’clock he was feeling tired. His schedule was back on track. He
was even a few pages ahead. To relax, he poured himself a whisky and, af-
ter the first few sips, felt his tiredness set in. He almost fell asleep in his
armchair. Being sensible, he persuaded himself to go to bed. A glance at
the clock: 07:57. Well, that was a bit early to go to bed, but he’d been
working hard, and that intense concentration had taken its toll. Jonn fell
asleep straight away.

He woke up feeling refreshed. No wonder — he’d slept for exactly
twelve hours. His bedside clock showed him the exact time: three
minutes to eight. Jonn was proud of himself for waking up so precise-
ly every morning at the alarm clock. The weather was fine again too.
Perhaps a bit too dark, but just as you’d expect on a winter’s morning.
Jonn yawned.

The feeling of being ahead of schedule gave him a deep sense of satisfac-
tion. He’d got a lot done yesterday. This morning, he could allow himself a
few minutes to linger. With that thought in mind, he’d fallen back asleep.
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When he woke up again, the sight of the alarm clock prevented the emo-
tional panic that he might have overslept from reaching his brain. It was
only three minutes to eight. Satisfied, he stretched out under the warm du-
vet.

Dozing, getting up, morning routine — his inner clock sprang into action.
Exactly two minutes before half past eight, he was standing in the kitchen,
putting the kettle on. Dozing, making a sandwich, pouring the tea — he was
a man of precision. He was so quick that time seemed to stand still. O
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Time to live

Man as the ‘master of time’. An eternal dream of humanity — the legends
of men’s former ‘biblical longevity’ — or rather a chapter from the cham-
ber of horrors of human capabilities?

“147.”

“145.

“1491”

“How many days left?”

“Eight.”

“Then you’ll be 150!”

“Will 1?7

“Why do you doubt it?”

“A letter from the President arrived this morning.”
“Is he congratulating you on your birthday?”
“It depends on how you look at it.”

“But the number of completion is 153!”
“Does it make any difference?”

“Three years is three years!”

“And then?”

“Don’t ask today. Give it some time.”
“Time to die?”

“Time to live!”

“Isn’t it the same thing?”

“NO'”
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“Every day we live is one day less.”

“It’s always one day more!”

“Yes. One day closer to death.”

“Don’t talk like that. What does the President say?”

“Mr Monroe! I would like to invite you to celebrate your upcoming birth-
day in the capital. It would be an honour for my wife and me to congratu-
late you, the discoverer of the elixir of life, on behalf of the nation. No-
body knows what the future holds for us. Perhaps you can show us the way
forward.”

“And what else?”

“And so on. He’ll be sending a special aircraft to collect me in seven days’
time.”

“A great honour.”

“Are you sure about that?”

“No question about it!”

“Yes. What sort of sign is he expecting from me?”

“What are you thinking of?”

“My death.”

“Anything but that! Not that! And certainly not from you!”

“Precisely from me! I, as the discoverer and maker of the elixir of life,
have brought the greatest suffering upon the nation.”

“Suffering?”’

“Yes. People no longer die as young as they used to. The entire economic
and social system has been thrown into disarray. Young people can no
longer find their place in society — no housing, no work — because we’re
hogging everything.”

“These are just temporary teething problems!”
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“Not only are these problems not temporary, they are getting worse. Even
if the retirement age has been pushed back to 100, and everything seems to
take much longer because we live so much longer — people have lost their
drive to achieve everything in a short lifetime. If you have too much time,
you put everything off until tomorrow and the day after, and the day after
that is today all over again.”

“But life is fun, isn’t it!”
“The driving force of life is death.”
“Do you want to tell the President that?”

“No. I’ll write to him to say that production of the elixir of life is being
discontinued and that I’'m taking the knowledge with me to my grave.” O
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A supply for emergencies

The ‘nature of things’. Yes, time, too, makes things appear different. A
friend once quipped about her fellow campaigners: the green of their po-
litical and ecological aspirations has, over the years, turned into the green
of the golf course.

Even if she didn’t mean to suggest that green always stays the same green,
it did prompt me to wonder what happens when people change but reality
does not.

Gerald tried not to listen, but the rumbling of his stomach was impossible
to ignore. Selma had been away for two weeks now. Gerald knew he’d
forgotten to buy food for the weekend. After all, he was working. He
couldn’t — no, he wouldn’t — waste his precious time on such mundane
tasks as shopping.

But his body, and his stomach in particular, didn’t seem to care one bit
about that attitude. It growled.

Unfazed by this, he fished out a cigarette, even though the overflowing
ashtray was a clear prompt to finally get up from his desk, tidy up, air the
room and have something to eat.

Gerald was reluctant, staring at the smouldering hunger-suppressant be-
tween his fingers: ‘The industry invents all sorts of rubbish anyway! Can’t
they just bring something sensible onto the market for once — something
like vitamins, proteins and carbohydrates that you can smoke, so that
you’re nourishing yourself whilst you’re smoking?’

It was no use; he’d lost his concentration; his body had tuned itself to
‘Food!”. Reluctantly, he rolled his chair back. What sort of intellectual ex-
istence is this, where the need to eat prevents you from working!
Instinctively, he pictured the gluttonous Grobi from Sesame Street in his
mind’s eye and had to laugh. That was it, he’d treat himself to on Monday.
But for now, there weren’t any in the house.
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Knowing full well he wouldn’t find anything anyway, he rummaged
around the kitchen. But even the most thorough search of the cupboards
turned up nothing edible.

The neighbours? No, he’d lost all credibility with them when it came to
food a long time ago.

Eating out? No, he’d have had to dress a bit more smartly for that. After
all, he didn’t want to dine lavishly, but simply to eat — fuel for his body.

Then it occurred to him: the emergency supplies! That was it.

In high spirits, he was instantly prepared to take a more favourable view of
the government regulation stipulating that every citizen must have an
emergency cupboard in their home for emergencies and crisis situations.

Years ago, when the regulation was introduced, he’d vehemently opposed
it. He didn’t think the government should be allowed to put a cupboard
like that in his flat. His flat might not be a castle, but it was his private
space! And then there were the annual government inspections to check
whether the cupboard was properly stocked, whether the use-by dates on
perishable goods had not been exceeded, and whether the cupboard was
accessible.

He didn’t care about any of that now. The cupboard also contained pasta
and tinned dry sausage. His mouth was watering.

He walked purposefully into the bedroom. Selma and he had finally decid-
ed — after the third penalty notice, no less — to incorporate the monstrosity
into the bedroom wardrobe.

The double door on the far right of the bedroom cupboard was quickly
opened, revealing the cupboard within: a white surface with black letter-
ing: ‘Storage cupboard for emergencies and crisis situations.” Beneath that:
‘Model 2PSHH, in accordance with DIN VSfNKO08’.

He had to think about how to get round the child safety lock. ‘Why on
earth do we have a cupboard with a child safety lock?’ he wondered, but it
didn’t matter now; that was simply the rule.

74



Carsten Frerk: Men ?

After a few attempts, he’d finally figured out the trick to getting round the
child safety lock. He grunted gruffly: ‘Child safety lock, my foot’ — any
child would have opened the door faster. Never mind, the cupboard was
open. The door swung open; the shelves were empty — or at least as good
as empty: only two tired, golden-glinting tins remained, and he knew they
contained black pudding. Black pudding! The very name alone made him
feel slightly queasy. Yet there was really no need for it. A quick check re-
vealed that the use-by date had long since passed.

Only now did it occur to him that he’d already helped himself to food from
the cupboard the last time Selma had been away. “Why on earth does she
have to be away for three weeks!” he muttered reproachfully. He’d forgot-
ten to restock the supplies, or at least to let Selma know that he’d helped
himself.

His hungry gaze fell on the second door on the left: ‘Non-perishable food’
was written there in large letters; the second line read: ‘For emergency sit-
uations only’. Beneath that, in red letters: “To be opened only upon official
request!’

Gerald thought for a moment. This was clearly an emergency. If he didn’t
find anything to eat now, he was certain to have a crisis. And an ‘official
request’? On a Sunday, of all days? Should he switch on the radio or the
telly first to find out whether an authority was asking him to eat something
from the non-perishable supplies? Pah! According to the authorities’ defi-
nition, crises only occurred during their working hours; outside those
hours, they were disasters.

Nevertheless, his composure was gone. Shouldn’t he go out for a meal af-
ter all? Using the first cupboard wasn’t just problem-free, it was necessary,
as the use-by dates would eventually, at some point during the year, mean
that the stuff had to be used up anyway.

When he thought of the old flour, the view that the supplies at least needed
replacing was more accurate. His early experiences in Berlin with the
‘Senate reserves’ were helpful here: at that time, the city could feed itself
and keep its economy running for three months solely on the basis of its
reserves! Quite a statement, quite a statement, but the bread and rolls that
then appeared on the market at regular intervals, when the exchanged flour
had to be baked in, were simply stodgy.

75



Carsten Frerk: Men’

But fortunately, the Turkish bakers didn’t have to bake with these Senate
reserves. It stayed fresh and was always crispy. Turkish bread.

Non-perishable foodstuffs. That alone made one curious: what on earth
could they be? Pills, patties, dehydrated food?

However, he’d never heard from anyone that this part of the cupboard had
ever been opened.

And, could you buy that stuff again? Yes, indeed! He vividly remembered
the large packets in the supermarket, on which it was printed in bold, large
letters: ‘Stocking-up pack’.

One final check was needed: was there any small print on the door? It
might well be that there was some sort of threat of punishment there if one
took anything without an ‘official request’? No, even the most scrutiny re-
vealed nothing anywhere that resembled: ‘Violations will be punished in
accordance with §§§ ... .

He mistakenly took the official seal, which he broke when opening the
door, to be a superfluous artistic decoration on the cupboard, intended to
make the dull, rectangular, white design of the cupboard look more appeal-
ing.

The hinges were stiff. Understandably so, as the doors were only opened
once a year, during the inspection. As Gerald had always refused to be
present during the inspections — leaving that to his wife Selma — he was
seeing the contents of the cupboard for the first time in his life.

Neatly lined up: silver, gold and light grey tins. Round and square tins. No
‘Dauerwurst’ and no lovely old ‘Erbswurst’ from his childhood. Back
then, no German kitchen was complete without them.

He was disappointed. Somehow, he’d expected more. But what could one
really expect when opening this cupboard following an ‘official request’?
Colourful knick-knacks?

Everything here was clearly organised: four tins in each row, arranged in
two rows one behind the other — that is, eight per shelf, with seven rows of
shelves one below the other. The tins on the left each had an ‘F’ printed on
them, the two in the middle an ‘M’ and those on the right an ‘N’. And the
whole sequence ran down through the rows from 1-F/1-M/1-M/1-N to 7-
F/7-M/7-M/7-N.
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Gerald was deeply impressed. The whole thing was intended to last seven
days, for two people each day. The number indicated the day, the ‘F’ stood
for breakfast, the ‘M’ for lunch and the ‘N’ naturally... Naturally what?
Dessert? Sweets? Food? No, Gerald couldn’t figure it out. He settled on
dessert.

As he unfortunately never read instruction manuals — he considered it un-
worthy of an intelligent and intuitively gifted person — he hadn’t read the
explanation on the inside of the door either: N = night meal.

Had he followed the discussions at the time of the VSfNK’s introduction,
he would have known that the Bavarians had been unable to push through
their ‘Brotzeit’, but had instead been granted the ‘Nachtmahl’.

Gerald was still undecided. Could you really buy more of these tins? He’d
never seen tins like this with that sort of labelling before. Then again, he
rarely went shopping.

He calmed himself down. The tins fitted so perfectly onto the shelves that
it wouldn’t be noticeable at all if he put the empty ones back in the back
row. So, that was sorted.

And now: breakfast? He eyed the round tin marked ‘F’. It reminded him
all too vividly of the stale, dry brown bread from his time in the army,
known as ‘tank plates’, which had proved extremely popular with his
comrades who ran a side business in farming. As chicken feed.

Lunch? Lunch was fine. After all, there had surely been a major govern-
ment commission made up of leading figures in nutritional science who,
following difficult discussions, had drawn up the most scientifically sound
dietary plan for the first week of the crisis.

He took the two middle tins from the top shelf, hesitated, then immediately
took the tin containing the ‘dessert’ for the first day as well.

First door shut, second door carefully closed, then the wardrobe doors too,
and off to the kitchen. The dull thud as he set the tins down on the wooden
kitchen table sounded promising.
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Whistling cheerfully, he’d found the tin opener straight away — what a joy
it was to have a proper wife — and pressed the round blade of the tin open-
er into the rim of the lid.

With deliberately slow turns of the large handle, he cranked the blade
along the rim of the lid. Anticipation really is the greatest joy. Then, one
more turn, the lid came loose, settled on top of the tin’s contents, ... no, it
fell into the tin.

The soft ‘plop’ as the lid hit the floor was the signal for Gerald’s brain to
switch off his already activated sense of smell and taste for the time being
and switch to rational thought instead.

Instinctively, he had looked out of the window during this transition phase,
and it dawned on him: if the lid of a tin can fall down onto its base, then
inside the tin... His brain’s synapses, his stomach’s appetite, his mouth full
of saliva — all still refused to accept this realisation; he had to try again. If
the lid of a tin can falls to the bottom of the tin, then there was nothing in
that tin but... air!

The equally simple realisation: ‘Nothing!” seemed too brutal to him at that
moment.

Gerald chuckled in confusion. A few artists must have sneaked into the nu-
trition committee, he muttered to himself: Who else can live on air, after
all?

‘But that’s clever,” he thought, ‘there must have been psychologists in-
volved too.” Because air for lunch on the first day... and love — what a
brilliant idea. Instead of eating, the couples go to bed together. That’s re-
laxing. Very sensible for the first day of the crisis, he decided.

But then the well-educated citizen in him spoke up: ‘You’re still in Ger-
many. Here, people eat during their lunch break! They consume food! Of
course! How on earth could he have thought otherwise?’ Apparently, Sel-
ma’s absence — two weeks already! — had stirred a different frame of mind
within him.
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He paused. This really wasn’t the first tin can he’d opened in his life, and
yet he found himself faced with nothingness without warning.

Carefully, he removed the tin opener from the rim of the tin, placed it gen-
tly on the kitchen table, cupped the tin’s rounded sides and lifted it: the
weight was right. However, it was the usual net weight — although, if there
was only air inside... Had the specific gravity of air changed? He put the
tin back on the table.

He hurriedly searched the base cupboards for the kitchen scales. Found
them, placed them on the table, put the tin on top, and read the scale: 750
grams. Even if the needle was still trembling slightly. It was definitely 750
grams!

Puzzled, he pulled up a kitchen chair, sat down, and tried to unravel the
mystery of this weight by staring even more intently at the scale.

His rumbling stomach didn’t stand a chance of making itself heard over
Gerald’s interrogative scrutiny in the ten minutes that followed.

Took the tin off the scales: the scale read ‘0°. So the scales were working
properly. Went to the tap, filled the tin with water, placed the full tin on
the scales: 1,472 grams. He fetched a bowl: 1,834 grams. He poured the
water from the tin into the bowl, placed the bowl on the scales: 2,552
grams. Gerald did the maths: 4 grams were missing! He put the tin back on
the scales: 754 grams. Aha, 4 grams of residual water in the tin.

Exhausted, Gerald leaned back. So, the air hadn’t become heavier, and the
scales were working properly. It must therefore have something to do with
the tin itself.

On a first inspection of the tin, the only thing he noticed was that the in-
side wall looked strangely light grey, with a dull, leaden sheen. The tin’s
wall also seemed thicker than he had expected.

For reasons he couldn’t explain, he didn’t check the underside of the tin.
Otherwise, he would have stopped what he was doing by now at the very
latest.

Instead, he picked up the other M-tin and placed it on the scales: 750
grams. He weighed it in his hand. It actually felt reassuringly full. He
wanted to know for sure.
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Besides, his stomach was growling. The result only half surprised him; the
tin was empty too.

Without a second thought, he ran into the bedroom, flung open the ward-
robe door, opened the first white door, then the second, grabbing as many
tins as he could carry.

After his fourth trip back and forth, he had stacked all the tins from the
larder on the kitchen table. Just to be on the safe side, he’d taken the F-tins
with him as well.

As his stomach was now unmistakably demanding ‘Food!’, he started with
the 1-F tin, and, as luck would have it, the ‘armour plates’ were inside. He
began to munch on them: not half bad. Selma’s dry crispbread didn’t taste
much different either.

He turned his attention back to his research and began testing the M tins.

Crumbling and nibbling away at the dry brown bread, he placed one tin af-
ter another on the scales, dividing them into two groups: on the right, the
tins that weighed exactly 750 g; on the left, the tins that weighed more or
less than this exact weight.

Then the cans from breakfast: all exactly the same weight, so off to the
right. Then the N-cans, all with variations in weight, so off to the left.

So, the pile on the right was the one to be investigated further. “I’ve al-
ways been very suspicious of exactness!” he muttered.

To get to the bottom of the matter, Gerald first opened one of the cans that
didn’t look suspicious. His hunch was right: the can was indeed full of de-
hydrated spinach leaves.

The cross-check yielded the expected result: of the ‘correct” M-tins, with
the exact weight, all but one — which was clearly a coincidence — were
filled with nothing but air.

He clutched his head; a slight dizziness set in. It really was quite a puzzle.
He decided to eat some more of the black crispbread.
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So what if...? Gerald didn’t think any further but pushed the opened M tins
aside and began opening the suspicious F tins. Nothing. They were all full:
‘Well, that’s great, then I don’t need to go and buy any biscuits.’

Now he began to ponder; he pushed the breakfast tins aside, turned his at-
tention to the dessert tins and thought aloud: ‘Well, if the suspicious F-tins
were all full, then on the other hand the N-tins, which hadn’t been suspect-
ed so far...” ‘I can find that out straight away.’

No sooner said than done; he resolutely twisted the can opener through the
first lid. Eagerly, he tried to fish the lid out. It hadn’t fallen in, so there was
something inside the tin. It was, therefore, quite rightly not suspicious.

Had he been too impatient? He just couldn’t manage to get into the gap be-
tween the lid — which sat slightly lower — and the inside of the tin. Before
he could find a knife to pry it open, he impulsively tipped the tin over his
head. The contents spilled onto the kitchen table.

Slowly, his brain began to process what his eyes were seeing: “Yuck,
yuck!” he blurted out.

Lying on the kitchen table were blood-soaked rags, cut-up gloves and can-
nulas.

The feeling of dizziness and the headache grew worse. Filled with revul-
sion, he fetched the dustpan and brush from the broom cupboard, swept
the contents of the tin onto the dustpan, and tipped it all into the bin.

There was no sign of chocolate sweets or pasties.

Gerald needed a moment to collect his thoughts. Perhaps he should also
stop nibbling on the armour plates, because somehow, he had the feeling
that his drowsiness was getting worse... They clearly weren’t agreeing
with him.

Surely, they weren’t...! But his hands were quicker than his brain; with
wild determination, he opened one tin after another.
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He tipped the contents of one tin after another onto the large kitchen table.
By the third tin, he no longer felt any revulsion.

After all, he knew exactly what to expect each time. “That can’t be right,”
he muttered, shaking his head, as he continued to tip the unvarying con-
tents of the tins onto the ever-growing pile of gauze bandages, blood-
stained cloths, gloves and cannulas.

His interest had shifted to whether something different might emerge from
at least one of the cans.

Full of anticipation, yet without hope, he took the last can, cranked it open,
and tipped it over to sit atop the pile. The colourful mixture of white, red,
green and blue was just as before, only... at the very top of this mountain
of revulsion, a small yellow symbol glinted.

Gerald had almost overlooked it, but as he stood up, bewildered, to think it
over, he could see it straight away.

His headache and drowsiness had become so intense that he resolved that,
once he’d checked this and disposed of the lot, he’d go out for a meal.

With keen interest, he picked up the remarkable piece of cloth with his
fingertips, held it up and examined the symbol, frowning: a yellow triangle
with black outlines. Inside the triangular yellow field was a sort of three-
bladed propeller in black, surrounded by black rays.

It took Gerald a long time — a very, very long time — before he could whis-
per the word: “Radioactive!” O
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Whoever locks others in a cell

Perhaps you re familiar with the phrase ‘self-fulfilling prophecy’? It refers
to a complex phenomenon whereby we usually bring about the very thing
we fear most — without even realising it — precisely because we are so de-
termined to avoid it.

But it doesn’t always have to be a fear-inducing reality that then alters re-
ality accordingly — deliberate action is enough — the privilege of the man.

An onlooker might have thought that the man standing by the phone box
was waiting for a call. They would have been right. The man was indeed
waiting.

Ernst Wabel paces up and down the pavement: five paving stones to the
right, a turn, five back, five paving stones to the left, a turn, and five back.
If the phone box hadn’t been standing so close to the wall of the building,
he would have walked round it, using the box as the stationary centre of
his circles.

He had to move; his impatience needed an outlet. But he didn’t want to
move away from the phone box. Was that the telephone’s dial tone?

Ernst Wabel paused, listened — both within himself and to the world
around him — and tried to decide whether his expectations were playing
tricks on him and he had heard a ringing that originated in his own head
rather than from the box.

Some time ago, he had decided to watch only foreign television dramas.
Too often, when the telephone rang, he had picked up the receiver and
heard nothing but the dial tone: the telephone had rung on the television.
He shuddered inwardly. A similar feeling of being able to fall prey to his
own expectations, just as he was now. He listened; the ringing was indeed
coming from the telephone box.
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He turns on his heel, takes three steps back. Ernst Wabel stands rooted to
the spot:

| Due to a technical fault |

[ CLOSED. |

| Please use the next cubicle. |

Of all things. But — he chuckles nervously — he’d put the sign up there
himself. He’d locked the booth himself: for his own use.

Have someone ring you! This phone box has a number: 241.09.45. And it
stood in front of the building where his flat was located. That’s what he’d
had printed on his letterhead: Telephone: 241.09.45, from 8 pm to 9 pm.
It saved him the basic charge, the call charges and, more importantly, it
saved him time. Or so he thought.

Yes, he’d organised his life well. When he was sitting at his desk working,
he didn’t want to be phoned or disturbed, or to waste time when his train
of thought got sidetracked and, after the phone call, he struggled to pick it
up again, always fearing he might not be able to find it again.

The flat he’d rented was small, poorly furnished and, as you’d expect,
cheap. It had dawned on him one day that the basic telephone charge, in-
cluding ancillary costs, amounted to one month’s rent for his flat over the
course of a year. So, over the course of a year, he wouldn’t have to worry
about his rent for a whole month if he didn’t have a telephone in the flat.

The brief hindrance caused by his own ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign had only
momentarily puzzled him and made him hesitate. Then he opened the cell
door. To be more precise, he grasped the door handle and tried to open the
door. It wouldn’t budge.

Ernst Wabel pulls harder. The ringing of the telephone in the cell urges
him to hurry. The door won’t budge. He shakes the handle violently and is
already winding up to kick the frame.

“Young man!”
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Ernst Wabel flinches; he hadn’t heard anyone coming.

An old man is standing next to him. A flowing crown of white hair frames
his small, deeply lined face, which smiles indulgently: “Young man! Can’t
you read? The cell has been closed for days due to a technical fault!” O
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The libidinous man
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On the high seas

Let us now turn for the first time to the baser instincts of male love: insem-
ination based on a despicable calculation to achieve a life of idleness.

And where, in days gone by, refined ladies would let lace handkerchiefs
flutter to the ground, the hot-blooded man of the world — today — cold-
bloodedly lets a little note flutter down.

He stood nonchalantly at the railing of the Finnjet. Ever since the
white ferry had set sail from Travemiinde and the man had taken up
his position, he had remained motionless.
The sunglasses that half-closed eyes in shadow, and the sea breeze ruffling
his blond hair gave the impression that he was turning towards the sun in a
relaxed manner.

He hadn’t yet counted how many trips he’d made this year: the twelfth,
thirteenth, fourteenth? He didn’t care; it was all coming to an end soon an-

yway.

His eyes scanned intently the ninth deck higher up, the ‘Commodore
Class’.

He found his observations from previous voyages confirmed. A striking
number of women had booked cabins there.

They hadn’t carried their suitcases up themselves; the ship’s stewards were
probably earning a good tip. The Commodore Class was extravagantly ex-
pensive.

So, someone must be able to afford these cabins. Whether it was them,
their husbands or their fathers — what did it matter to him? The money was
there, in any case.

He was tired of constantly being on the road as a sales representative for
agricultural machinery; he finally wanted a permanent address, a place of
his own, not these constant cheap hotel rooms and these on every trip cas-
ual, no-strings-attached one-night stands with random bar acquaintances.
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He was in the mood for something more substantial, something with class:
a wealthy lady from the Commodore Class who would furnish and pay for
a small, well-kept flat for him in Helsinki — and he would serve her well in
return.

She shouldn’t be too young — they had plenty of other options and were
too much trouble anyway — nor too old; his own mother at home was al-
ready mothering him enough, so she should be around his age. Mid-forties,
that would be ideal.

Imperceptibly, his elbows braced against the railing: there she was.

The steward had just carried two suitcases into the cabin, and through the
glass front he could clearly see her discreetly and elegantly pressing some-
thing into his hand — presumably the tip — and bidding him farewell with a
subtle smile.

As she disappeared into the cabin, he took in her outfit. First class, a sim-
ple cut that very discreetly showed off her figure to its best advantage.

He made a mental note of the cabin number and waited to see if anyone
else would turn up.

After ten minutes, he left his position. Inside, he rubbed his hands togeth-
er.

His initial thought had been to position himself in the stairwell, next to the
staircase leading to Deck Nine, which could only be accessed with an elec-
tronic key. That had seemed too conspicuous to him, too much like loiter-
ing, and now he already knew her cabin number.

Luck was clearly on his side.

That said, he’d also planned things carefully: for this trip, he’d booked a
double cabin all to himself.

Admittedly, that cost considerably more than his usual fare; instead of 210
euros, he was now paying 380, and his company only reimbursed the
standard fare — he had to pay the difference out of his own pocket — but it
was an investment in a more peaceful future. And that future lay in Com-
modore Class cabin 912.
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So now for step three: making contact.

For it was clear to him that he had to get to know her and win her over
within the confined space of the ship. In Helsinki, he would have no fur-
ther chance of approaching her.

He had four days ahead of him and three nights.
Plenty, but not so much that he could afford to take his time.

Back in his cabin, he checked his finances once more, just to be on the safe
side. His savings account had shrunk a little, but investing in a higher class
naturally meant higher expenses than he normally considered necessary.

Until dinner, he dozed alone in his cabin, then had a shower, put on his
best suit — he’d had to sneak it past his mother to avoid her prying ques-
tions — and set off early for the a la carte restaurant ‘Adam and Eve’.

As planned, he was one of the first guests and chose a strategically favour-
able spot at one of the small two-seater tables, from which he could survey
the whole restaurant.

A glance at the menu made him swallow hard, for even the cheapest dishes
cost three times what was charged at the self-service restaurant on deck
seven.

He pushed aside the thought of getting up again when she entered and
looked around, searching for a seat.

Instinctively, he pulled the large menu up in front of his face.

She was still wearing the same suit as that afternoon. But he would have
recognised her by her bearing alone: few women could stand so straight
without coming across as arrogant.

Slowly, he lowered the menus a little further and peered over the edge, as
discreetly as he thought possible from his vantage point.
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She had been waiting for the waiter, who now led her to a table near him.

He noted with relief that the waiter had pulled out a chair and offered her a
seat where she sat sideways to him.

He let the menu slip back onto the table.

Lost in thought, he gazed at the curve of her neck, which presented itself to
his gaze in a gentle sweep from her pinned-up dark-blonde hair down to
the collar of her suit. In his mind’s eye, he was already running his finger-
tips along her skin; his hand was gliding sensually and slowly beneath the
hem of her suit when the waiter approached her table once more.

She had already made up her mind and was discussing her order with the
waiter. He tried to hear her voice, to catch the sound of it, but he was too
far away, or perhaps she was speaking too softly.

Another waiter startled him when he asked what he’d like; after a thought-
ful, gruff mumble of ‘meat’, he looked at the menu and ordered the next
best thing he could find on it.

The meal passed quickly, too quickly, and he watched her longingly as she
left the restaurant with a light, swaying gait.

The expensive fabric, softly clinging to her body, concealed everything yet
hinted at even more.

He swallowed hard.
One thing had now become absolutely clear: she was travelling alone.

‘Bloody hell!” he cheered inwardly. He’d always wanted to have one of
these classy women in bed.

He’d almost lost sight of his long-term goal.
That night, alone in his cabin, he lay awake for a long time. Her image

was fixed in his mind, and he pondered how he could now make con-
tact with her. Just exchanging glances wouldn’t do the trick.
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After dinner, she clearly wasn’t wandering around on deck any more or
having another drink at the bar, so he wouldn’t have been able to approach
her discreetly.

Of course, it had to be done with class, not some clumsy pick-up line. That
wasn’t the sort of thing one could expect from someone of her calibre. No
matter how he looked at it, he couldn’t find a solution.

A letter?

He hurriedly searched for paper and finally found letter paper and enve-
lopes bearing the shipping company’s emblem in one of the drawers of the
dressing table.

Oh, man, when was the last time, he’d written a letter? With his previous
pub acquaintances, the women had been willing too, and one word had led
to another, though the intention had always been clear to both.

‘Adored’!... With or without an exclamation mark?

Never mind, carry on!: ‘From afar I saw you and am already smitten!’...
Another exclamation mark?

Never mind. He struggled through the lines. Eventually, sleep snatched the
ballpoint pen from his hand.

The knock from the cleaner startled him awake the next morning,
leaving him bewildered. She glanced briefly into the cubicle and,
smiling cautiously, closed the door again when she saw him lying
stretched out, naked on the bed. He rubbed his sleepy eyes and
glanced at the clock: breakfast time had already passed.

Confused, he ran his fingers through his hair; he’d dreamt of her and the
knocking — the letter was still lying on the table.

Ah yes, the letter!

How should he...? He closed his eyes and thought for a moment. Of
course! The cleaner. That could be a way.
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He hastily scribbled the cabin number on the envelope, pulled on a pair of
trousers and a T-shirt, and looked out into the narrow corridor.

The cleaning trolley was just two doors away. He tapped quietly on the
doorframe so that the cleaner turned towards him.

“Excuse me...”, the cleaning lady’s questioning expression unnerved him,
“do you also clean the cabins in Commodore Class?”

The cleaner nodded.

“Could you perhaps do me a favour...”, he said, rummaging in his trouser
pocket for a few coins to tip her, “and deliver this letter to cabin 912 later
on?”

The cleaner nodded wordlessly, took the letter and the coins, and tucked
them all into her apron.

He gave her a cheerful nod. That had been easier than he’d thought.

At lunch, he caught only a brief glimpse of his chosen one; then she had
disappeared again onto the separate Commodore Class sun deck.

But he rejoiced: during the meal, she had been looking around discreetly
yet obviously observing and searching.

So, she’d received his letter and was wondering who the sender might be.

Of course, his cabin number made it clear that he didn’t have a cabin on
Deck Nine, but did that matter? When he looked at those slackers on Deck
Nine, he knew all too well how much they longed for a proper bloke.

In the evening, he must control himself not to pace excitedly around out on
deck, smoking one cigarette after another — there are no telephones on
deck.

He lies in his cabin, daydreams a little, idly leafs through a crime novel,
waits.
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At last, at 11.00 pm, the red telephone on the cabin wall rings; it connects
you to the information desk on deck four or allows you to make internal
calls on board.

He answers.
A woman’s voice rings in his ear.

It’s her! She thanks him for his passionate letter, cooing, playfully. Will
she come to him?

Yes, he mustn’t lock the cabin door and should already be in bed.

After half an hour of endless waiting, the cabin door opens quietly, and the
light is switched off at the door switch.

He sees her silhouette glide in; he’s about to switch on the light above the
bed when she’s already by his side, asking him not to turn it on. In the
darkness, she whispers softly that she doesn’t want to be unfaithful to her
husband, so he mustn’t see her, for whatever happens in the dark, nobody
will know — it won’t have happened.

Time flies by. Her body reveals everything that the clinging fabric had
promised.

He is very resourceful, but so is she.

He is thrilled; he hadn’t expected this: a lady and, at the same time, a real
vixen, but ultimately, he wants to win her over.

She calls him a passionate stallion; he feels vindicated.

Then, with one last kiss and “See you tomorrow night, my stallion!”, she’s
gone.
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He sleeps late, stretching out. Breakfast doesn’t matter; the Commo-
dore Class passengers are served theirs on their exclusive deck any-
way. He won’t see them again until lunch. With the utmost discretion.

During the meal, he gives her a wistful, furtive smile; she smiles back,
lowers her eyes, looks away; he understands — discretion, of course. A
matter of honour.

He admires her tasteful gold jewellery, the expensive designer dress. Yes:
she’ll be a good catch. As he stands up, he gives her a conspiratorial nod;
she smiles back imperceptibly.

He dozes contentedly in the afternoon sun in a deckchair on the deck. Eve-
rything is turning out just as he’d imagined: a passionate, well-to-do wom-
an who’s very discreet — what more could he want!

The second night is even more exciting than the first. The initial barri-
ers of curiosity and shyness have already given way to surging waves
of desire.

He is certain he has achieved his goal, seeing how imaginatively, demand-
ing and yet willing she is as she opens herself to him in the concealing
darkness!

And her discretion? Her quirk — that she wouldn’t be unfaithful if it were
dark and he couldn’t see her? That suited him just fine. If she were ever to
grow tired of him, he too could slip away quite discreetly.

Quietly, he asks her for her name and where they can meet in Helsinki.

With a shudder, she bites his neck and slowly whispers a telephone num-
ber into his ear. He should ring her the following day at 12 noon; then they
would arrange to meet.

No sooner has she scurried off than he switches on the light and jots down
the telephone number on a piece of paper.
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The ship’s deep foghorn rouses him from his sleep in the morning.
Hastily, he throws his clothes out of the wardrobe and his washing in-
to his suitcase, then sets it aside.

The passengers are already disembarking. He hurries to the railing.

Yes, she’s already standing on the quay, glancing briefly upwards; he
blows her a kiss, she nods with a discreet smile and shakes her head slight-
ly.

Such discretion!

The chauffeur of a large saloon car opens the rear door for her, and he
catches one last glimpse of her beloved slender legs, which had wrapped
themselves so sensually and tightly around him.

Just to be on the safe side, he makes sure he has the note with the phone
number in his pocket.

Then he strolls off to fetch his suitcase.
The cleaning staff are already tidying and cleaning the cabins.

He fetches his suitcase, walks past the cleaning lady with the long black
hair who’d carried his letter, and looks disparagingly at her cheap white
synthetic smock, at her round, firm bottom, to which the smock clings
without a single crease as she bends over.

He snorts and thinks: It wouldn’t be a bad thing, mind you — nice figure,
long black hair, surely a turn-on — he turns round — but she’s just got no
class. Cleaning staff — there’s nothing more primitive than that. Not for
him.

He gives her a grateful smile for being so helpful — she smiles back word-
lessly.

Just as he’s passed her, he hears a soft: “See you later, my passionate
stud!”

He carries on walking mechanically.
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That voice! It was the voice of the past few nights, the voice of passion.
He doesn’t understand.
Surely, she’d driven off in that big saloon car ten minutes ago.

He stands at the railing for a moment longer, gazing out over the harbour
facilities and the elongated Helsinki City Hall.

Then he reaches into his pocket, searches for the piece of paper with the
telephone number, crumples it in his hand and throws the ball furiously in-
to the sea.

A seagull, mistaking the white paper for a piece of bread, carries it off,
cawing triumphantly. O
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Dream — Man

Just as desire creates its own world, other men suffer from the fact that
they cannot compete with the rich and beautiful of this world — because
they have not yet met any of these men. Nor, for that matter, have many
women.

It hadn’t been easy for Lizzy to borrow half a dozen suitcases that
went reasonably well together, or at least looked as though they’d
been thrown together in such a way that it made sense again
and to look like the well-travelled, cosmopolitan woman who, whilst
shopping wherever she happened to be, would simply buy a suitcase there
too — in Paris, New York, Milan, Miami, Benidorm or wherever she hap-
pened to be at the time.

Had it been at the dentist’s or the hairdresser’s, whilst she was waiting,
leafing through *BUNTE* magazine yet again, and had she really grown
tired of going to the office every day? There were probably around three
billion men in the world, around one billion of marriageable age, around
one million wealthy, of whom ten thousand could be considered rich, of
whom a thousand were presumably currently single or not yet in a rela-
tionship — but where was one to find them?

Perhaps there were ten such men in this city, and the likelihood that they
might be found in the best hotel — that is to say, the most expensive one —
was not implausible.

Other people played the lottery for years, even decades, and if she added
up the money those people had spent over that time, then the three thou-
sand euros she’d spent on that one week at the Hotel Vier Jahreszeiten was
actually a drop in the ocean by comparison.

Lizzy had borrowed three more evening gowns from two friends with a
similar figure; everything was packed — two suitcases had been enough —
and into the other four suitcases she promptly dumped the contents of a
few drawers from her wardrobe and stuffed in thick winter clothes.
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She gave the taxi driver an extra tip so that he would press the horn in
front of the hotel as if by accident, yet conspicuously, so that two porters
immediately came running out with the luggage trolley.

As if by accident, she let her light summer coat slip from her arm in the
hotel lobby, then bent down very conspicuously from the hips; her taut
bottom was the most important thing for a moment — it was enough to
make the men in the lobby look at her. She herself looked neither to the
right nor to the left and merely nodded friendly to the bellboy who, after
checking her in, had been given the key to the suite and was leading the
way, the luggage trolley following behind.

Lizzy had a table reserved for dinner. On her first evening, she wanted
to settle in, be on her own, and get her bearings. The dress she had put
on was the best in her entire collection, very understated, very de-
mure: she wanted to stand out through her elegance and not — or not
yet — through a neckline plunging down to her navel.

She waited by the door to the dining room next to the head waiter’s podi-
um, where he directed guests to their tables, though he seemed to be away
at that moment.

A waiter approached them and bowed slightly: “Have you booked a ta-
ble?”

“Yes, please. Under the name Freiligrath.”

The waiter stepped up to the counter, searched and evidently found her
name. As if in passing, he asked: “Are you on your own?”

Lizzy nodded.
“If I may ask, who would you like to be seated with?”

The waiter led the way, and she was pleased to notice that the dark suit fit
his slender figure as if it had been tailor-made.

At a table by the water’s edge of the restaurant, he pulled out a chair and
offered her the seat. She was pleased with it. On one side, a dreamy view
of the evening sea and the sun glinting on the water; on the other, a good
view of the other guests.
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To Lizzy’s surprise, the waiter sat down on the other side of the table and
calmly leafed through the menu that was already laid out in front of both
their seats.

“May I recommend something?”

Lizzy wondered where on earth she’d ended up. Was this the most expen-
sive hotel in town, where waiters sat down at your table uninvited and
spoke German with such a dreadful accent that you could barely under-
stand them?

“Would you please stand up, leave my table and not show your face here
again!” Lizzy had spoken very clearly, distinctly and slowly so that this
foreigner — apparently an American, judging by the way he rolled the
words around in his mouth like a hot potato — would be able to understand
her.

He put the menu down on the table, looked at her in surprise and then
stood up, as if relieved, grinning nonchalantly: “Sorry, I didn’t realise who
you were at all.”

“Thank you!” Lizzy was determined not to let it go any further: “I don’t
attach any particular importance to that!”

The man tapped the table hesitantly with two fingers. Then he’d made up
his mind: “You don’t want—sorry—am I not allowed to get to know
you?”

“No!” Lizzy’s reply was friendly, clear and resolute.

The man bowed slightly and seemed to have a hint of sadness in his eyes:
“Then please excuse me,” and walked through the tables towards the hotel
lobby.

3 “Hello!” Lizzy plucked up all her courage — she was too afraid of
making a fool of herself, but on the other hand she wanted to fend off
this pushy waiter — and she waved to the only waiter with
a burgundy jacket; he must be a senior member of staff.

“Please, madam, how may I be of service?”
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Lizzy spoke very quietly, so that the man had to lean closer to her: “Do
you have a say in matters here?”

He whispered back: “I suppose so. I’'m the maitre d’hotel here, the master
of all the staff, so to speak.”

“Oh, that’s wonderful. Then you can help me.”
“I’d be happy to try.”

“You must have seen the man sitting here at my table. He seems to be one
of your waiters, who’s on his break and is getting on my nerves by trying
to give me all sorts of unnecessary advice. I’ve already politely asked him
to please go away and not show his face at my table again, but he doesn’t
seem to understand German.”

“You mean the man who was sitting at your table?”
“Yes, exactly him!”

“I’m sorry, but that isn’t one of our waiters — and you can rest assured that
none of them would ever sit down at your table.”

“A guest?” Lizzy was now genuinely surprised.
“You could say that, but it wouldn’t be quite right.”
“What else is there in a hotel apart from guests and staff?”

The maitre d’hétel didn’t seem keen to let the cat out of the bag. He had
furrowed his brow and was looking at Lizzy with what appeared to be a
certain pleasure.

Lizzy enjoyed the guessing game. “But he’s allowed to be here?”
“Yes, certainly!”
“Then he must own this hotel?” Lizzy was left speechless by the thought.

“Not just this one, madam. His ship is anchored out in the roadstead, and
he’s only been here today. He wanted, as he told me, have dinner in the
company of a charming lady — by which he presumably meant you.”
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Lizzy gazed out at the seemingly endless white ship in the roadstead, to-
wards which a motorboat was heading: “Does this man have a name?”

The maitre d’ nodded: “John D. Rockefeller IV.”

“The billionaire?” Lizzy could barely whisper. She knew she’d put her
foot in it.

She felt her mood darken as a young waiter approached her table and ad-
dressed her: “Good evening, madam, have you made your choice yet?”

Lost in thought, Lizzy almost blurted out: “Meat!” There was a reason
she’d used to be nicknamed ‘Fuck Bomb’. She pulled herself together,
looked at the waiter, thought: What a handsome chap! and said: “Could
you perhaps recommend something that’s turned out particularly well in
the kitchen today?”

Yes, he could, and he was happy to advise her, thoroughly enjoying being
at the service of a good-looking, wealthy lady: “May I recommend a white
wine to go with that?” He was allowed to.

When he brought the white wine, Lizzy asked him straight away: ‘May [
ask your name?’

Yes, she could: “Kevin, madam.”

“Can you tell me what time your shift ends this evening?” Yes, he could:
“10.00 pm.”

“Do you think you could bring me a bottle of champagne and two glasses
to my room after your shift ends?”

Yes, he could, and she gave him the room number.

Kevin was thrilled. A young woman, presumably the daughter of a mil-
lionaire, who was good-looking, had a stunning cleavage and had chosen
him as her playboy for the night. She bore a certain resemblance to Paris
Hilton and if he, Kevin, were now to be her playboy for a while in the jet
set all round the world, it was the fulfilment of his dream from his lustful
teenage years.
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That was one of the reasons why he worked in a luxury hotel; he was
aware of the rumours in the industry that rich daughters travelling alone, if
they had no one else in bed, would pick one of the good-looking waiters
for the night. He knew he was good-looking.

Lizzy had rarely been looked after as well as she had been by Kevin. He
looked after her lovingly, gazed just as deeply into her eyes — in which he
saw promising lust — and looked forward to the end of his shift and his fu-
ture career as a global companion and ladies’ man.

Or so he thought.

103



Carsten Frerk: Men ?

104



Carsten Frerk: Men ?

Mountain Village

During a holiday in the Tyrolean Alps, the conversation turned to the leg-
endary mountain creatures, enchanted caves, dwarves and fairies who
grant a good person a few wishes whenever needed. That’s just marvel-
lous, isn’t it?

In the shade of the treetops, Jonathan found the coolness he’d been seek-
ing. He wiped the sweat from his forehead and leaned back, relaxed,
against the trunk of the large beech tree. He gazed peacefully at the sweep-
ing valley at his feet, and his thoughts drifted back as he reflected on how
he’d ended up here.

As he did every year, he’d travelled to Sils-Maria to spend a fortnight un-
winding, hearing nothing, seeing nothing, just being on his own.

Sarah had stayed in Munich. She still had things to do, and besides, she re-
spected his wish to be alone.

So, as he did every year, he’d packed only his small suitcase — what did he
really need in the mountains? — and had arrived in Sils-Maria that evening.

His landlords had known him ever since the first year he’d come here. As
usual, he’d been given the front balcony room.

“Well, Mr Jonathan, looking for some peace and quiet again?”

The landlady greeted him warmly at supper, knowing full well why he
came to Sils-Maria on his own every year. She couldn’t understand, any-
way, how people in the city could stand it.

“Ah, yes!” Jonathan stretched, glad to have arrived and to be sitting at the
familiar wooden table in the dining room. He felt the coarse linen of the
red-chequered tablecloth against the skin of his forearms, let his gaze drift
over the large brick-built stove in the far corner of the dining room, and
looked up at the heavy, dark-brown ceiling beams, and immersed himself
in a time that passed so much more slowly here than in hectic Munich.
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Without him even ordering it, the Enzian was soon placed before him.
Jonathan smiled. The landlady knew that the first thing he always ordered
upon arrival was an Enzian — a foretaste, so to speak, of the mountain
meadows where he intended to go hiking and lie in the sun over the next
few days.

There were only a few guests in the dining room that evening, so the land-
lady sat down at his table: “Off to the mountain meadows at the Sandler-
Alm again?”

“Yes, I think so. Or would you suggest something else? Perhaps there’s
somewhere I haven’t hiked yet?”

The landlady gestured towards the stove, where old Kathrein was sitting
on the stove bench: “You’d better ask Kathrein. People like us hardly ever
get out of the house because we’re so busy with work. And when I do have
time, I’d rather sit outside the house than go wandering around the moun-
tains!”

Her lack of understanding of the city folk’s peculiar habit of running about
in the mountains for recreation was obvious.

Jonathan moved from the large table over to the stove bench and sat down
next to old Kathreiner, who had been listening with interest to their little
conversation. Nothing here in the dining room remained hidden from the
ears of the others. Besides, the landlady hadn’t exactly been whispering.

Jonathan, who had learnt that one mustn’t push things here, waited until
the old man from Kathrein was ready of his own accord to give him the in-
formation he sought: “If you’re heading for the Sandler-Alm anyway...
you’ll already be on your way into the Namloser mountain valley... it just
keeps going uphill... it’ll take you two days... There’s a gamekeeper’s hut
along the way where you can spend the night... the landlady should give
you a blanket to take with you and prepare a hearty snack for the journey.”

Jonathan sensed that, in his deliberate manner, old Kathreiner hadn’t quite
finished yet. He bided his time, and after a few puffs on his pipe, old
Kathreiner continued: “It’s not often that folk set off for that place... but
you might well like it up there.” An approving murmur from the landlady,
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from behind the bar, confirmed to Jonathan that Kathreiner had now said
what he wanted to say.

“Thank you very much. If that’s what you think, then I’ll go for a hike up
there. Landlady! A blanket and a hearty packed lunch to take with me for
tomorrow morning, please.”

After breakfast, he had set off along the familiar path to the Sandler-Alm,
stopped there for a rest, asked for directions for the rest of the way, and
then continued his hike. He had been so lost in his own thoughts that he
hadn’t noticed the questioning glances from the dairymaid. Only a few lo-
cals knew of the existence of the Namloser mountain valley, and if a
stranger...?

Jonathan had set off at a brisk pace, found the Jagerhiitte that evening, en-
joyed a hearty supper, wrapped himself comfortably in the blanket and set-
tled down to sleep on the straw mattress.

The next morning, the path led steeply uphill. Jonathan began to work up a
sweat. He had long since left the tree line behind him and was gradually
realising why he had never ventured this far before. If old Kathrein hadn’t
recommended it, he would have turned back that very morning. So he
trudged on undaunted, for he was now determined to find out where the
path would lead him.

It was getting noticeably cooler. The weather front was pushing the clouds
over the mountain peaks. Jonathan continued on undeterred; the cool air
did him good. He trusted old Kathrein. The wisps of cloud, which merely
obscured the distant view, gave the mountains the sense of unreality he
was seeking.

Gradually, however, he began to feel sceptical: the path just kept going uphill.

He hadn’t consulted a map, but he suspected he had already reached well
above the three-thousand-metre mark. That couldn’t be right, as to his
knowledge there were no mountains here that were over three thousand
metres high. Torn between carrying on and turning back, he noticed that
the cloud cover was breaking and the sun was becoming visible again. The
warm rays of the sun in the cool air gave him goosebumps. He had to shiv-
er them off.
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The slope levelled out. He could see that he would soon reach the moun-
tain ridge. Beyond it must lie the Namloser mountain valley. His pace
quickened again, knowing he would soon reach his destination. The scree
crunched beneath his rapid footsteps until he came to an abrupt halt.

A vast mountain valley lay before him. It was so enchanting that he could
scarcely believe his eyes. If he’d ever been asked to paint a valley, as he’d
always wished, he would have painted this one.

Just below him began a mixed forest of large, old trees; the mountain
slopes curved in gentle lines down to the valley floor, and halfway up
stood the timber-clad houses of a village. There was no church in the vil-
lage, but he wouldn’t have painted one anyway.

In the meadows he saw a herd of cows, whose cowbells rang faintly out to
him.

“Hurrah!” Jonathan let out a cry of surprise and joy. In the meadow below
the mixed woodland, he saw a solitary, large, old beech tree. That was
where he wanted to rest.

He had arrived; he wiped the sweat from his forehead and leaned back, re-
laxed, against the trunk of the beech tree.

He’d worked up an appetite. The snack left over from the previous

day lay spread out on the blanket beside him. He’d checked his ruck-

sack again to see if he’d overlooked anything, but all his belongings—
were lying on the blanket beside him.

“I could do with a beer right now!” he thought to himself, delighted by the
freshly tapped, top-fermented beer beside him; with great relish, he took a
big gulp, wiped the foam from his mouth, and finally burped with con-
tentment.

His gaze wandered to the mountain ridge. The setting sun reminded him
that he needed to find somewhere to spend the night.

The path down to the village wound its way along the gently rolling hills.
He followed the trail with his eyes. Although he’d been walking all day,
his curiosity kept any sense of tiredness at bay.
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He had counted twenty-one houses in the village; surely, he would be able
to find somewhere to stay. First, he wanted to take a closer look at them all
before deciding where to ask if he could get a place to stay for the night
and remain for a few days.

The people he met nodded to him in a friendly manner. He looked with
great pleasure at the well-built women and the sun-tanned men, who
seemed to be just finishing their day’s work, and cheerfully returned their
greetings. Each house was more beautiful than the last.

When he reached the end of the short street, he walked a short way up the
gentle slope to get a view of the village from this side.

He stood still, gazing intently at the houses and the sloping meadows,
watching as the setting sun turned the mountain peaks red, its light refract-
ing off the peaks to crown them with a golden rim.

‘I’d like to live here,” he thought, stretching, and walked from the terrace
where he had been standing a moment ago into the house.

‘A hearty loaf of mixed-grain bread, smoked ham and a well-seasoned
cervelat sausage!” That would certainly hit the spot now. He sat down at
the laid table and enjoyed his meal in good spirits.

Once he’d arrived, Jonathan realised that the long walk had tired him out.
So, he didn’t stay at the table for long; he went into the bedroom and was
in bed shortly afterwards.

The sun woke him in the morning. Jonathan felt the gentle warmth on
his skin and opened his eyes. The rising sun had blown the thin white
curtains aside with a light breeze to let its life-giving rays through.

Jonathan savoured the pleasure of being able to lie between the duvets,
lazing about and musing before getting up: holidays! There was no need to
jump out of bed straight away.

Fresh milk, two bread rolls, a boiled egg and a bit of honey for breakfast,
he thought to himself. Then he got up, washed, and had breakfast in the
morning sun outside the house, just as he’d wanted.
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In the morning he walked through the village, greeting people on his left:
‘Good morning, Vroni’, and on his right: ‘Good morning, lovely Leni,
good morning, Bachleitner!’, bought something to smoke at the tobacco-
nist’s, wandered over the hills, chatted with the farmers, and talked shop
with them about their cows and the weather.

Several days passed. Everything was always just as he had wished it to be.
He was no great fan of change, so everything remained just as he had once
wished it to be. Jonathan was perfectly happy.

That morning he’d gone into the woods to chop wood. He’d had great fun
flexing his muscles.

It was now afternoon; the others had already driven back to the village.
Jonathan wanted to sit for a while by the big, old beech tree, have a rest,
and then catch up with them in the village later.

He must have fallen asleep.

When he opened his eyes, having shaken the sleep from his limbs, he be-
gan — though he didn’t know why — to count the houses in the village. He
counted once, then again, then once more. There were, and there remained:
twenty-two houses.

Puzzled, he rubbed his eyes. There had only been twenty-one houses when
he’d arrived here. Where had the twenty-second house come from? He
surveyed the village once more. He realised that the solitary house on the
hill behind the village — the twenty-second, the one that had appeared —
was the house... in which he himself lived.

Jonathan closed his eyes. “I wish I were on the terrace,” he muttered,
opened his eyes again and moved his chair on the terrace a little further in-
to the shade.

Jonathan pinched his arm. “Ouch!” It had hurt, yet everything was just as
it was.

He felt a chill; goosebumps ran down his arms. He stood up abruptly, hur-
ried through the rooms and burrowed into bed.

Once he’d warmed up under the duvet, he stared into space. He felt alone.
Lonely and abandoned.
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His thoughts wandered through the village, to the people with whom he’d
spent his days sitting, eating, drinking, working, laughing and... “If only
Vroni could be with me for at least an hour.”

She ran her hand over his stomach, giggling; the warmth of her skin spread
to his pulse. He stretched contentedly at her touch; their bodies nestled
against one another, around one another, into one another; at first, his
hands didn’t know where they wanted to be all at once. Jonathan sighed
inwardly. A body like a dream, and Vroni had kept her promise. After an
hour, she had to leave.

Jonathan was still out of breath; he glanced at his watch. It was only eight
o’clock. He couldn’t sleep yet, so he slipped on his dressing gown, went
down the stairs to the living room, poured himself a gentian from the ever-
full bottle and sat down in front of the open fire.

He was wide awake, thinking back over the past two hours. From the
beech tree to the terrace, to the bed, to Vroni. He gazed thoughtfully at
the gentian bottle. It was full. He poured himself another schnapps,
then placed the bottle on the table. It remained full.

Jonathan remembered having expressed the wish the day before yesterday
to always have a full bottle of gentian in the house.

Thoughtfully, he looked at the ever-full bottle of gentian and decided: “I
don’t want any more gentian now.”

Nothing happened. The bottle stayed where it was.
Jonathan scratched behind his ear. “I want a Kirsch now!”

There were two bottles on the table. One gentian, one cherry. Jonathan
poured himself a cherry, then put the full bottle back. One gentian, another
cherry; Jonathan chuckled: ‘So much for only having three wishes!”

He paused. If that was true — and there was no reason why it shouldn’t be;
the open fire was warming him from the outside, the cherry and gentian
was warming him from the inside — then he wished that Leni would come
and see him for an hour.
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Smiling, she slipped her hands under his dressing gown, which parted as
her soft skin moved. Jonathan leaned back, revelling in the moment. He’d
already been admiring her cheeky banter over the last few days, and by
God, the woman knew how to talk.

Unfortunately, she had to leave after an hour. Jonathan was finally tired.

The next day, Jonathan couldn’t be bothered to get up; he lazed about
all day reading and thinking about all the other lovely things he could
treat himself to.

He heard the clock in the hall strike the hour. Without thinking, he counted
along. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven. A pause. So, seven o’clock.

Vroni’s sudden rush in made him drop the book from his hand. By the
time he’d recovered from his surprise, he was quite happy with the game.
Whilst it had been new to him yesterday, today he already knew more
about what she enjoyed. Vroni, too, had become more knowledgeable
about Jonathan’s preferences.

He gasped for breath as Vroni got dressed in a flash, gave him a quick kiss
and was gone.

Jonathan glanced at the bedside table: eight o’clock. Just then, he heard the
hall clock strike the hour.

Somewhat exhausted, Jonathan leaned back. He tried to collect his
thoughts. He shook himself, thinking that perhaps a gentian liqueur or a
kirsch would help him clear his head a little and get his circulation going.

He was just pouring himself a glass from the bottle, which was always full,
when he felt a soft hand fiddling with the front of his dressing gown from
behind. He didn’t need to turn round.

“Well, feeling a bit stiff today? In all the right places, too?” Leni’s voice
enveloped him seductively; she certainly knew her stuff.

When she’d left an hour later, Jonathan dragged himself exhausted into
bed. Enough is enough.
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Jonathan had slept soundly until the following midday. He’d woken
up tired but in good spirits. Still half-asleep, he sat at the table and ate
his usual breakfast. The coffee gradually woke him up — his thoughts,
his memories. He felt light-headed.

He felt alone. Left alone with his longings. Oh, Sarah, if only you could be
here!

The warm hands that covered his eyes from behind felt very familiar: “Sa-
rah!”

He jumped up, exclaiming, “Darling!”, and pulled her into his arms. Her
strong, tender embrace — how much he’d missed her.

“We haven’t touched each other for so long,” he heard her whisper in his
ear. Before he could do anything about it, she had pulled him into the bed-
room and begun lovingly to undress him.

It didn’t take her long; Jonathan hadn’t even properly got out of bed yet.
Sarah had also quickly shed her clothes; after such a long time apart, she
didn’t need any lengthy foreplay.

Sarah paused. “Aren’t you looking forward to this at all?”

Jonathan swallowed. Of course he was, but how was he supposed to ex-
plain to her that the last few evenings had taken a lot out of him?

But after all, Sarah was an experienced woman and got what she wanted.

Jonathan slept through the afternoon, in Sarah’s arms. He was completely
exhausted and began to doubt his masculinity. With one eye half-open, his
gaze fell on the bedside clock: five minutes to seven!

He was wide awake at once, but it still took him a few minutes to gather
his clothes and get dressed. In a panic, he rushed down the stairs; as he
closed the door, he could still hear Vroni’s voice from the first floor:
“Well, hello there, who on earth are you?” The tone of her voice didn’t
strike him as friendly.

Jonathan ran as fast as his tired legs would carry him. Even though he’d
been exhausted just a short while ago, by the time night fell he was already
over the hills and down into the first valley, collapsing as if unconscious
onto the straw mattress in the hunter’s hut.
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Sleep brought him no refreshment; his desires weighed too heavily on his
loins.

The sun had barely risen when he was already on the move again. By mid-
morning he had passed the Sandler Alm — the dairymaid looked back ques-
tioningly at the commotion — and by midday he burst into the inn at Sils-
Maria.

Kathrein was sitting, as always, on the stove bench, smoking his pipe.
Breathless, Jonathan flopped down beside him on the stove bench.

The old mountain farmer puffed on his pipe as if he weren’t the least bit
surprised: “Well, Mr Jonathan, one really must be careful that one’s wish-
es don’t come true.” O

114



Carsten Frerk: Men >
Singelitis

Let us now turn our attention back to real life. It is striking, however, that
the term ‘real life’ is used to describe, in general, the behaviours and
needs of civilised people which are commonly dismissed as ‘uncultured’
on moral grounds.

These are facts. Well, ‘facts’ has an ugly ring to it, evoking the act, the
course of events, the instrument of the crime, the perpetrator — something
verifiable, circumstantial evidence — generally the enemy of all imagina-
tion. So let us nevertheless take the facts of a man’s real life, combine
them with a comprehensible fear, and see what happens.

‘Do you have any idea why the clients always live on the top floor?’
The second man merely shrugged indifferently: he set the heavy zinc
tub down on the floor, wiped the sweat from his forehead and grum-
bled: “It doesn’t matter, dead is dead — just unlock the door already!”

The first man fished a key out of his pocket, compared the inscription on
the key ring with the name on the doorplate and nodded: “Miiller-
Trimmel.”

They hesitated for a moment before the swinging door, as if they felt reluc-
tant to simply enter a stranger’s flat — perhaps it was also hesitation at the
prospect of how they would find the deceased — for they had already been
through the strangest of experiences, as very few were lying peacefully in
bed.

For their boss, these contracts were a sure-fire business — they tended to
prefer the ‘classic’ deaths, where the partner would ring and the door
would be opened for them, and the deceased would be lying peacefully on
the bed. Usually the men died first, and the women were already quite or-
ganised about not just leaving their husband lying around; the doctor with
the death certificate had already been round, and if someone had hanged
themselves, the body had already been cut down by the time they arrived.
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The only thing they knew, sitting in the funeral home’s control centre, was
that the buzzer would sound, and they’d see a number on the monitor: a
death. The number was the contract number, and in the file folder, on the
contract, was the name and address; the flat key was there in a clear plastic
sleeve. Although they notified the on-call doctor immediately, they were
always the first to arrive at the scene of death.

The doctor took his time; it had happened before that they hadn’t found a
deceased person at the address specified in the contract. The person had
then passed away somewhere along the way. Their call-out was therefore
unnecessary, as was the doctor’s. The contract only referred to the flat’s
address. If someone died there alone, they could well have been dead for
weeks without anyone noticing — and that was precisely what these con-
tracts were meant to prevent.

“Hey! Turn the light on! How am I supposed to get this coffin through
here if I can’t see a thing?”

Click — the light in the hallway came on. Kitchen on the left, living room
on the right, bedroom at the back, as usual.

They carefully opened the door, which was left ajar, and breathed a sigh of
relief; the deceased was lying politely in bed.

The first one had lifted the duvet and touched the dead man’s foot: “Look,
Otto, he’s still quite warm.”

“Well, of course, we’re from the rapid response team, aren’t we?” With
that, he set the tin coffin down on the floor with a thud, whereupon Ferdi-
nand Miiller-Trimmel sat bolt upright in bed. “Who?” he stammered,
“What?” he asked, confused. “Who are you?”

“Bloody hell,” muttered Otto, “He’s not even dead yet!”

The first one was more professional, which was why he had the key and
didn’t have to carry the empty tin coffin: “Hengstenberg Funeral Directors:
We’ve come to collect you — that is, the doctor’ll be here shortly to issue
the death certificate.”

Ferdinand Miiller-Trimmel rubbed his eyes: “What do you want with a
death certificate?”
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“Well... without a certificate like that, we can’t take you away.”
“Hey, you! I’'m still very much alive — there’s nothing to take away!”
“Well, a deal’s a deal. We’ve just agreed to take you away once.”
“Dead or alive?”

“Well, you’ll have to speak to the boss about that. If we don’t take you
away now, it’ll certainly cost a bit extra.”

“I’1l do that tomorrow, and now get out of here, please!” As requested, the
staff of Hengstenberg Funeral Services slunk off.

In the stairwell, Otto swore, once again with the metal coffin on his shoul-
der:

“What a load of rubbish — you lug the coffin all the way up to the top floor
and then the corpse’s still alive!”

3 The conversation with the undertaker had ended on a positive note.

Ferdinand Miiller-Trimmel was satisfied. The pallbearers’ services
weren’t charged extra — it could happen from time to time, that the
batteries in the heart rate monitor would run out and they’d be falsely
alerted — but he should, please, buy the long-life batteries; that would
be in both their interests, after all, as he, Hengstenberg, would earn the
most from the monthly on-call fee.

After all, everyone only dies once. If it were to happen again, however,
they would have to charge an extra fee. As a customer, he really must en-
sure that his death signal was correct.

Ferdinand Miiller-Trimmel had carefully bought new batteries — the extra-
long-life variety — inserted the flat discs into the watch’s special strap and
phoned the Hengstenberg head office to check whether everything was in
order. It was. The computer received the signal that he was alive. With
that, the incident was forgotten.
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“Will you bring me another glass of sparkling wine?” Ferdinand Miil-
ler-Trimmel stood in the kitchen in his underpants and socks. He hur-
ried. She was quite a stunner, the one he’d managed to charm...!

He tucked the bottle of sparkling wine under one arm, held the bowl of
crackers in the other hand, and closed the fridge door with his foot.

The girl was lounging on his bed in a short black satin shirt, holding out
the empty glasses to him invitingly: “I’m so hot, I need another drink,” she

giggled.

He poured a drink, taking care not to spill any, lay down beside her, they
clinked glasses, drank, and the moan-filled fumbling continued.

The second glass was followed by a third, then a fourth; eventually the
bottle was empty and the bride said: “Enough of this faffing about and
fumbling now — come on, let’s get the clothes off!”

Was it because Ferdinand Miiller-Trimmel had already drunk so many
glasses of sparkling wine — or because men, when they have an erection,
can no longer think properly due to the lack of blood in their heads? — In
any case, the bride not only pulled off his underpants and socks but also
slipped his watch off — she thought a watch was daft, it might scratch — and
then there were blokes who kept glancing at their watches as if they were
working to a quota.

5 “Is Miiller-Trimmel dead again?” Otto had only checked the file fold-
er as a formality; he’d known that contract number off by heart any-
way.

Willy fished the flat key out of the plastic sleeve: “Well, let’s give it an-
other go.” They’d ring the on-call doctor from the flat first.

At the front door, downstairs, they decided to leave the metal coffin where
it was for the time being. With this dead man, you couldn’t be sure wheth-
er he really was dead, and Otto didn’t want to haul the coffin upstairs
again for nothing. If the deceased really was dead, he’d rather make a sec-
ond trip.
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Their reluctance to unlock the flat door had already lessened, and when
they heard the unmistakable sounds coming from behind the bedroom
door, Willy got angry. He was going to give him a piece of his mind for
raising a false alarm.

Resolute, the two of them marched down the corridor and stood in the bed-
room without knocking. All they could see of the woman was her bare
back and her bottom bobbing up and down; she was sitting on Ferdinand,
who was lying flat on his back.

Otto and Willy watched with interest. She was good at it.

Finally, Willy knocked loudly and forcefully on the wooden bedroom
door: “We don’t mean to disturb you, but for a dead man, you’re looking
pretty lively!”

With a scream, the woman jumped off Ferdinand, searching for something
to cover her bare breasts and dark-haired pubic hair, whilst Ferdinand
Miiller-Trimmel stood naked, upright and suddenly deathly pale in bed.
“Are you trying to scare me to death?”

“Nah, that wouldn’t be good for business,” Willy insisted.

The bride, who had meanwhile gathered up her underwear and dress — it
wasn’t much, after all — clutched everything to her chest and squeezed past
the two funeral parlour employees, who willingly made way for her, out
into the corridor.

Otto had been examining the naked Ferdinand and now said, “Look, Wil-
ly, he’s not wearing that bracelet on his wrist—that’s why the alarm went
off.”

Ferdinand Miiller-Trimmel stroked his wrist in surprise, frantically
searched for the watch with the battery strap, slipped it on, put his hands
on his hips and declared: “I hereby cancel this life insurance policy!”

“Well, my good man, you can say what you like to us. You’ll have to tell
the boss that. Preferably — and in any case — only in writing. No offence,
but we’ll be off then.”

With that, the two of them took their leave.

Otto was glad they’d left the coffin standing down by the front door.
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It had also been sensible of them not to have informed the on-call doctor.
They’d been in the business for a long time now and had come to know
their particular sort of customers.

Ferdinand Miiller-Trimmel tried to calm his racing heart. The bride
had slipped away, and he wandered aimlessly alone in the bedroom —
perhaps he just needed a potency pill? — looked at himself in the mir-
ror, pulled off the limp condom, and flung it splat into the corner.

In the fridge he still had a second bottle of sparkling wine, the one for af-
terwards.

He popped the cork, slipped on his dressing gown and lay down on the
bed. One glass led to another; each one bolstered his resolve to draw up
the cancellation of his life insurance policy straight away. What you can
do today... He got up, searched for and found the insurance policy in the
documents folder, drank another glass of sparkling wine, sat at his desk
and thought about the hot chick.

He found it hard to concentrate on the sheet of paper, started to write,
drank another glass of sparkling wine, was still thinking about the gor-
geous girl, felt the sweat on his skin and his blood pressure dropping.
Death took the ballpoint pen from his hand.

Otto and Willy had just picked up their playing cards for a game of
Kutscherskat again when the indicator light flickered and a number
appeared on the monitor.

“Oh no! Look: that Miiller-Trimmel again.”

“I can just imagine: no sooner have we left than the old lady comes back,
and now they’re at it again, and he’s left the bracelet by the bed once
more.”

“Why don’t you delete the report and change the whole case to ‘Unregis-
tered in Mallorca for three months’? As lively as that bloke is, he’s not go-
ing to die any time soon — and we’ll have some peace and quiet.” O
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Karinka

There are other ways, too, to die from the loss of love. For example: re-
vealing secrets in letters. There it is, in black and white. The writer has
written it just once — but how many times will the recipient read it? It’s
almost like a pregnancy: a single night, and it takes months to see it
through to the end.

Just before his hand reached his eye, Jonathan managed to hold it
back. He’d instinctively given in to the impulse to wipe the tear from
his eye. So he merely tilted his head to one side, letting the tiny drop
of water roll down his cheek and drip away, taking care not to stain
the fabric on the table in front of him.

‘Beloved Karinka’ went through his mind. Beloved? Yes, it had been, it
was in the past. Not forgotten, not yet over.

Gently, he ran his index finger along the edge of the decorative ribbons
glued onto the cover. Carefully, he pressed the irregular ribbon onto the
cover fabric of the folder in front of him on the table; the gloves were a
hindrance, as he lacked the skin’s delicate sensitivity to gauge how much
pressure to apply, but once he had finished with the folder and sent it off,
only then would it be over for him.

Jonathan had to wait for the glue on the decorative ribbon to set, and he
thought back to the one night he’d spent with Karinka. The only one. Dor-
othy, his wife, had been away; he’d felt alone, longing for the closeness of
another body, and he’d sent Karinka a message. The hours had slipped by,
and just as he was about to go to bed, she appeared in the doorway. In
wordless understanding, she had slipped out of her clothes. The heat of
their bodies needed no further kindling to ignite their passion, and there
were no questions between them: there were just the two of them, their
bodies, their touches, their caresses, their lust and closeness.
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2 Jonathan gazed contentedly at the intricate weave of the red fabric

covering the folder on the table in front of him: the fabric had ab-
sorbed the contact poison without a trace. He, too, had, in this night:
the familiarity, the intimate encounter with a woman who had de-
clared her love for him — the sweet fruit of loving and being loved.
Until the bitter core was revealed.

Jonathan fumbled in his jacket pocket, slipped the annoying glove off his
right hand and pulled a letter out of his pocket: it was Karinka’s letter to
Dorothy.

Slowly, he unfolded the heavy paper and skimmed the lines, just as he had
done so many times before:

Dear Dorothy, I’'m thinking of you, I feel terribly guilty, and I’d like to
apologise to you. If I could, I’d undo what happened. I don’t know what
on earth got into me. It was probably because everything went wrong at
the fair; I saw Michaelis again, with all the others, and then we ended up
wandering through the red-light district. This time, Michaelis stood by me
in full view of everyone, and I realised that I still love him, desire him, and
am powerless against my feelings. When everyone left, we left too — round
the back of the building. I told him he had to be careful, as I was in my fer-
tile days. Somehow, he only registered what I’d said halfway through and
panicked. He was completely frozen, distant, dismissive, speechless. Noth-
ing but rejection, indifference and coldness on his part. On my part, in-
comprehension and pain and too much wine. When I then found Jona-
than’s message at home saying he wanted to see me, my deepest wish was
to be loved for just a brief moment, to forget what had happened. So that
was my super-happy-sad-disastrous weekend. Dorothy, I hope everything
will be all right again. Right now, I don’t know what to do. All my love,
your Karinka.

Jonathan had let the heavy paper slip from his hand and was shaking the
vial of contact poison.

He carefully dampened a soft cloth and gently wiped it over the cover fab-
ric of the folder.
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He went over the outer side and the corners a second time: that was where
Karinka would touch it most often when she opened the folder to write a
letter.

As Jonathan pulled the glove back over his hand, he watched the covering
fabric slowly dry. The new layer, too, had left no traces.

It had turned out to be a magnificent letter case, and Karinka would enjoy
it, would love to use it, just as she had used him — only to reduce him to
his cock and deny their intimacy. Poison for poison, joy for joy.

The glue on the decorative ribbon had dried, and Jonathan searched for the
tissue paper to wrap the folder in.

The delicate white wrapping reminded him of a wedding dress. Yes, that
was the right wedding dress for Karinka: a magnificent cover in which the
poison was concealed.

Sturdy, brown packing paper would protect the wedding dress and the
folder on their journey.

3 The next morning, he took the parcel to the post office and then buried

all the rags and gloves in the farthest corner of the garden; his work
was done: it was over, sent away, he had lost interest and was waiting
for nothing.

Perhaps, however, he might have been interested to know that the wife of
the postmaster of Hampton-on-Clyde — who had been given a magnificent
letter case by her husband as an Easter present, which she used eagerly,
and who inexplicably wasted away — was struck down in the prime of her
life by an unknown illness. O
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The dreamy man
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Multadeus

Now, one might well think that the lazy macho on the Finnjet could, in-
stead of writing a letter, have simply phoned her after all; then he would
have known her voice too. Now he stands there, knowing full well that he’s
the one who'’s been had.

But it’s strange — what has actually slipped from his memory? One only
loves what one knows about the other person — or, more precisely, what
one assumes one knows about them — and then one receives a piece of in-
formation that turns everything on its head? Such things are said to hap-

pen.

The outside world. As it entered the tunnel, the underground train
pushed the warmth it had left behind out in front of it into the subter-
ranean coolness of the stations’ tunnel system.

Christa turned her face towards the warm draught as the first carriage of
the train emerged from the darkness of the tunnel into the light of the sta-
tion.

Just as she did every morning on every working day, she waited at the end
of the platform that the arriving train always reached first. There, the warm
draught could still be felt before it mingled with the cooler air in the vast-
ness of the station concourse and then faded away.

The pores of her skin, which had relaxed and constricted in the coolness of
the underground station during these hot summer days, opened with de-
light every time in the warming draught that the train brought with it from
the sun.

Christa closed her eyes, surrendered to the sensations on her skin, and
smiled: “When it’s hot, you want it cooler; when it’s cooler, you want it
warmer,” she thought. ‘It’s the appeal of change and contrast,” crossed her
mind as she opened her eyes again.

Most of the train’s carriages had already rumbled past her. As expected,
the rear doors of the last carriage came to a halt right in front of her . It had
taken her weeks to work out this exact spot and pin it down for herself.
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Starting from the mark for the short train on the tunnel wall, where the
strip of black-and-white marker tiles ended, she had counted the joints be-
tween the stones at the edge of the platform to pinpoint this spot, until one
day she realised that the joint between the long stones at the edge of the
platform had a chipped section at this point, which set it apart from all the
other straight joints. So, she could stop counting; she only needed to focus
on this chipped joint to ensure she wouldn’t have to take any further steps
once the underground carriages had come to a halt.

Was it part of the efficiency of her work as an architect to leave nothing to
chance, but rather to plan and consciously calculate a vantage point? She
didn’t care. She took two steps forward — she might as well have been
blind — stretched her hands straight out in front of her and pushed the door
latch handles back on both sides.

As she did every morning, she felt her heartbeat quicken and her breathing
become more rapid. She stepped into the carriage; two steps in, and the
question that had begun to form in her mind was immediately allayed. She
snorted softly and swallowed with relief: the White Man was sitting there,
just as he had every morning on the past working days of the past weeks,
in this very carriage.

He always sat on the third bench, counting from the door, by the window
which, at this station, faced the tunnel wall, gazing at the dark glass of the
panes: ‘The White Man’. That was what she had come to call him.

Her initial sense of strangeness, when she had first spotted him a few
weeks ago — it must have been early May — on her journey to work, had,
over the course of the days and weeks, turned into sympathy and then into
a flutter of excitement she could not explain.

He always sat on the third bench, counting from the door, by the window
facing the tunnel wall. He always had that narrow face, white with make-
up, against which the flat black hat he always wore and the shoulder-
length black hair framing his face formed a stark contrast. He always had a
small suitcase with him, which he rested on his knees and held clasped in
both hands.
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One might have taken him for a shop window mannequin, sitting there so
motionless in his seat, his head never turning, gazing only into the dark-
ness of the windowpane.

It was only as the days went by, after she had overcome her shyness about
looking over at him, that she realised the dark pane he was always gazing
at so impassively was the mirror reflecting his gaze towards her. Thus,
they had tacitly agreed to meet every morning in the dark reflection of the
tunnel wall.

Christ’s first glance that morning, as on every morning since their first en-
counter, fell upon his mouth, and when she recognised the faint smile at
the corners of his lips — only then, not before — she looked towards the seat
in the front row on the platform side, facing the direction of travel, ‘her’
seat, as it had turned out.

Today, it is a daisy lying there for her. The vibrant green of the leaves and
the intense yellow of the soft petals make the dark blue, hard plastic shell
seat seem even more lifeless and artificial than it already is.

As she does every morning, Christa takes a few steps round the back of the
bench, past the handrail on the side towards the centre of the carriage,
picks up the flower and sits down in her seat.

Then, as the underground train pulls away, she seeks his gaze in the dark
reflection of the carriage window, smiles at him, closes her eyes briefly —
for the blink of an eye — and he responds with an imperceptible wink of his
right eye.

Then she leans back slightly to one side, so that her hair brushes against
the carriage wall; she is completely at one with herself, savouring this feel-
ing of their silent understanding.

An outsider would not have noticed a thing. Even if he’d been paying at-
tention, he would only have seen a strange man with a strikingly white-
painted face, staring impassively out of a window where there was nothing
to see, and a woman with a flower on her lap who, apparently still a little
tired, was dozing off.

Two stops, five minutes, then Christa had to get off: Stephansplatz. The
‘White Man’ stayed on.
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A brief glance, an imperceptible smile; she walked deliberately slowly to-
wards the exit, all the way along the platform. She always bought the
morning paper at the kiosk.

When the underground train set off again, the carriages still gliding slowly
past her, then their eyes would seek each other out, then meet in direct
gaze.

Always then. Only then.

Completely lost in her own thoughts, completely at one with herself,
Christa then walked up the steps of the underground station, a short way
along the Esplanade, down the colonnade on the right to the building
where her office was on the second floor.

There she placed the fresh flower of the morning alongside the others from
the past few days, checked which blooms were drooping in their transi-
ence, removed the wilted ones from the vase, and began her work.

Always only then. For a few weeks now. Since the end of May.

Christa had had to hurry to catch the underground. Just as she was
about to leave her flat that morning, the phone rang. It took her three
minutes to finish the call.

Three minutes! The underground wouldn’t wait for her; she wanted to
catch the train leaving at 9.47. It was only at that moment, when she real-
ised she might miss ‘her’ train, that it dawned on her just how much her
morning commute to the office had changed.

Weeks ago, she hadn’t cared whether she took an earlier or later train;
she’d always been in the office by ten o’clock, sometimes a few minutes
earlier, sometimes a few minutes later, depending on which train she man-
aged to catch.

This morning she was in a hurry, almost running the short distance to the
underground station. It had become important to her to catch this train. Just
this train, to travel the three stops with him in the last carriage.

She breathed a sigh of relief as she hurried down the station steps and
glanced at the platform clock: the big hand had just jumped to 9.46. She
smiled with a sense of relief, smiling at herself. Just like a schoolgirl, she
thought to herself, worried about being late for a date!

129



Carsten Frerk: Men ?

She’d felt that anxiety, thought she was being silly, yet felt happy at the
same time; she walked slowly, concentrating on the worn groove between
the stones at the edge of the platform, found it straight away, and waited.
She recognised the two approaching lights of the underground train even
before she heard the rumble of the engines growing louder; she closed her
eyes to surrender herself completely to the warm draught, to feel the wind
on her skin and in her hair.

The train rolled past her and came to a halt. She was tempted to walk to-
wards the door with her eyes closed, so secure did she feel in the
knowledge that the two door handles were right in front of her, two metres
away. Smiling, she suppressed this impulse, opened her eyes, opened the
carriage doors and looked inside — to her surprise — the seat in the third
row on the tunnel side was empty.

In two strides she was back at the door, looking out of the carriage at the
platform clock; it was 9.47, just as it had been every morning on every
working day for the past few weeks.

“Stay back, please!” she heard the station attendant’s voice echoing across
the platform from the loudspeakers. The train jolted into motion; she
grabbed hold of the handrail on the first bench in front of her, as her gaze
fell almost automatically on ‘her’ seat. A red rose lay on the dark blue
plastic seat cover.

‘He’s never given me a red rose before,” she thought as she picked up the
flower and sat down in ‘her’ spot, just as she had done every morning on
every working day over the past few weeks.

So, he must have been on this train; who else would have left the flower
there?

She gazed aimlessly into the dark reflection in the windowpane of the third
row of seats diagonally opposite.

Why isn’t he here, if he was here?
Was anything different yesterday compared to usual?
Did I do something — or perhaps fail to do something — that put him off?

Why a rose for the first time? And why a red rose?
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Is this a new stage in the game of our wordless understanding?

Lost in thought, she almost forgot to get off at Stephansplatz; at the last
moment she jumped up, bought a daily newspaper, set off on her usual
route to the office, her mind full of questions, curiosity and bewilderment.

Christa had opted for curiosity. “The White One’ wanted something
new; he should have it. She was eager to see what he would offer her.

The following morning, she had considered getting on two stops earlier but
then decided that was against the rules. Against her unspoken, unwritten
rules.

Full of anticipation, she waited for the train to pull in. She stood at her
usual spot, this time keeping her eyes open, letting the carriages roll past
her, already peering through the windowpanes from the outside into the in-
terior of the carriage. He wasn’t there.

There wasn’t a flower on ‘her’ seat either.
What could that mean?

Is he trying to lure me out of my shell? Has something happened to him?
How on earth am I supposed to get hold of him?

I don’t know anything about him at all. In the mornings, on weekdays over
the past few weeks at 9.47 am at Klosterstern station, in the third row of
seats, he sits by the window on the tunnel side, in the last carriage; there’s
a flower on my seat.

She was confused.

The underground train set off again. A quick glance out of the window — it
was the station where she got off every morning: Stephansplatz. Gone.

Christa felt the blood rush to her head; she gasped, stifling her breath; she
was furious. Furious with herself. Furious with that damned bloke she
knew absolutely nothing about, who had become so important to her and
now, now that he was no longer there, even more important than when he
was still there.
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Jungfernstieg! Christa hurried to get up and get off. The walk to her office
wasn’t much further than from Stephensplatz station, but it was a different
route from the one she’d planned, from the one she was used to. She had
an uneasy feeling that her life was slipping off its well-planned course.

The daily blossoms on the dark blue plastic seat of the underground had
prompted her to reflect anew on the relationship between nature and tech-
nology, between the living and the inanimate, between people and archi-
tecture. But the predictability and reliability of structural engineering had
always been the foundation of her outlook on life. Now she felt as though
that foundation had turned into a thin straw. A straw to which she clung,
feeling flustered.

She had made her way through the strolling crowds on the wide Jungfern-
stieg promenade, glancing to the right and to the left without really look-
ing.

It was only when she switched on her computer in the office, the machine
booted up, and the software activated the screen, that she saw, in that brief
moment when the screen was still dark, reflected in the dull grey, mirrored
cover of the monitor, a group of people in front of the Alsterhaus who had
formed a circle: A circle, at the centre of which stood a street performer,
alone, with a red nose — she paused — a flat hat and — she tried to remember
exactly — a white face.

Just as she would in her computer-aided design programme, she zoomed in
on this face from her fleeting glimpse of the scene to bring it into close-up.
It was the “White Man’ who had gathered people around him there as a
street performer in front of the department store.

Christa didn’t hear the beep with which the computer signalled it was
ready for use.

Was it really him? The resemblance, the hat — no, not just the hat — his
posture, that lively stillness... but she’d been too far away to make out the
details clearly.
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The computer’s beep that morning had been in vain. She switched it off,
glanced briefly at her calendar and realised she hadn’t entered any ap-
pointments for that morning; she grabbed her jacket, left the office, walked
back out, down the colonnades, towards the department store.

‘Good heavens,” was her angry, melancholic thought as she found the
crowd of onlookers gathered outside the department store once more.
Christa paused; she had instinctively used the words her father had always
said to her brother whenever he’d done something that, on the one hand,
annoyed him but, on the other, left him speechless. What else could she
have said now? She didn’t even know his name yet.

As if by chance, she came to a halt at the very edge of the circle of on-
lookers, watching the ‘White Man’ as he made the people standing around
him laugh with little jokes and tricks.

“Ladies and gentlemen, and...”, he bent down towards a little girl, “dear
children! What does a person do who loves playing the violin so much but
knows he’ll never become a great master? He...”, and as he spoke, he
slowly reached into his trouser pocket with his right hand, “he...”, reached
deeper into his trouser pocket, evidently searching for something, “he...”,
let his arm disappear into his trouser pocket up to his elbow, pulling a face
that was so silly, questioning, then surprised, that he already had the audi-
ence in stitches, “he...”, pulled a tiny little violin out of his pocket, beam-
ing from ear to ear, “Play a /ittle instrument!”

Amidst the applause, he pulled a violin bow out of his other trouser pocket
and, to everyone’s surprise, began to play a tune on the tiny violin.

Christa thought that the red clown’s nose made his eyes look melancholier
and his mouth sadder than she remembered him without it. His eyebrows
seemed to have been drawn on, darker and more defined, emphasising the
expression in his eyes. Her thoughts were interrupted by the applause that
rewarded his performance.

“Well, that was the end of my little performance,” he said, taking off his
hat and making a slight bow, so that his black curls fell across his face, and
handed the hat with a smile to one of the spectators in the inner circle of
the crowd.
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“But before you go, just a little poem for...”, he pulled a smiling grimace,
as if he didn’t know what to say, “...the rest of your journey!” As he
spoke, he spread his arms wide and began:

“Full of meaning

the verse comes,”

he shrugged his shoulders, seemingly despondent, as if apologetically,
“the verse cannot give birth

and slipped out,

In the midst of all that profundity,

melancholy came into the

world, a miscarriage, yet alive,

through artificial conception.’

As he spoke, he grinned so carefree that most of the listeners couldn’t help
but smile too.

“And...”, as he picked up his hat again, tipped the coins into his palm and
slipped them into his violin-bow-shaped trouser pocket, “before I for-
get...”, he put the hat back on, glanced round at the audience; Christa had
the vague feeling he was referring to her, and her alone, “more poems to-
night at the Villon!”

Abruptly, he lowered his head, looked at the floor, and seemed suddenly to
be looking deep within himself. The movement of the audience in front of
her, who wanted to see what he was up to, blocked Christa’s view.

Then she heard his voice again: “And finally. I did want to give away my
magic wand!”

He pretended to be choosing someone, walked towards the circle that
opened before him; the audience stepped back to make way for him, no
one pushed forward — he seemed to have a specific destination in mind —
and unexpectedly stood before her, handing the wand to a surprised Chris-
ta.

Instinctively, she reached for the wand, taken aback — she’d never stood so
close to him before; their eyes locked, and, surprised that he’d noticed her,
she felt the soft wood between her fingers.
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She looked down at the wand — it was painted with small, colourful stars —
then sought his eyes again; she looked up, saw the backs of the spectators
in front of her blocking her view; the circle had already closed again; other
spectators were pushing past her, she wanted to go to him, wanted to ask
him; she looked around searchingly; his hat was visible back there; she
pushed her way through the commotion; the spectators were scattering in
all directions; she could no longer see him; she stood alone, the star-
adorned wand in her hand.

Helpless, she stood alone on the wide pavement, the only person who had
stopped — all the others, passers-by, were going about their business. She
could not detect the slightest sign that, just a few moments ago, a crowd
had formed a circle here, that the “White Man’ had performed here as a
street entertainer. She squinted hard, but it was no use; only the magic
wand in her hand gave her the certainty that she had not been dreaming.

A high-pitched child’s voice, cutting through the street noise and the
murmur of passers-by: ‘Mum, what’s that woman holding in her hand?’,
made her spring into action, mechanically.

That was just what she needed — to attract the attention of passers-by as
some eccentric woman standing pointlessly in the middle of the street,
who, at best, would be met with a friendly smile. She was, for heaven’s
sake, a sensible woman who worked confidently as a self-employed per-
son, not a weirdo.

With that thought, her eyes widened. She realised, first with surprise, then
with anger, that she was heading towards Rathausmarkt — the wrong direc-
tion for her — and turned round abruptly, nearly bumping into an elderly
couple who had been walking a short way behind her, unsuspecting, and
hadn’t been prepared for Christa’s sudden stop and about-turn.

Christa stammered: “Excuse me, I ...”, had already passed the couple,
crossed to the other side of the road at the traffic lights, and set off along
the same route she’d taken that morning from the underground station to
her office. Now, however, with a magic wand in her hand, she found her-
self pondering reality and transience, and a word she couldn’t quite make
sense of at that moment: ‘Villon’.
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It was only when she got back to the office that she realised she was still
holding that magic wand. Feeling as though she had to rid herself of it, she
flung the colourful wooden wand with a light flick onto her desk, where it
rolled round a few times before coming to a halt against the base of the
computer monitor. There it lay, ignored.

The working day had demanded its dues. Christa had pushed all her
thoughts aside and concentrated on the day’s workload. It was now
well past six o’clock; a glance at the clock confirmed her hunch: 7.08
pm.

It occurred to Christa that she hadn’t thought to go shopping. She’d meant
to buy some fresh vegetables from the greengrocers down the street, just
before the junction, in the basement. It was too late for that now. Would
she still make it to the Turkish greengrocers on the street where she lived?
He was always open until at least half past seven in the evening, but time
was running out — leaving the office, getting on the underground, waiting.
Then it came back to her: Villon.

She paused. Villon? Frangois Villon, the French poet of the...? Had he
lived in the fifteenth or the sixteenth century? She’d have to look it up in
the encyclopaedia at home. But the “White Man’ had said ‘at the Villon’.
So, presumably, a...? Christa pulled the trade directory off the shelf and
leafed through the pages.

‘Theatre’ (see also ‘Children’s theatre’). She ran her finger along the en-
tries, from ‘Beine K.’ via ‘Commedia’ past the ‘Hansa Theatre’, until the
section finally ended at the “‘UFA Theatre’. So, no theatres beginning with
V! Perhaps under ‘See also Children’s Theatre’? But still nothing in the
evening. She was already leafing through: ‘Children’s meals’, ‘Children’s
parties’, ‘Nurseries’, ‘Children’s homes’, ‘Children’s fashion’, ‘Children’s
theatre’: just one entry: ‘Theater Luftikus’. That couldn’t be it either. Per-
haps under ‘Varieties’? Hmm, the heading would have had to be between
‘Fans’ and ‘Vacuum Technology’. But there was nothing in between. So
there was no such section. Then perhaps—there are, after all, artists’ pubs
with small stages—her fingers were already flicking through the pages: L,
..., L, ... H, G, and now slowly, there: ‘Pubs and Restaurants’.
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Oh dear, there are so many entries. Right towards the end, then—no, that
was too far on, a whole page crammed with names like ‘Zum ...” and ‘Zur
...7; there, the letter V was right at the inner edge of the volume; she
opened the thick book a little and there it was: Villon, St. Georgs Kirchhof
7. So that’s where they’d be going tonight.

Christa smiled. What would she have thought if the white man had men-
tioned not only the name but also this address?

It took longer than she’d expected to finish work, the walk to the un-
derground, the wait, the journey to the main station, then searching the
city map. Finally, the walk along the
Theatre, along the four-lane Kirchenallee, turning left after the bend,
crossing the Spadenteich, along the Lange Reihe, leaving the Koppel on
her right, and finally walking along the row of houses until she stood in
front of the “Villon’ signs.

The warm summer evening had prompted many people to go for a walk, to
be out and about. On the journey through the underground tunnel, she’d
wondered whether it wouldn’t have been quicker — or perhaps more pleas-
ant — to walk along the Esplanade and over the Lombardsbriicke. Never
mind, she’d arrived.

Narrow steps led down from the pavement to the entrance door; the ‘Vil-
lon’ was in the basement. Through the low-set windows, she could make
out a monthly programme of events, which announced ‘Antonis Multade-
us: Texts and Poems’ for today. A glance at her watch: 8.58 pm. If any-
thing, she’d only catch the end. It had started at 8 pm.

The sound of clapping from the rooms below urged her to hurry down the
steps, open the dark, ajar front door, and step into the packed room. Right
next to the entrance was a small stage area where, in the light of a single
spotlight, the “White Man’ was just taking his bow.

Like many of the other spectators and guests, he too instinctively glanced
briefly towards the opening entrance door. Christa felt as though she had
just stepped onto a side stage.
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The “White Man’— Antonis, as she now knew —, gave a brief bow in her
direction, then turned back towards the far end of the room. Christa heard
him speak. The same melodious voice she’d heard him use that afternoon.
She closed her eyes: he had eyes you could lose yourself in, a voice that
could carry you away.

“Dear friends, to conclude today’s readings, an obituary. An obituary for a
great friend who left us long ago, and as a tribute to a friendship that was
very close.”

Christa could clearly hear the dual undertones of melancholy and irony as
he spoke of their deep friendship. Antonis raised his arms and began:

“I’m so wild about your strawberry mouth,
and from the very depths of my body

I’d already been screaming my heart out.
Not a sound ever passed my lips.

I see you, I cannot bear your swaying.

You think, after all, that I just want to fuck you.
Damn it, I wanted to give you my soul!
Francois Villon inflicted this wound upon us,
almost five hundred years ago now.

He took it with him to the grave,

the greed that drove him through life.

He left us all—you and me—all alone,

the poor wretch, with his greed,

which gave me the words to tell you

that I love you.”

Christa had listened breathlessly to Antonis’s words. She had closed her
eyes to surrender herself entirely to the words, to the sound of his voice:
she had understood perfectly well that he was speaking to her, directly, to
her and her alone.

Antonis’s unfulfilled longing had silenced the guests. Only after a pause
lasting as long as it takes a dog to shake the wetness from its coat did they
pay their respects to Antonis with loud applause. Only Christa did not
clap. Can one feel a personal declaration of love? No, probably not.
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The single spotlight was switched off; the performance was over. The au-
dience turned their attention to their drinks and the people they were with.
Antonis had slipped away to one side. Christa stood alone by the door, un-
decided. Should she stay?

Gently, she felt a hand on her shoulder; she turned round, and at last, at
last, they were in each other’s arms.

“I want you too!” she whispered into Antonis’s ear.

A tender kiss united them once more in silent harmony.

It was early by now. Christa happily let the hot water from the shower
flow over her skin: Tra bi bi da du da du da taram ta ta ta! The soap
was merely a welcome opportunity for her body, to feel her breasts
and stomach in the perfection of hermaphroditic touch, to linger with
tender strokes up the insides of her thighs towards her mons pubis,
and then to rub her hips vigorously.

“Would you like a breakfast egg too?” Antonis had called out to her from
the kitchen — Christa called back loudly to drown out the patter of the wa-
ter: “But only three minutes, please! I don’t like it when the yolk’s over-
cooked!”

Antonis had got up first and left a towel ready for her in the bathroom. As
she dried herself off now, looking at herself in the mirror, a soft, contented
moan escaped her lips; she felt so present in the moment that she realised
she’d overcome an inner block.

She looked at herself in the mirror, scrutinising her reflection. What on
earth were you afraid of? She remembered that it had always been like
this. She could no longer remember why.

1%°

“Come on, girl!” Christa said to herself; after all, it was a working day. On
days like this, she had no leeway to waste time. Office hours demanded
her attention.
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Antonis was already sitting at the kitchen table, drinking a cup of tea,
when Christa came into the kitchen. She gave him — if she’d counted cor-
rectly — her third carefree ‘good morning’ kiss, pulled the second chair out
from under the table, and paused. A blue lily lay on the woven seat of the
chair. She looked quietly at Antonis, smiled, and he responded with an im-
perceptible wink of his right eye.

Christa picked up the flower, placed it gently beside her plate, sat down on
the seat next to the open balcony door and breathed the morning air deep
into her lungs.

She looked at the lily in front of her; her eyes fixed on it: “Why did you
actually stay away and just leave the rose on my seat on the Under-
ground?”

If she’d looked at Antonis, she would have noticed the deeply melancholic
expression in his eyes. Instead, she simply felt him take her right hand be-
tween his own, the warmth of his body flowing towards her as he spoke:
“We’d reached such an intensity of the unspoken that it became unbeara-
ble for me. Over the course of days and weeks, what had started as a flirta-
tion, a tender affection, a light-hearted game, had turned into something
very serious for me. When I woke up in the morning, the first thing I
thought of was you; I hurried to make sure I was at the underground in
time, so as not to miss you; for me, it became a sort of inner prison of the
unlived, of stagnation, of anxiety.”

Antonis looked out of the window at the trees in the courtyard as he con-
tinued: “For me, life means feeling, opening up, seeking the true path, ex-
periencing a person in all their facets. Our wordless intensity across the
distance yearned for closeness; it felt as though my head was about to
burst with all that had been left unsaid, all that had gone unlived.”

Christa knew what he meant: “But you did take a huge risk by staying
away!”

Antonis, who had been searching tensely for the right words just a moment
before, laughed with relief: “No! How could I have been sure that you felt
the same way as [ did?”
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He gazed out over the trees in the courtyard.
“I was sure that if [ mattered to you, you’d find me.”
“You really were sure of that?”

“Yes!” Antonis clasped her hand firmly between his own. “There’s no
game of chance between two people, where I blindly place a bet on some
metaphysical principle — whether I call it luck, God, chance or fate—and
leave the decision to it! Between two people, there’s a mutual interaction
that each shape for themselves, deciding for themselves. When we met, it
was our own decision to choose one person from the thousands we en-
counter. I chose you, and you chose me.”

Antonis took a deep breath and whispered almost inaudibly: “So if my in-
tuition wasn’t just my imagination, then you would find me. It wasn’t a
risk from my point of view. Or did you leave it up to fate to meet me?”

“Oh, man!” Christa was confused. The trust Antonis had placed in her in-
tentions, the freedom he’d exposed himself to—no, he hadn’t; he’d been
certain of himself, after all... But what about her? Had she simply gone
through the motions? Had she wanted it without really wanting it? ... Why
had she strayed from her planned, daily route, why had she missed getting
off at her usual stop? Yes, it was true, she’d then deliberately turned back;
she’d wanted to know for herself.

‘And what if [ hadn’t wanted you?’
“Why are you asking hypothetical questions?”

“Because I, because I...” Christa didn’t know herself. Looking around the
kitchen for help, her gaze fell on the wall clock.

“Antonis, I need to think about this! It’s already ten o’clock!”

“And we need to prepare properly for the working day?” Antonis smiled at
Christa.

“Yes! Are you finished already?” she asked, looking at him and taking the
last sip of tea from her cup.
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“Ready? For what?”
“Going to work!” She looked up at his pale face.
“No!” Antonis laughed softly: “I always look like this.”

“Always?” Christa furrowed her brow questioningly and knitted her eye-
brows together, as if she didn’t understand what she was seeing.

“Yes, always.” Antonis paused briefly and took a sip of tea.

“I’m white. The fact is that, of all living creatures, Central Europeans and
domestic pigs have the most similar skin colour: piggy pink, pink. And
...”, Antonis crumbled his breakfast bread, which he was mentally break-
ing into pieces, “just take a look at Central European cultural history —
which is, after all, Christian: terror, oppression, power struggles and
wars!”

He had talked himself into a state of suppressed fervour.

“I would have liked to have been born an albino, a truly white person, un-
blemished, innocent.”

He fell silent.

“What’s it made of?” Christa was surprised at herself. Just yesterday, she
would never have asked such a direct question. It must have been Anto-
nis’s straightforward manner that gave her this light-heartedness.

Antonis chuckled: “Well, just between us, I’ll tell you the exact recipe one
day!” Then he became serious again. “I’ve put together a mixture myself
that lies somewhere between make-up and a mask in its effect.” He cleared
his throat. “Normal make-up would be recognisable as make-up; it draws
attention to what it conceals, and I didn’t want that. A mask, on the other
hand, doesn’t set out to conceal anything, but it is dismissive, as it covers
the face and leaves other people to their own devices — to their fears, their
curiosity, their aggression. I didn’t want that either. I want to be able to
remain true to myself without shutting others out.”

“But isn’t it provocatively conspicuous?” Christa had the feeling that,
however plausibly Antonis could explain everything, he had some reason
he wasn’t voicing.
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Antonis pretended to slurp noisily to make a provocative sound. Then he
set the cup down, tapped Christa on the nose with his index finger and
grinned at her: “Do me a favour, answer the question based on your own
experience.”

Christa thought for a moment.

“When I first saw you, it was very unusual, but I was too shy to look over
at you because I would have felt it was rude to stare. You could have got
annoyed, and rightly so. Then I got used to it; you were just there every
morning, and ...”

Antonis interrupted her eagerly: “You see, that’s why your question can’t
be answered with a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’. Because I knew that, I started tak-
ing the same train every day, sitting in the same carriage at the same time
in the same spot. People already know me by then; they smile; after a short
while, I’ve become part of their everyday life. In doing so, I reassure them
that everything is just as they’re used to it.”

“Phew! That would mean that respect consists not only of an awareness of
a person’s limitations, but also of experiencing a routine!”

“Yes, that’s what I mean, and those are the two sides of the coin. On the
one hand, you can create the freedom to live as you wish,” Antonis raised
his index finger playfully, as if to warn: “even if there are limits to that!
...”, then he became serious again: “...by giving other people the certainty
that you are that way. But that, in turn, becomes a convention of its own,
in which precisely what initially meant a struggle for tolerance of ‘this is

5 9

who I am’ then becomes the compulsion of ‘this is who you must be’.
“That’s a bit too theoretical for me!”

“Right, here’s an example: You always sleep in late in the mornings be-
cause you work late into the night. So, you don’t pick up your breakfast
rolls until around ten o’clock. This leads to gossip in the neighbourhood,
because it stands out, it’s different. Then people assume you’re lazy, work-
shy, living from hand to mouth, and so on. You do this every morning
now, and people get used to this regularity, adjust to it, and ask not ‘what
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time is it?’, but whether you’ve been out to get the bread rolls yet; for
them, it becomes an accepted point of reference within their own sense of
normality. If, for whatever reason, you do go and get the bread rolls at
seven in the morning, there’s immediately gossip again about whether
something’s happened, why on earth you’re doing that, and so on. You’ve
disrupted their sense of certainty.”

“And what if I absolutely refuse to be forced into this straitjacket, and
don’t want to trade my freedom for the ‘normality’ of the customary re-
spect that comes with predictable expectations?”

“Then you’re perfectly free to do so, but you’ll find that if you demand
that everything you do must be equally valid, people will react to you with
indifference.”

Christa had stood up, walked round the table to Antonis and sat down on
his lap.

“So ...”, she kissed him, “I’ll ...”, she kissed him again, “kiss you every
morning ...”, she kissed him again, “that we’re together ...”, she kissed
him once more, “as a sign ...”, kiss, “that breakfast is over ...”, another
kiss, “kiss you seven times ...”, and kissed him for the seventh time.

“But, so that you don’t — and so that I don’t — fall into the trap of expect-
ing, or indeed being forced to expect, that it’ll be like this every morning,
perhaps...”, she kissed him, “...an eighth time too! Or just twice, which
means...”, she planted a kiss on Antonis, “...I’ll take all the others back.”

Christa gazed patiently at the screen. She listened to the instructor’s
explanation of the scanner and the computer programme. Wearily, she
brushed a lock of hair from her forehead: “It’s getting on top of me a
bit too much right now. Can we take a half-hour break?”

“Yes, of course, I was just about to ask when we’re having our lunch
break. So I’ll be back here in about half an hour,” he said, having already
grabbed his jacket and disappeared from the office.
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Christa looked at the screen. The new scanner. It was quite remarkable.
Over the past few months with Antonis, they’d both picked up a lot from
each other. Antonis had adopted something of her methodical approach to
life, whilst she herself had learnt to allow for more than could be planned
for in advance, to become more mindful, to understand planning as a nec-
essary structure, but not to regard it as the sole principle to which a person
had to submit. Her designs had evolved over the months; she’d tried not
only to observe professional architectural principles and engineering rules,
but also to become increasingly aware that people would have to work and
live within these structures.

She knew she was on the right track, but the idea that the path to greater
humanity lay in a computer scanner was something she would never have
imagined months earlier.

It would enable her to integrate photographs into the plans, to incorporate
the designs into the natural environment or existing building facades, and
to achieve the best possible harmony and balance through easily adjustable
variations. If a design had already been implemented and it then turned out
that the building didn’t fit in where it had been built, it was already too late
to make any changes.

The ring of the office doorbell startled her out of her thoughts. The half-
hour had already passed.

She hastily wiped her forehead, gathering her thoughts, and opened the of-
fice door to let the instructor in.

“Do you perhaps have a photograph of a person’s portrait? Any one will
do, whether it’s your grandmother or a relative; we can then practise a bit
of pop art with colour manipulation. I can best illustrate the treatment of
fine textures using a graphic representation of human skin.”

Christa rummaged through the drawers as requested, but where on earth
would she have a portrait photo in her office?

In the top jumble drawer, perhaps? The one where everything ended up
that didn’t have a fixed place in her office, that she didn’t want on her
desk?
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That was where, a few days ago, she’d stashed the prints she’d taken with
Antonis on the Baltic coast. They’d been photographing turn-of-the-
century houses; now she remembered that she’d also taken a few snapshots
of Antonis. They’d laughed about it: ‘Don’t stand in front of the white
wall, or you won’t be recognisable at all!’, and Antonis had laughed back:
“Ah, come on! This is all just grubby white! I’'m the cleanest white you’ll
ever see!”

She took the prints out of the paper sleeve, fanned them out to find the pic-
tures of Antonis, and handed them over to the instructor: “Here, these are
the only photos I’ve got here. But they’re probably unsuitable, I suppose?”

The scanner expert looked at the prints in surprise. Muttering quietly,
‘Maybe, let’s see’, he had already lifted the scanner’s cover plate, placed
the image on the glass plate, closed the cover plate again and pressed two
buttons on the PC: “The scanner is now scanning the image with its sensor
bar and breaking it down into individual pixels that can be displayed on
the screen. The entire scan area is displayed on the screen, and with it the
image in its relative size within that area.”

A frame appeared on the screen, with Antonis’s photo visible in the top
left-hand corner.

“You can now enlarge the image to fill the entire monitor screen, or define
sections that you can zoom in on even further for further editing.”

He pressed just a few keys again, and as if by magic, Antonis’s image
filled the entire screen.

Antonis looked at her kindly. The sun cast sharp, angular shadows across
his narrow face. Yes, it had been a beautiful sunny day; her lover’s pale
face was smiling against the rich green of the trees and the dark blue of the
sky.

“You can now select areas where, for example, you want to change the
colours.” Using the electronic pointer, the technician moved to the outer
contours of Antonis’s face. His face was framed by a fine, dotted line.
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“Up here on the right, you can now open a colour palette. Select a col-
our...”, he clicked on a light brown colour bar, “...and the highlighted area
will be changed to that colour.”

In the blink of an eye — he hadn’t even finished speaking — a well-tanned
Antonis appeared on the screen. Christa held her breath in surprise.

So, this was what Antonis looked like. Even though she’d grown to love
his narrow, pale face, he was a handsome man in his natural colours too,
she thought to herself with pride.

“You can now use the image variation function to soften the contrasts.”
The technician brought up a box at the top of the screen and adjusted a
preset value. It looked as though a filter had been applied to the image.
Like a soft-focus effect, the harsh contours of the sun’s reflection on An-
tonis’s face were softened.

>

“You can also enhance the contours, though, and...”, the technician
seemed to be looking for something, spotted the star-shaped wand lying
next to the monitor’s console, picked it up, and pointed it at Antonis’s
face, “if you have areas of the image where the detail is very faint and you
mainly want to improve the definition in these bright areas...”, he pointed
the wand at Antonis’s forehead and cheeks, “...then you can also bring out
the relative contrast more strongly in these bright areas.”

Once again, a box appeared at the edge of the screen. Using the electronic
pointer, the technician adjusted the shape of a pre-set curve.

“If you press the Enter key now, the image will be altered as specified.
You can use this to match the contrast and brightness of images so that it
isn’t noticeable that...”

Christa was no longer listening to the words of the technician, who had
turned to face her.
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8 Confused, she looked at Antonis’s tanned face. The technician’s latest

adjustment had changed it drastically. The smooth skin looked like the
surface of the moon. Scarred, divided into craters, some islands with
smooth surfaces, others with jagged ones. A ravaged face, in which
only the bright, cheerful eyes had managed to assert themselves as a
sign of life.

The technician, noticing Christa’s fascination, had turned back to the
screen and looked at the image of Antonis: “Oh, I see! That’s certainly
over the top! No, that’s definitely not the desired effect! It looks as if the
skin on his face has been burnt. That would, of course, be disfiguring.”

The altered curve reappeared on the screen. He reset it to its original
shape. A fine line swept diagonally across the image of Antonis; he looked
as tanned as before, with smooth skin.

The technician had placed the wand he’d been holding between his fingers
back next to the keyboard: “After all, we want to create a beautiful reality,
not disfigure anything.”

He turned back to Christa: “I’m sorry if I startled you. Shall I save the im-
age like this?”

She nodded without saying a word.
The longer she looked at the glass image, the more certain she became.

The technician had left. After some hesitation, Christa had retrieved the
image of Antonis from the data storage and made it visible on the monitor
once more.

Hours had passed. The neon light from the office lamps was reflected in
the monitor’s glass screen.

Time and again she had altered the electronic display of the image by ad-
justing the contrast and highlighting the bright areas, trying to understand
what she was seeing.

‘It looks as though the skin on his face is burnt,” the technician had re-
marked in passing.
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That remark made so ofthand, so casually that she hadn’t commented on
it, hadn’t agreed or disagreed with it, had lodged itself firmly in Christa’s
memory.

She had never questioned Antonis’s pale face. That was how she’d got to
know him, that was how she’d learnt to love him. Without question. Eve-
ryone had their quirks; Antonis simply had this one. Without question.

It would never have occurred to her to question what he had told her. Why
should she have done so? There had been no reason.

Now there was a reason. She hadn’t wanted it, hadn’t sought it out, hadn’t
suspected that anything other than normal skin might be hidden beneath
the white make-up — just as women apply make-up to their faces.

Now pieces of information were coming together — individual fragments
of behaviour and stories that had previously remained scattered and un-
connected in her memory — and Christa tried to resist them.

Her thoughts paid no heed to what she wanted. They pieced together frag-
ments that suited themselves, assembled scattered jigsaw pieces, and tried
to create a coherent whole.

Antonis never drove a car. Never. On various occasions, this quirk had
proved to be a nuisance. He always made sure that public transport was
still running, or he would cycle. He would rather walk for an hour than
take a taxi. She had respected the fact that he had this old-fashioned quirk,
which he justified on environmental grounds. She tended to do the same,
but lacked the consistency that Antonis demonstrated, which she respected
for that reason alone.

Antonis didn’t smoke. She’d always found that very pleasant. He meditat-
ed to relax. Yet... yet... without her realising it, the fragments of memory
came together to form a question. Antonis was afraid of open flames. Not
just of matches and lighters; he’d recoiled from the gas hob in their kitch-
en. As much as he loved cooking, he wouldn’t do it on her gas hob, only
on his electric one. Campfires were an abomination to him. She, too, had
always refrained from using candles once she’d noticed his obvious unease
at sitting near a burning candle. Why?
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It looks as though the skin on her face has been burnt.

Could she talk to Antonis about it? About what? About her suspi-
cions? About the digital capabilities of a scanner or a computer when
it came to image editing? Christa was startled out of her thoughts —
She was just about to say thank you when she heard Antonis’s voice
from the kitchen: “Would you like another glass of wine? Or would
you rather go to bed now?”

He glanced into the bedroom, where Christa had stretched out on the bed,
looking tired. She sat up slightly.

“No, let’s have another glass of wine and sit on the balcony for a moment.
I’1l be right there.”

The spot on the balcony, in the alcove with its roof of ivy leaves, had be-
come her favourite place. Normally, when she’d stayed out late, she’d
drive back to her own flat. Today, she’d wanted to make the longer jour-
ney to Antonis’s place.

“Was it very tiring at the office?” Antonis looked at Christa with concern.
The light of the setting sunbathed her weary face in a warm glow.

“Oh, you know, some days are just a right slog. I’ve got the new scanner,
and the technician has already explained a few things to me, but some-
times I feel like I don’t understand all that technical stuff anymore.”

She took a sip from her wine glass. “Electronics offer one unimaginable
possibility...” Her gaze rested on Antonis’s pale face. The image she’d
seen on the monitor — the disfigured face — flashed before her mind’s eye,
and she tried to reconcile the two images.

“Why are you staring at me like that?”
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Christa started. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to. I must be more tired than I
thought, or more confused by everything I’ve had to learn today.”

Antonis leaned forward, touched the curve of her wine glass with his own,
and a soft, resonant chime rang out. “Miss Graduate Engineer will sort it
out just fine!”

Christa stared at the reflection of the white face on the curved outer sur-
face of her wine glass.

“I’m sure you’re right, Antonis, but it was just a bit too much for today.
Tell me, does my face look just as distorted in your wine glass?”

Antonis set his glass back down on the table; they had a laugh at the dis-
torted reflections in the curved glasses, fooling about by moving their fac-
es closer to or further away from the curve of the glasses whilst pulling
faces.

It was a fun half-hour before they left the balcony, their bodies brushing
against one another.

1 Slowly, Christa twirled the star-shaped wand, which was still lying
next to the computer monitor’s console, between her fingertips.
She looked at the wand without really seeing it.

She almost threw the wand onto the table in a start when she realised she
was holding the magic wand Antonis had given her — the very one the
technician had used yesterday to point at the monitor, the one that had re-
vealed Antonis’s scarred, cratered face. She had decided to delete the im-
age; she had decided to buy a picture frame for the photograph by the Bal-
tic Sea and to place it quite deliberately on the table: the white face; the
smooth face; not the terrifying nightmare.

With resolute determination, everything had turned out exactly as she’d
wanted, and, smiling, she gazed at the beloved face in the light-coloured
picture frame — the memory of a day that had belonged to just the two of
them, a happy day by the Baltic Sea.
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The ringing of the telephone brought her back to her desk. “Friedldnder,
Architects,” she heard her own voice say.

“Well, Ms Engineer, back on track again, or have you lost the battle with
the computer?” Antonis’s voice rang in her ear.

“Oh, dear, everything’s fine. You were right that I’d sort it out in the end.”
Christa felt vindicated in her decision and cheerful. It was very rare for
Antonis to ring her.

“What’s the emergency that’s got you calling?”
“I just wanted to ask if you can finish early tonight, or if it’ll be later?”

“I’1l be round early this evening — let’s say around seven. Would that be all
right with you?”

“Yes. That’s fine.”
“Why are you asking?”

“I’ve got a surprise for you and I wanted to know if we’ll be together to-
night.”

“Can you give me a hint?”

Christa listened, amused, to Antonis’s bright laughter: “Then it wouldn’t
be a surprise anymore. But...”, he seemed to be thinking, “...it’s got
something to do with melting frozen things.” You could tell from his voice
that he was teasing her.

“Hmm.” She tried to guess. “So, you’re cooking, and there’ll be an ice-
cream bomb for dessert!”

“You’ve said it now. Let it be a surprise. Around seven o’clock, then. See
you then.”

“See you then, you magician!”
They’d both hung up at the same time.

Christa was delighted. Antonis had a funny way about him, and he was
probably trying to amuse her, to cheer her up.
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1 The day had passed with great ease for her. Carefree and in high
spirits, she had set off to see Antonis.

When he heard her key in the lock of the flat door, he had obviously hur-
ried to the door. He had opened it for her and welcomed her playfully, like
the head waiter in an Italian restaurant with his affected lisp. With a white
napkin draped over his arm, he bowed slightly: “Buona sera, signora, wel-
come to the Ristorante of the Magician Antonis!”

He took her light shawl from her, leaned towards her, kissed her tenderly
on the nape of her neck, and whispered in her ear: “Signora, would you
like a small table for two?”

Beaming, he had taken a step back, so that Christa could only nod; he took
her by the hand and led her out onto the balcony.

“Antonis!” was all Christa could whisper: In front of her beloved ivy-
covered corner, a small table had been set: a dark red tablecloth, white
porcelain with a delicate gold rim, a colourful bouquet of summer flowers
that she loved so much, and sparkling wine glasses in which — Christa
paused in amazement — the light from three candles refracted, sparkling
brightly.

“Antonis, what a lovely surprise!” She wanted to turn round and give him
a hug, but her hand reached out into thin air. Antonis was in the kitchen,
busy preparing the meal.

“Please do sit down, I’ll be with you in a moment.”
She heard the clatter of bowls and the steady bubbling from a saucepan.

That was fine by her. She curled up in her corner just as Antonis appeared
on the balcony, a bottle of sherry in his arm.

“Signora, a little aperitif?” She nodded without a word.

Antonis first showed her the label on the bottle she knew so well with per-
fect poise, then leaned over towards her to pour. For Christa, this was to be
her chance to finally kiss him.
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Antonis had obviously noticed her movement as soon as it began; he
straightened up immediately and looked at her with the utmost serious-
ness: “Signora! Please, no frivolity with the staff!”

Then he glanced to the right and left, leaned down towards her conspirato-
rially and whispered: “But if I’d like to find you for amore after dinner...”,
had already straightened up again and disappeared before Christa could ut-
ter a single sound.

Feeling completely at ease, she sipped her sherry, consciously letting the
working day end. Her eyes drifted relaxed over the trees in the courtyard.

She reached for her glass on the table. The glimmer of the table candles in
the reflective surface of the glass held her gaze.

The flickering of the candles? Why had Antonis put candles on the table?
He, who shunned candles; he, who avoided anything to do with open
flames — yet a moment ago he had leaned down towards her, right next to
the candles, and it didn’t seem to have bothered him.

“Everything’s ready. The cook’s already gone!” Antonis stood in the bal-
cony doorway and winked at her: “Now it’s just the two of us.”

In two strides he was standing beside her, leaning down towards her, and
she was finally able to kiss him.

“Madre mia, o sole mio,...”, Antonis straightened up again: “I think the
cook hasn’t left after all!”

“Oh, you silly goose! What on earth have you cooked?”

“It’ll just be a light meal for warm summer evenings: cucumber soup with
tofu and croutons, followed by saltimbocca alla romana, served with dan-
delion greens on a bed of soya sprouts, and chocolate mousse for dessert.
For the table wine, a spicy yet light Trebbiano d’Abruzzo with low acidity,
vintage 1992.”

Antonis had already disappeared back into the kitchen, only to reappear on
the balcony a few moments later with two plates.

Christa enjoyed the meal. They chatted about their day. It was a rule be-
tween them that, during a good meal, they would discuss the ingredients,
the preparation — by refraining from serious conversations that might dis-
tract from the meal.
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Finally, Christa leaned back: “You could have been a chef, Antonis.
You’re not just a magician; you’re also an artist in the kitchen.”

Antonis twirled the stem of his glass between his fingers, swirling the wine
as he did so. Then he looked up. Christa saw a serious expression in his
eyes that she had never seen in him before.

He cleared his throat: “There are some things I haven’t told you yet. One
of them is that I completed an apprenticeship as a chef and worked as a
chef in Italy and France for about ten years.”

Christa sat up straight and was about to say something in reply when An-
tonis took her hand, clasping it firmly between his own.

“Please, darling, let me speak. It’s not that easy for me, and if you inter-
rupt me...”, an awkward smile silenced Christa.

Antonis seemed to sink into his thoughts.

“It was a good time for me. I enjoyed cooking and it was fun to keep learn-
ing something new. So I was constantly on the move, working a few
months here and a few months there. It was never difficult for me to find a
new job; fortunately, good chefs aren’t as common as one might wish. My
years as a journeyman were spent travelling constantly; my years as a mas-
ter chef had begun, and 1 was considering settling down somewhere, re-
turning home and opening my own restaurant, when a sudden turn of
events occurred.”

Antonis fell silent. He seemed lost in thought, his mind far away.

“I was out on my motorbike, on my way from Nice to Paris; it was sup-
posed to be my last job as an employee, when... perhaps I was riding too
fast, or perhaps I hadn’t had enough sleep... I didn’t see the car overtaking
me on the country road and ... Both of us reacted too late. I survived...
they pulled me out of the burning wreckage... my leather suit and the flat
helmet we used to wear back then protected me from the flames. My face
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He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, reached for his glass, took a sip,
and looked at Christa.

“You asked me something last night. Even if it wasn’t with words. Your
gaze spoke volumes, asking so many questions. The way you looked at
me, as if you were trying to see right through the pallor of my face. I knew
this moment would come eventually; I wanted to let you decide when.”

“Antonis!” Christa wanted to try to explain to him that, although it was
true, it had been important yesterday, but today it didn’t matter.

Antonis shook his head silently.

He took her hand, stood up, and motioned for her to come with him. Chris-
ta was reluctant, yet curious at the same time. ‘Something frozen would
melt,” Antonis had announced to her as a surprise.

He led her into his bedroom, switched on the light above the dressing table
and turned back to her.

“Please sit down next to me.” He pulled up a second chair for himself, sat
down in the bright light of the bulbs, pulled a tin towards him that was
standing on the edge of the dressing table, and took a paper towel from the
cardboard box next to it.

“I spent several months in a specialist burns unit. It’s a long and difficult
process, and it requires several operations to transplant skin.”

With confident, practised movements, he had used the paper towel to
scoop some cream from the make-up remover tin and applied it to his pale
face. Then he took a second, dry towel and began to wipe the cream off his
face.

Breathless, Christa watched in the mirror as light brown, pink and whitish
skin became visible beneath the white layer. With confident movements
Antonis grabbed a new paper towel and looked at Christa through the mir-
TOT.
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“I’d become afraid. Afraid of flames and fire. If I even came near a gas
hob and heard the faint sound of escaping, burning gas, I’d immediately
break out in a sweat. As a professional chef, however, you worked on gas
hobs, with very few exceptions. But never mind that; my career as a chef
was over. [’d become unfit for work.”

Antonis took a new cloth, closed his eyes and began to remove the white
film around his eyes.

“And when I then walked out of the clinic and saw the people I came
across — they stared at me as if they’d encountered Frankenstein’s monster
— I was in danger of becoming unfit for life.”

He took another cloth and, with slow, practised movements, stripped his
nose and cheeks of their white protective layer.

“Just as I was in danger of sinking into depression, a circus was perform-
ing near the clinic...”, Antonis’s gaze drifted into the distance, “It called
itself Circus Barelli, even though the owner’s name was Hans Schro-
der...”, even at the memory, Antonis had to smile quietly, “and I became
friends with the white clown. Everything I’d refused to accept at the clinic
in terms of help with make-up techniques, I learnt from him: how to apply
make-up, how to make other people laugh, and how happy people were
when they saw me.”

Antonis reached for one last paper towel to wipe the white layer off his
neck as well.

“After two years of apprenticeship, travelling with Barelli, I finally settled
down.” He turned to Christa. “And then I met you.”

Christa sat motionless beside Antonis. She had barely been able to concen-
trate on his words. Mesmerised, she had followed the movements of his
hand with her eyes; she was tempted to take the paper tissues from his
hand, like a mother would her child, to help him; she was tempted to cry
out, to whisper: ‘Stop, my love! I want you just as you are! Just as you
were!” But she remained silent, unable to break through the calm with
which Antonis took one paper towel after another from the cardboard box,
peeling off the white layer.
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Antonis looked at Christa questioningly: ‘I hope I’m not frightening you
too much.” He took her hand and guided it to his cheek, smiling imploring-
ly at the woman he loved.

Christa moved her fingers gently, stroking his skin, over the dark and light
patches, over the smooth parts and the rougher ones.

She closed her eyes, relying on the sensitivity of her fingertips. She felt no
scars, no craters; even a patchwork quilt has different patterns and yet, tak-
en as a whole, has a smooth surface.

Then she looked at Antonis again. The different shades and patches, when
viewed together, still gave the impression of something shattered.

“Christa!” Antonis whispered imploringly: “Close your eyes, please.”

Relieved, she closed her eyes, heard the scraping sound of the porcelain
jars on the marble top of the dressing table, the rustling of paper, and felt
Antonis move his arms, pause, lean forward, then lean back again. Then he
cleared his throat: “There! Now you can look at me, please!”

She couldn’t help but smile. Her fears had been unfounded. Antonis had
applied light brown make-up to his face. A little clumsily, a little uneven-

ly.
“Perhaps I might give you a few tips?”” She gently touched his cheek, care-

fully blending a patch just above his cheekbone where the brown appeared
noticeably darker.

“I’ve just realised myself that applying ‘natural’ make-up is considerably
more difficult than the white-face look,” Antonis agreed, relieved that the
look of horror had vanished from Christa’s eyes.
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1 2 They sat together on the balcony for a long time. Antonis had told
her about his years travelling. Christa had listened to him with
delight, letting him talk, and had laughed at his amusing experi-
ences with him, always accompanied by the fear that the horrify-

ing expressions on his face might appear before her mind’s eye.

The darkness of the evening on the balcony had been a shelter for her. She
only needed to concentrate on what she could hear. The soft glow of the
candles bathed everything in a gentle, warm light, until the night spread its
veil of oblivion over them both.

The bright sunlight in her office was reflected in the glass pane of the pic-
ture frame in which she had framed Antonis’s pale face.

Christa gazed at her computer’s dark screen; her gaze lingered once more
on the photograph of that happy day by the sea. Tired, she leaned back.
The image on the screen, the sunburnt face, the pale face, the light-brown
face — she was confused.

Without meaning to, the pen she was holding formed letters and words on
the paper in front of her.

Antonis, my love! On the screen, the face of your face — I didn’t tell you
about it — a horror film on the television. But it wasn’t just any actor. It
was you. It was your face, burnt, destroyed. It left me speechless. It si-
lenced me. I couldn’t bring myself to tell you about it. I must find my
words again. Within me. Within myself.

Whenever I see your dear face, a screen pushes itself in front of it, whether
I want it to or not. I can’t fight it. A second face. Your electronic face. I
was terrified that it might be your real face.

That image has been seared into my mind. I need to free myself from it so
that I can see you again, so that I can be with you. I need to create some
distance from myself.

I need time. A few days. Perhaps. Please

understand me. Yours, Christa.
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She pushed the letter aside. Relieved, she looked at the letters. She fell into
thought, then began to write a second time.

Is it my fault? Why did I take that photo, why not another one? I didn’t
have any others. It was a coincidence. Why were you always walking
around with that bloody pale face anyway? Didn’t you trust me?

Resolutely, she put the pen aside, folded the letter carefully, took an enve-
lope, slipped the letter inside, sealed it, and wrote Antonis’s address on it.

A bicycle courier delivered the envelope to her lover just half an hour lat-
er. Antonis shouldn’t have to wait.

1 3 Over the next few days, she often glanced at her watch. The
more often she looked at it, the slower time seemed to pass.

He didn’t get in touch. Not by phone, not in writing, not by any sign at all.
Nothing.

Did that mean he had tacitly accepted it, or did it mean he felt hurt and had
wrapped himself in a dismissive silence?

Christa was annoyed that she hadn’t written: ‘Please ring me!” or some-
thing similar, to tell him that she wanted to talk to him.

Her anxiety grew, taking up more and more of her thoughts, rendering her
unable to work; she finally wanted to know.

Nine o’clock. He was usually at home at this time. The dial tone in the re-
ceiver dug mercilessly into her ear. She dialled the number again and
again. At nine past eleven, she grabbed her jacket, left the flat and drove
over to his place.

There were no lights on in the windows of his flat.

Full of questions, she fumbled through her bunch of keys for the key to his
flat, hesitated — no, it was the right thing to do, yes, it was necessary — un-
locked the door, groped for the light switch in the hall, an uneasy over-
came her; resolutely, she pressed the square switch.
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Instinctively, she’d feared the flat might be empty: cleared out, abandoned.

Relieved, she hung her jacket on a hook in the coat rack next to the front
door and walked through the rooms. Everything was just as she remem-
bered it, except for one thing that caught her eye; she tried to make sense
of it but couldn’t explain it.

The flat was tidy as ever. Tidy, just as Antonis liked it. He was very neat,
indeed tidy, but — she paused — too tidy.

Slowly, she realised what she’d already noticed but hadn’t understood. All
of Antonis’s personal belongings were gone. She remembered that he’d
rented the flat fully furnished. The few personal items he’d unpacked from
his single suitcase had been mere details. Details that were now missing.
If... — she didn’t want to think it through — then his make-up kit on the
dressing table in the bedroom would have to be missing too.

They were missing. On the marble top lay only a letter, with an open note
beside it. She recognised her own handwriting on the envelope, turned it
over — it was still sealed — picked up the open sheet from the table and be-
gan to read.

Dearest Christa!

So you’ve finally come to collect the classified document. If we can talk to
each other, why are you sending me a sealed letter?

I’ve been waiting for three days. Today I’ve given notice on the flat,
packed my suitcase and am on the move again. Please hand your key in to
the caretaker; he’s been told you’d be dropping by.

I’m off to France to continue my journey. If you’re looking for me, you’ll
find me.

Yours, Multadeus.

P.S.: Don’t look in the outside world; trust in the inner world. O
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The Ring

Whilst reading ancient myths, I came across a dream — a recurring ability
that appears in many variations, or is it a wish, or perhaps a multifaceted
reality? From the ancient Greeks, through the Nibelungen saga, right up
to contemporary Hollywood films?

When faced with the question of whether it should take a melancholic turn
or remain in a brighter light, I opted for the better option.

The white cruise ship had dropped anchor in the roadstead during the
night.

The dealers in antique bric-a-brac had set up their stalls early in the morn-
ing — Americans! — which promised a rich haul. Few tourists were as un-
educated and gullible as they were and, most importantly, they paid with
real dollars.

After breakfast, the first group would be ferried ashore. These were the
most curious, the best ones, the ones who were easiest to pull the wool
over: they wanted something special. They were going to get it.

“Here, sir!”
Stephanos had to pull out all the stops.

On the table lay only the few items he’d found on the plateau whilst tend-
ing the sheep that afternoon. Even more reason he had to tell the customers
the most incredible stories in order to sell his makeshift wares at a high
price.

Only one of the tourists from the cruise ship had stopped at his dusty table.

Bored, he pushed the shards and tile fragments to one side, turning them
over to examine the reverse.

“And what about this?”’
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The plump man’s manicured index finger pointed to a woollen cloth at the
edge of the table, in which something was obviously wrapped.

From behind thick spectacle lenses, a bored gaze fixed on the flustered
Stephanos.

He had to swallow.

That very morning, he’d wrapped the ring in the cloth — the ring his
grandmother had given him to take to the goldsmith in the village. The
ring needed to be made smaller so that her granddaughter could wear it.

His grandmother had received it from her own grandmother, and so the
ring had been passed down through the generations, from grandmother to
granddaughter. No one knew how old the ring was. It had no value.

Stephanos placed his hand over the woollen cloth: “An heirloom, not for
sale.”

“Whatever’s on the table is for sale. I’d like to see it. Please!”

Very well, if this thick-spectacled American with the flashy camera hang-
ing in front of his stomach was so determined to see it... Stephanos lifted
the woollen cloth and slowly parted the overlapping layers of fabric.

The ring was clearly old. The patina had dulled the gold plating beneath a
matt layer, and the flat, dark-red band was covered in fine scratches. Nev-
ertheless, the American seemed to like it.

“How old?”
“Who knows? Very old.”
“Is there anything special about it?”

Stephanos closed his eyes briefly; it was worth a try. Grandmother would
be able to buy her granddaughter a nicer ring than this old, scuffed one,
which was worth two dollars at most.
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“A hundred dollars is the minimum!”

He’d said it louder than he’d meant to, trying to pluck up the courage to
demand that outrageous price.

“How old?”
Stephanos swallowed.

Now he had to keep at it: “They say it’s the ring of the shepherd Gyges...
the one Plato wrote about...”

“Platoon?”

“Plato. An ancient Greek!”

“How old?”

“Very old!”

“And this Gyges, or whatever his name was?”

“They say he found this ring in a crevice after an earthquake, and if a per-
son puts the ring on and turns the disc inwards...” Whilst he was speaking,
Stephanos had rummaged under his table, looking for a leaflet that con-
tained what Plato had written on the subject. He hadn’t noticed that the
pot-bellied man had already slipped the ring on and, following his instruc-
tions, turned the disc.

“Damn...!” Stephanos had straightened up again. Where was that damned
American? It was rare for tourists to steal from the traders, and surely, he
couldn’t have vanished that quickly: “Stop the thief!”

The stallholders and tourists at the other stalls looked up in surprise as
Stephanos’s shrill voice suddenly rang out across the market.

Most surprised of all was Jimmy Conelly from Detroit, Illinois. He was
still standing in front of Stephanos’s stall, who had leapt indignantly
around his table onto the market lane, looking left and right to see if he
could still catch that damned thief — what would Grandma say!
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“Has anyone seen a man with a paunch and thick glasses, wearing a white
shirt and holding a camera in front of his stomach, who was standing at my
stall just a moment ago?”’

Everyone shrugged; there were plenty who looked like that.

Jimmy Conelly was standing just half an arm’s length away from Stepha-
nos. His breath could have reached him if he hadn’t held his breath in sur-
prise.

Stephanos turned towards him and Jimmy Conelly smiled apologetically;
he hadn’t meant to give the young Greek a fright.

With a step to the side, he just managed to prevent Stephanos from run-
ning into him as he hurried down the market street, looking for him.

Had this Greek suddenly gone blind?

No, he was running far too fast for that, and surely the other traders and
tourists must have seen that he was still standing in front of the stall!

That could only mean that he himself... He could check...

In a few strides he was on the other side of market street, next to that
snooty lady from Baltimore, who was examining the ancient shards there
with her husband and had just bent down.

Jimmy Conelly from Detroit, Illinois, took a deep breath and gave her a
firm but gentle squeeze on one of the round cheeks of her plump bottom.

“John...!” Blushing, the lady from Baltimore had straightened up and
clasped her husband’s hand. “Not here!” she whispered softly.

Her husband from Baltimore looked around in surprise; this wasn’t the
wife he knew at all. Was it the atmosphere of Greece that had made his
usually reserved wife blush?

He tried to remember how many years it had been since she’d last called
him ‘John’ in that tone of voice, whilst blushing?

Cheerfully, he returned her handshake.
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Jimmy Conelly grinned. So, his hunch had been right. He’d become invis-
ible when he’d turned that bloody ring.

A hundred dollars was what this stupid Greek wanted?

As if out of nowhere, two hundred dollars lay on the table of the Greek af-
ternoon shepherd, and Jimmy Conelly from Detroit, Illinois, placed one of
the heavy shards on top of the notes to weigh them down, so that the dusty
wind wouldn’t rob the shepherd of his earnings.

Jimmy had to think.

“There! — No! — Yes, there!! — No, wait!” The trader on the other side of
the market lane rubbed his eyes in amazement. In front of his friend Steph-
anos’s table, he thought he’d seen the plump man Stephanos had been
shouting so loudly for.

Just a fraction of a second — then he was gone, back again, and gone once
more. The trader rubbed his eyes; had he suddenly acquired the gift of
second sight?

Jimmy Conelly had been absent-mindedly twirling the unfamiliar ring on
his finger.

The merchant’s shouts, rising and falling at the stall opposite, immediately
prompted him to stop twirling the ring.

He clenched his hand into a fist so that he could feel the ring’s band
against his palm and prevent it from turning visibly by accident.

As a child, he had often dreamt of being able to vanish into thin air when
his classmates teased him by calling him ‘Piggy Dick’ or ‘Four-eyes’, or
when his shy attempts to chat up the girls had been met with looks that al-
ways made a blush of shame rise to his chubby, round face.

Out of necessity, he’d developed such a low profile that other people
sometimes didn’t even notice him at all.

He wasn’t happy with that.

Fate was obviously smiling on him now. Should he pinch that snobbish la-
dy from Baltimore’s round bottom once more? It would do him good, and
she seemed to like it too!
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A hard blow struck him suddenly on the shin. An old man stood beside
him, looking in astonishment at the handle of his broom, with which he
was sweeping the alley. The broom had given way to the resistance of
Jimmy Conelly’s shin, come loose from the handle and fallen into the dust.

Whilst Jimmy Conelly had suddenly hopped to one side, the old market
sweeper grumbled gruffly at the broom: “Bloody thing! You don’t want to
work any more, do you? Just lying there in the dust! No way. We’ve still
got work to do!”

He picked up the broom and rammed the handle into the centre of the bun-
dle. Then he swept hard across the cobblestones several times, as if to
show the broom who was in charge here. Satisfied, he finally carried on
sweeping.

Jimmy Conelly had just sat down on a wooden stool to rub his aching shin
when he suddenly jumped up again; a farmer’s wife with strikingly wide
hips, wearing a blue work dress with a black apron and carrying a large
basket of flowers on her arm, was just about to sit down on him.

He almost cried out indignantly, ‘Hey, you!’, before he managed to move
his lap out of the way of her wide-hipped weight, when it occurred to him
just in time that wooden stools cannot speak and the farmer’s wife could
not possibly have seen that he was already sitting on the stool.

He would look for a quiet corner where he could think undisturbed.

Stephanos had returned to his stall, breathing heavily, and was trying
to get his thoughts in order.

Firstly, one shouldn’t tell tall tales, even if they were true.

Secondly, the ring was gone, and the invisible American with it.

Thirdly, Grandmother was obviously aware of the power of this old ring.
She was always so sensible and intuitively knew about its little secrets — as
if she were intuitive, something he’d missed so much about his mother.
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Fourthly, if he wanted to show his face at home, he had to get that ring
back.

Fifthly, he had to try it on his own, because how could he possibly tell an-
yone about it?

Sixthly, he had to find this American. It had to be an American. Not just
his appearance and the fact that he’d turned up alongside the cruise ship —
the two hundred dollars on his table were also unambiguous.

He quickly packed up his few belongings, crumpled the empty woollen
cloth into his trouser pocket, left the table and his bundle with a friend, and
was already on his way to the harbour, to the quay, to where the cruise
ship’s dinghies were disembarking their passengers.

If the American had come from that ship, then he must go back up on
board.

He would wait.

Sweat was running down Jimmy Conelly’s forehead and the small of
his back. His white shirt clung to his body. The narrow streets of the
old town were teeming with people, and his intention to act casually
and carefree, unnoticed and unhurried, had turned out to be a sweat-
inducing and painful mistake.

After the first few bruises, caused by the jostles and kicks that had struck
him unexpectedly and unintentionally, he had to slither like a snake
through the gaps between the people strolling by, always on his guard lest
a child, a delivery boy, a hurried passer-by or one of the many stray dogs
should try to dart through the same gap as he himself.

Breathing heavily, he had clung to a lamppost to catch his breath when
two men, who were putting up posters on the lampposts, nearly tied him to
the lamppost with the poster board.
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Eventually, it dawned on him that he had to walk on the road. If he walked
on the pavement with the main flow of pedestrians, he always had to be
aware that someone might suddenly want to squeeze through the gap from
behind — the gap that was himself.

If he walked against the flow, he hardly had to fear being jostled from be-
hind, but the constant weaving and hopping to avoid the unsuspecting on-
coming pedestrians walking straight ahead exhausted his rounded body,
leaving him sweating profusely.

So, out onto the road.

Breathing a sigh of relief, he took a deep breath, ignoring the nearby car
exhaust fumes, and leapt back between the parked cars. A bicycle pedal
had nearly torn his trousers. Now the bumper of the parked car did the job,
as he’d got caught on it whilst jumping awkwardly.

Jimmy Conelly was on the verge of tears and didn’t know what to do.

He couldn’t find a quiet corner here — he had to get back to the ship; there
in his cabin he’d be safe from people who couldn’t see him, from children,
errand boys, dogs, poster-hangers, bicycles and cars, from punches and
shoving.

Just a few steps further on, he spotted a taxi rank.

In the sweltering heat of the day, the drivers had opened all the doors of
their taxis to let fresh air waft through the cabin.

Jimmy Conelly from Detroit, Illinois, carefully made his way past the
parked cars, constantly glancing behind him to check for any approaching
bicycles, and finally surveyed the open taxis. The last one seemed the most
suitable to him.

Taking care not to make a sound, he moved very slowly and carefully into
the back seat.

The driver, dozing half-asleep behind the wheel, had obviously not noticed
a thing.
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Quietly, almost inaudibly, Jimmy Conelly whispered urgently into his ear:
“To the harbour. To where the passengers from the cruise ship are being
disembarked!”

The taxi driver startled, glanced sleepily at his watch and then got out.

As he walked round the car, slamming the doors shut, he called out to his
colleague, yawning: “Well, looks like there’s nothing going on here today.
I’m off down to the harbour — maybe I can pick up a few Yanks!”

Jimmy Conelly stifled a gasp that might have given him away and closed
his eyes with relief.

The journey didn’t take long, but it was enough for him to come round a
bit, even though the taxi driver’s driving style had him on the verge of
feeling sick.

Finally, the taxi screeched to a halt at the long, narrow jetty where the
cruise ship’s tenders moored.

Jimmy Conelly from Detroit, Illinois, instinctively ducked; he had recog-
nised Stephanos, who was waiting there, immediately.

Stephanos was impatient. Even though he was leaning against the rail-
ing looking seemingly bored, he was pondering various things.

Firstly, that the cruise ship wouldn’t set sail again until the next day. Sec-
ondly, that he had to go up to the plateau in the afternoon to tend the
sheep. Thirdly, that he would have to wait without a break until the last
dinghy had set sail. Fourthly, whether there was any chance he might fail
to recognise the person he was looking for — after all, many of them did
look so similar. Fifthly, whether the thief of the ring — he had by now
made up his mind about that, for what were two hundred dollars compared
to the chance of being invisible? — could board unnoticed. Sixthly, he
couldn’t entrust the task to anyone else, because only he would stand a
chance of recognising the man, whether visible or invisible.
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Restlessly, he sat up and looked around searchingly. Something seemed to
be nearby that concerned him. Apart from the taxi, which had screeched to
a halt, nothing had changed, however.

He carefully scanned the queue of waiting passengers once more, those
who wanted to board and were waiting for the dinghy. No, his man wasn’t
among them.

Jimmy Conelly from Detroit, Illinois, cautiously peered over the inner
edge of the rear car door.

The young Greek had thrown a spanner in the works.

Even if he’d been able to solve the problem of how to get out of the taxi —
at that moment, the driver was standing next to the open front door, look-
ing towards the approaching tender — he couldn’t simply, as if by magic,
open one of the rear car doors, join the back of the queue of people wait-
ing, and reappear in plain sight. Then the young Greek would have recog-
nised him immediately.

But he couldn’t remain invisible either, as there was no room for him in
the throng of passengers, neither on the jetty nor on the cramped dinghy.
Nor would he have known how to get past the two sailors who were help-
ing every passenger on and off the boat and were standing so close togeth-
er that he had no chance of slipping through as the last one.

On all fours?

His musings were interrupted by a lady who was clearly heading straight
for the taxi.

The sea breeze caused the colourful orchids on her dress to sway around
her slender body.

The taxi driver was already standing by the rear door, ready to open it.

Jimmy Conelly’s impulse came too late.

Of the five seconds he would have had to slip through the open car door,
he was only able to make use of the last two seconds, to squeeze himself
as tightly as possible into the opposite corner of the back seat.
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The lady sank into the upholstery of the back seat and, whilst the driver
hurried round the taxi, she looked around with a touch of indignation. The
taxi reeked of men’s sweat and the back seat upholstery was already so
battered that she could still clearly make out the indentations left by the
last passenger’s bottom in the seat next to her.

She quickly cranked down the window to at least let the smell of sweat
dissipate.

In response to the taxi driver’s questioning look, she simply gave the brief
instruction: “The main sights. Two hours. Then a good restaurant by the

2

sea.
The driver nodded — a good fare — and the taxi slowly set off.

Jimmy Conelly from Detroit, Illinois, swallowed hard. The lady sitting
next to him was Mrs Dartmore, the young widow of a steel magnate.

She was wearing a light, orchid-coloured summer dress, and sitting so
close to her, even from his corner of the taxi, he had a good view of her
cleavage, which was so low-cut that the edge of her white lace-trimmed
underwear was also visible.

The breeze not only carried the briny scent of the sea into the taxi, it also
brought the delicate scent of Mrs Dartmore’s perfume his way.

Jimmy Conelly had to stifle a nervous chuckle when he suddenly thought
about what would happen if he turned the ring and suddenly became visi-
ble beside her? — He would be wary of turning that thing; he leaned back,
surrendering to the scent and her proximity, to his imagination — he would
be sitting visibly with her in this taxi.
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6 Barely perceptible movements in the passenger seat made him open

his eyes again. Mrs Dartmore had apparently become warmer. She
was watching in the rear-view mirror to see if the driver was still
keeping to the road, then pushed the hem of her skirt further and fur-
ther up; she was also wearing white knickers and was in the process of
unbuttoning her nylon stockings from her suspender belt and slipping
them off.

Jimmy Conelly swallowed hard as, so close to him, right next to him, she
undid the fastenings of her garters and slowly rolled the sheer stockings
down her long, increasingly bare legs.

A tattoo of a red rose glowed brazenly on the skin of her thigh.

A memory flashed through Jimmy Conelly’s mind of when, as a twelve-
year-old, he had watched his older cousin undress in the evenings.

Back then, however, he’d been shielded by the keyhole, and there’d been a
solid door between them.

Now he sat defenceless next to the bare rose-marked thigh and the sus-
pender belts.

Unsure whether he should now close his eyes in embarrassment or contin-
ue watching out of curiosity, he was spared the dilemma when she casually
pulled the hem of her skirt back over her knees and stowed the stockings
in her handbag.

As a compromise, Jimmy had taken off his glasses, so that everything ap-
peared blurrier to him, and placed them on the seat cushion beside him.

Mrs Dartmore looked in astonishment at the glasses beside her, picked
them up and was just about to alert the driver to the possibility that a pas-
senger had left something behind when she decided to put the glasses back
without comment.

As he watched, Jimmy immediately felt a dry lump in his throat. He hadn’t
realised that objects only remained invisible as long as they were in con-
tact with him alone! He hastily reached for his glasses, which immediately
vanished into thin air.
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The lady, who had just been looking at the glasses questioningly, paused
to think. A fine wrinkle formed above the bridge of her nose and she dis-
creetly touched— the spot where the glasses had just been, glanced search-
ingly at the floor of the taxi, and, as if in passing, reached between the seat
and the backrest. The glasses remained missing.

The fine crease above her nose deepened into a frown.

Then she narrowed her eyes and opened her handbag. With a playful ges-
ture, she placed her rayon stockings beside her as if by accident.

Jimmy Conelly from Detroit, Illinois, who had retreated even further into
his corner, pursed his lower lip over his upper lip. So, she wanted to try
something out. A game?

Without giving it a second thought, he reached for the two stockings,
which were now out of sight.

The lady didn’t seem surprised.

“Zeus!” she said aloud, and then quietly: “Show yourself to me!” Jimmy
froze. Who on earth was this Zeus?

“No, my lady, this is the Temple of Poseidon!” the taxi driver called out
from the front, and the car came to a halt.

Jimmy felt her groping hand deliberately seeking out his trousers.

Mrs Dartmore wasn’t stupid and, as her stockings had vanished, she’d seen
exactly how the indentations in the upholstery next to her had shifted.

“See you in a moment!” she whispered.

With that, she opened the car door, got out and took a few steps to get a
better look at the Temple of Poseidon.

The taxi driver explained.
Jimmy was undecided.

The open car door was an invitation he couldn’t refuse. He slid sideways
across the back seat and stepped out. Only now did he realise that the taxi
was a long way outside the city. They were in a car park beside the road,
above the sea, below this Temple of Poseidon.
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The lady in the summer dress — wearing white lace underwear, with a tat-
tooed rose on her thigh and no stockings — showed only fleeting interest in
this Poseidon; she hurried back to the car.

Jimmy Conelly sighed with relief as the taxi turned back onto the road.
Good heavens! That was a close call!

Mrs Dartmore looked around searchingly.
Should he wave?
No, Jimmy decided, she wouldn’t see him anyway.

Feeling relieved, he clambered down the rocks towards the beach, sat
down in the sand and took off his shoes.

Only now did he notice the long tear in his trousers — the one from the
mudguard when he’d swerved to avoid the pedal. He shrugged indifferent-
ly. It doesn’t matter a bit, as long as no one sees it!

He stuffed his socks into his shoes, tied the laces in a knot and walked
slowly through the sand.

He had no reason to look behind him; after all, this wasn’t a pave-
ment.

If Jimmy Conelly from Detroit, Illinois, had looked back, he would have
noticed the footprints in the sand, which started exactly where he’d
stepped onto the beach and which he was now leaving behind him.

“Shoe size 43!”

“And definitely a man’s, judging by how deep the impressions are.”
“Very fresh.”

“And alone!”

“We should still be able to see the bloke!”
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“If he’s a tourist, he’s bound to have a camera we can use.”
“He must be just round the corner over there by the trees!”
They hurried after the fresh trail.

Jimmy Conelly from Detroit, Illinois, heard their voices drawing nearer; he
saw their eyes, which, like hunting dogs, were following a trail in the sand
that ended at him.

Where could it be leading?

There were no footprints in front of him.

Slowly it dawned on Jimmy Conelly — they were his own footprints.
He was alone.

Those two hunting-dog stares boded ill; the truncheons they were carrying
boded even worse.

Ships used to run aground here time and again; you could make a good liv-
ing off them. These days, only tourists washed up here.

Never mind, loot was loot.

Unaware of any of this, Jimmy Conelly turned round and sprinted off. Was
it a basic human instinct to flee to a tree when in danger?

“He ran off from here!”

“He must be very close by. The fine sand is still trickling back into the
footprints!”

They came to an abrupt halt beneath the tree, as if they’d run straight into
it. The footprints ended abruptly here.

“He can’t just have vanished into thin air!”
“Do you have another explanation?”

“Maybe it was Zeus?”
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“Oh, come off it! And what am I supposed to bring back for my girl to-
night?”

Jimmy Conelly was gradually getting fed up sitting on his branch. That
damned Zeus again.
He’d find out who it was, one way or another.

But first, he could help the man out. He fumbled the lady’s stockings out
of his pocket and dropped them right in the lad’s face.

“Blimey, thank heavens!”
“And what about me? Blimey, I want a camera!”

Jimmy Conelly from Detroit, Illinois, had no intention of sitting on that
branch for hours on end, so, with a heavy heart, he parted with his camera.

Relieved, he watched as the two beach bandits ran back along the path. He
had no idea that he had just given birth to the myth of the Wishing Tree in
Poseidon Bay.

The first two beachcombers were baffled that their wishes were no longer
being granted by the tree, but this only served to reinforce the popular be-
lief that they had indeed once encountered Zeus, the Father of the Gods.

Jimmy Conelly sat on his branch, waiting and pondering what good
this ring had brought him.

The result: several bruises, a sweaty shirt, a pair of torn trousers, the cam-
era gone, the elusive Mrs Dartmore, who’d been fiddling with his trousers
and taken him for that damned Zeus. Well, on the plus side, he could count
the fact that he’d lost a few kilos in the meantime and had managed to
pinch the lady from Baltimore’s bottom; however — and this was another
negative — she’d smiled at her husband for it.

He was doing something wrong.

Apparently, he needed to proceed in a more methodical and cautious manner.
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First of all, he turned the ring plate so it was visible on the outside and
climbed down from the tree.

With his shoes tied together over his shoulder, sweaty and with torn trou-
sers, he was, to everyone’s eyes, a worthless piece of flotsam without a
camera.

He summed up his experiences: even though he was invisible, you could
smell and touch him; he made an impression; men and women took him
for Zeus. This Zeus business — he’d sort that out.

If he wanted to make quick progress along the pavement, he had to be vis-
ible. When he was invisible, only those things that were in direct contact
with him remained or became invisible.

Then there was the problem with the young Greek who’d refused to sell
him the ring and was now waiting at the jetty.

Jimmy Conelly from Detroit, Illinois, wiped the sweat from his forehead
and the back of his neck.

The journey had been more exhausting than he’d expected.

As for the plan: first, he’d have his hair dyed black — because of the young
Greek at the jetty — then he needed a bath and a new pair of trousers. He
was hungry too, and thirsty, of course.

It was taking its time.

Jimmy Conelly was slowly realising that walking existed in a different
time dimension to driving, and that fifteen minutes by car meant three
hours on foot — not counting the breaks along the way.

Out in the suburbs, after the third annoying barking attack from stray
dogs, he decided to turn the ring back to ‘invisible’. The long walk
had made him change his plan, accordingly the mood of his brainstem.
First, food and drink; then hygiene and clothes; and later, dyeing his
hair.
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In the toilet of a small restaurant, he turned the ring’s face outwards, went
back into the restaurant, sat down at a table and, after glancing at the in-
comprehensible menu — in the suburbs, menus weren’t bilingual — used his
hands and gestures to order the same food and drink as those at the neigh-
bouring table.

The landlord brought what he’d asked for and eyed him suspiciously. Not
only had he not seen this guest come into the restaurant, but there were the
torn trousers and Jimmy Conelly’s generally bedraggled appearance, and
then this ordering with hand gestures. The man seemed suspicious to him.

Perhaps one of those old hippies from Germany who loitered around
Greece and had no money.

Had Jimmy Conelly been able to read the landlord’s mind — the suspicion
that he was German — he would have strongly objected.

The assumption that he had no money was certainly correct when, as he
instinctively reached for his wallet, his hand came up empty. He must have
lost it somewhere along the beach, or in the taxi?

Ever since he’d climbed down from the tree, Jimmy had been in no doubt
that he had to proceed according to plan. He could only escape this embar-
rassing situation by leaving the way he’d come in.

To cover his tracks, he ordered another coffee, then slipped off to the toi-
lets.

The landlord smelled a rat.

He immediately sent his son round the back of the building to make sure
the stranger didn’t slip out through one of the windows without paying. He
himself took up position next to the door to the café.

After five minutes, he’d had enough. Surely a normal person couldn’t take
that long!

He flung the door open, stormed into the men’s toilets and froze in his
tracks. All three doors were open; all the windows were shut. He turned on
his heel, stormed into the ladies’ toilets — same story.

Jimmy Conelly from Detroit, Illinois, felt like a right idiot. What he’d just
done was clearly a case of running a tab.
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He, good, decent Jimmy, whom his mother had always been able to be
proud of and who preached at Sunday school back home. He wouldn’t be
able to tell her.

1 O A battered tin can clatter as it rolled across the pavement; only
Jimmy Conelly knew that it wasn’t the wind that had set it roll-
ing.

Not only had he skipped out on the bill, but those humiliating minutes
when he’d had to wait behind the toilet door until it was opened from the
outside were deeply repulsive to him.

That damned ring must have been invented at a time when there weren’t so
many doors in houses, and you could simply march straight through the
open gates and doorways — if you were invisible. Through those damned
doors, every movement was noticed immediately.

But whatever had happened, there was no changing it now. And now,
without any money?

Oh well, he thought to himself, if I’'m already a dine-and-dash artist, why
not a thief as well?

Indecisive, he stood in front of the shop window of a clothes shop. The
style wasn’t quite what he was used to, but he needed a clean pair of trou-
sers and a fresh shirt.

He hesitated in front of the glass door.

The electronic motion sensor, which had certainly detected his presence,
opened the door.

Jimmy Conelly instinctively took a step back. The door closed again.
Jimmy hesitantly took a step forward; the glass door swung open again.
“Bloody hell, Eurydice!”

Jimmy could hear the shopkeeper’s voice all the way out onto the street.
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“I told you before that these modern doors are rubbish! No customer wants
to come in, and this stupid new door keeps opening and closing as if, by
swinging back and forth, it wants to attract customers who aren’t even
there!”

Jimmy only just managed to avoid a collision with the shopkeeper. He still
hadn’t got used to the fact that, although he could see himself, he remained
invisible to other people.

The shopkeeper had unexpectedly rushed to the door and was now glaring
angrily at the motion sensor above it, as if he wanted to tell it off or make
it understand why it had let the door swing open when nothing had been
moving in front of it.

Jimmy had been thrown off balance by having to jump out of the way.
Whereas he’d originally intended to take his time looking at various pairs
of trousers, he now grabbed two pairs from the nearest shelf and placed
two shirts on top of them.

His technique was excellent, as he had to lift the objects very quickly to
reduce the transition phase to invisibility to a fraction of a second and keep
it below the threshold of perception.

He hesitated over the socks. No, that wasn’t necessary. Underwear? He put
off the decision as the shopkeeper headed straight for him — or so he
thought.

Was it the guilty conscience of an amateur thief, or the slower reaction of
the cerebrum when the knowledge that the shopkeeper couldn’t actually be
heading straight for him was overshadowed by the sight and the feeling
that he was? He felt trapped; he had to get out of the shop and onto the
street.

Taking a deep breath, he didn’t turn round until he was fifty metres away.
The shopkeeper was back at the door, this time very nimbly, as it swung
open again for no apparent reason, or so he thought, yet Jimmy couldn’t
shake the impression that the man was chasing him and wanted to catch
him red-handed.

Now he saw the man standing in front of his shop, gesticulating. His raised
arm, with a clenched fist, was meant to trigger the electronic motion obvi-
ously boded ill if he didn’t stop his antics immediately.
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Over the course of the following days, the shopkeeper became convinced
that you simply had to talk to motion detectors as you would to people for
them to work — the door didn’t open for no reason on that day or any of the
days that followed — so it had helped, as he saw it.

1 1 The further Jimmy Conelly wandered into the city, the livelier
the pavements became. In the sheltered corner of a park, he took
off his trousers and shirt — instinctively, he glanced around to see

if anyone was watching — and slipped on his new clothes.

His fear that the new trousers might be too tight proved unfounded.

He disposed of his old, torn trousers in a bin, and at a bend in the path
lined with large bushes, he promptly turned the ring plate, so it was visi-
ble.

Apart from a few birds that fluttered away in alarm, nobody had noticed.

He was visibly relieved that the other pedestrians were now giving him a
wide berth; he tucked the second pair of trousers and the shirt under his
arm and trotted off, whistling cheerfully.

Before he threw the torn trousers away, he’d checked the pockets and
found two more folded ten-dollar notes; that would be enough for the hair-
dresser.

It wasn’t easy to explain to the Greek barber that he only wanted his hair
dyed.

After a few misunderstandings — the barber held out the scissors, then the
shampoo; Jimmy kept shaking his head; then a catalogue; Jimmy kept
pointing at the people with black hair, whether men or women, and then
grabbed at his own hair — the barber finally got the message, washed, dyed,
styled a bit, and dried it. Jimmy wouldn’t have recognised himself if he
hadn’t been there. He was growing increasingly pleased with his appear-
ance.
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He spent the rest of his dollars on a cheap travel guide, and it was just
enough for the coffee he was drinking at that very moment.

1 2 At the same time, without even realising it himself, Stephanos
had lost his afternoon job as a shepherd. How could he possibly
have walked away from the jetty?

He had to decide. As he wanted to continue living peacefully with his
grandmother, he had to get that ring back, find the American, and so stay
at least until midnight, when the last boat crossed over to the cruise ship.

He’d then have a break until eight o’clock the next morning, when the first
boats would come back over from the ship.

He would discuss it with his friends tonight. Except that something had
been stolen from him.

He would keep quiet about the ring.

13 Jimmy Conelly from Detroit, Illinois, sipped his coffee and
thought. By chance, whilst leafing through the travel guide, in
the history chapter, his eye had fallen on the word ‘Zeus’.

He gazed at the setting sun and was astonished — by Zeus!

So, Mrs Dartmore from the taxi obviously knew these stories about the
Greek father of the gods, who could make himself invisible or successfully
approach women in various guises, from a shower of sunlight to a bull.
Why not a Mrs Dartmore, too?

As a lady travelling alone, an attractive young widow whom everyone was
watching, she was constantly under scrutiny, and—he was now certain of
this—she was in the mood.

He could picture the orchid print on her light summer dress right before his
eyes and then rubbed himself — she was indeed sitting a few tables away.
He must have been reading for quite a while without looking up; she was
just paying the bill.

Jimmy Conelly hastily closed his book, placed the remaining two dollars
on the table and stood up as well.

184



Carsten Frerk: Men ?

He wondered why he’d just thought: ‘Then let her meet her Zeus,” and had
already turned the ring plate out of sight. In his haste, he forgot the shirt
and the second pair of trousers he’d left on the chair beside him.

She walked slowly, strolling along, glancing left and right as if she were
looking for something. Then her pace quickened noticeably and Jimmy
once again struggled to dodge the pedestrians.

Suddenly she stopped, looked at the entrance to the Grand Hotel and
walked straight towards it.

The doorman, who was waiting there, kindly opened the entrance door for
her; Jimmy was standing outside.

Another one of those bloody doors!

And to top it all off, with a doorman acting as a security guard. So, not
Zeus after all!

But then something occurred to Jimmy: invisible people can also... and
just then he stifled a cry of pain, rubbing the grazed skin on his cheek — so
it wasn’t true that invisible people could walk through walls after all!

But, as if by a sign from the gods, the doorman was just holding the door
open so that the porters could carry an elderly couple’s dozen suitcases in-
to the hotel.

As they had to make several trips, he had plenty of space and was already
standing in the hotel lobby.

Jimmy Conelly didn’t know what was driving him. Was it the considerable
distance at which Mrs Dartmore was following a bellboy, the spacious lift
that could have accommodated ten people, or the fact that the bellboy had
unlocked the room door and stepped aside so that Mrs Dartmore could go
in and have a look around?

She nodded; the bellboy had gone again; Jimmy was in the room with her,
and it was only when the door closed that it dawned on him that it was a
trap. If she remained in the room, he had to stay there too.
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Perhaps he could open the door unnoticed at night, whilst she was asleep,
and slip away.

He decided to wait and see.

He just managed to resist the urge to sit down in an armchair — that would
have left marks again. So, he sat down on the carpet and leaned against the
wall.

Mrs Dartmore was on the phone: “Janine, Blue here!”
“No, I’'m in town and I’ll be staying here at the hotel.”

“No, not yet. It’s enough to drive you to despair; it’s as if there are no de-
cent men left.”

“Actually, I had a strange experience. Just as I got ashore, in the taxi. I’'m
certain there was someone sitting next to me.”

“No, I couldn’t see him, but...”
“No, I’'m not hallucinating! After all, I touched him!”

Jimmy looked at Mrs Dartmore, or Blue, as she was known by her first
name: she was sitting in one of the armchairs, smoking a cigarette and
nervously running the two free fingers of her hand through her long, dark
hair.

Now she placed her crossed legs side by side on the floor and leaned for-
ward, resting her head in her hand.

Jimmy sat directly opposite her, his eyes level with her knees, and found
himself instinctively trying to peer as far as possible into the shadow cast
by her dress between her parted thighs. Then he closed his eyes and leaned
his head against the wall.

“No, I’'m telling you. After I"d whispered, ‘Zeus, show yourself to me!’, he
was gone.”

“Yes, but also no — those ancient gods seem to be rather sweaty and, you
won’t believe this, the strange thing was, he’s wearing glasses!”

“Why are you laughing like that?”
Jimmy had mentally tuned him out.
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He wished he could walk through the wall, vanish, rather than must eaves-
drop on this conversation between the female friends. Even though he
tried, he couldn’t shut his ears off from overhearing it.

“Of course! He could do that. And the gods are said to have eternal life.
And great virility! I’m going to have a bit of a rest now and then pop into a
few bars; maybe I’ll find something after all.”

“Yes. I’ve got this crazy feeling. I can smell him again, as if he’s near me
once more.”

“Somehow, I’ve got a feeling that women who go too long without a man
tend to get a bit eccentric! See you later!”

Blue had laughed nervously, stubbed out her cigarette and flung herself
backwards onto the bed.

Jimmy watched as her chest and stomach rose and fell with her rapid
breathing, then she suddenly sat up, was already standing beside the bed,
let her summer dress slip down, pulled her underwear down and lay back
down on the bed, now naked.

Jimmy watched her intently.

He had to swallow several times. Until now, he’d only ever seen such a
shapely body in photographs in magazines. Her skin was tanned, except
for the white stripes around her breasts and hips, down to the triangle of
her dark-haired pubic hair. So, she wasn’t shaved, as he’d sometimes seen
in Playboy.

He had to swallow again. As he did so, he felt his blood rush away.

But seeing her stripped of her clothes had only made Blue even more
nervous. She lay on her stomach, then restlessly rolled back onto her back,
before sitting up straight. “Zeus!”

Jimmy Conelly flinched.
“Zeus, for God’s sake, I know you’re here!”

Her voice wavered between commanding and enticing: “If you don’t want
to show yourself just yet then at least touch me so I know I’'m not going
mad!”
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With that, she let herself fall back into the pillows and spread her legs sug-
gestively.

A sexy woman of flesh and blood!
Jimmy stopped swallowing hard and sat up.

In a few strides he was beside her; he knelt by the bed and gently stroked
her skin and the red-rose tattoo.

With his eyes half-closed, he traced the curves of her breasts. He could
feel her warmth in his fingertips.

The fine hairs on her skin stood on end as his hand stroked downwards
over her stomach. The tender, insistent play of his fingers in her curly dark
hair sent a shiver of goosebumps vibrating through her body.

“Come on, Zeus! Take me!” whispered Blue devotedly, sliding down a lit-
tle further.

Jimmy was already tugging at his belt when it occurred to him that his
clothes would become visible if they touched the floor.

Would Blue notice?

Would Zeus, as the father of the gods, have worn modern, light-coloured
trousers from Strange?

His thought of Zeus clashed with another: “Zeus, you Zeus!” from Blue. A
clash that brought Jimmy Conelly back to his senses. She wasn’t talking
about him at all; she wanted Zeus.

Even if Zeus was just a symbol for something, she simply wanted to feel a
hard cock inside her.

It didn’t matter which one.

Not only did he have to remain invisible to stay Zeus, but she certainly
didn’t want to see Jimmy Conelly from Detroit, Illinois. She’d already ig-
nored him on board the ship.

Melancholically, he stroked her mons pubis tenderly once more, kissed her
labia and her navel, and tucked his shirt into his trousers. Then he was out
through the door and strolling down the hotel corridor.
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Blue had only felt the draught from the door.

Then she knew she was alone again.

1 4 Even whilst still in the empty hotel corridor, Jimmy had turned
the ring switch to ‘visible’. He left the hotel and wandered
through the evening light. Near the harbour, he found a bench

and sat down and gazed out over the sea.

What had this ring brought him?

Not just the bruises, the torn clothes and the graze on his cheek. He had
become a fugitive, a thief, a dine-and-dash artist, a voyeur and, almost, an
anonymous lover.

No, he wanted to look people in the eye, and they, too, should see him;
they should be able to talk to him. He wanted to be desired for who he
was. Not as a phantom, not as a god — but as a human being, as himself.

As he pondered, he absent-mindedly twirled the ring on his finger.

A drunk believed he was hallucinating and resolved never to drink that
cheap booze again.

Eventually, Jimmy fell asleep, unnoticed.

1 5 Stephanos hadn’t found a solution with his friends. In the end,
he’d had to reveal the secret to them so that they could under-
stand his problem.

They’d all laughed and given him a friendly pat on the shoulder. Would he
really go back on board that ship if the world were open to him and he
never had to pay for anything again! And all without any responsibility,
without any consequences!

They had left him alone.
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He’d slept badly. In his dreams, he always saw his grandmother’s face; she
looked at him sadly and didn’t say a word.

Now he was standing at that jetty again. What else could he do but wait?

Time passed. Tired and indifferent, he watched the passengers coming
ashore and boarding the ship.

There, the lady in the orchid-patterned dress — he’d already seen her yes-
terday. She’d got into a taxi; now she was coming back in a taxi.

A man he hadn’t seen before approached from the side: white sports trou-
sers, a white shirt, black hair, glasses.

The queue of waiting passengers stood right next to him.

Those who had just disembarked arrived, and those waiting moved for-
ward bit by bit.

Suddenly, Stephanos felt something being pressed into his hand. Annoyed,
he was about to drop it, but at the last moment he recognised the ring.

Where had the ring come from? Seeking help, he scanned the passengers
who had strolled past him: the blond man standing in front of him, the
black-haired man with glasses in front of him, the red-haired man behind
him? Did it really matter? It was his grandmother’s ring. Stephanos recog-
nised the small scratches perfectly. He thanked the gods.

1 6 Blue hadn’t been asleep. Nor had she been to the bars. And
yet again, she could smell him. She let the blond man pass her,
and then the black-haired man was standing beside her.

The sporty, light-coloured, casually crumpled clothes; not slim, not fat —
there was still room for improvement there. Then that black hair and that
daring scratch on his cheek and, she sighed, those intellectual glasses with
the friendly eyes behind them, as if he were hiding, and she resolutely held
out her hand to him: “Blue Dartmore!”

“Jim Conelly!”
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“Are you also a passenger on the ship?”
“Yes. Since Genoa.”

“Have you had breakfast yet?”

“No.”

“Then let’s have it together!”

Without a second thought, Blue had linked arms with him. Yes, she want-
ed to have breakfast with him — and not just that.

She was certain he was the man of her dreams. And she wouldn’t call him
‘Zeus’ anymore either.

Jim Conelly pressed firmly against Blue’s arm and felt once more the skin
and the breast he’d already seen more intimately and touched with pleas-
ure. He smiled at the thought of touching the rose again soon.

It was for the best.

As soon as he’d woken up that morning, he’d thought everything through
and made up his mind. He would write to his parents, asking them to
please, for goodness’ sake, leave him in peace, and, he added, he wouldn’t
be preaching at church on Sundays anymore — he had better things to do,
both now and in the future. O
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Cindy, oh Cindy!

When you drive to work, you don’t have such wild thoughts as you do on
the days when you take the underground and pass the newsagents every
morning and every evening, where the newspapers and magazines are dis-
played in long rows. one bosom next to another, interspersed with pictures
of spread legs that can make even the most faithful man’s mind wander.
So, let’s let his mind wander for a moment and see what happens.

Christopher was still dozing a little. It was Monday morning. He’d
woken up earlier than usual. With his eyes closed, he thought the start
of the working week could wait a little longer. A glance at the alarm
clock told him he still had an hour before he had to get up.

Was there any reason to wake up earlier? He didn’t know. Everything was
normal, routine. The weekend with Helga had been just as usual. They’d
sat on the balcony on Sunday during the day, watched some telly in the
evening. A normal, lazy Sunday. After fifteen years of marriage, a routine
had developed between them that made him happy — no unnecessary fuss —
but, he was just wondering, something seemed to be missing.

Helga was a good woman. Certainly. But as Udo Lindenberg had once
sung: ‘I’d like to travel down the Amazon again with an Indian girl, I’d
like to go out with the lads once more...”, Christopher opened his eyes. His
Helga had turned over under the duvet, snapping him out of his thoughts.

He looked at her head of blonde curls. Then he paused. Curly hair?
Blonde? Christopher narrowed his eyes; his pulse suddenly quickened, his
breathing became faster, and, in a moment of panic, he tried to remember —
had anything else happened last night? Had he been out? No! Had he gone
out for cigarettes, bumped into someone? No! Whilst he was watching TV,
their neighbours had popped round for a beer, then left again — or had they
stayed?

192



Carsten Frerk: Men ?

Maria, his neighbour, a brunette, exciting — he thought she’d looked at him
like that a few times before; he’d thought it might just happen one day,
but... he would, he could... He slowly opened his eyes again and gazed up
at the bedroom ceiling: it was the wallpaper, the lamp he’d been seeing
every morning for years. So, he was at home.

And if they’d stayed, then it was only Maria lying next to him. So where
were the neighbour and Helga? In the flat next door? No, that couldn’t be.

Slowly, he turned his head. There was no woman with a head of blonde
curls lying next to him. The hair was unmistakably brunette and straight —
so it was the neighbour after all? But how could that be?

Helga had said she wanted to have her naturally wavy hair straightened.
No hairdressers were open on Sunday night — how could she have done it?
She’d fallen asleep before he did. So, it was Maria after all? But where
was his Helga then?

He felt his right hand on Helga’s hip. Helga’s hip? His hand was sending a
different message to his brain. That wasn’t Helga’s hip, that was...? Oh
man, he’d been faithful to Helga for fifteen years! And now this.

The woman next to him turned over again in her sleep, facing him — that
face! The beauty spot above the left corner of her mouth! That’s... He
searched desperately in his mind for the name. So, that was clear: it wasn’t
Maria from next door. A weight lifted from his heart. But his pulse began
to race again — if it wasn’t her, which he could have understood, then who
was it? He couldn’t get any further. Suddenly it dawned on him who was
lying next to him: Cindy Crawford.

His hands had already started moving of their own accord, feeling their
way under the duvet. Oh, man! Oh, woman! What a figure! He closed his
eyes with sheer delight, surrendering himself completely to the explora-
tions of his hands.

He chuckled involuntarily, feeling relaxed — what a realistic dream. That
also explained his morning erection, which he felt with a sense of con-
tentment. He gave his sensations and his movements as much space as
they wanted.

Helga was slowly waking up. She felt Christopher’s hands glide over her
skin with a sense of contentment, lingering tenderly on her favourite spots.
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‘Oh, Christopher, how lovely, carry on,” she thought, responding to his
movements.

She had slid down onto him and looked into his eyes. Their shared rhythm
was the pleasurable result of years of intimate familiarity. Christopher
gazed at her dreamily. A second spring, thought Helga, as her sweetheart
moaned softly: ‘Oh, Cindy!’

Helga froze. She thought she hadn’t heard properly but suddenly became
wide awake. Her movements stopped abruptly.

Stoffel lay amongst the pillows, gazing at her dreamily: “Oh, Cindy,
what’s wrong? Why have you stopped?”

In a flash, she was off Christopher and wrapped herself in the duvet.
“Tell me, who do you actually think you’re shagging?”

Christopher was completely disoriented. “Oh, Cindy, why are you being
so... vulgar... what’s going on?”

“What’s happened?” She shook her husband by the shoulders. “You idiot!
Wake up, for God’s sake!”

Obeying her command, he opened his eyes and looked at her: “But, Cindy,
you’re speaking German!”

“What else am I supposed to speak? Chinese?”

“No, surely not, but, Cindy, I thought you only spoke English.”
“Christopher! Stop calling me ‘Cindy’ all the time.”

“What else would you like to be called? Is Cindy just your stage name?”
“Pardon? My name is still Helga!”” Her voice had a warning undertone.

“Helga?” Christopher’s eyes widened and he burst out laughing: “Helga?
That’s mad — so you’ve got the same name as my wife!”

Helga, who was just about to explain to him that she actually was his wife,
felt a sense of unease.
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Her Stoffel chuckled to himself. Between gasps for breath, he panted:
“Helga? That’s mad!”

With that, he seemed to drift back to sleep.

In growing panic, Helga wondered what she could do. Stoffel had ob-
viously gone mad. He still seemed harmless, but if he really did lose
his mind, then she’d need help!

Maria, my neighbour and friend, help me! Hastily, she threw a colourful
shawl over her naked body, rushed out of the flat and rang the doorbell
across the landing.

The door hadn’t even opened very far when she burst out: “Maria, you’ve
got to help me...” Her voice trailed off.

The door was now fully open; Helga stared silently at the woman standing
opposite her, glanced hastily at the doorplate, and began to stammer. “I’'m
terribly sorry, I was actually looking for Maria Burmeister. I didn’t realise
she had a visitor. Could you perhaps, please,”

The woman in the doorway, already slightly irritated by the early disturb-
ance, interrupted Helga. What did this strange woman in that odd, colour-
ful blanket want?

“I don’t know who you are, but —I’m Maria Burmeister.”
“You’re who?”

“Maria Burmeister!”

“But,” Helga searched for the right words, “you don’t look like it!”

Maria had enough. If there was one thing she couldn’t stand, it was people
commenting on her appearance. And before she’d even got out of bed!

Her retort was sharp. “Please, what do I look like?”

“What do you mean, ‘what’?” Helga searched desperately for the name.
She’d seen this woman before. No, not in real life, but in photos, in lots of
photos, on the front covers of magazines, in the fashion pages, on the telly:
“Like... Claudia Schiffer!”
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Her neighbour laughed, amused: “Well, I wish I did. But unfortunately, I
don’t look like that!” She paused, looking at Helga. “Wait a minute, I’ve
seen you somewhere before too. You look familiar.” She looked thought-
fully at her neighbour. “Now I know! Cindy Crawford!”

“No!” Helga was completely baffled.

Maria relaxed. “All right then, if you’re in trouble and want to remain
anonymous, let’s leave it at that.” She looked at the lost-looking figure in
the colourful wrap in front of her. “Come in. There’s no need to stand in
the doorway. I was just about to make some coffee anyway.”

Helga was glad to be able to step inside the flat. She was confused. First
her Stoffel, and now this woman who’d called her ‘Cindy’? Had the whole
world gone mad? Well, she’d always wished she looked like Cindy Craw-
ford — she was Stoffel’s dream woman, after all — but how could...? An-
other question pushed its way to the fore: how on earth had Claudia
Schiffer ended up in the flat next door? Where was Maria? As if in pass-
ing, she heard: “Let’s go into the kitchen.”

All the excitement had made her need to go to the loo. “Sorry, I need to
pop to the loo first.”

“Back here, the second door!”

With a quick “Yes, thanks, I know where it is,” Helga had already disap-
peared.

Maria was standing in the kitchen; she’d put the coffee machine on and
was just placing two cups on the table, surprised that Cindy Crawford
knew her way around her flat, when she spotted the woman in the door-
way, pale as a sheet, swaying slightly, holding on for support.

“Are you feeling unwell?”

“Come on!” Helga barely seemed to have enough breath to get the words
out. “Please come with me, Maria!” She shouted ‘Maria’ and had already
disappeared back into the bathroom.

Puzzled, Maria followed Cindy Crawford into the bathroom and saw her
staring into the mirror.
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When Helga heard Claudia Schiffer coming, she turned towards her,
walked towards her, and placed both hands on her shoulders.

“Maria,” she whispered, “you must be very brave now,” and gently guided
her in front of the large mirror.

Both women stared into the mirror. Not a word. Breathless, they tried to
make sense of what they were both seeing.

Without looking away, Maria turned on the tap, quickly bent down out of
her reflection and began to wash her face frantically.

Helga, left to her own devices, had snapped out of her stupor and slumped
exhausted onto the toilet seat. As if in a daze, she watched her neighbour
scrubbing her face. Gradually it dawned on her. It dawned on her what had
happened.

“Maria!” She placed her hand on the back of her neighbour, her friend.
“Maria! Let it go. You can’t wash it off!”
She wasn’t heard. After a moment’s hesitation, Helga turned off the tap.

Into the silence, she whispered imploringly: “Maria, it’s me, your friend
Helga! Your neighbour! And you, you’re Maria!” She laughed: “Even if it
doesn’t look like it!”

Maria had turned the tap back on; she washed the remaining soap from her
face with slow movements, as if she needed time to think. Finally, she
reached for a towel to dry her face but paused mid-movement.

From behind the towel, Helga heard her voice: “You mean, I always want-
ed to look like Claudia Schiffer, and now,” she giggled, letting the towel
drop, looking at her friend Helga, “you always wanted to look like that
too,” she paused, giggled: “the way you look now.”

They both had to laugh. Helga began to talk, as if a weight had been lifted:
“You know, this morning, Stoffel and I had just started a lovely morning
make-out session when he actually called me...” Amidst stories, questions
and laughter they’d gone into the kitchen to finally enjoy their morning
coffee in peace.
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The two friends had looked at each other in surprise time and again,
rediscovering their usual closeness. Although their outward appear-
ance had changed, they felt that, deep down, they were still them-
selves. They spoke hardly a word, lost in their own thoughts, when
Helga suddenly looked at her friend critically: “Well, Maria, if I didn’t
know that you hadn’t put on any make-up this morning, and had even
washed your face thoroughly...”

“Sure, but why are you surprised?”

Helga studied her friend carefully. “Well, Claudia Schiffer is supposed to
take two hours to do her make-up so she looks just like Claudia Schiffer.”
A scrutinising glance. “You already look like that. Well, maybe a few little
touches. But that’ll be done in two minutes!”

“That’ll be good for the household budget!”

“What’s going to be good for the household budget?” Helga didn’t under-
stand.

“I’ve been spending about three hundred a month on make-up! My Fran-
cois is always staring at those magazine covers. I wanted to hold my own
against the competition. What a fuss! I can save myself that expense now!”

Helga paused: “Tell me, has your husband actually seen you this morn-
ing?”
“No. You woke me up by ringing the doorbell. He’s still asleep.”

“What do you mean?” Helga gave her friend a conspiratorial wink, “Don’t
you want to surprise him?”

“You mean, with the woman of his dreams?”” Maria gazed into the morn-
ing sun.

“You mean, that might just motivate him?” She glanced at the kitchen
clock, counted briefly and, with a “There’s still time,” she had disappeared
from the kitchen.
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Helga sips her coffee. After a moment’s thought, she stands up resolutely,
tucks in her colourful scarf and runs her hand over her still-unfamiliar
curves.

“Let that oaf have his ‘Cindy’. Let him live out the illusion, as long as I’'m
still myself, after all.”

Her gaze also turns to the clock. She smiles to herself: “Perhaps we can
pick up where it ended so abruptly just now.”

She quietly locks the door so as not to disturb Maria and Frangois, and
notes with relief that her flat door is still ajar. Ringing the bell would be
inappropriate now.

She quietly enters the bedroom. Stoffel had indeed fallen asleep again. She
lets the colourful shawl slip from her shoulders, opens the large wardrobe
door, and gazes with satisfaction at her new body in the mirror.

“Well, I can certainly understand Stoffel. I like myself better this way
too.” And with a soft, “Let’s seize the moment,” she has disappeared under
the duvet.

Her caresses quickly bring Christopher to the brink of waking, and he hap-
pily continues his interrupted daydream.

Helga is happy. Her soft, “Do it again, Stoffel!” allows him to rediscover
abilities he thought were long gone.

Exhausted, they finally lie side by side, cuddled up. Helga, refreshed and
lively, knows that now is the moment of truth for her tired, dear Stoffel.

“Stoffel?”

A sleepy, tender “Yes” is his reply.
“Stoffel? Are you awake yet?”
“No.”

“Christopher!” Helga adopts a serious tone: “I have something to confess
to you!”

“Yes?” His voice suddenly sounds wide awake.
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She’s determined and gets straight to the point: “I’m Helga.”
“Yes, I know, you’ve said that before. I believe you.”
“No, you silly goose, you don’t understand me. I’'m your Helga.”

Christopher sits bolt upright in bed, turning his body towards her. “Are
you trying to tell me something specific?”

“Oh, Stoffel-Bear, something must have happened tonight. On the outside
I look just like Cindy Crawford, but on the inside... you know, somehow,
we’ve both always wanted this.”

Critical glances scan her from the side.

“And you know, it’s not just happened to me — I mean, to us — you know,
Maria’s been transformed too,” Helga can’t help but giggle quietly as she
recalls: “She looks now like...”

“Claudia Schiffer,” he interrupts dryly.
“How do you know?”’

Christopher has placed his finger to his nose. “If the logic is the same as
yours, then Maria, who always wanted to look like Claudia Schiffer, has
turned into her too.” After a grinning pause, he adds: “I’ve been saying
from the start that this house is in a special location. It must be a special
astral angle.”

He looks at his wife thoughtfully. “Are you happy?”

Helga can’t help but laugh. “I can’t say yet. But...”, she looks down at her
body, “I do rather like it.”

A loud ringing at the front door shatters their intimacy.

Stoffel is out of bed in a flash. “Never mind, I’'ll go and see who’s ringing
the bell so frantically.”

He’s barely opened the door a crack when someone pushes against it from
the outside. His neighbour Francois stands in the doorway, panting heavi-
ly, and lets out a sigh of relief. He’s naked. Out of breath.

“What a relief you’re still here, Stoffel! You’ve got to help me!”

“Is there a fire?” is Christopher’s disinterested question.
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“On fire? Then everything would still be all right. Much worse! Murder
and manslaughter! Is Helga still there too?”

A broad grin appears on Christopher’s face as if by magic. He has a hunch
what this is about. After all, he knows Maria, he knows Francois. “Yes,
she’s still here.” He calls into the flat: “Helga, could you come here,
please?”

Helga appears. Francois is lost for words. “But that’s not...”. His aston-
ishment makes him forget his nakedness.

“Yes, it is.” He pulls his neighbour into the doorway and turns to his wife.
“I think you should go and check on Maria.” With a slight nod of his head,
he points wordlessly towards the open flat door opposite.

Helga looks with interest at her naked neighbour — she hadn’t realised he
was so powerfully built — and listens to Maria’s loud voice, which can be
heard clearly all the way down the stairwell: “You rotten bloke! You phi-
landering bastard! I knew you were cheating on me! You and fidelity! If I
catch you...”

Helga raises her eyebrows. “Stoffel, give Franzl a bathrobe.” With a quick,
“I think there really is something that needs sorting out,” she has disap-
peared into the neighbouring flat.

Frangois is still standing there, frozen to the spot. “Who... who was that?”

A friendly nudge is the answer. “That’s Helga. Or to be more precise, the
new Helga.” Stoffel grins: “The sleepwalker!” He pulls his neighbour right
into the flat. “Come on, I’1l try to tell you the story.”

Helga doesn’t have to look far to work out where her friend’s voice is
coming from. Her husband has obviously locked her in the bedroom. She
was surprised that Maria, who was usually so calm and refined, knew such
words; she was tempted to listen a little longer out of curiosity, but then
she knocked softly on the door. A pounding sound answered her.

“Let me out of here and I'll rip your balls off...”

“Maria! It’s me, Helga.” Silence. “Once you’ve calmed down a bit, I’ll un-
lock the door.”
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She listened for any sound from inside. No reaction.
“And Francois is over at Christopher’s.”
Silence. Then: “All right, open the door. I’ve calmed down now.”

Flushed with anger, her face streaked with red, Maria stands half-naked in
the room: right now, she doesn’t look like her usual self — at least, Helga
has never seen any photos of Claudia Schiffer looking like this before.

“Helga, I knew it. He’s cheating on me!”

“Come on, Maria,” Helga tries to calm her friend down: “Why don’t you
tell me what happened first?”

Exhausted, Maria collapses onto the big bed, brushing her blonde hair
away from her forehead.

“It actually started off nicely. I woke him up tenderly, and he responded
straight away. But when he came over to me and lovingly whispered
‘Claudia’, it suddenly dawned on me that he wasn’t talking to me at all.”
She had to catch her breath. “He’s been shagging that bloody Claudia
Schiffer, not me.”

Helga couldn’t help but smile amusedly. “But we wanted to let our men
have their dream woman, didn’t we? We’ve stayed true to ourselves. Isn’t
that what you wanted?”

Angrily, Maria tossed her blonde hair back over her shoulder. “No, not
like that.”

“What did you expect, then?”
“He should have recognised me! And he didn’t!”

“And what do you think he should have done when he...,” Helga looked at
her friend questioningly, “when he didn’t recognise you?”

Helplessly, she shrugged. “He should have said something, like... like...
‘Dear Mrs Schiffer, I’m afraid you’ve got the wrong bed.’”

“And?”

“It was so lovely... he had a rock-hard erection like I’ve rarely seen... and
he was so tender and sensitive, so intense...”
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“And?”
“He didn’t do it with me!” All the anger burst out of Maria again.

Helga looked at her friend with concern. “I reckon it’ll take a bit longer to
sort this out.” She looked around. “Pass me the clothes Frangois wanted to
wear today. I’ll take them over to him. Then we’ll both go to work togeth-
er. Frangois’s going with Christopher today.”

Francois had calmed down again. Even his “You know, mate, you
don’t suspect a thing, you’ve finally got the woman of your dreams
right in front of you, and then the dream’s over!” had finally fallen si-
lent.

He and Christopher, having spoken to Helga, had left the house quickly
and were driving slowly towards the office.

They’d fallen silent, obviously counting.
“I’m at ninety-eight, what about you? I’ll stop at a hundred.”
“I’m already at one hundred and two. Right, let’s stop.”

After their initial surprise in the stairwell, when they’d bumped into the
neighbour who lived one floor below, they’d agreed on the street to keep
counting.

Christopher, as they’d agreed, would count the Cindy Crawfords, whilst
Francois would count the Claudia Schiffer ones.

“Blimey, Stoffel, there are so many, there’s no point in counting.”

Christopher scratched his temple. “You’re right. Maybe we should try to
estimate what percentage they make up.”

Two kilometres further on, Christopher finally interrupted their silent field
research. “Well, what do you reckon?”

Francois blinked, as if he were replaying everything he’d seen and counted
in his mind’s eye, cleared his throat and whispered in a slightly subdued
voice: “You won’t believe it, but I reckon it’s about a third.”
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“Of course I believe you! My estimate comes to the same proportion.
About a third have turned into Cindy Crawford too.” He glanced over at
his neighbour. “Together with your third of the Claudias, that’s two-thirds
of the women who’ve transformed, after all.”

They drove on in silence. They, who just half an hour ago had thought
they’d experienced something special, that they had unique happiness at
home — at least that’s how it had seemed to Christopher — were now visibly
confused.

In the underground car park, they said their goodbyes.

“Do you know...?” “No, I don’t know either.” They were at a loss.
“Shall we go for lunch together during our break?”

“Yes, I’d love to. At one o’clock at the little Chinese place?”

“All right. See you at one.”

Christopher worked two streets away for an insurance company. Alt-
hough he had a inkling of what awaited him when he entered the
open-plan office, he was still taken aback to see so many top models
as colleagues.

His gaze swept across the room. Small groups had formed here and there.
He greeted his male colleagues as he did every morning but kept his dis-
tance from the women.

Was the cute Miiller actually her real self, or was she a colleague who’d
always wanted to look as cute as Miiller and had now transformed herself,
whilst the cute Miiller was the one who’d always wanted to look like... He
decided to keep a low profile. A wrong name — it would be almost impos-
sible to put right. Seeking refuge and a haven, he made a determined bee-
line for his desk.

Across from him, as always, he greeted her almost automatically, without
really looking: “Good morning, Melanie.”
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The undertone of her reply — “Good morning, Chris” — made him look up.
He’d never heard anyone among his colleagues call him ‘Christopher’ be-
fore. He looked at his colleague: “Ah, another Claudia Schiffer,” he
thought.

“Good morning, Christopher,” she repeated in response to his gaze. She
added quietly, her cheeks flushed with excitement: “I knew you’d recog-
nise me.”

Oh dear! Should he tell her that he hadn’t expected anyone other than her,
Melanie, to take a seat at the desk opposite? Perhaps that would be a
chance to finally put an end to her persistent muesli attacks and her well-
meaning health advice during lunch breaks? She was beaming so warmly
that he decided against snubbing her.

“You know, Chris, not even my husband recognised me this morning.”
She giggled, leaning half-upright towards him: “He was actually really
scared of me.”

Christopher forced himself not to stare as she so generously offered him a
view of her cleavage; his gaze took in the way the fabric of her blouse was
visibly straining under the pressure of her full breasts as she leaned for-
ward. Melanie, the once small-breasted, the delicately budding, the petite
one! And then that slight pout. He could well understand her husband, who
was obviously no longer sure whether he was still up to her potential de-
mands.

Christopher swallowed and looked her in the eyes. “Melanie, would you
do me a big favour, please?”

A warm, friendly smile and a “Sure, Chris!” was her beguiling reply.
“Sit back down in your chair.” Melanie Schiffer pouted.

The large room was a fashion show. Nothing but top models in a wide va-
riety of outfits. The irritating fact that it was always the same two of them
could be ignored if you concentrated on one after the other, as if watching
the different faces of Cindy Crawford and Claudia Schiffer in fast-forward.
There were fewer variations of Cindy; Claudia’s varied considerably from
naively German-Bavarian to fresh, blonde and sexy, right through to pout-
ing, lascivious and wicked, but always the same thin arms, the same large
breasts.
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In fact, the same figure. Since all the transformed colleagues had originally
had a different one, very few dresses fit. It worked best for the colleagues
who had previously been curvier. For those who had previously been
slimmer or more delicate and who had squeezed themselves into their usu-
al dresses, tempting to frightening tensions became visible.

There was no question of getting any work done today. Under all sorts of
justifications, flimsy pretexts, the colleagues were on a quest for identity.

Christopher had decided to put off the Cindys and Claudias until later. He
tried to solve another problem and made his way over to the cute miller’s
daughter.

“Good morning,...” he wisely omitted her name; that was something he
wanted to clarify.

“Good morning, Christopher!” she replied cheerfully. When she noticed
his scrutinising gaze, she continued nonchalantly: “It’s me. Not one of
those model cows!”

Christopher was relieved. He held out his hand to her; she took it and
beamed at him: “Thank goodness, Erika, you haven’t changed a bit!”

“What did you think, then?”

“Well,” Christopher said, looking embarrassed. “You look so cute that it
could well have been possible that someone else, who’d love to look like
you, might have transformed herself into your likeness, and you, because
you wanted to look like that,” he pointed his thumb into the room, “might
look like one of those two over there.”

“Thanks for the compliment. And...,” she looked at Christopher with
friendly interest, “I didn’t even realise you thought I was cute.”

Christopher ran his fingers through his hair and felt a pressing need to
loosen his tie.
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6 Fortunately, the head of department’s voice rang out loudly across
the large room, defusing the situation: “Ladies and gentlemen, may
I ask you all to come up here to the front with me!”

Everyone made their way over, curious to see what was coming.

Their boss had pulled up a chair and climbed onto it so that everyone could
see him, and so that he could see everyone. Slowly, his gaze swept over
the ladies in particular. He seemed more interested in them all than usual.
A tense silence fell.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he said, giving a gallant bow, “actually, it’s more
a case of ‘ladies’, but...” he cleared his throat: “It also concerns the gen-
tlemen present.” His gaze swept over the audience once more; then, with-
out realising it, he fiddled with his zip, before pulling himself together:
“For reasons yet unexplained, a phenomenon has occurred this morning
which we, too, must address within the company. Around two-thirds of
our female colleagues have taken on one of two physical forms, meaning
they can no longer be distinguished by their male colleagues.”

Amidst the murmur that followed, comments could be made out: “Isn’t
that brilliant, nothing but sex bombs!”, “That’s a disruption to the peace at
work!”, “Haha, that’ll certainly keep you from napping at your desk!”, un-
til the head of department restored order.

“In the interests of maintaining orderly business operations, management
has just decided that all colleagues must wear a name badge whilst at work
with immediate effect. I emphasise ‘all’ to avoid any discrimination
against the female colleagues concerned. As the name badges still need to
be procured, I would like to ask you to make a temporary name badge and
attach it to your outer clothing until the official badges are delivered!”
With that, he stepped down from his chair again and immediately disap-
peared down the stairwell towards the lift.

The objection, “I know who I am, and you all know it too!”, was immedi-
ately quashed with the remark that it was an order from management.
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Until the lunch break, everyone was busy making name badges. The first
attempts didn’t always go down well straight away. So, it took a very long
time before the badges were finally written, compared, amended, admired
and accepted.

Attaching them to their outer clothing took a strangely long time, as the
male colleagues who were lending a helping hand to their female col-
leagues were intensely busy trying out all sorts of different spots until they
agreed that it was now just right.

7 At last, the official lunch break arrived. Christopher made his way
to the little Chinese restaurant. Francois was already waiting for
him. He had a small table on the pavement in front of the restaurant
and looked at him curiously: “Tell me, how did it go over at your

end?”

Christopher reported on the name badges, saying that the proportions in
the open-plan office were just as they’d generally estimated on their way
there.

“A third are Cindys, a third are Claudias. As individuals, there’s also one
Naomi Campbell and half a Linda Evangelista.”

“What do you mean, a ‘half’ Linda Evangelista? A half-portion?”

“What? No, just her face — her hair’s changed, but her body’s stayed the
same as it’s always been.”

“You lucky things — we’ve only got five female colleagues in admin. All
five are modelled on Claudia.” He groaned: “Do you have any idea what a
daft feeling it is to be surrounded by quintuplets? The name badges are a
good idea, though. I’ll suggest that straight away later on.”

He leaned over towards Christopher. “You know, I’ve got a bit of a fling
with Carmen at work. She made herself known to me straight away. I was
sure I’d recognise her among the quintuplets every time. In the corridor, I
put my arm affectionately round her waist, only to get a proper slap for it.
It was the wrong blonde after all!”
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Although he was in thinking on it still rubbing his cheek, it seemed to
cheer him up. “You know, Stoffel, this opens up a whole new world for
me. I can always be out and about with a different woman — always ‘Mod-
el Claudia’. Nobody notices that she’s not my wife! I don’t have to worry
about the gossip anymore!”

Christopher shook his head disapprovingly. “Still the same old womanis-
er? And I’d advise you not to think Maria’s so stupid that she won’t see
right through you.”

The shouts of newspaper sellers interrupted them: “Special edition of the
Morgenpost! The first details of a still-unexplained apparition!” From the
other side of the street came the cry: “Special edition! Bild was the first to
speak to the real Claudia Schiffer!”

Christopher set off straight away and bought both newspapers. On the
way, someone pressed a leaflet into his hand, on which was written in
large letters: “The Antichrist has attacked! He’s bombarding us with sex
bombs. Men and women, defend yourselves!”

When Francois read that, his only comment was: “To hell with defending
ourselves. I’ll go for it. There’s splendour in abundance.” He laughed at
his friend: “Haven’t you ever dreamt of being flattened by a sex bomb?”

Christopher barely listened. He knew his friend and neighbour: ‘Barking
dogs don’t bite’ was his view, though he was mistaken in that regard. He,
for his part, adhered to the principle that ‘quantity does not replace quali-

ty’.

He was engrossed in the special edition of the Morgenpost. Initial specula-
tion pointed to unusual solar disturbances, others to new French and Chi-
nese nuclear tests, whilst still others blamed the ozone hole. Everyone had
something to say, but no one had an explanation. What was more interest-
ing was that the cosmetics industry was rejoicing, as it could now finally
ascertain how far Western models would extend; although these changes
had also occurred in India and Japan, they had followed different models.
There were no reports yet from the USA; they were still asleep, with it all
still to come. Who would come out on top there? One thing was clear: it
had something to do with the night. That night which had already passed
in Europe.
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One thing, however, became clear: these transformations were occurring
with frequency in Germany, appearing almost exclusively in just two vari-
ations. All other nations had so far shown greater diversity, albeit at a low-
er rate.

Commentators were speculating eagerly about a secret government opera-
tion to boost the birth rate.

Cosmetic surgeons had already protested, claiming this constituted unfair
competition!

The Ministry for Women had already appointed a commission of inquiry
to clarify whether this was undermining equal opportunities for women.

Christopher looked up and saw that Francois had already finished reading
too.

“What does Claudia Schiffer herself say?”’

“She’s glad she no longer has to be the only Claudia Schiffer all the time,
and can now go shopping unrecognised for a change. And, gosh, Stoffel, I
hadn’t really realised that before — she says she’ll remain the one and only
original.” He looked puzzled: “That’s actually true. All the others are just
copies!”

Christopher smiled: “Sometimes the copies might actually be better than
the original.”

Maria hadn’t just had a long chat with Helga; she’d also called a truce
with Francois. That was all it was, because her anger wasn’t unfound-
ed. She knew that, and so did Francois knew that anyway. It had simp-
ly become all too clear that they weren’t on the same wavelength.
Over the years, things hadn’t got better; if anything, they’d got worse.

Two weeks had now passed, and the first changes were beginning to take
on clearer contours in everyday life.

The cosmetics industry was on the brink of collapse; it had lost two-thirds
of its clientele, whilst women’s clothing was experiencing record sales in
two particular dress sizes. A black market for designer clothing had sprung
up; second-hand shops were busier than ever before, with everyone search-
ing for just that one or just the other of the two dress sizes.
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Tailors” workshops were working day and night in three shifts. As the
number of garments to be altered had to be limited to one per customer per
week, private sewing classes sprang up everywhere.

The name tags served their intended purpose. Everyone now knew who the
other person was again. People had quickly got used to it, even though the
towns looked as if conferences were taking place everywhere.

The problem of the photographs in the identity cards no longer matching
had been resolved without red tape by stamping an official seal marked
‘CC’ or ‘CS’ onto the cards. That settled everything for the time being.

It was Friday again, and whilst the weekend magazines hadn’t reacted
during the first week, they were now fully on board with the trend.
Historical retrospectives on Twiggy and Audrey Hepburn filled the

pages.

The headlines read: ‘I am who I am’, ‘Love with a sex bomb? Anyone can
do that!’, ‘The new trend for the everyday!’. The ideal of beauty in Europe
and the USA began to change. Who wanted to look just like everyone
else? As always, it was the unusual that was in demand. Suddenly, ‘nor-
mal’ was all the rage.

It was Friday again; Maria went to the newly founded bowling club ‘CS’.
Women wanted to be amongst themselves, amongst their own kind. With-
out competition. Traditional feminism, with its still-present beauty rivalry
amongst women, had become old-fashioned; a new feminism emerged
amongst the CC and CS members: ‘Equal amongst equals’. Any woman
could join in without fuss, provided she did not differ outwardly from the
others.

It was Friday again. Maria, having overcome her unease — that feeling of
constantly looking into a mirror whenever she was with her own kind —
was delighted. By now, there were also name badges for various social oc-
casions; naturally, everyone would be wearing their name badge with the
bowling symbol on their clothes this evening.
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Maria entered the bowling alley. It wasn’t very busy. Only on one lane
were a few CS women gathered. One of them seemed obviously— to be
leading the conversation. Even as she approached, Maria could hear her
words: “Sisters, let’s not be silly. Let’s make the most of the freedom that
our outward sameness gives us! Only our name badge gives us our identi-
ty. Everything else is interpreted as mood swings. How do the clever psy-
chologists explain it: a change in outward form will also change the inner
form. Become like-minded! Join the husband swap!”

“How’s that supposed to work in practice?”

“We’ll meet up as couples, with our husbands. If one of us wants to go
home with another woman’s husband, she’ll swap her name tag with her
like-minded friend — by mutual agreement — for a night, a few days or
longer, and go home with that man to his place.”

Maria thought she could hear her Francois speaking.

She turned to the woman speaking. “Why are you actually doing this,” she
asked, glancing at the name tag of her sister in another body, “Ursula?”

“Oh, you know, Maria, my husband’s a bore. He’s always faithful and on-
ly ever wants to be with me. Not even a bit of a wild night out, a bit of a
wander about town. He’d rather sit in the cellar, building his model rail-
way, always wanting to help with the housework... oh, you know, he can
really get on your nerves with his homebody ways, his handholding.”

1 0 Maria held back, thinking: ‘That’s the sort of man I’d like.” She
waited until the group had dispersed, then walked over to Ursu-

la and took her aside: ‘Tell me, are you still with your ‘home-
body’?”

Ursula laughed. “Yes, today I’ve got to bite the bullet again with a chap
called Christian. I had to hand my latest fling back to a friend yesterday.
I’d only managed to borrow him for two days; then my friend got bored of
my Christian. What a shame.”

She looked at Maria searchingly: “Why do you ask?”
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Maria plucked up all her courage: “I’d like to offer you my husband,
Francois. I think he’s exactly the sort of man you’re looking for. And
yours, Christian, is, I think, the sort of man I’d like for myself.” Without
meaning to, she had become a little flustered.

“My dear sister! Tell me more. Come on, let’s sit over there at that table.”

In just under an hour, they’d told each other and discussed all the essen-
tials. Maria’s impression had been correct. The more she told Ursula about
her Francois, the more enthusiastic Ursula became; the more she heard
about Christian, the more certain she became that he was the man she’d
always been looking for but hadn’t found until now. The photos they
showed each other also confirmed her impression.

They had a laugh about the fact that, in their former looks, they’d each
have been more in line with their respective partners’ expectations.

“You know, Ursula, I always just wanted to look like Claudia Schiffer be-
cause Franzl was so keen on blondes. But at some point, I got fed up with
constantly bleaching my hair. And you — you’re a natural blonde!”

Fortunately, there were no particular problems with their job changes ei-
ther. Both worked as office clerks and would settle into their new roles
quickly. They planned to discuss the most important details over the
phone. Financially, neither of them had any significant assets, so there
were no financial changes to their standard of living to consider.

The practical matters — such as exchanging keys, going over the flat’s lay-
out, providing a specimen signature and swapping ID documents — took no
time at all. Everything else, such as bank cards and the like, which they
didn’t have with them that evening, they would sort out over the next few
days.

They finally stood facing each other in a solemn moment.

Maria was the first to fiddle with her name badge. Both women simultane-
ously pinned their now ‘former’ name badges onto each other.
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They looked at each other and entered into a contract with one another.
“A four-week trial period!”

“If either of us doesn’t want to stay with her new husband, then we’ll both
have to go back to our old ones.”

“Promise?”

“Promise!”

Laughing, they hugged each other.

“Welcome to your new life!”

“Here’s to it being happier than the one before!”

“And make sure you listen to your new name!”

1 1 Maria became a happy woman. Christian was exactly the man
she’d always been looking for and had now finally found. If
she’d known who to thank, she would have certainly done so

with all her heart.

1 All the others, too — they’re still in love today.
Aren’t they?O
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The criminal man
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Sylvester

The characters and plot are entirely fictional. Only the original painting
actually exists in Dresden. And the copy...?

But only the original had asked him for something.

1 The visitor had murmured quietly to himself: “Strange.” He straight-

ened up from his stooped posture, and two sharp vertical creases were

clearly visible between his eyebrows. He stood there thoughtfully,
then took a few steps back to take in the large painting as a whole.

He whispered softly: ‘It simply cannot be. Everything is right — the colour
scheme, the nuances, the brushwork and even the atmosphere of the paint-
ing. And even if there were differences, they could surely be explained.’

He knew that paintings from that period had been produced in workshops.
And even if they were signed by Rubens, Raphael, Botticelli, or whatever
the famous painters of those centuries were called, their pupils had also
worked on these paintings and left their own mark on the style.

It was the same back then as it is today with famous architects, entrepre-
neurs, generals and politicians: ultimately, a single name stands for every-
thing — for the overarching vision, the style. After all, we no longer know
the monk who wrote on the parchment in the Middle Ages, only the king’s
seal, in whose name it had been drafted.

His thoughts had strayed from what had caught his eye, and he pulled him-
self together to concentrate on the painting. After all, he was no art histori-
an. How could he, who was no expert, know any better than the museum’s
scholars?

He adjusted his glasses and, searching, leafed through the thick museum
catalogue with his right index finger; he paused, read the sentence he had
been looking for, as if to check his memory: ‘On the reverse inscribed:
peint par Louis Silvestere a Dresde 1734
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He looked up again, stepped back up to the painting and concentrated on
the lower left-hand corner. There, in the dark shadowed area, it was clearly
written in small black letters; at first glance, or when concentrating on the
lighter parts of the picture—whose figures were the subject of the work—
it was completely inconspicuous. Yet there, in that dark corner, he read
quite clearly: ‘Louis Silvestre (K.v.B.)’.

It couldn’t be! And yet he could read on the painting what was not sup-
posed to be there.

There were other Silvestre paintings hanging in the same room, and even
after a thorough, meticulous examination of the darker areas, no inscrip-
tion or signature could be discerned on any of the other paintings. Only
this one painting differed from the others in this respect and did not corre-
spond to the catalogue entry.

Seeking help, the visitor looked around the quiet, spacious rooms. His
astonishment compelled him to share his bewilderment.

The museum attendant, a younger man whose service cap, pushed back,
looked out of place against his thick blond hair, was startled out of his
drowsy vigilance as the visitor walked straight towards him.

“Excuse me, but do you know if there’s anything special about this...”, the
visitor pointed to the painting he had been standing in front of, scrutinising
it for so long, “is there anything special about this painting?”’

“Well, I wouldn’t know.” A hint of embarrassment was evident in his ex-
pression. “But it doesn’t mean anything. I’ve only been here since the gal-
lery reopened, and we rotate the rooms we’re on duty in every three days.”
Now he looked as if he were in on a secret.

“You know, as if that’s what vigilance is all about!” He stood up as
straight as a die to emphasise his point.

As if standing bolt upright were any indication of vigilance.

“Back in the day,” he continued, “when the guards had their own rooms,
so to speak, they were proper specialists who could describe every tiny
speck of paint to you. Do you remember when the Mona Lisa was trans-
ported to America? The sum insured would have been would have been
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payable if even a single speck of oil paint had been missing once it was
back home. They checked the painting using a computer. The old guards
could have done that with the naked eye!”

There was a double note in his voice — a mixture of unfulfilled pride and
self-pity.

“But, with all these constant changes, how is one supposed to keep up
these days?”

The visitor did not understand this tone of self-pity. He himself had trav-
elled a long way to view these paintings and had always envied the muse-
um attendants who were surrounded day in, day out by these immortal cre-
ations of human genius.

Now it seemed to him as though this constant, immediate proximity result-
ed in a strange sense of distance and indifference.

The young guard interrupted his train of thought: “If you have a specific
question, perhaps someone from the visitor services team can help you.”

The head of visitor services, with her blonde hair and her dark blue
satin suit, reminded him of the golden-blue lustre of a Raphael paint-
ing he had seen in the museum shortly before.

“A Baroque figure,” he thought to himself. Although he knew that this de-
scription was usually meant pejoratively, he felt more a sense of admira-
tion for the harmonious expression of her femininity.

With a slight sense of unease, the museum visitor stood before her desk,
recounted his observation and finally took a deep breath: ‘Could it be that
this is a forgery?’

To his astonishment, this question did not seem to upset her in the slight-
est. The friendly smile with which she had listened to his account scarcely
changed. Only her eyes betrayed a quiet sadness.
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“Oh, you know,” she began, then paused, “please do sit down first,” and
gestured to the chair beside her desk. “Well, the general question of
whether the painting is a forgery delves very deeply into the subject of
valuation and...”, now she gave the visitor a meaningful smile, “valuation
not only in cultural terms, but also in purely financial terms. Is the painting
an original? Since none of us was standing there when the artist painted
the picture, and none of us has personally accompanied the picture through
the centuries to be able to provide proof that this is the original he saw
when it was, so to speak, born, we can only rely on our experts. Their ex-
pert opinions, not our own knowledge, are what allow the picture to be-
come the very original that we then regard it as.”

“So, you mean it’s purely a matter of expert consensus and not the intrin-
sic nature of a work of art? But, ” he hesitated slightly, as if something had
occurred to him. “You’re quite right; we’re all familiar with the stories of
a simple, inexpensive painting from a flea market being classified as an
original by a famous master and bringing its lucky owner a small fortune.”

“That’s one aspect of it. I hope I haven’t dashed any of your illusions.”
Her smile gave the impression that she was about to stroke his hand sym-
pathetically.

His face, however, was indeed contorted with dismay, and he had leaned
back as if he needed the support of the chair’s backrest.

“Well,” she smiled encouragingly at him, “the other, and far more signifi-
cant, aspects, however — alongside professional knowledge of the artistic
craft — are our imagination and the aura surrounding a work of art: that in-
explicable aura of the artist’s or the artwork’s fame. Whilst art connois-
seurs can often free themselves from this aura and develop their own as-
sessments, entirely according to their own taste, ordinary visitors are
sometimes disappointed when they stand before a famous painting, hoping
to experience that aura, only to find they are actually looking at a good
painting. Then, during the guided tours, I sometimes hear a quiet murmur
from which the question emerges:

‘I wonder if that painting is really genuine?’. We should actually display
our paintings in a more solemn light and within a mysterious atmosphere
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so that this mood can be set and the hoped-for aura of mystique takes hold
of the visitor.’

Her guest could only agree with what had been said. “In the past, people
spoke of the the ‘temple of the Muses’. Today, museums are really just
well-maintained exhibition halls.”

Thoughtfully, he pressed his index finger against his temple. “Perhaps the
quality of printed reproductions has also become too good these days, and
I say ‘too good’ quite deliberately, because for the average viewer, the
quality of the original no longer represents an improvement over the re-
production. I’ve even heard people say: ‘But the picture looked better in
the art magazine!””

She picked up on his train of thought. “I recently read that American chil-
dren reject fresh pineapple as being too sour. Their comment is apparently
that it isn’t a proper pineapple, because a pineapple should be much sweet-
er. Having become accustomed to the sweetened tinned version, they reject
the original.”

The visitor, full of enthusiasm, had slid forward on his chair towards the
front edge of the seat.

“Exactly, you’ve hit the nail on the head. Perhaps, in order to preserve the
uniqueness of the originals, we should agree that reproductions should no
longer be printed on glossy art paper. The smoothness of the paper causes
the printing inks to reflect light brightly, giving the images a sheen that
they simply cannot have in the original.”

Her laughter dampened his enthusiasm: “I’ll recommend you to my direc-
tor as an expert! But I’'m afraid we won’t have much success with that.
Both as regards the deterioration in print quality and your acceptance as an
expert.”

She narrowed her eyes slightly and looked at her visitor.

“Perhaps we will, after all, because you’ve noticed something that our ex-
perts have missed. I can’t tell you any more than that at the moment.”

She thought for a moment, then bid her visitor farewell with a friendly
smile: “If you could just write down your address for me, I will certainly
let you know the result of our investigation into the incorrect labelling.”
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3 Professor Heinrich, the museum’s director, who by nature was already
quiet and deliberate, showed a reaction that was barely perceptible on
the surface. Only the faint flush rising to his cheeks betrayed his inner
agitation when the head of visitor services told him what the visitor
claimed to have noticed.

As she knew him to be, after a brief moment’s thought he spoke very
calmly: “Let’s go and look at the painting ourselves.”

Together they walked through the museum’s magnificent foyer and
climbed the marble steps to the exhibition galleries. Only the museum staff
could have suspected that something unusual was afoot. During those
weeks, the director never left his desk without a specific reason. He was
working on a major academic publication and had reduced his normally
frequent visits to the exhibition rooms to a minimum. The fact that he was
accompanied by the head of visitor services suggested a complaint had
been made by a visitor.

As he looked at the inscription on the painting, the director’s fair complex-
ion grew even paler.

He withdrew into silence once more.

Then he breathed out deeply; it sounded like a heavy sigh. “I’m afraid
we’ll have to call in the criminal investigation department. Please keep this
confidential.”

Inspector Lichtenberg gestured towards his smouldering cigar. He
looked questioningly at the museum director. “You’re welcome to
smoke here, Inspector. There’s sensitive smoke detectors like there are
in the exhibition rooms. Even though we don’t like it, we allow our
visitors to smoke here in the office.” A small, indulgent smile played
at the corners of his mouth.

“Just this once!”
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“I wouldn’t want to test your sensitive smoke detectors in the showrooms
either. I wouldn’t want to be standing in the rain if the sprinkler system
were to go off.”

“I’'m sorry, Mr Lichtenberg, you wouldn’t be drenched here; with us,
you’d be silently poisoned.”

The inspector began to feel somewhat uneasy. “How am I to understand
that?” Now the director couldn’t help but smile.

“You’re in a museum with oil paintings on canvas.” He let a pause pass.

“If, in the event of a fire, a sprinkler system were to be used to extinguish
the blaze, the water damage to all the paintings would probably be greater
than the potential fire damage to just a few of them.”

“That’s supposed to happen elsewhere too. Don’t you know the old say-
ing: the more firefighters there are to put out a fire, the greater the dam-
age?”

“Are you trying to test my scientific training? The causal chain must surely
be: the bigger the fire, the more firefighters. And the bigger the fire, the
greater the damage. Your ‘folk wisdom’ is what’s known as an ecological
fallacy.”

“Well said, Professor. It’s always a pleasure when experts — with all due
respect — don’t turn out to be ‘narrow-minded specialists’. But how do you
put out a fire here, if not with water?”

“We pump carbon dioxide into the museum rooms, which are hermetically
sealed anyway due to the air-conditioning, and remove the oxygen from
the air, so that we effectively suffocate the fire without damaging the
paintings.”

The inspector now thought it best to stub out his cigar. “So that’s why it’s
‘silent’. You don’t notice a thing, you don’t smell a thing, and then it’s al-
ready got you. A completely new perspective on why smoking is harmful
to your health. I suppose it’s better not to take any risks.” He looked at his
cold cigar stub.
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“Or may I assume that the risk is lower as long as you’re in my compa-
ny?”

“If it didn’t contravene the visitors’ regulations, a canary would be a better
guarantee of your safety than my presence.”

“Pardon?”’

“Perhaps you’ll recall that miners used to take canaries down the shaft
with them. Not out of love for animals or as harbingers of sunlight, as
some people romantically imagine — certainly not that. Canaries are con-
siderably more sensitive to gas than humans, and if the bird fell from its
perch...” He didn’t continue.

“My word!” Lichtenberg could not hide his respect for this director: “And
I always thought museum people were dry art historians.”

“If you were to delve deeper into art history, you’d very quickly realise
that art sometimes resembles a crime story more than art history in the
usual sense.”

Lichtenberg leaned forward with interest.

“That brings us straight to the point. What on earth has happened here
that’s made you call in the CID?”

Professor Heinrich looked at the inspector.

“To put it briefly and without beating about the bush: the museum is miss-
ing an original.”

“Stolen?”

“You can’t really put it like that, can you?”

“A painting from the storeroom or from the exhibition?”
“From the permanent exhibition.”

“So if the painting is missing, is there an empty space where it used to
hang?”
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“No, not exactly. The paintings are all individually secured, and if you
move the frame even slightly, an alarm goes off in the security control
room. A copy hangs there in place of the original.”

“A forgery?”
“No, it’s a copy and is labelled as such.”

He recounted the visitor’s discovery and the embarrassment of not having
noticed the obvious replacement of the painting themselves.

“In the world of art, a copy is something entirely legitimate and common.
Collectors and enthusiasts who wish to obtain as accurate a reproduction
of the painting as possible have the picture copied. It is, so to speak, a le-
gitimate duplicate. A forgery would mean that something inauthentic — or,
to be more precise, something imitated — is passed off as the original, or in
other words, as genuine.”

Lichtenberg thoughtfully tweaked his right ear.

“How, then, can one distinguish between an original and a perfect copy?
Surely painters don’t weave any authenticity marks into the canvas.”

“No, they don’t. In that respect, the Bundesbank has an easier time distin-
guishing between originals and forgeries when it comes to its banknotes.
But we also have a whole range of options, so to speak. Because, to an-
swer your question, the canvas is in fact an important authenticity feature.
Many forgers make the mistake of not using canvas from the same century
as the painting they are forging. On the one hand, this is very difficult to
achieve, as from centuries long past, normally only the famous originals in
museums and private collections have survived to the present day. On the
other hand, there is already a painting on that canvas. A simple overpaint-
ing can be detected without difficulty, as the painting underneath can be
made visible; we ‘X-ray’ it, so to speak. And the art of removing the paint-
ing using chemicals appropriate to the period in art history, without leav-
ing any detectable traces, is mastered by only the very few forgers. And
these artists, in the truest sense of the word, command such high prices
that sometimes it would be better just to buy the original.”
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Lichtenberg was visibly impressed.

In his quiet manner of speaking, the museum director continued his expla-
nations.

“Incidentally, all the truly very expensive paintings are well known. There
are now several comprehensive catalogues raisonnés, so the probability of
a previously unknown Raphael or a Van Gogh, for example, turning up is
virtually zero.”

“And do you have any idea who copied this ‘legitimate duplicate’, as you
call it — which everyone has hitherto regarded as the original? It must sure-
ly be a true master.”

“Fortunately, that’s easy to find out, as the copyist has marked the painting
as his own work. His signature is correctly placed next to the painter’s
name.”

“So good copyists have a reputation, so to speak?”

“Yes, certainly. And I recognise his signature, as he’s a copyist who lives
and works in this city.”

“Have you been in touch with him yet?”

“No, not yet. I would like to avoid any publicity or public disclosure of
this fact, and I ask you too, Commissioner, to help me with this. It would
cause a scandal that would seriously damage the museum’s reputation and
open the door to absurd suspicions.”

A large proportion of our paintings had been taken away by Soviet troops
after the war as so-called ‘trophies of victory’ or ‘looted art’, and we only
got most of these paintings back after ten years. If one of these paintings is
now revealed to be a copy, what do you think will happen?”’

“I understand — no press release, and no other ‘insiders’ unless absolutely
necessary.”

“That’s why I haven’t made contact with the well-known forger either; my
position is far too high-profile for that. And, if I may add, I have no expe-
rience of investigations of this sort.”

“Did anything else strike you as odd?”
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“Not really, because in our experience it’s actually quite normal for it not
to be one of our famous paintings, as you might perhaps expect.”

“Well, I do find that rather remarkable.”

“I do understand what you mean, but the logic is different. There are all
sorts of prints of the famous paintings, right up to posters that are almost
life-size. It’s precisely the lesser-known paintings — which do, of course,
have their own admirers — that aren’t featured in art catalogues, or at most
appear as a small black-and-white reproduction, and so a copy becomes
necessary. It has become very rare for paintings to be copied, as photo-
graphs and large prints serve a similar purpose and are cheaper than the
work of a copyist, but it still happens from time to time. And incidentally,
some of the enthusiasts who have a copy made do want to give the impres-
sion that they own an original. But if someone, to give just any example,
were to claim to have the original of the Sistine Madonna hanging at
home, they would not be able to convince anyone with even a modicum of
education that this were true.”

“Quite unlike counterfeiters,” laughed Lichtenberg, “who only use the
best-known and most widely circulated banknotes!”

“Yet these are not originals, whose distinctive character lies precisely in
their uniqueness.”

“You’re quite right. These days, from an economic point of view, only
items that are sufficiently widespread are counterfeited — but, because
they’re too expensive, people don’t buy the originals and so the cheaper,
counterfeit versions still find enough buyers.”

“And if I’m not mistaken, at least in the case of the replicated banknotes,
these are, in the strict sense of the word, no longer forgeries, but actually
copies — albeit merely photocopies. Have you had a chance to look at our
copy yet?”

“Well,” Lichtenberg furrowed his brow slightly, looking a bit embar-
rassed, “I rarely get the chance to go to the museum.”

“Fortunately, if I may say so with regard to your working hours?”

“You may.”
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“Well then, let’s do something together to further your professional devel-
opment.”

Professor Heinrich stood up, and after Lichtenberg had stowed his packet
of cigars in his coat pocket, the two men walked through the staff entrance
into the exhibition rooms.

Lichtenberg, who had in fact never been to this museum before, even
though — or perhaps precisely because — he lived in this city, decided after
seeing just a few rooms that he would come here again with his wife, in a
private capacity, for the director was striding briskly through the rooms
and Lichtenberg did not want to ask him to linger and provide explana-
tions.

When they stopped in front of the painting in question, the museum at-
tendant wondered why this particular painting was so important that a visi-
tor had already asked him such a strange question about it that day and the
director was standing in front of it for the second time that day. He kept a
respectful distance, however, so that, unfortunately, he could not hear what
the two men were talking about.

The professor explained to Lichtenberg: ‘Christ with Mary and Martha,
painted in 1734 by Louis Silvestre.’

‘Well, that’s not quite right,” Lichtenberg couldn’t help muttering.

“Of course! This painting is a copy, painted by Heinrich Balthus.” He
pointed to the lower left-hand corner. “Look, he’s clearly signed it here.”

Inspector Lichtenberg had to lean in closer to examine the spot properly.

“It’s not actually very easy to make out, though. But that’s hardly surpris-
ing; otherwise, it would surely have been noticed sooner.”

He straightened up again with a slight groan.

“When I think that the painting — the original, that is — is already 260 years
old, my bones ache even more,” he groaned.

“Is there anything special about this painting?” This was the second time
that question had been asked that day.
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“We don’t know. The subject has been painted several times by various
artists of that period. It depicts Jesus’ visit to Martha, who had welcomed
him as a guest. ‘And she had a sister called Mary, who sat at Jesus’ feet
and listened to his words. But Martha was busy serving him,” as it says in
the Bible. When Martha asks her sister to help her in the kitchen, Jesus re-
fuses. In the painting, you can see Martha, painted in darker tones, posi-
tioned between Christ and Mary, who are both painted in lighter tones.
Christ’s pointing gesture holds Martha back, thus preventing her from
pushing her way between him and his disciple Mary, who is kneeling be-
fore him.”

“To quote Bertolt Brecht: ‘And one sees only those who stand in the light;
those in the shadows remain unseen.’

“That certainly wasn’t what the painter meant in his day. It was surely in-
tended to highlight Mary, as his disciple and the forerunner of nuns; that is
why she is seated in the light. But from today’s perspective, and if you cite
the ‘proletarian’ reference, one can certainly interpret it in the way you
suggest: that Martha, standing in the shadows—the labourer—is actually
the central figure, in the sense that, from the perspective of the established
church, she remains in the dark.”

“I was just saying...”

“Please don’t apologise, Inspector. The historical impact of paintings over
the centuries is a fascinating chapter in art history. And there’s no reason
not to turn a new page.”

“Could this interpretation possibly be the motive?”
“The motive for swapping the original for a copy?”

The director thought for a moment. Then he shook his head. “I’ve never
heard of that as a motive for art theft — and that is what we’re dealing with
here — before. But do we ever really know the true motives of individual
people? Is it possible? It’s certainly possible.”

“Perhaps the copyist can help us. If you could give me his address, we
might be none the wiser after I’ve visited him.”
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“Certainly, Inspector. But I would urge you once again, if possible, to en-
sure that only those people for whom it is absolutely unavoidable are made
aware of our problem.”

“Well, I don’t know if I can stop my boss from issuing his beloved press
releases, but I’'m happy to give it a go.”

It was a so-called middle-class turn-of-the-century house, whose fa-
cades had immortalised in stone the individual style of the builders —
and often the owners — of that era. A large covered terrace in the
ground floor, facing the garden, and a spacious veranda on the first
floor.

Even from a distance, it was clear that there was a studio on the top floor
of the house. The large sloping glass windows in the converted attic were
also clearly visible from the street and, for that reason alone, set this house
apart from the neighbouring buildings.

‘If you haven’t inherited something like that, with my salary you can only
dream of a house like this,” Lichtenberg thought to himself as he looked at
the two doorbell buttons.

Both looked as though, over the decades they had evidently been fixed in
this spot, they had formed an intimate bond with the ground beneath them.

‘Schorlemer’, read the lower plaque; ‘Balthus’ on the upper one. He
pressed briefly on the button next to the upper plaque. He could hear the
doorbell ringing inside the house all the way out on the street.

No one answered. He pressed the doorbell again, this time for longer. To
no avail.

“Well, now that I’'m here...”, and he pressed the lower doorbell button.
Nothing happened.

“One last try...” Lichtenberg waited.

Just as he’d decided to leave, the front door opened and an old man ap-
proached the garden gate.
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“I’m sorry, I was asleep, and I don’t think I heard you ring straight away.”
“Well, I must apologise for disturbing you during your afternoon nap.”
“How can I help you?”

“My name is Lichtenberg. I was actually looking for Mr Balthus, but as
nobody answered the door, I took the liberty of ringing your bell. Mr
Schorlemer?”

“Both, sir, both. Schorlemer and Balthus. Schorlemer is my civil name,
Balthus the one I use for art. Please do come in.”

He opened the garden gate, and Lichtenberg followed him the short way to
the front door, imitating the host by carefully wiping his outdoor shoes on
the doormat before entering the house.

In the entrance hall, the inspector stopped, breathless. He hadn’t expected
this.

About twenty, he estimated, old bicycles hung from the ceiling in the large
stairwell. The old man noticed his astonishment and his hesitation to con-
tinue.

“How do you like my installation?”
“I’m a bit surprised, if I may say so.”

“Wouldn’t you have expected it from an ‘old codger’ like me?” He
grinned broadly from ear to ear, delighted by the obvious astonishment.

“Well, young man, now do close your mouth again. Time turns like a
wheel. Only it remains ever new, whilst we and our technology grow ob-
solete and rust away. Come along, let’s go to the studio, since you wanted
to see Balthus.”

Lichtenberg, strangely touched at being called a ‘young man’ in his mid-
forties, adjusted his perspective to that of the man who was probably in his
seventies — and then it seemed quite justified. ‘It’s always a question of the
history of reception and the viewer’s perspective,” the museum director
would have said at that moment.
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The whole house, just like the old man, made a very well-kept impression.
None of the wooden steps creaked, and the breathing of the two men as
they climbed the stairs was the loudest sound in the quiet stairwell.

The afternoon sun shone through the large glass windows as they entered
the studio, and Lichtenberg, slightly dazzled by the contrast with the sub-
dued light of the stairwell, closed his eyes.

‘I don’t come up here very often anymore. As you get older, your hands
don’t really want to guide the fine brushes anymore. But’, he laughed,
‘fortunately, art nowadays allows for somewhat coarser work as well.’

The studio was almost empty.
“So, what brings me the honour?”

“I’d like to have an old painting copied, and you were recommended to me
as the best copyist in town.”

“Oh yes, the old days. That was how I earned my living — copying the old
masters. In a city with so many museums and famous paintings, there were
fortunately always plenty of commissions.”

“Your signature, ‘K. v. B.’, is, of course, well known.”

“That’s right. I always signed my copies. So that people wouldn’t mistake
them for the originals. In all modesty, sometimes I wish I’d been born in a
different century. There, I wouldn’t have been a copyist, but would have
painted the originals myself. But well, the age of copying is over now
too.”

“You’re not working any more?”’

“As I said, my hands won’t let me anymore. And I have a good reputation
to lose. So, I’d rather keep my hands off it.”

Lichtenberg wasn’t quite sure what to do next. He’d lost the thread of the
conversation and was wondering which direction to take without having to
reveal his real purpose.

The old painter unwittingly helped him out of his predicament.
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“Which painting would you have liked to have copied?”

“Christ with Mary and Martha by Louis Silvestre.” The old man looked at
him thoughtfully.

“Is there a particular reason why you want this painting?”

“No, not really; I just like it very much, and as there are no reproductions
of'it, I thought... But why do you ask?”

“It’s the last painting I copied. Four years ago. [ haven’t worked on copies
of the Old Masters since then.”

Lichtenberg was delighted. He seemed to be on the right track and tried to
make his voice sound as innocuous as possible.

“And you can’t help me with that now?”
“I don’t think so, young man.”
Balthus fell silent, and Lichtenberg certainly didn’t want to disturb him.

“But wait, perhaps there is a way after all for you to get a copy. My client
at the time was also an elderly man, and perhaps you could buy the copy I
painted for him back then, or he might bequeath it to you.”

“Do you still remember who you made the copy for?”

“Yes, of course.” The old painter stood up and walked over to a desk on
which lay a large folio. He looked for a specific page, read it, and turned
back to the inspector.

Muttering casually, “Actually, I didn’t really need to check; I just wanted
to make sure of the address,” he sat down again at the small table.

“It was for Mr Sommerfeld. He was the museum attendant in the relevant
department at the time. A good four years ago, a few months before he re-
tired, he commissioned me to do it.”

Balthus seemed lost in thought. “Yes, Silvester Sommerfeld — he had a
special relationship with his paintings. Whilst I was working at the muse-
um, he would often stand behind me after his shift and make sure I was
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doing everything correctly. It turned out to be one of my best pieces of
work. And if you’d seen the original and the copy side by side, you
wouldn’t have been able to tell which was the original and which was the

copy.”
“If only that man knew how right he is,” Lichtenberg thought to himself.

“Unfortunately, I myself haven’t quite made it to ‘museum standard’. You
see, even though some people think museums are the mortuaries of art, for
me as a painter it would be the highest honour to be so publicly recog-
nised.”

There was a wistful note in his voice.

“Perhaps after my death? Every artist can harbour this hope and take it
with them to the grave, for it is, after all, the consolation for those who fail
in life that they will do so after their death. There are, of course, plenty of
examples of this.”

A faint longing became apparent.

“You know, Inspector, the most famous Russian art museum, the Tretya-
kov Gallery, only admits those who have died. As a living person, you
don’t stand a chance.”

Lichtenberg felt a slight pang of conscience at having promised the muse-
um director he wouldn’t say anything. How gladly he would have made
the old painter happy by telling him that he had already attained this high-
est honour. It would certainly have pleased him.

But at the same time, he was aware that it was precisely this joy and pride
that would lead to the information being widely circulated. That had to be
avoided.

“Young man,” Balthus raised his index finger to be sure of the inspector’s
attention, “you’ll see for yourself one day!”

Lichtenberg resolved to tell the old painter later on — once the original had
been retrieved and time had allowed the matter to blow over — just how
good he actually was.

For now, he merely cleared his throat.
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“I don’t want to take up too much of your time, Mr Balthus. Could you
write down Mr Sommerfeld’s address for me?”

The old man muttered something along the lines of, “Young people never
have any time,” but went over to his desk and wrote down the requested
address.

“Please give my regards to Sommerfeld. He hasn’t had an easy life either.”

With that, he accompanied Lichtenberg down the staircase and out to the
garden gate.

“Do get in touch, Mr Lichtenberg. I do like to know where my work is!”

“Certainly, Mr Balthus, I shall,” assured the inspector, and he knew he
meant it

The address he’d jotted down turned out to be a simple housing estate
home. Situated in the middle of a row of houses, the sort built in the
1920s as model housing estates.

“S. Sommerfeld” was written on the doorplate, and shortly after he rang
the bell, the door was opened. A tall, broad-shouldered man stood in the
doorway and looked at the inspector with an interested, questioning ex-
pression.

“I’m sorry to disturb you. I’d like to speak to Mr Sommerfeld.”
“He’s standing right in front of you. What’s this about, please?”

Lichtenberg hadn’t given any thought to how he intended to proceed. The
case was too unusual for him to have had any specific experience of what
course of action would be most sensible. Now that he was standing in front
of this friendly man, he knew what he had to do. Straight to the point.

He reached into the breast pocket of his jacket and pulled out his police
ID. “Criminal Investigation Department.”

The man in the doorway stood as if frozen. The colour slowly drained
from his face and he stared at Lichtenberg expressionlessly.
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The situation was becoming too unclear for the inspector. He looked the
man straight in the face and said just one word: “New Year’s Eve”.

Sommerfeld immediately lowered his eyes and gave no response. He ges-
tured towards the interior of the house: “Please do come in.”

In the living room, he offered the inspector an armchair.

“Please excuse me for keeping you waiting outside. I did suspect that I
would only have a limited amount of time, but I had hoped it wouldn’t be
quite so soon before you, or one of your colleagues, came to see me.”

With that, he walked over to a wall with drawn curtains — behind which
the inspector had suspected there were further windows — and pulled the
curtain aside. “I have to protect them, after all.”

“Good heavens,” the inspector blurted out.

There hung the painting he was supposed to find. He hadn’t imagined it
would be quite so simple.

Quietly, almost in a whisper, Silvester Sommerfeld replied to the inspec-
tor: “Fate grants mortals only a limited time.”

Lichtenberg hadn’t been listening at all, so intently was he focused on the
painting. He turned to his host.

“Would you please help me take the painting off the wall?”
“Of course. That’s only right. You’ll want to see for yourself, I’m sure.”

They carefully lifted the painting off the wall, and the inspector examined
the back. There it was: ‘peint par Louis Silvestre a Dresde 1734°, just as
the museum director had described it to him.

Sommerfeld interrupted his train of thought: “May I offer you a coffee?”
“Gladly. Black for me, please.”

Whilst the former museum guard was busy in the kitchen, the inspector
took his time looking around the room.
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With the curtain drawn back, the large painting completely dominated the
room’s atmosphere. The room was furnished in a practical and comforta-
ble manner, yet something made it clear that a woman’s loving touch was
missing. Perhaps because everything was too functional?

He looked through the windows into the small garden and wondered what
might have prompted this simple man, who made an honest impression, to
plan, organise and ultimately carry out an art theft. It was, after all, no easy
task. And what if this curious visitor hadn’t looked so closely?

“I’'m afraid I don’t have any fresh pastries in the house. Would you like
some?” With that, the host placed a tray with cups, a coffee pot and a plate
of cake slice on the table.

He sat down in the armchair opposite.
“Are you going to arrest me now?”

“Nobody is taken into custody that quickly, Mr Sommerfeld. There would
be no grounds for it. You’ve confessed...,” Sommerfeld nodded, “you
have a permanent address...,” another nod, “and if I’'m not mistaken,
there’s no risk of you absconding?”

“NO 2

“Of course, where on earth would you disappear to with such a large paint-
ing?” He looked thoughtfully at Sommerfeld, who was slowly pouring the
coffee. Only a close look revealed a tremor in his hand.

“Your first name is Silvester, Mr Sommerfeld?”
“Yes. My first name is Silvester.”

“Does that first name have anything to do with the painting hanging on the
wall there?”

“You could say that.”
Silvester Sommerfeld searched for the right words.

“You see, I'm not used to talking much, and it’s a long story — how shall I
put it? — the story of my life. If you’d like to hear it?”
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“If you’d do me the favour?”

Silvester Sommerfeld talked all afternoon; evening fell whilst he spoke.
Lichtenberg asked only a few questions, smoked his dark cigars and drank
coffee. It was only when the streetlights came on that they realised they
were sitting in the dark, and Sommerfeld switched on the floor lamp.

Silvester seemed glad to be able to tell the inspector about himself.
“What’s going to happen now?” he asked at last.

“I can’t tell you that yet either. I’ll speak to the museum director about it
tomorrow, and we’ll see how things go.”

He looked at Silvester, who had grown on him more and more over the
past few hours. Even though it was a clear breach of the regulations, he
had come to trust Silvester Sommerfeld, and the story of his life had
moved him so much that he decided not to have the painting seized.

He pointed to the painting, which was still hanging on the wall. “Well
then, let’s hang it back in its place,” he urged Sommerfeld, who looked
surprised. Sommerfeld happily reached for it, and carefully they hooked
the fastening wires back onto the wall hooks.

“I’1l pop round again tomorrow afternoon and let you know what’s come
of it. Try to get some sleep. I’ll put in a good word for you.”

“Thank you, Inspector. And good night.”

This time, Lichtenberg had left his cigars at home; he sat in the muse-
um director’s visitor’s armchair and recounted the events of the previ-
ous day — his visits to Balthus and Silvester Sommerfeld.

“Sometimes one wonders whether parents have any inkling of the fate they
are setting their child up for when they give them a name.”

“You mean Silvester Sommerfeld?”’
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“Yes, of course. Let me give you a brief summary of his story, and then
you’ll understand why this art theft took place.”

“Shall I have some coffee brought round?”’

“Good idea!” Lichtenberg settled himself comfortably and began: “Sil-
vester Sommerfeld valued his work above all else. As a child, he had
sometimes suffered from the teasing when people would shout after him in
unison: ‘Silvester! Silvester!” The adults would always look around curi-
ously, wondering why a choir of children was chanting ‘Silvester’ in the
middle of July. But once they’d been told the reason, they’d always laugh.
As he saw it, at his expense. So, he developed an aversion to being the
centre of attention and would step aside rather than push his way to the
front.

Was it his fault that he’d happened to be born on 31 December and his
parents saw nothing wrong with naming him that? Other parents, they al-
ways explained to him when he asked — those whose children were born
on 24 December — would also name their children Christian, Melchior or
Balthasar; it was exactly the same, and who would want to be ashamed of
their date of birth?

He didn’t like abbreviations of his name, so the attempt by well-meaning
friends, who knew of his plight, to call him Silvio, fell on deaf ears, and he
remained the unfortunate Silvester.

That changed on the day he visited your museum with his father, trudging
along rather bored, holding his father’s hand. They were all huge oil paint-
ings, and as a child they seemed even bigger to him, depicting old men and
women and landscapes, all wearing wigs — not all of them, not the land-
scapes of course, but the men. Strangely enough, the women hardly wore
wigs at all, just elaborate hairstyles, the sort he’d never seen on his mother.
But who would want to understand that?

And whilst the museum guide was talking about the paintings, he wasn’t
listening. He wanted to get out into the sunshine; he didn’t want to be
stuck there with those huge paintings. His initial interest in the fact that
kings and queens were depicted in the paintings soon faded, because that
couldn’t possibly be right. None of them were wearing a crown.
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“Here!” he called out loudly when the museum guide mentioned his name
and he was startled out of his daze.

All the visitors had turned to look at him and were smiling. He could have
sunk into the ground, and the fact that his father, noticing his embarrass-
ment, proudly announced, ‘My son’s name is Silvester too. Just like that
famous painter!’, made things worse for him rather than helping.

The visitors turned back to the paintings, and his father’s nudge — “You
daydreamer, don’t fall asleep on your feet!” — brought him fully awake.

“Yes, ladies and gentlemen, the famous Silvestre painted these pictures,
and that is why we still know today what King Augustus II and King Au-
gustus III looked like, for, as we all know, photography was not invented
until later. And how skilfully this painter has depicted the majesty of our
King and Elector Augustus! Everything we can read about King August
pales in comparison to how Silvestre painted him and how he was able to
capture everything that lay just beneath the surface. These paintings do not
limit our imagination; they inspire it and open the gateway to the past for
us, the later generations!”

With murmurs of approval — “Truly so” and “How fortunate that these
paintings have been preserved for us” — the visitors agreed with the mu-
seum guide. Everyone moved on.

Only Silvester remained rooted to the spot. No one had laughed, no one
had smiled at the name Silvester, as if to say, ‘But it’s not Silvester at all’.

He looked at the labels attached beneath the paintings to make sure he’d
heard correctly. Indeed, there it was written: ‘Silvestre the Younger. Noli
me tangere. 1735°.

And on the label of the next painting, the same name.

One by one, he went through all the paintings; he didn’t look at the paint-
ings themselves, only at the small labels, and his name was on every one
of them.

It did strike him as odd that his name hadn’t been spelled quite correctly,
but he didn’t mind if the ‘r’ wasn’t always at the end, and so had simply
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swapped places with the ‘e’, which was tired of always being squeezed in
somewhere. It was his name, and everyone had admired it.

The misfortune of his name had turned to his advantage. He became im-
mune to all attempts at teasing, and so the attempts grew increasingly rare
until they finally ceased altogether.

Whenever he had time, Silvester would now visit the museum housing the
‘Old Masters’, as they are reverently called.”

Lichtenberg paused in his story and sipped his coffee thoughtfully.

“No, that wasn’t quite right; he only visited that one room. The many other
rooms were merely a passageway for him, a route to that room. There was
a single exception to this: the entrance hall, though he would only learn of
this later; there hung Silvestre’s most famous painting, the one the muse-
um guide had spoken of at the time: King Augustus II of Poland on Horse-
back.

As long as he was small enough, he didn’t have to pay an admission fee.
And although the museum attendants had initially observed him very
closely and critically, puzzled by his early interest in the ‘Old Masters’,
they soon realised that he always hurried through the rooms without a sec-
ond glance, lingering nowhere - neither before the Raphaels, nor the Ru-
bens, the Diirers, the Cranachs, nor any of the others with even more fa-
mous names; he always went straight to ‘his’ room and sat there quietly,
looking at the paintings; and only occasionally, as if he’d forgotten some-
thing, would he read the small plaques beneath them — which he already
knew by heart — before leaving the museum again straight away after a
while.

He was a welcome guest, quiet and unobtrusive, and only if he was unable
to come for a week would the attendants wonder whether something had
happened to him. But the following week he would return, smile quietly at
them, and they were satisfied.

As he grew older and would have had to pay admission, he worked out
when the entrance guards had their ‘changing of the guard’ and how to slip
past them unnoticed.
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The museum attendants had, in the meantime, got into the habit of always
popping into ‘his’ room one last time at the end of their shift to check
whether he was still sitting there, after he had once nearly been locked in
and it was only the cleaning crew who had discovered him there after the
museum had closed.

He rarely took part in the activities of his peers, and although he was
friendly and self-assured and many people liked him, he had only a few
friends.

Had anyone asked him, and had he been aware of himself, he would prob-
ably have said: ‘The paintings are my friends’. He knew them intimately,
every single one, over the years, in all light and at all times of day, in eve-
ry season, and they never disappointed him. Whenever he discovered
something new about them, his bond with them only grew stronger.

By now, his habit had become well known, and although no one could
quite understand it, everyone who knew about it accepted him, for who did
he harm by it? Other pensive boys went fishing; why shouldn’t he go to
the museum?

He no longer even had to sneak past the entrance security. The attendants
greeted him warmly by name and didn’t ask for his ticket.

So, it came as no surprise to anyone when, after finishing school, he ex-
pressed a desire to become a museum attendant and applied for the post
when a vacancy arose.

It surprised the director at the time that he made the request — or, to be
more precise, set the condition — that he would only work in the area that
included ‘his’ room. Although he did not actually refer to it as ‘his’ room,
he defined the rooms very precisely: five rooms, which was the standard
beat for a museum attendant, and only a few people knew that ‘his’ room
was among them. The older attendants, who knew about him, agreed that
he should be given this fixed area and put in a good word for him, so that
your predecessor’s predecessor as director gave his approval.

Silvester Sommerfeld cherished his work above all else. Especially the
early morning hours. When he entered the museum, he would greet ‘Good
morning, August 2’ to his right and ‘Good morning, August 3’ to his left.
Only on the days of their deaths, 1 February and 5 October, would he
pause briefly, would glance at the portrait of the relevant Elector
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and King and say quietly: ‘Well, Your Majesty, how are we getting on?
Well, we’re all getting older; that’s only human’. Then he climbed the
steps up to the skylight, into the heavenly realm of art, then up the stair-
case to the second floor and entered his own section, greeted “Good morn-
ing, Martha” and checked that everything was just as he had left it the pre-
vious evening.

This was his spiritual home, his refuge, and he savoured the time until the
gallery opened to visitors. Until then, he was in a world of his own.

No, he had nothing against visitors, as long as they came and went. He
stayed.

He and his Martha. He had grown fond of this image, of this woman who
stood there so full of expectation and had to remain in the semi-darkness.
All the visitors looked to Jesus and Mary; for him, only Martha mattered.

He could confide his worries to her, and she listened to him patiently. It
didn’t bother him that she couldn’t reply that she remained silent. He had
learnt all too well from his own experience that one can only give oneself
an answer; the other person is merely a medium through which one finds
one’s way to oneself. For him, that medium was Martha.

When visitors arrived, he observed them with cautious friendliness and felt
proud whenever they praised Silvestre. It moved him when strangers spoke
of him with respect.

The years passed, and over time the old colleagues who had known him in
his youth and understood his idiosyncrasies had retired.

On the anniversary of Auguste’s death each year, it became ever clearer to
him just how much faster he himself was ageing. The paintings were al-
ready two hundred and fifty years old and still had a long life ahead of
them. They had survived wars and had returned time and again to their
home. He became aware of their immortality, and when he spoke to Mar-
tha about it, she could give him no answer.

That did not diminish his love for her. Immortals, after all, do not speak to
mortals. As long as he could simply speak to her, that would be enough for
him.
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Even when the paintings were moved to another museum because the ‘Old
Masters’ building was in urgent need of restoration, Silvester Sommerfeld
accompanied them.

Over the years, he imperceptibly moved the barrier cord, which kept visi-
tors at a distance from the paintings, slowly further and further into the
room.

It was precision work, down to the millimetre. Not even the cleaning
crews noticed the gradual change. Silvester wanted more and more to en-
sure that visitors could come ever less close to his Martha.

Silvester Sommerfeld never married. There had indeed been women in his
life, but they had all failed because of his love for Martha. He never quar-
relled with her; there were no disagreements. She always listened to him
patiently, without interrupting him. No mortal love could compete with
that. When the first heated argument arose, he parted ways with his wife.

Four years ago, when your predecessor remarked kindly to Silvester one
day that he would soon be reaching his well-deserved retirement, a shadow
fell over his life.

He didn’t know how to tell Martha that he would soon no longer be able to
be with her all the time.

Even though he would be able to visit more often after his retirement, he
couldn’t come as often as he wanted to. Becoming the laughingstock of his
colleagues was only one aspect of it. More important — almost painful —
was the future, the absence of that quiet time in the mornings, before the
visitors arrived, when he could tell her everything.

Now he stood there, not knowing how to break the news to her.

As he wandered back and forth in front of the pictures, lost in thought, he
heard a soft woman’s voice: ‘Silvester?’

“Yes, Martha.”

Silvester spoke without surprise, for who else but his wife would be speak-
ing to him here?

“Silvester, take me with you. I’'m begging you, take me with you to your
place.”
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“Of course, if that’s all right with you.”

He himself would not have dared to entertain such a possibility. It would
have been too bitter for him if the thought were never to become reality;
and besides, he couldn’t simply take her with him. Perhaps she didn’t even
want to. And what was this wonderful woman doing in the shadows? For
the first time in all the years he’d spoken to her and told her things — and
had been content simply for her to listen to him — for the first time that
he’d needed an answer from someone other than himself, she spoke to
him.”

Inspector Lichtenberg paused for a long time.

“The rest is more — how shall I put it — the technical aspects. He had
Balthus, whom he knew from his earlier copying work at the museum,
make a copy for him. As Balthus told me, with the help of Sommerfeld,
who watched his every move very closely, it became one of his finest
pieces.”

The director interrupted the account.

“But if he’d already had the copy made, and this copy was so successful,
why did he swap it for the original? That could cost him his pension!”

“I asked him that too, and do you know what he replied? That the copy
lacked spirit; he couldn’t speak to it as he could to the original.”

“Perhaps Sommerfeld is describing exactly what we seek in art? A spiritu-
al counterpart to ourselves?”’

Both men fell silent.
After a few minutes, the inspector broke the silence.

“Nor can we assume that he acted deliberately. It hadn’t been his intention
from the outset to swap the copy for the original. It was only once the copy
was finished that the problem of perception became apparent to him. All
the conservators, and Balthus himself, admired the copy; as we know, he
had executed it exceptionally well. After finishing work, Silvester went, as
he always did whilst working on the copy, to the conservators’ room,
where the original had been brought there and where Balthus had worked.
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Everything had already been prepared for the copy to be taken away. The
original was standing near the door to the exhibition rooms. The curator
had already given instructions for it to be reframed and returned to its
place the following morning, and the copy was standing by the lift. The
protective film for transport lay ready beside it. Silvester was alone in the
room.”

Professor Heinrich interrupted the inspector: “But that’s not on. That’s a
blatant breach of this building’s most basic security regulations!”

Lichtenberg remained unperturbed.

“Director, you’re quite right! However, real-life practice doesn’t always
conform to security regulations. Silvester was well known and well-liked
in the building, and he was, after all, Balthus’s client, which everyone re-
spected even more. During his breaks and after work, he would be in the
conservators’ room to watch Balthus at work and correct him if necessary.
It had become normal for everyone that he was there, and nobody really
noticed him coming and going anymore. You know yourself that the secu-
rity guards are quite low down in the museum hierarchy.”

Professor Heinrich was getting impatient. “Yes, yes. But what did Som-
merfeld do then?”

“You won’t believe it, but he placed the original next to the lift and the
copy next to the door to the exhibition rooms. He then draped the protec-
tive film over the original.”

“Didn’t he feel he was doing anything wrong?”

“Well, I asked him that too. His answer was simple. He wanted to let fate
decide. It was, so to speak, an offer to Martha to see if she really wanted to
accompany him. If it came to pass, it was the right thing to do; if not, it
just meant someone hadn’t been paying attention, and everything would
have been reversed for him without any problems.”

“And?”
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“Lichtenberg took a big sip of coffee and smiled thoughtfully at the head-
master, knowing his answer.

“The next morning, the copy was framed and the original packed away.”
“And nobody noticed a thing? Nobody?”

“Apparently not. After all, everything was in order and there was nothing
out of the ordinary to notice! And your skilled workers aren’t art histori-
ans, are they? They didn’t notice anything either. What were they sup-
posed to have noticed, anyway? Sitting at a desk, the world often looks
more orderly and sensible than it actually is.”

Whilst Lichtenberg continued, the director gazed out of the window, lost
in thought.

“In the museum, he then made sure that the painting was always posi-
tioned with its back to the wall, so that no one could notice the missing la-
bel.”

Professor Heinrich was clearly dismayed.
“Was it really that simple?”

“‘Simple’ is perhaps not quite the right word. Sommerfeld had an excellent
knowledge of the premises and schedules; he was, as it were, ‘part of the
family’ himself; he held no prominent position in the museum’s hierarchy
and could always be present without arousing suspicion. And, after all,
nothing was missing. It was, therefore, a unique and exceptional situation
that only one of the museum staff themselves could exploit so compara-
tively easily. You can’t blame your predecessor for that.”

Lichtenberg added: ‘There are simply no safeguards against decisions of
fate.”

“Well! He certainly gave it a helping hand, though. Don’t go saying he’s
innocent as well.”

Lichtenberg had no answer for the director.

“I told him that I’d be speaking to you today and would then pop round to
see him to report back on what had come of it.”
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“Hmm,” Heinrich pondered.
“Does he live very far away?”
“About ten minutes by car.”

“Good! Let’s drive over to his place. It’s more important to me now that
we sort this matter out than to sit here at my desk. And if I drive with you
myself, we can maintain the discretion we’ve had so far more easily than if
we bring someone else in.”

8 Silvester Sommerfeld wasn’t surprised when the inspector didn’t turn
up alone. He knew immediately who the man accompanying Lichten-
berg was: “Even though I would have preferred different circumstanc-
es, you to meet you, Professor, I’'m delighted. You only became direc-
tor after my time here, so I’ve only seen your photograph in the news-

paper.”

“We obviously don’t pay enough attention to our ‘alumni’. Thank you for
the criticism. I’ll try to change that.”

Now Lichtenberg stepped in after all, to break the ice between the two
men.

“Would you please show us the photograph, Mr Sommerfeld?”
“Of course. Please excuse me. Do come into my living room.”

He drew the curtain aside and the headmaster examined the picture very
carefully. “As far as I can tell from a cursory glance, it’s in perfect condi-
tion.”

“You can rest assured of that, Professor. I’ve always guarded it like the
apple of my eye. It would have been the worst thing imaginable for me if
anything had happened to the painting.”

“I understand, Sommerfeld. But what were your actual intentions? Did you
intend to return the painting to the museum at some point?”’
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Instead of answering, Silvester went over to the small cupboard standing
in the corner by the window, pulled out a drawer and took out an envelope,
which he handed to the professor.

On the front, it was clearly legible: ‘My Will’.
“Please open the envelope and read for yourself what I had in mind.”

Professor Heinrich did as Silvester had asked and skimmed through the
lines. He looked up and met Silvester’s gaze.

“You are an honest man, Mr Sommerfeld; that is to your credit. Unfortu-
nately, however, you have overlooked one thing. If we were to proceed as
you have stipulated, the whole matter would become public knowledge.
For whilst it is all very well that the painting is to be handed over to the
museum after your death, the executor, your relatives and everyone who
hears of it will ask questions about how the painting came into your pos-
session, and why the museum allowed an original to be removed whilst a
copy hung in the museum that everyone regarded as the original. No, un-
fortunately, that won’t do.”

Lichtenberg intervened once more.

“Let’s get one thing straight: no financial loss has been incurred, as the
painting is undamaged. Mr Sommerfeld is not denying anything and has
ensured that the painting will be returned to the museum after his death. Is
that correct?”

He looked questioningly at the director.
“That’s correct. But what are you getting at?”’

“In this case, let’s put it this way, there’s no art theft involved, but rather
something somewhere between gross mischief, fraud and fraudulent mis-
representation. As Mr Sommerfeld has no previous convictions, he would,
if he were to be punished at all for such — essentially minor — offences...”

“I don’t want Mr Sommerfeld to be punished; I want to find a way for us
to return the painting to the museum without causing a stir.”
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Silvester, who had remained silent until then and had felt a weight lifted
from his shoulders when it became clear that neither man was interested in
criminal prosecution, now spoke up.

“Perhaps in the same way [ managed to sneak it out back then?”

The headmaster looked at Sommerfeld blankly, whilst the inspector burst
out laughing.

“There we have the offence in the perpetrator’s own words: smuggling!”
He was clearly amused.

“But how on earth could it be possible to ‘smuggle a painting back’?”
“Professor, you can’t see the wood for the trees!”
“What?”

“Well, you do sometimes lend paintings to other museums or for special
exhibitions, don’t you?”

“Reluctantly and rarely.”

“Well, give your protective instincts a little nudge and ask your colleagues
whether they’d like to organise an exhibition on a theme for which you
could lend some of Silvestre’s paintings. That would give you a good rea-
son to take the painting out of the museum, and if you and Mr Sommerfeld
work well together, it won’t be difficult for you to swap the paintings
back.”

“I didn’t need to prompt that. I’'m constantly receiving enquiries, which I
normally turn down. Among the enquiries I’ve received recently, there are
two relating to Baroque paintings.”

He turned to Silvester.
“Would you be involved?”
“Yes, of course; I can offer you expert advice on the matter.”

As all three men laughed, their tension eased, and the director discussed
with Silvester how they might stay in touch.
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As the two of them started talking shop, the inspector took his leave: “I
suppose I’'m no longer needed here.”

Three months later, Inspector Lichtenberg happened to be passing the
museum and decided to pop in to see the director to ask whether eve-
rything had already ‘been sorted out’.

“Thank goodness, nothing has been ‘sorted out’ yet.” The professor smiled
amusedly.

“It all happened very quietly and secretly. You should have seen me, Mr
Sommerfeld and the two conservators I had to let in on the plan, swapping
the two paintings on the lorry after meticulous planning. I never would
have thought I’d one day be active as an ‘art recovery thief’, so to speak.”

The memory of that successful heist clearly still gave him great pleasure.
“So did everything go according to plan?”
The director fell silent at this question.

After some thought, he looked questioningly at the inspector. “Whether it
was right? 1 don’t know. We organised the swap eight weeks ago now;
that’s correct, yes. But...”, and without saying another word, he took a
newspaper clipping from his drawer and handed it to the inspector to read.

“This notice appeared four weeks ago.”

Lichtenberg saw an obituary before him.

“Our uncle Silvester Sommerfeld passed away suddenly and unexpectedly.
God only knows what broke his heart.” O
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First, things turn out differently;

second, because you think.

There are men who always want to know everything, instead of trusting
that things will work themselves out.

Max Offerkamp had to make a great effort not to look up from his
desk. No one was to notice that he was paying more than the usual at-
tention to the conversation between his boss and the inspector than
usual.

“But the evidence is clear!”

“Yes, indeed, Mr Meyer-Zylewski,” Inspector Lichtenberg tried to reas-
sure the head of department at the major bank. “You also acted entirely
correctly when you were called here this morning by the security guard —
who’d been alerted by the cleaner — and rang us straight away. That meant
we were able to be here before everyone started work and ensure that no
evidence was tampered with.”

Department head Meyer-Zylewski was relieved that his decision to act on
his own initiative that morning had been deemed correct.

“Tuesday, the thirteenth of March. If only it had been Friday...” he tried to
counter his nervousness with a failed attempt at humour. He started again.
“Do you think I’ll be able to go back into my office soon?”

“Yes, of course!” Lichtenberg looked around for his assistant. However,
without any apparent success.

“Heitmann?!” This call met with audible success, as his assistant respond-
ed with a clear “Yes, boss!” from inside the head of department’s office
and emerged through the door.

“Has the forensic examination been completed?”
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“Yes, boss. All sorted. Mr Meyer-Zylewski can now please check what’s
been stolen. Then perhaps we’ll be able to make some progress.”

Meyer-Zylewski had nervously interlaced his fingers and was pressing his
hands together to hide his agitation.

“Right, let’s get on with it then,” said Lichtenberg encouragingly, as the
head of department was still hesitating.

“Excuse me, I was just thinking about which of the clients we look after
might have any interest in stealing something. But apart from the estate
agency Hannsmann, which is involved in this financing scandal, I can’t
think of anyone who might have a motive...” With that, Meyer-Zylewski
had disappeared into his office.

Max Offerkamp sat at his desk, gazing thoughtfully after the men who had
disappeared into the room opposite. It had now been just under a week
since the ball had started rolling.

His thoughts drifted back to last Wednesday.

Wednesday, 7 March! Max Offerkamp looked impassively at the wall
calendar hanging opposite his desk, next to his department head’s door.
Ten days from now, his superior, Head of Department Meyer-
Zylewski, still be on holiday. Ten days of relative calm, just like the
past four days.

Most of the companies his department looked after were on their annual
company holidays, and he had been left on ‘stable duty’ to handle day-to-
day business.

‘Stable hand,” Offerkamp had to smile. The best horse in the stable, as she
herself put it — the executive secretary, Ingrid Seligmann — was already
back on the premises. “I am the boss’s eyes and ears” was one of her own,
somewhat presumptuous, descriptions of her role, which some of her col-
leagues maliciously expanded upon, speculating on what else their Ingrid
might like to be. In any case, she was always perfectly informed about
what was going on in the office.
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The ‘mood barometer’, as she was also known, had merely given him a
brief, friendly nod when she left her desk half an hour ago. That was how
things had settled into a routine, without a word. From now on, he oversaw
the department — or, to put it more simply and precisely, he was in charge
of answering the phone.

Max Offerkamp looked at the telephone and couldn’t help but grin. Now
he was, in Ingrid’s words, the ‘head of electronic screening and communi-
cations management’. He let out a stifled sigh. Even though he was the de-
partment head’s right-hand man, this was unfortunately not reflected in his
monthly salary.

Somewhat listlessly, he glanced across the desks in the open-plan office,
which, due to the holiday season, were only about a third full, and was still
undecided as to whether he should read the newspaper first and then deal
with the current tasks, or whether he should do the reverse, when the tele-
phone on his desk rang.

“Hanseatische Bank, Industrial Loans, Offerkamp.”

“Executive Board Secretariat, Miiller-Ingwersen,” he heard the friendly
female voice in his ear. “Mr Offerkamp, I need the documents relating to
the loan for the property firm Hannsmann. You’ll find them in Mr Meyer-
Zylewski’s office. Would you please fetch the documents and bring them
up to me? Dr Schlichting needs the information by ten o’clock. Thank
you.” With that, the line went dead. There was no question whatsoever that
staff would spring into action when the board needed the information.

Offerkamp had already stood up before he’d put the receiver down. The
privileges of being the department head’s right-hand man are sometimes a
nuisance, he thought; they stop you reading the paper. He opened the de-
partment head’s door and opened the large wall cupboard containing the
file folders.

“Hannsmann, Hannsmann,..”. His index finger slid involuntarily along the
spines of the folders, as if he wanted to anchor his gaze. He couldn’t take
his eyes off a spine in the top row. Printed in large type, he read and read
again and again: “Staff appraisals”.
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“Hannsmann, Hannsmann, ...” With that, he pulled out the Hannsmann
file bearing the current year, set it briefly on his desk, closed the cupboard
again, picked up the file he’d set aside and made his way to the executive
secretariat.

“Lost in thought, Mr Offerkamp?” smiled Mrs Miiller-Ingwersen.

“Pardon? Good afternoon...” Offerkamp was startled out of his thoughts.
“The Hannsmann file,” he took a breath, “for the current year.”

The secretary had playfully propped her chin in her hand and was pretend-
ing to scrutinise her colleague. “Mr Offerkamp, one might think you were
in love.”

“Me? But how... Surely not!”

“Yes, yes. You’ve just marched straight in here without knocking, and alt-
hough you seem to be physically present...”

Offerkamp pulled himself together. “I’'m sorry, I was just lost in
thought...”

“No hard feelings, do carry on thinking. And thank you for finding it so
quickly and bringing it round.” With a friendly smile, he hurried away to
escape the secretary’s understanding smile.

“In love!” he thought on his way to his desk. “That’d be nice. But it isn’t.”
Full of determination, he pulled the newspaper out of his briefcase to take
his mind off things and calm his racing heart.

He quickly flicked through the pages until he reached the business section,
his daily must-read. He’d just skimmed the headlines of the ‘short news
items’ when he suddenly paused upon reading ‘Hannsmann Estate Agents
on the brink of closure?’, his eyes practically glued to the lead story on the
business page: ‘Career and Performance Appraisal’.

The print blurred before his eyes. He had been overdue for at least half a
year, or so they said. Before the new branch opened, all his colleagues had
bet that he was tipped for the manager’s post. Those who’d backed him
had lost. A colleague from the personal loans department had won the
race.
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Had the setback in his career, as he perceived it, been down to his apprais-
al? His relationship with the head of department was excellent, and he was
also well-regarded amongst his colleagues, who considered him compe-
tent. But why had he been passed over? Was he not considered qualified
enough? Did his boss harbour reservations about him that he simply hadn’t
voiced?

The ringing of the telephone interrupted his thoughts.
“Hanseatische Bank, Industrial Loans, Offerkamp.”

“Mr Offerkamp, I need the other annual reports for Immobilien Hanns-
mann, please. Would you be so kind? It’s urgent!” There seemed to be a
slight sense of urgency in the executive secretary’s voice. Offerkamp re-
mained seated. He had to make up his mind first.

Then he stood up, walked the few steps to the door of the head of depart-
ment’s office, made sure the secretary was out of sight, opened the door,
went inside, closed the door again just enough so that it was still ajar, and
opened the large filing cabinet. He took out five Hannsmann folders and
placed them on the nearby desk; then he pulled out the ‘Staff Appraisals’
folder, removed the filed covers, placed them on the five Hannsmann, put
the empty folder back into the cabinet, and carried the five desired fold-
ers—with the unwanted file covers resting on top of them—to his desk to
set them down there. After all, he needed both hands to carry the folders,
and he couldn’t very well slam the head of department’s door shut with his
foot.

Unfortunately, of course, the lopsided stack of folders tipped over from his
desk onto the floor, and with calm determination, Offerkamp opened his
briefcase next to the desk, pushed the slightly askew file covers together
and let them disappear into his briefcase. Close it, fasten the clasps, put it
down. That was obvious. That was exactly what he’d had in mind.

Calmly, he emerged from his retreat, arranged the folders in a staggered
pattern on his desk — after all, nothing needed to fall off now — and closed
the head of department’s office door.
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Whistling quietly to himself, he carried the folders to the executive secre-
tariat, pushed the door open with his elbow and grinned cheerfully at the
secretary: “I couldn’t knock, unfortunately — not even with my nose — be-
cause I’ve got my hands full.”

“Mr Offerkamp ...”, the secretary began, then leaned forward conspirato-
rially and whispered to him: “You know, things have got rather hectic
here. Thanks for bringing them up so quickly ... and,” she winked at him,
“say hello to your new love! Thanks.” With that, she’d already pressed the
buttons on the telephone keypad, and as Offerkamp walked out, he could
still hear her reporting the arrival of the files to the board member Dr
Schlichting.

He almost skipped down the stairs in high spirits. His sweetheart was wait-
ing for him!

He came to an abrupt halt as he returned to his floor from the stairwell and
was just heading for his desk.

Miiller-Ingwersen was sitting at her desk. Far too early! Then he gave
himself a mental pat on the back. Analyse the problem, think it through,
take action! That was his motto, and everything had gone well. He’d read
the file covers properly at home that evening, when he had time. He
grinned. The evening would bring the truth to light.

Five o’clock. End of the working day. “Hey, Max, are you coming for
a beer?”

Max Offerkamp started. The day had dragged on. “No thanks, I’ve got
something to do and need to get a move on.” He hastily sorted through the
papers on his desk, locked the confidential documents away in the drawer
and grabbed his briefcase.

“See you tomorrow!” he called briefly to his two colleagues — the depart-
ment’s group of bachelors — who sometimes sat together after work as they
were in no hurry to get back to their single-person flats.

He was in a hurry today; he didn’t even wait for the lift and hurried down
the stairs to the building’s underground car park.
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During the drive to his flat, he kept glancing at the passenger seat, at the
briefcase lying innocently flat there, which only occasionally slipped
slightly on bends.

It was still early, and most of the parking spaces were still free. It wouldn’t
get busy for another half an hour, when the car parks in the city centre
emptied and the spaces in the suburbs were needed. He parked right in
front of the block of flats and hurried to get into his flat.

There he was. As always, he’d placed his briefcase in the armchair by the
window so he could take off his coat and jacket. ‘Slow down,” he thought,
‘slow down, Max. It’s not going anywhere.’

In the kitchen, he first made himself a coffee but then left it standing — he
was agitated enough as it was — and took the fine cognac from the cup-
board, which he kept there for special occasions.

With the cognac glass in his hand, he looked at the briefcase, its hard shell
pressing awkwardly into the soft upholstery of the armchair. With his free
hand, he picked up the slim briefcase, placed it on the flat table beside the
armchair, clicked the clasps open and opened the top section. He read the
names on the side tabs of the file covers. One by one. Twenty members of
staff in the department and twenty thin file covers. As if by fate, he leafed
through the tabs and pulled out the file cover bearing his name.

Offerkamp took a cautious sip from his cognac glass and, with his out-
stretched index finger, carefully turned the grey top cover to one side. It
certainly occurred to him that Pandora’s box, too, had no secure fastening,
but rather a lid that was easy to lift. White sheets of paper gradually came
into view beneath the lid. The sheet on top was exactly what he’d been
looking for. ‘Performance Appraisal: Max Offerkamp’, dated September
of the previous year. A good half a year ago, that is, before the decision on
who would become branch manager.

He closed his eyes, took a large sip of cognac, took a deep breath and,
placing the glass on the table next to the briefcase, began to skim through
the text.

“Outstanding employee... right-hand man... reliable... competent... deci-
sive... leader.” Full stop.
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And now, he read slowly: “Mr Offerkamp should not be considered for the
branch manager post to be filled, as this branch, located in a more upmar-
ket residential area, will primarily be responsible for managing personal
loans. Mr Offerkamp should be considered as the successor to the manager
of our large city branch, who is due to retire in seven months’ time. A role
that is far more suited to his qualifications and expertise than the position
currently being filled.”

Offerkamp had to close his eyes. His thoughts were racing through his
head. So much for a career setback. Saved for something better. That
would be something — a challenge: manager of the large city branch.

He opened his eyes, stood up abruptly, and was already in the kitchen,
running cold water from the sink tap over his head, when, as his head grew
cooler, he realised that something had been written in green ink at the bot-
tom of the page. Green ink meant Dr Schlichting, meant the board’s opin-
ion, meant...

With a towel wrapped round his wet head, he bent over the open sheet
again just moments later, examined the small handwriting in green ink —
Dr Schlichting was a frugal man, without any superfluous flourishes — and
deciphered: ‘Approved. Date 1 July. Inform M. O. by 1 June!”

The cushions cradled Max Offerkamp softly as he sank into the armchair.
He lay motionless with the towel wrapped round his head and whispered
only: “Information M. O., that’s me, as of 1 June!”

As he jumped up, he knocked the briefcase off the table; the file covers
scattered across the carpet and, with a “Yippee!”, he was already at the
phone, hastily dialling a number and hanging up again as soon as he heard
the first dial tone. No, he couldn’t ring his girlfriend now, because how
was he supposed to explain his elation to her without giving away that
he’d taken the files with him?

After lying stretched out on his bed for half an hour, his pulse had settled
down again. He got up once more, looked at the scattered file covers in the
living room and neatly stacked them up. His gaze drifted over the name
tags of his colleagues on the side flaps.
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“Wouldn’t it be interesting to see his colleagues’ appraisals — well, at least
those of Seligmann, the department’s ‘chief’ secretary?” He stared at the
file covers.

“No!” he said to himself; that wasn’t his place — it was a personal matter
for his colleagues. He wouldn’t have wanted any of his colleagues to read
his own personnel file either. Silently, he put his own file back in alphabet-
ical order, carefully placed the stack of file covers into his briefcase, gently
closed the lid and deliberately and decisively snapped the two clasps shut.

Tomorrow morning the documents would go back into the folder. That
wouldn’t be a problem. Everything would then be back in its original or-
der, and nothing would have happened.

He carefully placed the briefcase next to the front door, hesitated for a
moment, then grabbed his jacket and left the flat. He didn’t want to sit at
home on his own now. He’d surely find someone at the corner pub with
whom he could have a chat and take his mind off things — off the briefcase,
off his joy, off the possible plans with almost double his current salary. He
needed to be amongst people.

An unnervingly cheerful tune rang out through the bedroom: “Good
morning, you sleepyheads! It’s Thursday, 8 March. This is your
cheerful radio alarm clock, reminding all those still asleep and just
waking up that it’s already half past seven! Hurry, hurry, out of bed
and into your clothes!” Max Offerkamp came out of the kitchen and
pressed the snooze button.

He’d woken up early, was already sitting at the breakfast table in the
kitchen and felt brilliant. It was going to be a good summer. With new
tasks, new challenges, a better salary and all the opportunities that came
with it.

The boss wasn’t there, and there wasn’t an excessive amount of work ei-
ther, so there was no reason to be there as early as possible. He savoured
that good feeling of being recognised and given responsibility for a little
longer over another cup of coffee. Those few weeks would be easy enough
to get through.
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Eight o’clock! He had to hurry if he wanted to be in the office by half past
eight. The main rush hour was already over; five minutes before half past
eight, he drove into the bank’s underground car park and waited calmly for
the lift to the third floor.

“Good morning, everyone,” he greeted them as he entered the office.
Seligmann was already there, as he’d expected. But she’d be gone in an
hour at the latest, and then he could put the file covers away in peace.

Surprisingly, the secretary was already busy typing up lists and only
looked up briefly to acknowledge his ‘good morning’ greeting with a nod.

Max Offerkamp suspected it probably had something to do with the prop-
erty firm Hannsmann. He resolved to ask Seligmann about it later, as loans
on the scale of Hannsmann’s were ‘a matter for the boss’.

He first took his seat behind his desk, took the confidential documents out
of the drawer and organised his working day, when his gaze fell on the de-
partment head’s door opposite him. The door was only ajar. Had the clean-
ing ladies forgotten to close the door...? It swung open and his superior,
Meyer-Zylewski, stood in the doorway.

“Offerkamp! Great to see you’re already here. Please do come in. We’ve
got some problems.”

Problems? Offerkamp stared at his briefcase. Why wasn’t his boss still on
holiday? A queasy feeling crept over him.

Hesitantly, he walked round his desk and entered his boss’s office. A
quick glance was enough. The doors of the built-in cupboard were closed.
Offerkamp was relieved.

“Good morning! Barely on holiday and already back?” He tried to sound
joking.

“Oh, Offerkamp, you must never take on a managerial position. When you
go on holiday, you always must leave your address on file. For all cases.
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Hannsmann Estates is one such case. Large-scale loan fraud. As the head
of the relevant department, I’'m a must-have on the crisis team, so they
called me back last night. Immediately. By plane! Because there was noth-
ing else available, first class.”

He pointed to a spot on his desk. “Your workstation will be moved here
for today and tomorrow so that we can speak face to face. We need to go
through all the documents relating to the Hannsmann loan, check all the
collateral and so on, to salvage what we can.”

He took a big gulp from the coffee cup in front of him. “Why don’t you
bring your office chair over here in the meantime? A colleague from Inter-
nal Audit will be joining us later to help out, and,” Meyer-Zylewski smiled
nervously, “to keep an eye on us.”

He took another sip from his coffee cup. “You know, as long as every-
thing’s in order and running as usual, they leave us in peace, but when
things get dicey, the top brass start to sweat.” He took a deep breath. “And
if we’ve personally made a mistake, heads will roll — or at least one of
them will.” As if he could already feel something at his throat, he ran his
index finger between his shirt collar and his neck, apparently to give him-
self a bit of breathing space.

Offerkamp turned pale as it gradually dawned on him what his superior
had just said. The head of department’s office had been under surveillance
all day. Internal audit! The mere mention of the word silenced his col-
leagues. How on earth were they supposed to get the file covers back into
the empty folder? “If we personally make a mistake...”.

“Now, Offerkamp!” Meyer-Zylewski smiled nervously and patted his
younger colleague reassuringly on the shoulder. “It won’t cost you your
job!” he thought.

At three o’clock, during a coffee break when he’d retreated to the can-
teen on his own, Offerkamp tried to assess the situation.

Firstly, he had a problem. Secondly, the problem was an empty file folder
in his superior’s cupboard and twenty file covers in his own briefcase.
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Thirdly, he couldn’t approach the wall cupboard unnoticed to put the file
covers back.

Strategy one: create a situation where he was alone. Option A: work late
tonight; Option B: be the first one there tomorrow morning.

Strategy two: attack is the best form of defence. Go to Meyer-Zylewski
with the truth, tell him everything; he would understand. Objections: first-
ly, his statement about personal mistakes; secondly, he was not in the right
frame of mind to be understanding towards others; thirdly, the risk lay not
solely in his decision, but in the other person’s unpredictable reaction.

So, work covertly — strategy three: he would discreetly place the file fold-
ers on a colleague’s desk without them noticing, so that suspicion would
be diverted away from him. Contradiction: apart from the cleaning staff,
only he personally and the Seligmanns were able to enter the head of de-
partment’s office. If one could plausibly spin this another way, however, it
was clear that it was someone from the department who also had to be
identified. That might mean: fingerprints on the file covers? Damn it, he’d
touched all the covers, at least on the outside. No, in that case, option two
would be less risky. After all, anyone can make a mistake, provided
they’re honest enough to admit it. On the other hand, he didn’t want to
jeopardise his chance of becoming manager of the main branch. He had no
interest in serving his probationary period at some small branch on the out-
skirts of town. So that left only strategy one. Alone, without anyone else in
on it, and without anyone finding out about it at all.

6 “Let’s call it a day. I think we’ve made good progress, and tiredness
isn’t a good basis for working properly. Do either of these gentlemen
have any objections?”

Both Offerkamp and the employee from Internal Audit shook their heads.
Ten past ten.
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Offerkamp snorted. He’d wanted to stay longer. Now he’d stayed, and
there’d been no opportunity for him. One of the two had always been in
the room with him.

He would have to look for his chance tomorrow morning.

Tired, he collapsed into bed at home. He’d set his alarm for six. From sev-
en o’clock onwards, he could turn up at the office without anyone finding
it suspicious that he was there. There were early risers like that, even if he
wasn’t one of them.

Friday, 9 March: the large digital clock in the courtyard showed seven
o’clock as Offerkamp drove into the underground car park.

The lights on every floor were on. As he’d once been told, the cleaners ar-
rived around six o’clock and the first thing they did was switch on all the
lights. Whether this was meant as a sign that work was now beginning, or
that they needed light to even see where there was anything to clean in the
office area, he’d forgotten to ask.

There were only a few scattered vehicles in the underground car park, and
the corridors were still quiet and empty. Only the sounds of the cleaning
crews at work echoed through the empty corridors. From the second floor,
the air turbines of the industrial vacuum cleaners whirred, and above him,
on the fourth floor, someone was clattering about in the stairwell with a
metal bucket.

Max Offerkamp pushed open the door to the Industrial Loans department.
He was the first to arrive. He smiled. Just as he’d imagined.

He had just set his briefcase down on the desk and was about to unclip the
fastenings when Meyer-Zylewski’s voice reached his ear.

“Would you like a cup of coffee too, Mr Offerkamp?”’

Offerkamp looked up, taken aback. He’d noticed that the office door had
been left open but had put it down to the cleaning ladies and hadn’t ex-
pected to find his superior inside. He was standing in the doorway with a
cup of coffee, looking at him.
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“Good morning!” heard the speechless Offerkamp. “Do come in; first of
all, there’s some coffee to wake you up.”

He couldn’t refuse, and after all, it had been on the cards. Confused and
speechless, he sat at the desk he’d been assigned the previous day, whilst
his superior’s gaze rested on him, benevolent and thoughtful.

“You know, Offerkamp, it’s in times of need that true human and, if I may
say so, professional qualities come to the fore.” He paused briefly. “It’s
just occurred to me whether this distinction isn’t nonsensical — whether
professional and human qualities aren’t simply two sides of the same...”.
He fell silent again briefly.

“Never mind, I’'m pleased that you’ve come in so early without being spe-
cifically asked to, because,” he cleared his throat briefly, “I know full well
that getting up early isn’t exactly your favourite pastime.”

He took a sip from his cup, whilst Offerkamp was still clutching his coffee
cup with both hands as if it were a lifebuoy.

“For me, this sort of initiative without being specifically asked is also one
of the leadership qualities someone needs to possess. On their own initia-
tive. You can’t train that!” He took another sip of coffee and looked
thoughtfully at his ‘right-hand man’.

“Actually, you weren’t supposed to find out until later, but I can tell you,
in confidence, that you’re being considered to succeed the manager of the
large city branch.” He looked expectantly at his subordinate.

“I...” was all Offerkamp could just manage to squeeze out. Should he say
that he already knew, that he...

Meyer-Zylewski had stood up with a smile, opened the cupboard and was
obviously about to pull out the folder containing the ‘performance apprais-
als’. “Would you like to read it for yourself?”

“No, no, I believe you when you tell me in person. I’m just,” he searched
for the right words, “I’m just surprised. Because I hadn’t expected that.”
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Meyer-Zylewski had turned back to him. “Goodness, Offerkamp, you’ve
gone completely pale. Are you feeling all right?”” He looked at him search-
ingly. “It was perhaps a bit sudden. First thing in the morning.”

With an encouraging smile, he looked at his subordinate. “But I would ask
you to keep this information between us for now. Your colleagues will
find out soon enough. Besides, I still need a little more time to decide who

5 9

will succeed you as my ‘right-hand man’.

Meyer-Zylewski pushed his coffee cup aside. “But now let’s get down to
work; otherwise, there’d be no point in us having come in so early.” With
that, he pulled a file folder towards him, opened it and leafed through it
carefully, then immersed himself in reading.

Offerkamp followed suit but found it hard to concentrate.

So, it flashed through his mind, strategy two — telling the truth — had now
become impossible. Strategy one hadn’t worked, because when, for heav-
en’s sake, was he supposed to arrive earlier or stay later if, at this critical
juncture of the Hannsmann problem, Meyer-Zylewski was still — or al-
ready — present? Couldn’t that bloody estate agent have chosen some other
time for his mortgage fraud to come to light?

He couldn’t make any headway with his thoughts at that moment, but his
anger towards Hannsmann spurred him on to work with great determina-
tion to unearth the details in the documents that the bank needed to limit
the damage and gain access to the assets of the real estate agent who had
gone into hiding.

Meyer-Zylewski felt his positive assessment of Offerkamp was thoroughly
vindicated. On top of all his already known qualities, the man also had a
keen eye for hidden details!

By the evening, Max Offerkamp was simply exhausted. The effort of
getting through the day, the possibility that Meyer-Zylewski might,
for some silly reason, want to reach for the folder containing the
‘staff appraisals’ again, and the anger towards Hannsmann, which had
driven him to read the so-called small print with the utmost meticulousness
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and thereby actually uncovering important legal claims in the bank’s fa-
vour — had worn him out.

Max Offerkamp didn’t just feel tired; he felt as though he were teetering
on the brink of an abyss.

All three strategies he had devised were like dead ends. On his way home,
as he passed the rubbish bins, he’d been tempted simply to let the twenty
file folders in his briefcase on the passenger seat vanish into the rubbish.
But then he thought of all the things that had already been fished out of the
rubbish by city vagrants, and dismissed the idea as too uncertain, too un-
controllable, too risky.

Burn them! Where? He had central heating in the flat, and it didn’t have an
open fireplace either. Drive out, pour petrol from the car’s spare can over
them and set them alight! Then it occurred to him that, as a non-smoker, he
had neither a lighter nor matches with him. He could buy them at any pet-
rol station, even in the evening!

No! he decided; making them vanish wasn’t an option. He didn’t want to
raise any questions, and an empty file folder—especially one containing
these documents—was a question, a big question. Besides, the board’s de-
cision, written in green ink, was already noted beneath the proposal. He
couldn’t make the file covers disappear; they had to go back into the fold-
er. Come what may.

He decided to spend the weekend on strategic deliberations, poured him-
self two large cognacs at home and dreamt that night of huge filing cabi-
nets, amongst which he wandered and which threatened to crush him.

A huge wall of ring binders began to lean, then started to topple; Max
threw himself flat onto the floor, tried to roll into the shelter of the plinth,
and woke up in agony.

He was lying in front of his bed, and as it was relatively high, that meant a
relatively long fall to the floor. Painful.

Max rolled onto his side on the carpet and sat up halfway against the edge
of the bed. He rubbed the sore spot on his forehead.
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“Bloody hell!” he muttered. That was over now too. If anyone had ever
said of him that ‘he wasn’t stupid’, that was over now.

His arms and back were aching. He must have slept in a completely
cramped position. He vaguely remembered filing cabinets and large
shelves when, as he tried to stretch the muscles in his neck, he lifted his
head and his gaze swept across the floor, through the door, across the liv-
ing room and into the hallway, where he spotted his briefcase, which he’d
left right behind the front door when he’d come in. Instinctively, he closed
his eyes in agony. Not this again, not now. He needed to clear his head-
first!

As was his habit, he put the kettle on, arranged the breakfast crockery,
bread, butter, jam and sausage on a tray, and carried it all into the living
room. He’d decided he’d have breakfast lying on the sofa today. In high
spirits, he poured the coffee and stretched out comfortably on the sofa.

The coffee had long since gone cold by the time he woke up again in the
early afternoon. He’d slept without dreaming, hadn’t been knocked out by
anything or fallen down anywhere; he felt refreshed and properly awake,
ready to face his problem.

He needed a plan. But what sort? Whilst he was brewing a fresh pot of cof-
fee, he thought about the basic conditions he had to bear in mind.

So, firstly, he had to get into the building and then into the head of de-
partment’s office without being caught. The period from seven in the
morning to ten in the evening was out of the question under the current
circumstances. Secondly, time was of the essence. His heart nearly leapt
into his trousers as he recalled how Meyer-Zylewski had reached for the
empty folder that Friday morning. Thirdly, he didn’t want anyone else in
on it. If he let a colleague in on the secret, they would surely want to read
their own appraisal too, and might give themselves away, perhaps com-
plain about something in it, and then there’d be office gossip. No, if any-
one, it had to be him alone.

He thought it over and ran through various options in his mind.
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What if he locked himself in the loo in the evening, waited until everyone
had gone, and then had the night to himself? Hmm, that wouldn’t work.
For one thing, there was no telling how the cleaning ladies would react in
the morning if they found him there, and for another, he had no desire to
spend the whole night sleeping in the dark in the toilet cubicle, possibly
even sitting on the toilet seat. And getting out of the building at night
wasn’t an option, as the doors were electronically secured and monitored
by security staff. And anyway, it bothered him that, behind the locked toi-
let cubicle door, he’d no longer have an overview of what was going on in
the building and might run into some kind of unforeseeable surprise. If, for
example, Meyer-Zylewski were to get the idea of spending the night in the
office — he’d mentioned before that he had a fold-out camp bed and would
certainly stay overnight in the office if, for some work-related reason, he
wanted to save himself the long journey home (it took him three-quarters
of an hour to the outskirts of town, an hour and a half there and back). So,
getting locked in was out of the question — strategically, emotionally and,
in a way, stylistically too.

What if he let himself get locked in the car in the underground car park?
At least he could sleep more comfortably in the car. He wondered whether
it had ever happened before that someone had accidentally ended up in the
underground car park... Nonsense, he told himself; no one would believe
the ‘accidentally’ bit. If it did happen that the large roller shutters were
closed whilst you were on your way to the car, you’d surely always man-
age to make your presence known somehow. And for a future manager to
‘accidentally’ spend the night in his car in the underground car park? No!
Besides, he didn’t know to what extent the steel doors to the building and
the lifts were locked in the evenings, or whether the security guards
checked the underground car park on their rounds.

He stood up, paced around his living room and looked out of the window.
No, that wasn’t getting him anywhere.

Should he take the empty folder out of the cupboard as well as the file co-
vers? It would certainly make sense as a complete solution, so to speak.
No! That was out of the question too. The folder had a striking blue spine,
so there was a risk that the gap would be discovered and...
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... he didn’t dare be that brazen in Meyer-Zylewski’s presence... and if
Meyer-Zylewski was sitting on the board, the colleague from Internal Au-
dit who was still present would probably be very familiar with precisely
these folders. As he pondered this, it struck him that one of the two men
was also constantly present in the room, and that he, in particular, was his
problem. It was as if they already knew something and had agreed to keep
him under constant observation to see what he would do to solve the prob-
lem.

Max Offerkamp vowed to outwit the two of them. If only he could think of
a way to circumvent this surveillance.

He recalled the basic conditions and the further implications from memory
once more. Firstly, it had to be at night; secondly, he had to maintain con-
trol over what was happening in the house; thirdly, he mustn’t get caught;
and fourthly, he had to do it alone.

Max decided to carry out a reconnaissance of ‘the premises’ that very
evening.

Shivering, Max Offerkamp pulled his scarf tighter round his neck. The
March nights were cooler than he had expected. A cold, fine-grained
wind used the wide thoroughfare as a wind tunnel and caused

him to bury his hands deep in his coat pockets.

He’d left his car parked outside the flat, initially, he thought, to be more
mobile, then — as he realised on the bus journey — to rule out any risk of
being recognised.

A quick glance at the golden hands of the clock on the floodlit tower of the
main church: twenty-one thirty.

He’d encountered only two pedestrians on his way from the bus stop. The
city seemed deserted to him, were it not for the lights still visible in many
of the windows of the residential buildings. Blue, flickering light. Televi-
sion light. The time for late-night films at the weekend.

The bank building stood dark, its long facade facing the main road, and in
the glass of the rows of black windows the moonlight reflected the drifting
clouds. Smooth and forbidding, the facade offered no foothold whatsoever,
not even to the eyes of an observer.
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Offerkamp had only briefly scanned the smooth main fagade before turn-
ing into the narrower side street. He wanted to get round to the back of the
building, where the large inner courtyard was located, with the entrance to
the underground car park and the rear entrance for delivery drivers.

The illuminated signs recessed into the smooth side facade advertised the
bank’s services. He almost burst out laughing when he read the text on the
posters. “Got problems? We’re here to solve your problems. Ask us!” He
preferred to walk on the side of the pavement facing the road, even though
the wind blew more strongly there. The glow from the illuminated signs
kept bathing him in their circle of light as he passed the fagade, and the
bank’s friendly offer struck him as crude mockery when he applied it to
his own situation.

Relieved, he turned the corner, crossed to the other side of the road and
looked at the long wall that enclosed the bank’s inner courtyard from the
street. During the day, the wall had never seemed so high to him, and he
hadn’t noticed the steel spikes on the wall’s crest — clearly visible in the
light of the streetlamps — whilst in the car.

Opposite the tall steel grille at the courtyard entrance, he squeezed into the
recess of a building entrance, which sheltered him from the cold wind.

Through the vertical bars of the steel grille, he could see the illuminated
guard’s lodge further back, right next to the building’s entrance. The
courtyard was dimly lit by just a few very low-profile lamps shining
downwards. He remembered that the courtyard had been refurbished a few
years ago. The residents of the apartment blocks opposite had complained
about the tall arched lamps, which lit up the courtyard — and their flats too
— as bright as day at night.

The light in the guardhouse allowed him to make out the two guards clear-
ly. Their room was bathed in light, as if under a stage spotlight in front of a
semi-dark auditorium.

Offerkamp’s gaze swept across the facade of the building’s rear wall. In
stark contrast to the smooth, forbidding front facing the street, the rear
wall had gallery walkways on every floor, with carefully pruned ivy wind-
ing its way up the steel struts. At first, the staff had thought the galleries
were intended as sunshades and balconies, until it was explained to them
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during a fire drill that they were in fact an additional escape route, as re-
quired by the latest fire safety regulations.

Offerkamp fixed his gaze on the floor where he was working and let his
eyes glide along the galleries and the external staircases, when the sound
of an engine caused him to press himself more firmly into the recess of the
building’s entrance.

A dark blue van turned into the driveway directly opposite him, came to a
halt, flashed its headlights briefly, and the large steel grille began to roll
slowly and silently to one side.

Instinctively, Offerkamp glanced at his watch: ten past ten.

He tried to make out what was happening. The van set off once the gate
had swung fully to one side, drove in a semicircle across the courtyard and
came to a halt in front of the guardhouse. The steel gate closed slowly, and
Offerkamp could only make out that the door on the passenger side of the
van opened, and a man dressed in black got out, walked round the front of
the vehicle and disappeared. The outline of the dark blue van stood out
sharply against the light from the guardhouse behind it. Nothing else could
be made out. The courtyard itself remained bathed in the dim half-light of
the night-time lighting.

Max waited. Twenty-two past five, ten past five. Just as he was about to
glance at his wristwatch for the third time, he saw another man dressed in
black come round the van, get in, and heard the sound of the car doors
locking. The gate began to open again and the van set off.

With the thought that he would be standing in the glare of the headlights,
Offerkamp had already left the bay by the building’s entrance and disap-
peared into the semi-darkness two entrances further on. He panted, caught
his breath and could still see the van reach the gate, stop briefly and then
turn off in the same direction from which it had come. The sound of the
engine was already fading as the gate’s bars rolled silently back into place
across the opening in the wall. Then everything was dark and silent once
more. Max was lost in thought.

A movement by his legs made him jump. With a soft “Meow!”, a cat
rubbed against his legs. Startled, he gave it a gentle nudge with his
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shoe — that was just what he needed — and the cat darted crouched across
the road, through the bars of the gate.

Immediately, bright lights flared up in the courtyard. A moment later, one
of the security guards on the inside of the courtyard stepped up to the bars
of the gate, peered out onto the street, and Max heard him call softly be-
hind him:

“That was probably that bloody cat again!” Then the security guard had
vanished from view. Shortly afterwards, the bright lights went out. The
courtyard was once more bathed in twilight.

Max made sure he got out of there. With his hands in his pockets, he
walked further down the street, trying to calm his nerves by breathing
steadily and calmly. That bloody little cat had frightened him more than
he’d realised at the time. He had to suppress the urge to run, turning cor-
ners at random, just to get as far away from the bank building as possible.

1 He lazed about in his flat that Sunday, flicking aimlessly through
the TV channels, going for a walk, whilst a possible course of ac-
tion slowly took shape in his mind.

In the evening, he was out and about again to test his theories. He drove
there. Just a few streets away lay the old town district with its many pubs,
where he could park inconspicuously.

At ten to ten, he was standing once more in the bay opposite the front
door, by the steel grille, waiting. It was quiet and deserted. Only the win-
dows lit up by televisions gave any indication that the residents were at
home.

Max glanced impatiently at his watch. Then he heard the expected hum of
the van’s engine, which pulled up in the driveway moments later. The gate
opened. It swung open to the left; his route would take him to the right, so
he had as much time as possible whilst the gate was open.

The van set off, reached the centre of the courtyard — the safety distance it
needed — Max glanced at his watch, counting the seconds as the gate began
to close... twelve, thirteen, fourteen seconds.
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The van stood once more as a silhouette in front of the guardhouse, block-
ing any view.

Max waited until the off-duty guards had clearly disappeared into the
building, reached into his coat pocket, pulled out a soft rubber ball and
threw it with all his might across the road and into the courtyard. Nothing
happened. The soft ball made no noise and the motion detectors had evi-
dently remained switched off throughout the entire changing of the guard.
In hindsight, he was grateful to the little cat.

Max waited until the van set off again, glanced at his watch — fifteen
minutes had passed — and the gate opened once more. Fifteen minutes; that
had to be enough. That was sorted. How lucky that daily rituals always un-
folded in the same way, he thought on his way to his car.

The window on the third floor? He hadn’t found a solution yet. On his way
home, he remembered what they’d always done as children when they’d
climbed into the tool shed, which was actually locked. A trick their grand-
father had never figured out. Thinking back on it, he still found it amusing,
because their grandfather had always wondered why the large apples in the
apple crate were slowly but surely dwindling. Grandfather had always sus-
pected the martens that lived by the river.

Max Offerkamp slept soundly and dreamlessly and woke up on
Monday feeling well-rested. As a precaution, he left his briefcase
with the twenty file folders at home.

He was back at the office early again; after all, he wanted to maintain the
good impression his department head had of him. As he drove into the
courtyard, he checked the inside of the wall facing the street and found his
memory confirmed. Large ornamental bushes were meant to make the wall
look more inviting from the inside — the ideal cover for him. He could first
stay hidden behind the bushes by the wall, and then had only the short
stretch to the start of the fire escape ahead of him. A total of about fifty
metres.
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Max was in a good mood, which improved even further when, around
midday, Meyer-Zylewski mentioned that he was going to the opera that
evening, ‘on the affordable Monday season ticket’. The shock when his
department head invited him to come along after all, as the husband of the
couple they were friends with — the ones they always went to the opera
with — was unfortunately away on a business trip, so there was a spare seat,
and he mumbled something like, ‘I’m afraid I have an appointment at ten,’
he muttered, but his unease vanished again when Meyer-Zylewski reas-
sured him that the performance would finish at half past nine, and told him
not to back out. So, he was able to accept the invitation with confidence.

A little later, he even smiled to himself. He would have to put on his dark
suit for the opera. That was very fitting.

Offerkamp’s assumption that his head of department and his colleague
from Internal Audit wanted to keep an eye on him had, in the meantime,
turned on its head. He felt a pressing need not to let either of them into the
head of department’s office without his supervision, so that he could keep
an eye on things and, if necessary, prevent anyone from reaching for that
damned empty blue folder.

He had discreetly twisted two strips of paper together and was waiting for
a moment when neither of them was in the office at the same time.

In the early afternoon, he’d found his chance when both were summoned
to the boardroom and he was able to leave the head of department’s office
without a care in the world.

He took the two twisted strips of paper, concealed them in his right hand
and strolled towards the window.

It was not unusual for one of his colleagues to open the window, whether
to let in some fresh air or simply to feel as though they weren’t sitting in a
locked cage. The architect had been aware of this psychological downside
of fully air-conditioned offices, and so two windows had been left open.
However, they were only allowed to do so for five minutes, so as not to
throw the air-conditioning system out of balance.

As he had done many times before, Offerkamp opened the window and
pretended to lean out. Then he stretched, braced himself against the win-
dow frame and placed the two rolled-up strips of paper slightly creased on
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the window frame. He carefully closed the window, giving it a little tug to
overcome the counter-pressure when the window stopped against the slight
resistance of the strips of paper. The window was closed, and with a gentle
tug on the window handle he checked that it was secure. It didn’t budge
easily. “Perfect,” he thought; that was exactly how they’d always rigged
the shed window. He couldn’t help thinking of the ‘mystery of the locked
room’.

He pretended to turn the window handle, then made sure that an unsus-
pecting observer wouldn’t notice anything amiss; that was sorted. He was
pleased with himself.

“Five o’clock. That’s it for today!” announced Meyer-Zylewski right on
time. After all, they still had to get changed for the opera. Offerkamp made
sure that his colleague from Internal Audit was leaving too, then hurried
home. He wanted to iron his black suit and have something to eat to settle
his stomach, which had become rather queasy.

As he left the building, he had to turn back — it had started to rain — and
fetch his dark blue coat and the matching dark blue scarf. He stowed the
briefcase containing the twenty file folders in the boot. You could never
tell. Even though he’d thought everything through properly, the thought of
his car being broken into and the briefcase being taken was unthinkable. If
the car were to be stolen—no, his car wouldn’t be stolen; it was far too old
for that, he decided.

He arrived at the agreed meeting point on time; he’d found a parking space
near the opera house entrance and was greeted warmly by everyone with a
“Yes, my husband has already told me all about you, Mr Offerkamp”, and
they passed the time chatting until the opera began.

Offerkamp wasn’t paying much attention to the action unfolding on stage;
in his mind, he was going through the upcoming operation once more.
He’d thought of everything.

After the opera, he was able to slip away without much explanation, took
his briefcase out of the boot, placed it on the front passenger seat next to
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him, reached the old town in a few minutes and was able to park his car as
planned. He was on schedule, and it was only because of the rain that he
hurried to find shelter in the bay by the entrance to the building opposite
the steel grille gate.

As a precaution, he’d slipped a screwdriver from the car’s tool kit into his
coat, in case the window was too stuck and it made sense to apply lever-
age.

The rain was perfect, he thought. It made the view of the guard’s lodge
even more restricted. The only weak point in his plan — the return journey
through the gate, once he was no longer shielded by the van — was thus re-
duced to a risk that was no longer a cause for concern.

The minutes ticked by and, as he became aware of his shoes getting wet,
Offerkamp regretted not having brought sturdier boots. He looked down at
himself, at the fine, splashing raindrops that were slowly soaking his shoes
and the lower part of his smart black trousers, and almost had to laugh:
“The gentleman himself has graced us with his presence!”

The steady patter of the rain drowned out the sounds from the street, and
he was almost startled when the van pulled into the driveway before he’d
even noticed it. Max gripped the handle of his briefcase more tightly and
took a deep breath.

The steel grille slid silently to one side; the van pulled up. He waited a few
more seconds, then crossed the road at a brisk pace, disappeared through
the driveway, and hurried along the wall, hugging the bushes. By the time
the security guards had stepped out of the van, he was already at the foot
of the fire escape and was rushing up the steps.

On the third floor, he counted the windows until he stood in front of ‘his’
window. His attempts to push it open were not immediately successful. He
didn’t want to press any harder, as the risk of the window swinging open
too forcefully was too great. It was a good thing he’d thought of the e
crewdriver. He inserted the blade of the screwdriver between the window
frame and the pane, pried gently, a gap opened, and he pushed the blade
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deeper, pressed, the gap widened, and with a third gentle push, the window
swung open slowly.

Offerkamp breathed a sigh of relief. He sat down on the window frame,
swung himself into the room and, without a moment’s hesitation, walked
the short distance to the head of department’s door.

The emergency lighting allowed him to see clearly enough. He hesitated
briefly; even though he’d walked through that door so many times before,
this time it felt different — never mind, in he went. He placed the briefcase
on the desk; the clasps clicked open. He turned round, opened the wall
cupboard, pulled the blue folder from the top shelf, opened it, slipped the
twenty file covers inside — he’d checked time and again that they were in
the correct order — closed the folder, put it back in the wall cupboard,
closed the cupboard, locked the briefcase and headed out. He’d gone over
the sequence in his mind so often that everything went as smoothly as if
he’d practised it countless times. Out of the room, close the door and head
for ... Offerkamp froze in his tracks.

Dark footprints were coming towards him. Footprints? Damn it, they must
be his own footprints — the rain, the bare earth around the bushes by the
wall... never mind now. He realised his coat was dripping wet and hurried
to the window. He picked up the two scraps of paper from the floor,
climbed out of the window opening and placed the two strips of paper in
position, just as his gaze fell once more on the muddy marks left by his
shoes, clearly visible in the semi-darkness. He mustn’t slam the window
shut from the outside! The dirt marks would demand an explanation, and
then, at the very latest, it would become apparent that the window had
been tampered with. From the inside. From the inside? By one of the peo-
ple working there? By ... ?

He frantically tried to think of what he could do. The footprints had to lead
out of the house, pointing to a stranger, a burglar.

He felt the weight of the screwdriver in his coat pocket and was already
rummaging through his pockets for a handkerchief. He couldn’t find one.
Hastily, he pulled his scarf from around his neck, pressed it against the
pane from the inside, and struck the glass from the outside with the screw-
driver. There was a loud crunch and the blade slipped off the glass. He
took aim again and, as he swung his arm, he closed his eyes to focus on the
force of the blow.
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The clatter of the pane made him hesitate. It had sounded bloody loud. The
hole in the pane was large, but not large enough to reach through with his
arm. He struck the frame once more and shards of glass scattered across
the carpeted floor. He reached through the large hole and pulled the win-
dow shut. Just before it closed, there was resistance. Damn it, the strips of
paper. He hurriedly opened the window again, picked the two strips of pa-
per off the edge of the frame, reached through the hole in the window once
more, and closed it. He turned the handle as tightly as he could from the
outside. His fingerprints! He hastily wiped the handle and the frame with
his scarf and hurried off.

He’d lost all sense of time; despite his haste, he took care not to make any
loud noises, ran down the steps, along the wall, and stood panting behind
the bushes next to the driveway.

The two security guards were just getting into the van. Offerkamp’s heart
was pounding in his throat, and his hands were clutching the empty brief-
case. When the steel grille opened, he was tempted to run off immediately,
straight into the van’s headlights. With great effort, he clung to the joints
in the wall and let the van drive past. The gate slowly closed again, and
only when it was half-open did Offerkamp take five quick steps. He was
standing on the road.

He walked briskly, but not quickly, with painstaking self-control, expect-
ing to be called out from behind; he fixed his gaze on the corner of the
building at the next junction, walked briskly, a little faster, held his pace —
don’t run, control yourself — and finally reached the corner of the building.

A quick glance back, then he was round the corner; no one was following
him, the steel grille was closed and only the curtain of rain glistened in the
light of the streetlamps.

Exhausted, Max leaned against the wall of the building. He was drenched
in sweat; everything was soaked through, both inside and out.

After a brief breather, he made his way to his car. In the safe haven of the
dry car, he slowly began to calm down. But it was only once he was home
that two double cognacs and a hot bath restored his peace of mind.
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1 2 Offerkamp was startled out of his memories and had to sneeze
loudly. Still lost in thought, he fumbled for a handkerchief and
blew his nose.

“Well, did your date last night fall through?” Meyer-Zylewski stood in
front of his younger colleague’s desk, looking at him kindly.

“No, I, no, ... but I think I’ve got cold feet.” Offerkamp searched for the
right words.

“Well, 1 always tell my wife, better wet feet than cold feet! Don’t you
agree? A typical bachelor’s plight?” His sympathy for Offerkamp was ob-
vious. Then he grew serious again. “Please do come into my office as well.
Perhaps you’ll notice something.”

Hesitantly, Offerkamp stood up and followed his head of department. He
took great care not to step on the dirty footprints that were clearly visible
on the carpet. Last night he’d been wearing his Italian leather shoes, which
were relatively pointed. Accordingly, today he’d put on a pair of very
wide-cut shoes with rounded toes. He also made a conscious effort to ad-
just his stride so as not to give rise to any false assumptions.

“Are you feeling unwell today?” Meyer-Zylewski looked at his subordi-
nate with concern.

“No, not that I’'m aware of. What makes you say that?”

“You’re walking so strangely. As if you had a stomach ache, like this...”
he traced a curve through the air with his hand, “slightly hunched over.”

“No, no, it’s nothing. I just didn’t sleep very well,” Offerkamp hastened to
explain. Which, however, wasn’t the truth. He’d slept very well indeed.

Inspector Lichtenberg watched the two men approach, whilst his assistant
was subjecting the wall cupboard to what appeared to be a thorough
search.

Lichtenberg had just interrupted his assistant’s search for evidence:
“Heitmann, why don’t you have a look at what the colleagues from the fo-
rensic team are up to?”’
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Heitmann blushed slightly at the request, for he knew that his boss was
aware of just how much he was interested in searching for evidence, and
he’d forgotten that his boss couldn’t stand it when he, as he put it, ‘stum-
bled about the scene like an amateur Sherlock Holmes’. He slipped out of
the room without a word.

Lichtenberg turned to Offerkamp. “Well, Mr ...”
“Offerkamp,” Max prompted him.

“Very well, Mr Offerkamp. Would you please have a look around and
check whether you notice anything that has changed here in the office? As
Mr Meyer-Zylewski said, you do have access to this room and have been
working here over the last few days.”

“Not only that,” Offerkamp thought to himself, but as requested, he
checked whether he’d changed anything during the night without realising
it. No, he didn’t notice anything. He hadn’t made a mistake.

He turned to the inspector. “No, I can’t see anything. Everything’s just as
it always was.”

“Well, yes, I suppose not. The footprints, for example — they weren’t there
yesterday, were they?” Lichtenberg couldn’t resist pointing out. Some-
thing about this man’s manner displeased him.

Offerkamp was tempted to correct him, pointing out that the footprints had
indeed been there yesterday. At exactly twenty-two past eight.

“Oh, before 1 forget, we’ll need to take your fingerprints later on.”
Lichtenberg had said this to Offerkamp deliberately in a casual tone.

Instinctively, Max hid his hands behind his back. “Why? Am I under sus-
picion, ...”

Lichtenberg found Offerkamp’s reactions increasingly interesting.

“No, it’s simply because we need to distinguish the fingerprints of Mr
Meyer-Zylewski, Mr Brede from the audit department, Ms Seligmann and
yourself — all four of you have access to this room or have been here in the
last few days — from any other fingerprints that might belong to the perpe-
trator.”
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That made sense.

“Our colleagues from the forensic team took all the fingerprints here early
this morning, before you arrived. We’re particularly interested in the prints
on the wall cupboard, because there,” Lichtenberg pointed to the marks on
the carpet, “is where the person must have been.”

“Does that mean...”

“Yes, it means that over the next few days we’ll be busy checking whether
anything has been stolen from the filing cabinets,” the head of department
interrupted his ‘right-hand man’.

“But...”

“You’re right, that’s probably not going to be of much use,” Meyer-
Zylewski continued.

The inspector’s assistant had just come back in. “Mr Lichtenberg, the col-
leagues from the forensic team are back.”

“Come in.”
Two men entered, both carrying several plastic bags.
“Have they found anything?”

“Well, we reckon it was either a complete novice or he must have been ra-
ther daft.”

Meyer-Zylewski and Offerkamp would have agreed with the former,
whilst both would have strongly disagreed with the latter assessment.

“There are plenty of clues.” One of the two held up his plastic bags. “The
window was smashed with a sharp object. The noise this made was obvi-
ously muffled by a dark blue woollen cloth.” He pointed to a particular
bag in which a woollen thread could be seen. “The traces of dirt are proba-
bly from the topsoil of the bushes next to the entrance gate.”

“The perpetrator wore size 42 shoes, Italian style,” his colleague contin-
ued. “Presumably with smooth leather soles. Although the rain had sof-
tened the ground considerably, a few perfect shoe prints have been pre-
served precisely in that soft, wet soil.”
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“Well, yes, what we’ve got so far isn’t all that precise. Let’s wait for the
lab results. Perhaps they’ll turn up something, particularly regarding the
fingerprints. Have you finished up otherwise?” Both men nodded and the
inspector let them go.

Offerkamp had, in the meantime, begun to feel rather uneasy. He thought
it was all very precise.

“You know,” Lichtenberg said to the head of department, “as long as you
haven’t found out what’s missing, we’re not really getting anywhere with
this.”

“We’ll certainly give it a go, because the property sector is in quite a bit of
turmoil and, following the scandal surrounding Hannsmann, others who
have something to hide might be trying to remove documents...” Meyer-
Zylewski trailed off, having said what he wanted to say and because
Lichtenberg was giving him a strange look.

“I’1l send our colleague round to you—he specialises in handling burgla-
ries where nothing’s been stolen.” Lichtenberg kept an eye on Offerkamp,
as if by chance.

“You know,” Lichtenberg continued, “there are burglaries where nothing
is taken, but rather,” the inspector deliberately paused,
“something is brought in.”

Lichtenberg found Offerkamp’s reaction highly interesting.

“Why would anyone break in to bring something in? Surely you can do
that quite officially ...”

The inspector cut short the objection. “There are things you can’t bring in
officially, as you put it. Let’s suppose, for example, that someone has
planted listening devices in here ...”.

“But why would anyone...”, Meyer-Zylewski now interrupted the inspec-
tor.

“Well, if that can be established, my colleague will establish it. But you’re
right,” he said, turning to the head of department and at the same time of-
fering him his hand in farewell, “if you want to bring flowers and don’t
want to be seen, you can certainly hand them in with the porter.”
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He turned to Offerkamp: “We’ll see you at headquarters,” he said, shaking
his hand firmly, “all four of you, about the fingerprints. Goodbye, gentle-

’

men.

“Well, Heitmann, I’ll eat a broom if this Offerkamp isn’t our man,” grum-
bled Lichtenberg in the lift.

“Then we’ll find plenty of his fingerprints,” Heitmann agreed cheerfully.

“Well, of course! But we can’t use them to prove anything against him,
because his fingerprints are bound to be all over the place. It would be
suspicious if they were missing.”

1 3 That evening, Offerkamp had taken a long walk to the rubbish
bins. He’d taken several detours until he was sure no one was fol-
lowing him, before he trudged back discreetly disposed of his be-

loved Italian leather shoes, size 42, and the dark blue woollen

scarf that his first great love had given him, into the rubbish bins.

Two and a half months had passed since then, and Max Offerkamp gazed
at the gleaming toes of his new Italian leather shoes, which he had bought
‘to mark the occasion’.

The representative of the board, Dr Schlichting, was just finishing his brief
introductory speech: ‘... We therefore wish Mr Offerkamp—who, if I may
draw the comparison, has moved from the calm harbour of the third floor
at head office to the helm of this branch—no overly stormy seas and al-
ways a steady course.” He shook Offerkamp’s hand.

With that, the official part was over and Offerkamp had soon retired to his
office.

Although he had been coming here every day for the past two weeks to be
briefed on day-to-day operations by the former branch manager, today was
the first time he was alone in this office in his official capacity as the new
manager.
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His former department head had given him a very warm send-off the day
before. They’d sat together for a while, chatting about the years they’d
spent working together, when Meyer-Zylewski had finally stood up,
opened the large wall cupboard, and pulled the folder with the blue spine
out of the top row.

Offerkamp had felt a sense of unease when his superior placed the folder
on the table and opened it. Could it be that Meyer-Zylewski had known
everything all along and had been protecting him?

“Take a look at the name tags on the side of the file covers.”

Offerkamp’s uneasy feeling grew stronger, but as instructed, he scanned
the name tabs, then scanned them again; he swallowed — his file was miss-
ing.

“Do you notice anything?”

What was he supposed to say? “Yes, that... my name isn’t there, even
though it should actually be...”, he trailed off.

Meyer-Zylewski smiled. “Why don’t you look for my name, please?”

Confused, Offerkamp looked at the name tags. He’d known for some time
that...

“Because my name doesn’t appear, yours won’t appear in a folder like this
either. We, as department or branch managers, report directly to the
board.” He raised his glass with the farewell toast and cheerfully clinked
glasses with Offerkamp: “Only the gods on the Mount Olympus of this
company can judge us now.”

Relieved, Offerkamp had added: “Or, in exceptional circumstances, the
demigods of Internal Audit!”

They had both laughed heartily.

That was yesterday. Today he looked out of the large window and knew
that this view of the river would bring him peace should he need it.

Lost in thought, he gazed across the river, then turned round again, walked
over to the wall cupboard, and pulled out two files, which here too had
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blue spines, and read the labels with a sense of nostalgia: ‘Staff appraisals’.

He spent the morning sitting at his desk, leafing through the file covers.
File by file. He tried to memorise the names, but with thirty-five employ-
ees and names to remember, he could only retain a few for the time being.

He had just closed the last file cover when his secretary called out to him.
“Mr Offerkamp, it’s nearly lunchtime. Do you have any special requests?”

“Yes, Ms Reinhard, I’d like to speak to all the staff before they go for their
lunch break.”

“All of them?”
“Yes. Please ask them to gather in the entrance hall.”

Offerkamp tucked the file folders under his arm and picked up the two
blue folders with his free hand.

The branch staff had gathered in the entrance hall and were looking curi-
ously at their new branch manager.

Offerkamp placed the grey file folders on the nearest desk and cleared his
throat.

“Ladies and gentlemen, there are two folders in my office,” he said, hold-
ing up one of the blue folders, “which will in future be kept by Ms Rein-
hard. These are the folders in which the staff appraisals are kept.”

A murmur of voices could be heard amongst the staff.
Offerkamp raised a hand reassuringly and reached for the grey file covers.

“I want us to become a team. A team that looks out for one another and in-
teracts openly and directly. We all have our strengths and weaknesses, and
only when you feel you’re being assessed fairly can you build on your
strengths and work on your weaknesses,” he paused briefly, “and that is
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why I would like us to introduce an open appraisal system. To begin with,
please could everyone read their previous appraisal and, if any questions
arise, discuss them with me. Please excuse me if I call on you individually
by name, as a teacher might, but I haven’t yet managed to memorise all the
names, nor have I yet associated all the names with the people behind
them.”

And so the ‘Area Offerkamp’ began in the large City branch of the Hanse-
atic Bank.O
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The warlike man
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Mayer’s Ltd.

People want something good and end up achieving the opposite. Perhaps
it is simply because we — as amateurs when it comes to life’s matters — do
not approach things professionally enough, when they ought to be planned
more carefully and with foresight?

Perhaps we also approach many things too emotionally, instead of staying
‘cool’ like ‘proper’ men and thinking about the future?

1 ‘Goldwyn should ring Ike! I’ve no desire to be fiddling about here

with subordinate commanders! General Eisenhower, as Commander-
in-Chief, should give this bloke a proper telling-off so that we’re
working here in the national interest!”

Colonel Mayer slammed the receiver down on the hook and puffed angry
white clouds of smoke from his Havana cigar. He was genuinely fed up
with having to put up with these upstart reserve officers.

Lieutenant Mockingbird peered round the corner, saw the puffing, portly
colonel in his leather armchair and sighed; the atmosphere was tense once
again. She undid the top two buttons of her blouse; Mayer liked that — she
could get away with it, given her figure, her ample bosom and her long
legs, which made every soldier hold his breath — and she’d actually wanted
to become a film actress, but then the war and her boss got in the way, and
she’d found herself on standby in front of Colonel Mayer’s desk and in his
bed.

“Gladis! What’s the list like today?”

The corners of Lieutenant Mockingbird’s mouth immediately crinkled into
little laugh lines. When he called her Gladis, he needed her — ‘“Mocking-
bird!” meant a telling-off — ‘Darling!” meant bed — ‘Gladis’ was neutral; he
just wanted a matter-of-fact reassurance.

She took out her notepad and read: “Twenty Kiibelwagens, ten motorbikes,
thirty lorries, one Tiger tank and a crash-landed aircraft, a JU 52.”
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Colonel Mayer chewed on his cigar: “What am I supposed to do with a JU
527” He looked up. “Has Allied Headquarters announced yet when these
damned Krauts are finally going to surrender?”

Lt. Mockingbird shook his head: “They reckon they’ll hold out for another
week, maybe two, possibly even thirty days.”

Mayer angrily stubbed out his cigar in the ashtray: “What sort of bloody
war is this if they can’t even stick to their deadlines!”

Lt. Mockingbird shrugged: “Apparently there are problems at some bridge
over the Rhine, Arnhem or something like that...” - Colonel Mayer
growled: “The bridge at Arnhem!” - Gladis remained unfazed: “Apparent-
ly our people didn’t know that an entire SS armoured division had taken
up position on the other side of the bridge.”

Colonel Mayer snorted again, rummaged for a new cigar and growled:
“I’ve always told you: you shouldn’t leave a war in the hands of these am-
ateurs! Reconnaissance of the location is the bloody basis of field opera-
tions! How on earth could they have overlooked an entire armoured divi-
sion?!”

The cigar smouldered; he suddenly gazed up at the ceiling with relish:
“SS, did you say?” Lt. Mockingbird nodded.

“Put me through to General Patton—I need to speak to him! Immediate-
ly!” Gladis hurried to comply.

“Yes! Mayer from MGM!” ... “You don’t know what MGM stands
for?”... “Machine Gun Motions!” ... “Call Eisenhower; he’ll give you
the go-ahead!”

Colonel Mayer was dismayed. Why on earth did this Patton want to refuse
his request not to destroy all the Tiger tanks in this SS division? Were
these blokes only ever satisfied once they’d shot everything to smither-
eens? “Gladis!”

Her curly head peeped round the corner, then she came fully into view.
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“Gladis — do up the buttons on your blouse, it’s not lunchtime yet — Jonny
should set off with his camera crew and check whether the bridge at Arn-
hem is of interest to us.”

Gladis fastened the buttons on her blouse. The fabric, however, now em-
phasised the curves of her breasts even more clearly; Mayer swallowed —
her tie accentuated the space between her breasts even further, but with her
uniform jacket on, everything was too tightly wrapped up...

“How many metres is Jonny supposed to film?”

“Tell him one reel will do!” Gladis disappeared; Mayer puffed on his ciga-
rette.

Unfortunately, you couldn’t rely on the footage from the official war cor-
respondents. They were swarming around in their dozens, but sadly only in
newsreel format.

Perhaps it could be used as documentary material.

3 “Those Krauts must be mad!” It certainly seemed as though there was
a hint of admiration in his voice.

Colonel Mayer strode proudly through the large army depot in Cologne.
All the equipment for several battalions that were to be newly formed —
and he had confiscated it all immediately. He pointed up at the wall of the
warehouse: “What have they written there?”

Major Goldstein, who in civilian life taught European history at Princeton
and had been assigned to him as an interpreter, squinted — he wasn’t very
familiar with Fraktur script — then he had deciphered it: ‘Fiihrer, com-
mand! We follow you!’

“Take a photo!” Mayer’s mood was improving by the minute: “Is there a
warehouse manager here?”

From a group of men in German uniforms, who were being guarded by
Gls, Major Goldstein had a man brought over, who stood to attention be-
fore them.
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Colonel Mayer scrutinised the submissive face with interest: so this was
one of those who wanted to follow this Hitler! “Is there an inventory list
here?” Major Goldstein translated.

“Yes, general!”

Even though Mayer didn’t speak German, he’d understood that much:
“Colonel!” he growled. He had no desire to be lumped together with those
politicians and members of Congress who, as reserve officers with the
rank of general, were running riot on the front lines. In his opinion, they
were all bloody amateurs!

Major Goldstein sent the storekeeper into his office with two GlIs so that
he could fetch his inventory lists.

Mayer looked around, deeply regretting that Lt. Mockingbird had to wear
her uniform jacket; on the other hand, he realised that it was also a good
thing that everything here was well packed and simply waiting for his fu-
ture use.

The storekeeper appeared with his lists, read them out, Major Goldstein
translated, and Colonel Mayer listened. The list was long. Very long.

“No officers’ uniforms?”

The storekeeper explained that German officers would only wear tailor-
made uniforms, nothing off the peg.

Colonel Mayer understood that. That was all right too. Officers had to look
good even at the cinema, and their uniforms had to fit impeccably; other-
wise, the whole effect would be lost.

That evening, in bed, the colonel carefully studied the list of their col-
lection. Thirty Tiger tanks, which General Patton had kindly left in-
tact, five tank destroyers, forty lorries,... five thousand Army uni-
forms, two thousand Waffen-SS uniforms, including boots and steel
helmets.

There were no Luftwaffe or Navy uniforms among them: that didn’t bother
him, as air and sea battles were too costly; they would blow any budget he
might be granted — besides, he had no aircraft or ships.
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The only JU 52 he had, he would put on display in his garden. Few people
brought home something like this to their families. His wife and children
would be proud.

Colonel Mayer patted Gladys Darling’s bare bottom contentedly. The ma-
terial he’d now gathered would be enough for at least thirty to fifty films
about this war. That secured his job as a film producer for the next twenty
years. MGM had put together more authentic sets; Paramount, on the other
hand, was filming in its studios using nothing but cardboard mock-ups
glued together.

Tomorrow he would dictate a letter to Goldwyn, suggesting a few plots.
Perhaps they should also make a film about General Patton — now that he
had shown himself to be so willing to cooperate.

The First World War of 1914—18, with its dreary trench warfare, had of-
fered little in the way of cinematic material — this second global war was
finally being sponsored by the domestic film industry. Hollywood and the
arms manufacturers couldn’t thank the Japanese enough for attacking Pearl
Harbour. Those kamikaze lot: what a wealth of material for films! Nobili-
ty, the elite, honour and death — that alone was enough for at least five
films.

He would yet find out which German costume designer had created those
fantastic black SS uniforms, the silver runes, the glittering skulls, the Iron
Crosses and the Knight’s Crosses, with and without diamonds — perhaps he
should be nominated for an Oscar? O
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Phoenix

Now, war films, alongside many other problems, always have the particu-
lar characteristic of being propaganda films for their own cause.

As a pacifist, one does not wish to get bogged down in this particular as-
pect, but rather — now that we have just learnt how American film produc-
ers were preparing for the post-war period — to look at the German side
and see how preparations were being made there for the post-war era.

Heribert Brauer, a graduate engineer, had put his pen aside and was
filling his pipe.

He leaned back on the bench and squinted leisurely into the sun through
the branches of the mighty beech tree.

He’d only been here for a few weeks and had got into the habit of taking
his lunch break before his colleagues, going for a stroll in the monastery
courtyard, and musing alone on the bench beneath the beech tree.

In his jacket pocket, he could feel the rustle of the letter he’d written to his
wife the previous evening.

“Dear Helga!

Here at Corvey Abbey is the place of tranquillity and concentration that I
had so sorely missed until now.

Minister Albert Speer is personally heading the Reconstruction Planning
Task Force and will be back here next week. At the moment, he is at the
Fiihrer’s headquarters, the Wolf’s Lair, to present the Fiihrer with the latest
details of the plans for the 290-metre-high domed hall in the heart of Ber-
lin.

It will accommodate 180,000 people!

Not only are our projects colossal, as befits Greater Germany, but the
workload is piling up more and more every day, and the number of staff
must be constantly increased.
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At the very least, the most important projects need to be planned before
the war comes to an end. The plans for Berlin — we already refer to it
amongst ourselves by the name it will soon bear: Germania — are the most
advanced.

However, we are currently still facing urban planning problems; the
Reichstag is still standing. Unfortunately. The fire only did half the job
back then.”

From the canteen, he heard the muffled fanfare from Grof3deutscher
Rundfunk’s *Thus Spoke Zarathustra*: the midday news.

He smiled wistfully. Soon his colleagues would come rushing out of the
planning offices and model workshops, beaming with joy as they reported
on the latest bombings.

Some of the architects on the staff had already considered whether it might
be feasible to send British Air Marshal Harris a wish list for the operation-
al planning of his Allied bomber formations. In some major cities, the his-
toric rubble of past centuries still stood. In the east of the Reich in particu-
lar, the Soviets were not as helpful as the British and the Americans.
Frankfurt, Leipzig, and even Berlin — all the city centres were still more in-
tact than was desirable.

He still shuddered inwardly when he thought of the petty, bureaucratic ob-
stacles that had repeatedly been placed in their path before the war: proper-
ty claims, conservationists, even Gauleiters who voiced strange, parochial
concerns — all of that had finally come to an end with the bombings.

The expropriations and forced selloffs of Jewish-owned property to Party
members had not had the desired effect. The new owners were just as
stubborn as the previous ones and refused to authorise the demolition of
the department stores and rows of inner-city houses that had been trans-
ferred to them.

At first, the British had been a little slow on the uptake, but once the V1
and then the V2 had finally been deployed and Coventry, London and Rot-
terdam had been attacked from the air, they had at last realised what need-
ed to be done: creating new space for a grandiose redevelopment of the
city centres.
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Wernher von Braun, the head of planning for the V1 and V2, was already
an honorary member of the Reich Chamber of Architects. Churchill and
Harris would also become honorary members — posthumously — after the
war, in recognition of their services in creating inner-city open spaces for
the new Germanic cities of Greater Germany.

“Heribert!” A young draughtsman in his white coat rushed across the
lawn in the monastery’s inner courtyard, heading straight for the
beech tree, where Heribert Brauer was startled out of his thoughts.
“Have you heard?”

“No, what?”

“The Russians occupied Breslau yesterday, and today our Luftwaffe was
finally able to bomb the city centre. Officially, of course, it’s against the
Russians.”

Heribert Brauer nodded and tapped out his pipe.
“But you haven’t heard the best bit yet!”
“Go on, tell me.”

“Dresden’s been bombed by the Brits and the Yanks! Not quite as much as
we’d like yet, mind you, but someone’s heard through the grapevine that
they’re going to launch a second attack today, and then...” The young
draughtsman spread his arms wide, spinning round so that his lab coat
sleeves fluttered — “then it’ll be a clean slate — the whole city centre!”

“Bloody hell!”” Heribert Brauer was furious.
The young draughtsman stopped, taken aback: “Aren’t you at all pleased?”

“No! We’ve already got a master plan for rebuilding Leipzig, but not for
Dresden. Who’s supposed to draw that up in the next few weeks?”

Angrily, he stuffed his now-cold pipe into his jacket pocket: “If the Allies
can’t think of any better targets than these sleepy royal capitals, then it’s
high time the Fiihrer revealed the secret weapon to end the war: for us as
architects and town planners, the war aims have largely been achieved.”
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Furious, he stamped across the lawn back to his office, leaving the deject-
ed young draughtsman standing alone beneath the mighty beech tree.

The next morning, he studied the overview map of Germany and the
plans for the individual cities thoughtfully. They had not intended to
completely rebuild the German cities from scratch; if they had, they
could have built the capital, Germania, on a greenfield site straight
away. The new Greater German cathedrals were to be built only in the
city centres.

He nodded; Dresden was a good example after all. He paid his respects to
the Allies — it was just the city centre and all that Augustan clutter. Initial
designs sketched out a central avenue stretching from the railway station to
the Elbe, two kilometres long, one hundred metres wide, flanked by three
hundred columns adorned with eagles, each twelve metres high, alongside
which stood the central art gallery — a main facade one thousand metres
long, set back one hundred metres. On the other side of the boulevard, op-
posite and parallel to the Kunsthalle, stood the central Ministry Building,
outwardly a twin to the Kunsthalle: clear proportions, heroic scale.

His planning team was responsible for the details. He needed to think, so
he went out into the courtyard and fetched his bicycle; out in the open
countryside, he had his best ideas; it was there that he found his famous,
so-called divine inspirations.

Heribert Brauer was so lost in thought that he only noticed the British Spit-
fire, which emerged from the sun flying at low altitude, when several bul-
lets tore the letter in his breast pocket to shreds. O
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Kamikaze

Do wars really end with surrender, defeat or a peace treaty?

We usually believe that large multinational corporations produce their
goods solely because they want to — and need to — make money from them.
This money-driven pursuit is — in such an exclusive sense — ‘typical’ only
of certain cultural circles. There are other cultural circles in our world
that live by different values, and thus exist within a different reality.

Nothing happens by chance. So let’s ask why.

‘Moin, moin!” As he did every morning, Gregor was the last of the
three typesetters to arrive at work. ‘Five minutes late is a typesetter’s
punctuality,” was his working motto.

His two colleagues were busy in the adjoining room, where the developing
machine, the coffee machine and the fridge were kept.

The bubbling hiss of the coffee machine signalled that the coffee would be
ready any moment, so they could top up their ‘fuel’ at the start of the
working day.

“What was the technician up to yesterday?” asked Gregor as he entered the
small adjoining room. He’d left early the day before. A system error had
prevented him from continuing his work.

Walter, who was just filling the coffee cups, looked up, amused: “Those
who leave early are punished by their ignorance.” Then he became busi-
nesslike again: “It wasn’t a system error. The SCSI cable between the
mainframe and the data server had come loose, which meant there were
constantly faulty transfers or none at all.”

He poured a little milk into two of the cups, handed one of them to his col-
league, who continued the explanation.
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“But then he went and installed the new graphics programme we’d ordered
a fortnight ago, as well as a newly developed screensaver. You’ll see for
yourself in a moment.”

All three walked into the large office with their cups, where three moni-
tors, standing in a row, dominated the visual impression of the room.
Gregor placed his cup next to the keyboard on the desk and sank into his
desk chair with an elegant sweep. As he did every morning, he turned to-
wards the wall beside him and moved the red daily marker on the large
wall planner forward by one day. “1 September!” he announced at the top
of his voice. That, too, was part of his morning ritual to mark the start of
work.

At the same time, he switched on his computer. This morning announce-
ment was something of a starting signal for him to turn his attention to
work and switch on his machine. It always took one or two minutes for all
the software to load — time to sip his coffee and skim through the day’s
upcoming tasks.

“You know...”, he was just about to address the colleague standing next to
him when his gaze fell on the screen. Curiously, he watched what was
happening there. This was something new.

A red arc became visible at the bottom of the screen, moving slowly up-
wards as it gradually formed a complete red circle.

“I think that’s rather elegant!” he laughed, turning to his colleagues. “Be-
ing greeted by a rising sun! Is that the new screensaver the technician in-
stalled yesterday?”

His two colleagues had stepped curiously behind him. They looked at the
screen in amazement.

Oshira Tanasako was in a hurry. The express train had been packed
again. He’d only managed to get on two trains later than his usual
time.

Of all days. Today of all days, it was important to him to be sitting at his
desk on time before work began. Nobody knew why this was a particularly
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important day for her work, but all her colleagues had the impression that
the department heads had organised something special for that day.

Oshira hurried across the forecourt of the large office block, rushing along
with many others beneath the large, golden letters that gleamed in the
morning sun above the entrance: Ministry of Trade and Industry: MITIL.

If there was a centre of power in the Japanese economy, it was to be found
here. This was where all the threads of industrial policy, coordination,
planning, subsidisation and basic research converged. Oshira was proud to
be working at MITI — or, as he saw it, for MITL.

There was an unspoken esprit de corps amongst the staff: the sense of
working for a powerful lord, serving him, and being part of a mighty
whole, the era of which had long since passed in Japan. When MITI made
a recommendation — and these recommendations had the character of or-
ders — then it happened. When MITI remained silent, nothing happened.

Oshira had reached the seventh floor and briefly glanced at the sign in-
forming visitors that this was where the Electronic Industries Department
was located — the ‘EI’, from which the eagle takes flight, as they some-
times joked when none of the superiors were around. He hurried to his
desk. Eight o’clock — just in time.

His gaze swept across the open-plan office. Although he had been the last
to arrive, it was only now that the clock with the second hand sprang to the
full hour, and the door to the head of department’s office opened.

The murmur of voices died away. Omiro Kurosaro, the head of depart-
ment, stood in the doorway of his office, gazing sternly across the desks of
the open-plan office and making a brief bow. All the employees, standing
upright behind their desks, returned his gesture with an equally brief bow.
The door closed again, and the quiet murmur of voices amongst the desks
resumed.

Osbhira stood there, lost in thought.
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Omiro Kurosaro, the eldest son of the war hero General Tanaka Kurosaro,
the Prince of Kyoto, usually gave the impression of being aloof every
morning, but this morning there had been something else about him.

He replayed the brief scene that had just taken place in his mind’s eye and
realised what it was: that morning, his boss was wearing a white chrysan-
themum in the buttonhole of his dark suit.

Oshira was puzzled. In the twenty years he’d been working at MITI, this
was the first time anyone here had worn a flower in their buttonhole. And
a white chrysanthemum, of all things.

He smiled. This day must be something special. He’d been right after all.

The fireball of the rising sun had come to a standstill on the screen.
An expectant silence spread through the room.

“If that’s a screensaver, I’ll eat a broom!” muttered Gregor.

“At least it’s not the one the technician installed yesterday!” agreed Wal-
ter.

“Nah. The one from yesterday was Donald Duck, splashing about on the
screen with a big painter’s brush.”

Nothing happened for a few seconds.

“Well, if you ask me, that’s the flag of...,” Gregor broke the tense silence
as a figure dressed in white appeared on the screen. It walked lightly to the
centre of the screen.

“So, it is a screensaver after all, which prevents the static image from etch-
ing itself into the glass of the screen by displaying a changing image!”
Gregor declared triumphantly.

“Just you wait,” said his colleague. They’d been typesetters at computers
for far too long not to know that the software sometimes had a mind of its
own.
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In the centre of the screen, the figure dressed in white came to a halt and
turned towards the viewers. The red sun enveloped her. Slowly, the figure
grew larger, so that the outer edge of the red sun extended beyond the
screen’s border, and the expanding figure stood out clearly against the red
screen.

Gradually, details of the figure became visible.
“What sort of strange headband is he wearing?”
Gregor touched the screen’s glass with his index finger.

“Just wait a moment, the picture’s slowly becoming clearer.”

Oshira Tanasako had left the Canteen after a quick glance at his
watch. Four o’clock. The first news reports from Europe must be ar-
riving soon.

As the sun rises in the Pacific and the new day begins there, they were al-
ways ahead of the rest of the world.

Calculating the time difference backwards, it was now 8.00 CET in Cen-
tral Europe; work was just beginning there.

He had been waiting all morning.

Nothing out of the ordinary had happened. He had been going through the
reports from the previous day. The sub-department in which he, Oshira,
worked was responsible for compiling and processing all the information
needed to optimise the competitive position of the Japanese electronics in-
dustry in global trade.

Their position on the world market was good, not to say very good, or, as
critics speculated, too good.

In any case, it was good. Oshira enjoyed compiling the reports. They were
always, without fail, reports of success.

His hunch that this was a special day had already begun to fade by midday,
for even his pondering of the matter had yielded nothing other than the re-
alisation that it was the eve of the anniversary of Japan’s capitulation at
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2n September 1945, a date that was never officially mentioned — which is
why it could not, and was not allowed to be a special day

Shortly before twelve, all the staff were told they would be working over-
time today, with no time limit and no further explanation.

The figure against the red background grew larger until, just before
reaching the edge of the screen, it stopped growing. The headband that
Gregor had pointed to was clearly visible.

A white band, tied in a knot at the back of the head. In the centre of the
band, directly on the forehead, a red dot with rays radiating from it.

The figure’s facial expression remained unchanged as it leaned forward
slightly. As it did so, the figure moved its lips.

The three typesetters looked at one another in surprise.

“I think we need a sound card for speech synthesis. I reckon that bloke
over there just said something like ‘Sayonara’ or ‘Good morning’ in Japa-
nese. It’d be funny to start the morning with...”

“Shut up!” Gregor was abruptly interrupted. And with good reason. When
he looked back at his screen, he saw the programme manager’s icons ap-
pear, followed by the main group being called up, which accessed the file
manager.

“Hang on a minute, this bloody thing is actually accessing the delete func-
tions for all the files!” Gregor slammed his coffee cup down on the table.
“Stop the programme! For God’s sake, it’s going to delete all our files!”

His colleague Helmut had reached over him to the keyboard, trying to ter-
minate the programme by entering various commands.

PROGRAMME CANNOT BE TERMINATED!

appeared in a wide box on the screen.
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Without looking up, Oshira Tanasako picked up the receiver. The first
call of the day. He’d been mistaken. It wasn’t a call from Europe. In-
stinctively, he stood up from his chair. His boss.

“Do you have any news from Europe?” was Omiro Kurosaro’s terse ques-
tion.

“No, Mr Kurosaro!” came his brief reply, accompanied by a bow.
“Send me the information immediately!”

They had all grown accustomed to their boss’s curt, abrupt manner, attrib-
uting it to the military upbringing of his legendary father. Even though
there was no longer any official nobility, his boss remained a gentleman
and the living, legitimate Prince of Kyoto.

Oshira frowned as he looked at the silent telephone receiver in his hand.
Mr Kurosaro had never addressed him directly before. So, something im-
portant was indeed afoot.

He would have to be patient; the reports would not arrive until after the af-
ternoon tea break.

Now the time had come. Oshira had laid out a sheet of paper and a pen.
The telephone rang.

The screen glowed only in an indefinable shade of grey. All the data
stored on the server had been deleted before any of them could react.

The data server! Two gigabytes of data had been deleted — a small library
— destroyed.

In the silence, only a faint groan could be heard: “I’ve always said we need
to make backup copies on CD, in case a hacker ever gets in or some
bloody priest sneaks in a virus!”

“After all, it’s in every bloody beginner’s guide!” Gregor chuckled: “Al-
ways make backup copies of your files!”
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“Keep a cool head!” His colleague had picked up the phone and was al-
ready in the process of calling the supplier. “Busy.”

“Try again,” Gregor urged him: “You can usually get through at this time
of day!”

“I’ve got a feeling something’s up...,” muttered his colleague, having al-
ready pressed redial. “Busy.”

Third attempt. “Satzstudio...” That was as far as he got. From the other
end had already answered. To questions he hadn’t even asked yet. Without
a word, he pressed the listen-in button on the phone: °...we don’t know ei-
ther. We’ve already received calls from various companies saying that all
the data has been deleted and the system is, so to speak, dead. At the mo-
ment, we can’t help you either. We’ll get back to you as soon as we know
anything more specific.” With that, they hung up.

Oshira Tanasako didn’t get round to calling his boss. The phone had
been ringing non-stop since half past four. One piece of bad news af-
ter another was being relayed to him. His list of companies and deal-
ers who had called him already filled the third page of his notes.

Every time he’d just put the receiver down to finish his notes and then ring
his boss, the phone would ring again. Resolutely, he let the phone ring,
stood up, organised his notes, and set off.

He knocked politely on the department head’s door. Immediately he heard
Mr Kurosaro’s familiar voice instructing him to come in.

As a precaution, Oshira had put on a worried expression as he placed the
sheets of notes on his boss’s desk without a word.

A brief nod. He knew he would have to leave again.

He understood Mr Kurosaro. After years of success stories, year after year,
suddenly these disaster reports: all Japanese IT systems had deleted their
data and operating systems. For some reason unknown to anyone, the sys-
tems seemed, if one were to put it in human terms—, to be committing
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something akin to suicide. The Nikkei index would plummet, plummet
mercilessly.

Oshira soon saw that Mr Kurosaro was leaving the office. The notepaper
in his hand, the chrysanthemum in the buttonhole of his dark suit.

Oshira Tanasako sighed quietly.

That meant a crisis meeting with the Minister. Or so he thought.

Mr Kurosaro, the only son of Imperial General Tanaka Kurosaro and

his father’s legitimate successor as Prince of Kyoto, placed his white

chrysanthemum alongside the three other blooms that were already on
the dark wood of the family altar.

He remained in a deep bow for several minutes.

Then the clock’s hand sprang from midnight to the first second of the new
day: 2 September.

Mr Kurosaro straightened up again: “Father, we have fulfilled the vow we
made to our families at your deathbed.”

He looked proudly at the three men standing beside him, took three steps
forward and opened a small cedar chest standing beneath his father’s por-
trait. Carefully, he took three headbands from the chest one after the other
and passed them to his comrades. He kept the last, fourth one for himself,
placed it around his forehead, just as his comrades had done, and carefully
tied it at the back of his head. The red sun with its rays was positioned ex-
actly in the centre of his forehead.

All four came from families of the highest nobility. All four were the unof-
ficial bearers of great names and titles. All four had sworn an oath together
at the deathbed of the imperial general: ‘On the anniversary of that shame-
ful defeat, we shall restore the Emperor’s honour: as kamikaze, we shall
preserve the honour of our families in a great battle.” The word ‘surrender’
would never have passed the general’s lips.
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They had always kept the general’s last words to themselves. Only they,
the members of the oldest noble families, were entitled to become kamika-
ze.

It was to them that General Tanaka Kurosaro had given his final order. To
these four. To no one else: ‘Even though we have lost these battles, the fi-
nal victory will be ours. Take command of ‘Operation Sunrise’. Be persis-
tent, patient and discreet.”

He was already breathing heavily. His final words were spoken so softly
they were barely audible: “We shall rule the world. Learn from the current
victors if you wish to defeat them. Defeat them with their own weapons,
and our honour will never be lost.” O
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Living in the ‘Green’

Some people — particularly many women — believe we should let nature
take its course. If only it were as simple as it sounds — apparently these
people think life is a river that simply flows along — then we wouldn’t need
ecology to protect nature from humankind. However, it could well be that
this ‘protectee’ is confidently drawing on its own abilities.

A story as an analogy to the joke: ‘What sort of person is a vegetarian?’
Answer: ‘Someone who doesn’t hear the tomato scream when they cut it

up.’
In the following story, the tomato — symbolically speaking — has screamed,
or it becomes apparent that some men live in a permanent state of war.

1 The loudspeakers amplified the policeman’s deep voice across the
whole of Sievekingsplatz: ‘This is the police operations centre speak-

bl

ing! Please observe the cordons and keep the...” clear of the access

routes! Please remain behind the barriers!”

Tens of thousands had gathered along the Street Alte Wallanlagen, hoping
to catch a glimpse or hear the latest news first-hand; it was deathly quiet.
No cheering, no stubborn insistence. The streets were kept clear; the am-
bulances and emergency services had unobstructed passage.

The high-pitched whirring of the engineering tanks’ tracks on the tarmac
of the Gorch-Fock-Wall, the muffled rumble of the tank engines, had left
most of the onlookers fearful and silent. The smooth inner wheels of the
tanks rolled along their own endless path, traced by the circling tank
tracks. Smooth on the inside, moulding to the curve of the wheels, the steel
shattered any resistance that braced against it from the outside. Resistance,
an object to be destroyed. A hold, a necessary counter-pressure, at the
same time. The blade of the guillotine does not cut without the resistance
of the muscles and bones in the neck of the bound man.
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Fear needed the resistance of faith in goodness, grounded in the memory
of dread of the past, of what might be.

When was the last time heavy engineer clearance tanks had rumbled past
the Botanical Gardens and the Music hall?

Only the older generation could remember: in the final days of the Second
World War, tanks had rolled through the streets of Hamburg. Two genera-
tions ago. They were not fond memories. Hamburg saw itself as a peaceful
city, with no inclination towards military displays. Why, then, this alarm-
ing military display?

People’s fear that there might be another war still ran deep. The news
blackout, imposed three days earlier, did nothing to help any of the on-
lookers, or any of Hamburg’s citizens, to remain unperturbed.

A news blackout in a society with a free press? Something threatening
must have happened for the Senator for the Interior to resort to such drastic
measures.

It was not, however, a news blackout in the traditional sense. The opera-
tions command centre was willing to provide information, but apart from
the statement: ‘We don’t know either’, there was no news. Thus, the media
had agreed on the term ‘news blackout!’.

All attempts to find out more had so far failed. No one was allowed
through the cordons. No one. Even the most resourceful journalists, who
had tried to get footage from above — from the air — stood no chance. The
airspace over Hamburg was closed.

Georg Hannesen walked slowly past the crowd. He had hung his
green press pass openly and visibly around his neck — to avoid any
misunderstandings. His destination: ten o’clock, press conference,
High-Rise Bunker, Feldstrafe.

Hannesen avoided the questioning glances of the people. He, too, had no
idea what was going on behind the barriers.
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This much was known: the entire area, starting from Sievekingsplatz,
along Feldstraf3e, past the Neuer Pferdemarkt, along Stresemannstrafle and
Holstenstra3e, past the Reeperbahn, as far as the Landungsbriicken, Hel-
goldnder StraBle and the Holstenwall, had been hermetically sealed off
three days earlier, on Thursday. An area encompassing the St. Pauli dis-
trict.

All available off-duty Hamburg police units, fire brigades, several Bun-
deswehr battalions, special forces, the Federal Agency for Technical Relief
and the Red Cross had been deployed and positioned along this perimeter
over the course of the last few days.

On Friday, all manner of rumours were still circulating. The mildest specu-
lations were that the operation was supposedly aimed at the ‘Autonomists’
in Hafenstralle, or that a clean-up was taking place in St. Pauli. These ru-
mours reflected the wishes of those who had set them in motion. But when
no information is available, a time of wishful thinking and fear sets in.

The operations command had consistently responded without comment:
“Not true”.

“Lucifer has appeared and revealed his true face in this den of iniquity.
Save your souls. Pray to the LORD!” Shaking his head, Hannesen looked
at a handwritten placard that an old, white-haired man was holding aloft
with great effort. Well, he thought to himself, times of extreme uncertainty
have their own companions. Propagandists of a certainty about how to deal
with this fear.

No one paid any attention to the man. No one stopped him from carrying
his placard. Everyone was too preoccupied with themselves, their fear,
their curiosity.

Before he walked through the barrier, Hannesen glanced back once more
at the silent crowd. Wherever there was a chance to possibly see more than
others, people could be seen.

Curious onlookers had climbed onto the candelabra in front of the court-
houses — like a raised platform — and even onto the equestrian statue of
Emperor Wilhelm, in the hope of perhaps gaining a better view of what no
one else could see. Only the statues of the four men above the main portal
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of the Civil Court building gazed, as they had for a hundred years, impas-
sively at the crowd that had gathered, packed shoulder to shoulder, beneath
them.

Hannesen couldn’t help but smile when he saw the questioning glances
from the crowd directed at him. Glances seeking help, glances full of re-
proach.

“Sorry, folks, I’ve got to get through here now, but that’s exactly my job —
to provide you with information so you can go home in peace.”

His press pass got him past the cordon, and he walked along Feldstraf3e:
first past the Red Cross tents, then came the vehicles of the Federal Agen-
cy for Technical Relief, followed by those of the fire brigade, and finally
the police vehicles — the further he went, the more military the surround-
ings became.

The gaps between the trees lining the road and the access roads to the
Heiligengeistfeld offered a view of a vast number of tents, with the occa-
sional blue container in between.

3 “Press conference, first floor.” A sign next to the entrance to the high-
rise bunker pointed the way.

He was met by a loud babble of voices. Around two hundred journalists
were gathered, discussing, trying to find out what nobody knew. The
badges on their jackets and the stickers on their video cameras made it
clear: representatives of the world’s press were present.

Georg scanned the crowd for familiar faces, then made his way over to his
colleague Schroter. If anyone knew anything, it was Schroter. He was a
old hand at this sort of thing.

“Hello, Schroter!” They shook hands.
“Hi, Hannesen! Tell me, do you know anything more specific yet?”

“You’re asking me that? I was just about to ask you the same thing.” He
gave Schroter a nudge on the shoulder: “If you don’t know anything, who
on earth is going to?”
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Schréter had a desperate look on his face: “It’s enough to drive you to
despair, I tell you. I’'m standing in front of a florist’s like a blind man,
smelling the most wonderful things, but I just can’t make out a thing, for
heaven’s sake!” He rubbed his nose in exasperation.

The Senator for the Interior appeared on the makeshift podium, accompa-
nied by the police operations commanders and the military commanders.

An expectant silence fell over those present.

“Ladies and gentlemen, before you ask any questions, let me make one
fundamental point.” His familiar, affable smile had a pained, weary edge
to it. “We have no answers.”

Immediately, the murmur of voices rose again, from which a loud question
drowned out everything else: “Do you intend to continue with your disin-
formation campaign of the last few days?”

The Senator for the Interior waved his hand wearily. “Not at all. That was
not a disinformation policy. But please,” he shrugged, “ask away.”

“What happened?”

“We don’t know. The only thing we know is that, over the course of last
Thursday, St Pauli — how shall I put it? — ... became overgrown. Unknown
plants have clearly and decisively ...” he searched for the right words, ...
pushed all the people out of the district.”

“Was it a violent expulsion?”

“No, not at all. No injuries have been reported. There was no obvious vio-
lence. It was plants! If you need a headline, you could write: ‘St Pauli has
turned into a jungle.’”

A relaxed laugh eased the tension. “Hasn’t it always been that way?” a sil-
ly voice piped up loudly.

“You’re mistaken. You don’t know St. Pauli. It may well have been a so-
ciety within a society, with its own rules that outsiders might not under-
stand, but I can assure you that its internal laws and its own order clearer
and more strictly observed than in the noble Eppendorf or Blankenese.”
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The silence that followed was broken by the next question.

“Are there any signs of an alien power or an alien, perhaps extraterrestrial,
intelligence?”

€4N0.7’
“Are you planning military action?”
“NO 2

“Why did you put the Bundeswehr units on alert and have the engineer
tanks move in?”

“We must prepare for every possible scenario. We felt the engineer troops
were best suited to dealing with plants, should a more extensive defence
become necessary.”

“Have you already tried to get into the area?”

“Yes. We were unable to do so. The plants prevent any access to the area.”
“Where are the residents of St Pauli?”

“The Heiligengeistfeld is the central evacuation point.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Nothing. We’re waiting to see what happens. The situation seems to have
come to a standstill since Friday.”

Hannesen had heard enough. There was no further information to be had
here, and if necessary he could ring Schréter later. He left the room dis-
creetly. Perhaps he could find out more at the Heiligengeistfeld.

4 ‘Evacuation site’ was the simple, factually accurate description. Over
the past few days, a tent city had sprung up, complete with streets,
squares and specific focal points, where people gathered together.
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Hannesen wandered through the streets of tents, trying to get his bearings.
The blue containers were the toilet blocks; there were food distribution
points in several squares, and water was available at the hydrants. After his
second lap, the overall layout became clearer to him.

The entire arc between FeldstraBe and the Museum of Hamburg History
was the middle-class, ‘German quarter’; adjoining it, towards the Post-
bunker, was the Turkish area, next to which came the alternative scene,
and towards Millerntor, the gay scene and the ‘red-light district’.

Then there was Budapester Strafle. The entire opposite side of the road
was a single green wall. As far as he could see down the street to the right
and left, there was an impenetrable mass of green from trees and plants. A
shiver ran down his spine. He realised that this wall could frighten people.
Only now did he notice the peculiar silence emanating from it.

Instinctively, he stepped backwards; he wanted to be amongst people. On
his second lap, he’d noticed a sort of central market square where the vari-
ous ‘city districts’ obviously converged. That seemed to be where the
news exchange was active.

He walked back through the Turkish ‘quarter’ — where men’s tents and
women’s tents alternated — then past the Alternatives — who had marked
every corner of their area with signs reading ‘Free Republic of the Holy
Spirit” — and arrived at the market square.

Several groups were standing together, discussing things amongst them-
selves. Hannesen joined a group that clearly represented a mix of all the
quarters. He listened.

“Well, it’s starting to get a bit boring here.”
“I agree, we should do something.”

“The stadium’s been kept clear, hasn’t it? FC St. Pauli could play every
day and we’d have some fun.”

“We could organise a multicultural festival at the stadium every evening!
Since there’s no telly anyway.”
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“You can watch it at the designated TV viewing areas if you’re so keen on
having a telly!”

“Has anyone heard what came out of the press conference yet?”
That was the cue for Hannesen.

He identified himself as a journalist and reported what he’d heard. It
wasn’t much, mind you. Then he fired back with his own question.

“Can anyone tell me what actually happened?”

In the ensuing hubbub, he couldn’t make out a single word. “Guys, please,
one at a time. Do you have something like a café tent where we can sit
down and have a quiet chat?”

They did have one; the group walked with him two blocks further, to the
‘Café zur griinen Aussicht’. Once he’d ordered coffee, beer and schnapps,
they were ready to begin.

5 “On Wednesday evening, when I came home from work, I could bare-
ly open the front door. Something was pressing against it from the in-
side. When I finally got the door open, the branches of the Benjaminni
came rushing towards me and gently but firmly pushed me back down

the stairs. Before I knew it, I was back on the street.”

“Who opened the front door, then?”
“Me, of course. Do you think I wanted to be pushed against it?”
“And the neighbours in the house?”

“They all came out within the next ten minutes too. Everyone was pushed
out of the house. By the plants.”

“Did that happen to everyone?”

“Yeah, mate, and that was brilliant. I’d been asleep, and when I woke up,
all I could see was green. My rubber tree had filled the room with its
leaves and was just about to push me out of bed. I didn’t find it all that
funny, but then several leaves did something like a sort of platform, and
they grew so fast that they carried me down the stairs.”
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“And there was no way to fight back?”

“Nah. Jupp, the old warrior, tried to grab the big kitchen knife. The little
twigs just twisted it right out of his hand. I can tell you, that’s a clever op-
ponent.”

“Where did the plants come from, then?”

“It all started a few months ago, when you could buy large plants for a
song in the supermarkets, and in the IKEA and furniture shops. A plant
like that, 1.50 high, for around thirty marks. That was really cheap. And
lots of people in St. Pauli bought pots like that.”

“But it was the same in other parts of the city too, so why St Pauli in par-
ticular? Does anyone here have an explanation?”

“Have you ever been to St. Pauli before?”
“Yes, on the Reeperbahn and in Grof3e Freiheit, if that’s what you mean.”

“No, that’s not what I meant. I didn’t ask you if you’d been fo St Pauli, but
whether you’d actually been in St Pauli.”

“Right, well, I’ve only ever been on St Pauli.”

“You see, otherwise you’d know that there used to be a florist on almost
every corner. The people in St Pauli have always had a special need to
make things beautiful for themselves, and living surrounded by greenery
was just part of that.”

“But it’s the same in other parts of town too!”

“No! It was just that people in St. Pauli were said to be nothing but hook-
ers, tramps and anti-social types anyway. And that’s why the ‘normal’
people there were particularly normal!”

“What do you mean by that?”” Hannesen realised that his knowledge of St.
Pauli was more limited than he’d previously thought.

“If people in other neighbourhoods had one crocheted blanket on their liv-
ing room table, the people of St. Pauli had two on theirs; and where others
had two sofa cushions, in St. Pauli there were four.”
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“And where others had one plant, were there two in St Pauli?”
“At least!”
“But why, then, this onslaught of plants on St Pauli?”

An elderly man, with a round beer belly and thick spectacles, who hadn’t
said a word until then, cupped his hands around his mouth and mimicked a
trumpet fanfare: “The Empire Strikes Back!”

He grinned broadly at Hannesen: “Mate, you need to rethink your way of
thinking. You think just like the rest of the police — only in terms of attack
and defence. And if anything happens that doesn’t fit the usual pattern, you
immediately assume it’s something evil!” He paused briefly, then added
sadly: “You’re just waiting for the tanks to get the order to attack.”

Hannesen felt he had to defend himself.
“But what else are we supposed to do, apart from wait and see?”

“That’s what I’m saying — extermination is the only thing people with that
sort of mindset are capable of. Extermination! First the plants, then the
people, then the whole world.”

From the far corner of the table, Hannesen heard someone humming the
tune: ‘Today Germany belongs to us, and tomorrow the whole world’.

Silence, until the pot-bellied man cleared his throat.

“Mother Nature is a patient woman, mind you, but just like any good
mother, even her patience runs out sometimes and she makes it clear
what’s what. Blimey, those plants — they’re alive!” He paused. “And if
they don’t have round, bulging eyes like us, it’s because they need their
visual system to carry out photosynthesis. And if you can’t run away be-
cause you don’t have legs, but are firmly rooted in the ground, then you
don’t need eyes.”

Hannesen was at a loss. “But this green wall is impenetrable!”

Everyone nodded in agreement and fell silent, except for one woman
who’d joined them later and had been listening quietly until then.
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“Have you ever tried it?”
“What?”
“To break through!”

The breathless pause that followed was broken by a chorus of male laugh-
ter.

The woman’s eyes flashed angrily at the group of men: “Oh, you lot are as
daft as ever! You know exactly what [ mean!”

Of course they knew. It was just a bit of fun.

Hannesen’s interest, on the other hand, was immediately piqued. This
woman had apparently been on ‘The Jungle’.

He asked a few more questions, then ordered another round, paid, nodded
to the woman, and went outside to wait for her.

He hadn’t been standing there long before she stepped out of the café
tent. When she saw him waiting, she paused, then came over to meet
him.

“Hannesen,” he introduced himself, and, following common practice, add-
ed: “Georg.”

A brief smile and “Christa Bauer” were her reply.

She looked him straight in the eye. “I didn’t arrive at the café until later,
when you were already sitting there with the group.” She scrutinised Han-
nesen. “Are you a journalist?”’

“Yes. I'm interested in all sorts of information.” He lowered his voice:
“For example, whether it’s possible to get into St Pauli.”

Christa Bauer hesitated, looking at him searchingly. “Why not?” She
smiled: “No problem.”

“Pardon?”” Hannesen thought he hadn’t heard properly. “If the entire police
force can’t manage to find a way in, then you want to ...”
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Christa interrupted him: “You obviously heard what Maximillian — that’s
the fat bloke with the glasses — said earlier, but you clearly didn’t under-
stand it.”

212

“I understood the bit about ‘Mother Nature speaking her mind
“But clearly not that Mother Nature means well by us.”
“Do you have any evidence of that?”

“Before you try to force open a steel safe with a crowbar and dynamite,
perhaps you should first check whether the door is actually locked or
whether you’ve been trying the wrong key.”

With a simple “Come on!”, she was already a few steps away.

Hannesen hastily slung his camera bag and recording equipment over his
shoulder and hurried after her. After a few metres, he had caught up with
her.

“Where are we going?”’
“In there!” was the curt reply.

They made their way briskly through the streets of the tent city. Hannesen
paid no attention to the myriad scenes around him, each of which would
have been newsworthy in its own right.

They paused briefly on Budapester Strafle, glancing down the street to the
right and left. There was no one to be seen.

“Lunch break,” Christa snorted, with a hint of irony in her voice.

“Right,” she said, looking calmly at Hannesen, “first test. We’re just going
to walk across there and go in.”

Without waiting for his reply, she was already on her way across the road,
Hannesen following behind her; when she reached the greenery, the leaves
parted slightly so that she could walk through without touching a single
one. The greenery opened up.

Full of wonder and amazement, Hannesen followed her. He saw it but
couldn’t bring himself to believe it. After two metres, he came to a stand-
still. The plants, which had initially made way for him, had become an im-
penetrable wall. He couldn’t go any further.
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“Christa!” Hannesen’s voice took on a panicked undertone as he stood
trapped in the greenery. He muttered a quiet curse under his breath:
“Mother Nature means well by us!” An angry snort followed, and then an
even louder one: “Christa!”

From a short distance away, a bright, amused laugh rang out. “Just go
back, Georg. Nobody’s going to stop you from walking backwards.”

Hannesen turned round; the path was clear. With three long strides, he was
back on the road, out in the open.

When Christa appeared beside him a moment later, his fear had changed.
Full of indignation, he blurted out: “But you did ...”.

He fell silent. Without a word, merely by closing her eyes briefly, she had
signalled him to keep quiet.

Quietly, he asked, “Why not you and me?” Christa was clearly amused as
she looked at Hannesen.

“Do you smoke?”
“Yes, of course ...”
“Empty your pockets.”

She said it with such friendly firmness that, without a word of protest, he
set his camera and recording device down on the ground, spread the con-
tents of his trouser and jacket pockets out onto the street, and waited, full
of curiosity, to see what this was all about.

“And the cigarettes?”
“Oh, blimey, I’ve got them in my shirt’s breast pocket.”
“Take them out,” Christa urged him once more, patiently.

Once he’d emptied all his pockets, Christa’s gaze swept over the jumble of
items he’d spread out on the tarmac.

“Is that all?”

Hannesen checked his trousers, shirt and jacket once more. “Yes, that’s
all.”
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He watched intently as Christa went through the items, picking up individ-
ual ones and examining them more closely.

She set aside the cigarettes, the lighter and his pocket knife. She pointed to
the recording device and the camera bag. “Are the batteries and the re-
chargeable battery acid-free?”

“As far as I know, yes,” muttered Hannesen, puzzled.

“Good, then let’s give it another go. Let’s leave it up to nature. You can
put everything back in your bag, apart from those items,” she pointed to
the things she’d set aside, “and then we’ll go back inside.”

“But,” Hannesen said, confused, as he stuffed the approved items into his
pockets, “why did you single out those three things and ask me about the
batteries and the rechargeable battery?”

“Observation and experience,” was the laconic reply.

“You could have kept the cigarettes, mind you, but as you can’t take either
a lighter or matches into the ‘jungle’, you wouldn’t be able to do anything
with them.”

She looked at him. It was obvious that she was looking for an explanation.

“In my experience, the plants won’t let anything into their territory that
you could use to harm a plant or mistreat it in any other way. So, no fire,
no knives, no guns, no weapons, no acids.”

She thought for a moment. “What we’re allowed to take with us isn’t up to
us.”

“Are you saying we have to submit to a green dictatorship that decides
what’s allowed and what isn’t?”” The entire cultural history of liberal indi-
vidualism resonated in his tone of voice.

“If you wish to describe the principle of ‘live and let live’ as a dictator-
ship...” A sad expression flickered in the corners of her eyes. “How about
giving some thought to the phrase ‘The limit of one’s own life is the life of
another’?”
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After a brief glance at Hannesen: “Hand me the recording device; it’s
enough that you have to carry the camera bag.”

With that, she had picked up the equipment, turned round, and disappeared
back among the leaves, with Hannesen following behind.

At first he was hesitant, but when he realised that the branches and
twigs always parted just far enough not to touch him, he quickened his
pace and had caught up with Christa after a few steps.

After just a few metres, he could feel the intensity of the clean, fresh air in
his lungs. His skin began to breathe a sigh of relief, and memories of his
youth spent in the countryside flooded his thoughts.

“It’s brilliant!” he called out to her enthusiastically.
“Mmb, I think so too.”

As he stood beside her, catching his breath, it became clear that they were
standing in a spacious little cave. The leaves had parted enough to leave
them plenty of space so they didn’t feel cramped. Hannesen looked up and
could see the blue of the sky. The soft chirping of birds rang in his ears. He
closed his eyes. It reminded him of the tree hollow he’d always used to
hide in as a little boy whenever he wanted to be alone.

“Come on, Georg, let’s carry on.”
“Where are we off to?”
“I live a few streets further on.”

She walked ahead with purpose. His assumption that they were both alone
in the ‘jungle’ had to be corrected after a few minutes. In a playground,
several children were happily clambering around the climbing frames,
whilst several women sat engrossed in conversation on the benches beside
the sandpits.

Outside a bakery, two apprentices stood in checked trousers and white
aprons. “Hello, Christa!” they called over. “Are people coming back?”
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Christa paused briefly. “It’ll be in the paper tomorrow, and then you’ll
have plenty to do again!” She waved to the two of them and was already
on her way.

After a few minutes, they had reached the house where she lived. Han-
nesen was still fascinated: such greenery! Bright, sun-drenched greenery!
The streets were clear all the way through; in the shade of the treetops, he
saw children playing hide-and-seek between the cars. He didn’t feel con-
fined for a single moment; his initial anxiety had given way to a sense of
natural security.

Christa unlocked the front door and stepped into the stairwell.

Hannesen was just about to ask whether all the front doors had been forced
open when he found himself standing, surprised, in the pleasantly cool,
empty stairwell. No greenery.

Christa smiled: “Well, as Maximillian would ask right now, ‘Haven’t you
readjusted your thought patterns yet?’. It’s quite simple: here in the stair-
well, the plants don’t get enough light, so they’ve retreated.”

She climbed the stairs lightly; Georg was quite out of breath — he was only
used to taking the lift — until he finally reached the fourth floor.

The flat door on the left was open. The ‘Bauer’ nameplate confirmed he
was in the right place. Hesitantly, he stepped into the flat.

“Come on through into the kitchen! Don’t worry, the plants won’t bite

EE)

you.
Surprised, he set down his camera bag.

The flat was small, but it was the ideal symbiosis of living space and
plants. Plenty of space and plenty of greenery.

He heard Christa’s voice softly beside him. “Isn’t it a dream? The dream
of ‘living in the countryside’? I give the plants their space, I don’t threaten
them, and in return they give me the space I need to live.” O
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The Long March

Before ‘living in the countryside’, there was something else, wasn'’t there?
The '68ers? What was that again? A veteran recalls struggles and battles,
victories and bitter losses...

“Hello, Grandad. How are you?”

“Hello, child. Not so well.”

“Are you having trouble with the left again? ”

“Yes, yes. It’s so tired.”

“Is she prudish?”

“No, you’ve got it wrong. It’s tired! With an ‘M’! Like perjury.”
“Oh, I see. But I still don’t get it. Tired at thirty-five already?”

“What do you mean, thirty-five? My biological age is already over fifty,
and my mental age is also older than thirty-five.”

“But I always thought you were a "68er?”

“l am. And that’s precisely what’s making me tired. This long march
through the institutions. I don’t know if you can understand that yet. Con-
stantly wondering where the destination is, questioning whether you’re
still on the right path. Then all those detours, the racing through the streets,
hiding away in the recesses of your mind, getting lost on side roads... That
can certainly wear you out.”

s

“But you once said that the journey is the real destination.’

“That’s true, but what did the path actually look like? Even the provisions
for the march were lacking: too much Marx and too little Bakunin. Even
sprinkling in a bit of Wilhelm Reich didn’t make the endless Marxist mush
any more palatable. If only we’d had a political home.”
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“Didn’t you have a home, then?”’

“The SPD kicked us out of our home right at the start, and the party of
brothers and sisters in the other German ‘home’ feared us like the devil
fears holy water. Mind you, we didn’t want to go there anyway. So we
ended up moving about as a little band of homeless people.”

“And where did you end up then?”

“Some of us settled in Tuscany; a few found refuge at the universities.
Others went to Poona and subsequently set up an alternative spice trade.
Still others leased farms and grew organic vegetables, baking their own
bread. A few made peace with politics. Almost all those who’d found ref-
uge in the media were eventually kicked out again, and so the weary rem-
nants are now holed up in a few left-wing or environmentalist niches, ek-
ing out an existence there.”

“But you were once the bearers of hope!”

“That’s true. But today it’s clear to me that we were more like trouser-
holders. When your trousers are sagging, you simply need a ‘bearer of
hope’. Once your belly’s grown big, the trousers stay up on their own. We
were like a general staff without troops. It worked brilliantly — our strategy
games in the sandpit of university seminars. Then the masses started to
move. We led the way, the media were right in the thick of it, and hun-
dreds of thousands followed behind. Problems promptly cropped up. We
weren’t prepared for the real world. The theoretical centre shifted from
Frankfurt to occupied West Berlin, and leadership was taken over by a
people’s tribune whom hardly anyone had heard of before. Do you still
recognise names like General Rabehl or the Wolff brothers today?”

“No, I only know the name Rudi Dutschke.”

“Quite right, because he gave the mass movement a face. When he ap-
peared with his hoarse voice and his appearance like Rauber Hotzenplotz,
with his polished rhetoric... My dear, the media and the masses were en-
thralled. He was the very embodiment of the bourgeois nightmare. Hardly
anyone bothered with his political theory. Ultimately, the German longing
for failed heroes found its fulfilment in him its historical fulfilment. He
paid for it with his life.”
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“So, was he the embodiment of the great movement?”’

“The figurehead, yes, but the movement as a whole was broader. The ex-
tra-parliamentary opposition did not consist solely of the student move-
ment. And within the student movement, there were various groups.
Dutschke was the symbol of the left wing of the SDS, ‘Find Yourself’.
Alongside them were the people from the SHB, ‘Be Nicely Modest’ of the
SPD, then the RCDS, ‘Ring of Chronically Stupid Students’ of the CDU,
and the LSD, ‘Quiet, Gentle, Stupid’ of the FDP, as well as the HSU, ‘Ma-
licious Satirical Prophets’ of the Humanist Union, to name just the most
important ones.”

“And that was all in Berlin?”

“No, that’s a myth. It was most intense there because Berlin’s population
and government put up the fiercest resistance. You know, nobody loved
their occupying soldiers more than the Berliners loved their Americans.
Besides, what else was there to do in Berlin? ‘Tonight, street battle’ — that
was so typical of the Berlin Wall prison. There were clashes everywhere:
in Hamburg, Hanover, Gottingen, Frankfurt, Heidelberg, Freiburg and
Munich, to name just the most important ones. The difference between
Berlin and Freiburg, for example, was that in the evenings you’d drive out
to Glottertal and have a quarter-litre of wine. In Berlin, there just weren’t
any vineyards. This fixation on Berlin is strange, because we saw our-
selves as part of an international movement.”

“Why international?”

“1968! That was the students in the US, at Berkeley and in Little Rock;
that was the barricades in Paris and the Zengakura protests in Tokyo; that
was napalm in Vietnam and the tanks in Prague... it was a global upheaval
and protest on the path towards a more democratic, tolerant and peaceful
society.”

“And the Germans were at the forefront!”

“No, come on. There’s a German tradition of being late to the party, and
so, if you’ll excuse me, we were, quite simply, later than all the other na-
tions.”
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“So you were able to learn from the experiences of others?”

“First of all, we had to learn to cope here on our own. After all, we had a
historic era and mission. Just look at the rhythm of the German generations
in this century: 1918: the triumph and the beginning of the defeat of the
German Left; 1943: the Right; 1968: the Left; 1993: the Right. We were
on the move!”

“And were people fighting for peace?”

“Please, not the violence debate again. The opposing poles were, on the
one hand, the advocates of ‘Flower Power’ (“Fighting for peace is like
fucking for virginity”) and, on the other, the armed struggle of the RAF,
‘Ran An den Feind’. At times, these debates preoccupied us more than an-
ything else.”

“And where did you stand between the two poles of the philosophy of
struggle?”

“We tried something like a symbiosis of different positions: ‘Laugh, Love,
Fight’.
“And were you successful with that?”

“Well, the laughing part was difficult enough. The German Left was, and
actually still is, very serious, and you’re not supposed to laugh at serious
issues. We soon didn’t get round to loving, because fighting was the order
of the day.”

“And you did fight?”
“Yes, you can take that for granted — we fought the battle of the sexes.”
“Pardon? What on earth was that?”

“Well, there we were on the long march: just look at all the wonderful
achievements we’ve had — higher education reform, social reform, co-
determination... It was only in between all that that we’d lost track of the
canteen girls. Up until then, at least it was fun: always something to shag
and smoke weed.”

“To ‘smoke weed’?”’
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“Yes, smoking hashish. But that soon came to an end. Unfortunately,
joints didn’t give rise to any political visions, and historically speaking, it
was hard to justify either. If Karl Marx or Lenin or at least Herbert Marcu-
se had smoked hash... But they didn’t.

After all, we weren’t after the illusion of individual liberation, but the ac-
tual social liberation of the individual from external constraints.”

“And what about having sex?”

“Many women broke away from the group, formed feminist battalions and
went their own ways. I understand that, of course, but those who stayed
with us didn’t want to be camp followers any longer either.

‘We want everything, and we want it now.” That’s when the battle of the
sexes began.”

“And those were the main battles?”

“Not at all; the enemy struck back fiercely. One of their nastiest weapons
was the occupational bans, which really took their toll on us.

Then he laid terrible minefields, such as ‘New Poverty’ and the ‘New So-
cial Question’, where we stumbled about quite a bit and lost not only our
followers but also our bearings. And then there was the weakening caused
by the opposition’s new beacon of hope, Willy Brandt. We had very little
to set against him. So our following dwindled more and more.”

“Things certainly got pretty heated.”

“You can say that again. But the worst was yet to come. After that turbu-
lent period, we found ourselves in a vast desert, a dreadful wasteland. And
it was cold there. Because of the poor rations, our stomachs had withered
away and only our minds remained intact. Have you ever heard of the
‘Lead Desert’?”

“I shudder just thinking about it.”

“All I can advise you is to steer clear of the Lead Desert. And then there’s
that tiny font size too. With all those letters crammed together, you can’t
make head nor tail of it.”
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“That sounds absolutely dreadful.”

“It would be bearable if only one could get a good, proper night’s sleep.
Always these doubts and this guilty conscience. Always this uncertainty:
was one right to show solidarity, or was one right not to? And then that
dreadful applause from the wrong side.

If we hadn’t been so critical at the start, we’d have had a clearer con-
science. Uncompromising dogmatism is a good source of peace of mind,
after all. That’s what we always admired — and at the same time hated —
about the people in the DKP, the ‘German crypto-partisans’: that smug,
self-satisfied sense of being right.

But they’re no longer around either.”
“Poor old APO-OPA.” O
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The athletic man
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Games of Love

“Love is a strange game...” A game? The only question is whether it’s all
very athletic. For German men in particular, there are TV programmes
featuring virtual ogling of naked women. And what’s it like in German
bedrooms? What if the bedroom amateurs living under German roofs were
to go public in the media? Experience it for yourselves, because everyone
else will just claim they didn’t see a thing.

1 “Dear viewers at home, we welcome you to the broadcast of the First

German Championships in the Art of Love, taking place here, in the

cosy, rustic atmosphere of the town hall of the Bavarian spa town of
Ruhpolding.

As you may have gathered from the extensive media coverage over the
past few weeks, the staging of this championship was in doubt, as the
German Sports Federation had for a long time been unable to decide
whether to recognise lovemaking as a sporting discipline. Neither the his-
torical reference to the nudity of athletes in classical Greece — from whose
spirit, after all, other sports, and indeed even the Olympic Games, derive
their fundamental concept... No, not from the nudity, but from the spirit...
— could convince the officials.

Nor did the practical demonstrations by the activists — who had been or-
ganising themselves for years in a vast number of clubs — manage to per-
suade the executive committee of the German Sports Federation to recog-
nise these activities as a new sporting discipline, despite arousing keen in-
terest in watching and participating amongst the officials.

It was only thanks to the backing of a unanimous resolution by the wom-
en’s sections of all German sports clubs at the general meeting of the
German Sports Federation to recognise this discipline — given that there
were particular shortcomings in this area amongst the German population,
especially among men, which could only be addressed through official
recognition by the German Sports Federation as a sporting discipline ac-
cessible to the general public, that this discipline was finally granted offi-
cial recognition.
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2 That, in brief, covers the past issues surrounding the recognition of

lovemaking as a sporting discipline. Now, a brief explanation of the
current framework conditions. As the main sponsor, the Beate Uhse
Group as the main sponsor, and other sponsors include, amongst oth-
ers, Teresa Orlowski Film Production, Fromm’s, the German edition
of Playboy and Hustler magazine.

After some hesitation, the Minister for Youth, Women and Family has
agreed to act as patron to ensure the event is conducted in a reputable
manner and to assess whether training in this new sport can be subsidised
as further education.

The Catholic Church has made its approval of such events conditional up-
on all participants being married to one another and signing a declaration
stating that the pairings take place solely with the intention of procreation.
This has not yet happened, however, as the motto of this championship is:
‘We want to have fun!’

3 As for the rules of today’s competition, I’ll just mention in advance

that there will be no preliminary round and that twelve couples have
made it through to the final selection. They are the twelve highest-
ranked Couples, due to the compulsory routine, which was already
performed last night and attracted only limited public interest.

It has become apparent that, in the five-minute compulsory routine, a triple

female orgasm is evidently the technical minimum required these days to

satisfy the judges and secure a place among the top contenders.

But enough of these introductory remarks; let us turn our attention to
the venue. The judges have taken their seats on the stage of the
Stadthalle, and in front of the stage stands a flat platform with a two-
by-two-metre padded area in the centre serving as basic set-up.
At the back of the stage, an eight-by-eight-metre projection screen has
been set up so that even the spectators in the back rows can see everything
in detail.
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You, dear spectators, are, as always, spoilt for comfort, sitting in the front
row, and I can assure you right now that everything will be live — a high-
light of reality television.

As for the judging, suffice it to say that there will be both a technical and
an emotional assessment, and that, in accordance with the quota regula-
tions, half of the judging panel will be made up of women and half of men.
Each couple will first be allowed to briefly decorate the padded area to
their own taste before beginning their freestyle routine. And, dear viewers,
the lights in the hall are being dimmed; it looks as though the first pairing
is about to begin.

Assistants from the organising committee are draping the ‘love area’ with
black velvet and placing two large candlesticks on the right and left, which
cast a soft glow. The setting is perfect.

Now, from the right, with start number 1, our first couple: Anita and
Karlheinz Gruber. A delightful couple — you can see for yourselves.

Anita, a delightful twenty-three years young, one metre sixty-eight tall,
with measurements of 82-54-78 and a body weight of 61 kg, she has a su-
perb bust with full curves, a shapely mons pubis, and whilst some men
might consider her bottom and legs a little too sturdy, they certainly prom-
ise strength and suppleness. She has tied her blonde hair back in a ponytail
so that her long locks do not obscure anything during the performance and
we can see everything, and she has adorned her brushed pubic hair with a
blue orchid. Very effective!

Incidentally, Anita is regarded as a master of double fellatio — a skill she
cannot, however, demonstrate at this championship, as threesomes, wheth-
er in the man-woman-woman or woman-man-man combinations, have not
been permitted by the rules, since they have been classified as a mixed
doubles or team sport in the ‘Small Orgy’ sub-category.

I forgot to mention in the rules that none of the men taking part are al-
lowed to step onto the platform whilst already having an erection. That
would result in immediate disqualification.
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Karlheinz, twenty-eight years young and 178 tall, weighing 75 kg, has set-
tled himself on the black velvet with his legs spread wide apart, so that his
handsome, muscular physique is shown off to good effect — a six-pack.
However, anything that looks too much like the result of gym work is not
welcome and leads to a deduction in the emotional score.

Anita, already kneeling between his spread thighs, has set to work with her
hands and lips, and as she now lifts her head with increasing success, her
blonde, tied-back curls stand in beautiful contrast to his curly, black pubic
hair. Clearly visible to all viewers, Karlheinz’s measurements — as listed in
the programme — are now confirmed: 19 /4.5 — an appealing size.

Softly, the music chosen by the pair begins to unfold its rhythm, and
Karlheinz twists his way beneath Anita, who in turn catches his momen-
tum with a downward twist; and in a perfectly harmonious movement, he
is now kneeling between her spread legs. A beautifully executed cunnilin-
gus!

Karlheinz has very elegantly plucked the blue orchid from her pubic hair
and placed it between Anita’s breasts, and ladies and gentlemen, who will
decide whether it is the sensation of the damp blossom on her skin or
Karlheinz’s loving attention that is causing her visibly flowing shivers, and
now we see the trembling in her hips. The first climax of this freestyle rou-
tine! The discreet, skin-coloured sensors, which transmit arousal levels
wirelessly, indicate that Anita has reached her first orgasm!

Going from zero to orgasm in 30 seconds is quite a remarkable
achievement. Yet the experts are still debating whether physical absti-
nence before the competition is beneficial for the routine, or impairs
performance.
We don’t know how Anita and Karlheinz prepared in this regard, but per-
haps we’ll be able to ask them after the free routine to learn from their ex-
periences.
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It is therefore quite possible that Anita did not start from a state of zero
arousal, so we shall disregard these scores in future.

Our pair have also already changed position, and the term ‘twisted
Rittberger’ has been proposed for this particular positional change. See for
yourselves, ladies and gentlemen: isn’t it an aesthetic sight, the way Anita
hovers over Karlheinz with her thighs spread apart, moving her lower
body in small circles? These two supple bodies on the black velvet, with
the candles casting a soft light over the first glistens of sweat on their skin!
Karlheinz has cupped Anita’s breasts in his hands, and with every move-
ment she makes, her nipples brush against his rotating thumbs.

Anita and Karlheinz must now take care with their supple hip movements;
Anita confided to me earlier in a preliminary discussion that a clitoral or-
gasm is the most wonderful thing for her, so they must now be careful not
to arouse Karlheinz too much, for a premature ejaculation on Karlheinz’s
part would be a serious blunder, both according to the rules and in real life.

But Karlheinz clearly still has everything under control, and... please bear
with me for a moment, dear viewers, I’m just receiving a message from the
control room...

Unfortunately, I must inform you that Bayerischer Rundfunk is cutting the
broadcast short. So, before we’re taken off air, may I just add a personal
comment: an obvious ‘interruptus’ or ‘medial praecox’, which... O
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The German DIY enthusiast

or:

Where there’s drilling, there are holes

Have you ever watched an international tennis tournament on television?
Yes? Welcome: then you'll be familiar with the feeling — the sensation of
watching other people at work whilst you’'re making yourself comfortable
at home.

The commercialisation of amateurs is still in its infancy in media cover-
age. What other sports might be possible, you might now ask. An unimagi-
nable number.

“And now, ladies and gentlemen listening on the radio, we’re back live!

The competition has entered its decisive phase, as last year’s caretaker,
Fritz Schlummer, is the last of the competitors to take to the stage, and this
will decide who will claim the title this year.

A tense silence hangs over the room. The reigning caretaker checks his
equipment once more with intense concentration. In three preliminary
rounds, he had no trouble taking first place each time and drilling his way
through to the final. But the field of favourites is very close, and both his
neighbour Sommer and his neighbour Friedrich have clocked good times,
so it’s going to be a very tight race for our Fritz. He’ll have to give it his
all and take a real risk if he wants to win.

For those who have just tuned in, here’s a brief explanation of today’s
competition conditions. Ten holes are to be drilled, of varying thicknesses
and precise depths. In some cases, different dowels — with an octagonal
profile and two retaining tabs — must be inserted into the holes. The com-
petitors must decide which drill bits to choose...

335



Carsten Frerk: Men ?

and in what order they will change the drill bits. The wall they are drilling
into is a real challenge. It’s a typical old building with all the pitfalls in-
herent in its masonry. It’s made up of different materials, so that not only
strength but also caution is required to succeed here.

It looks as though Fritz Schlummer has finished his mental preparation. He
has casually checked the drilling area for hidden electricity and water
pipes, so he can now pick up the drill.

Incidentally, all participants are competing in the top drilling category:
three-speed, electronically variable AC machines with an adjustable re-
verse gear. Our very own Fritz Schlummer also started out with hand-
cranked wood drills, then very quickly fought his way up to the class of
cordless compact drills, and subsequently, as junior custodian of the front-
gear turbo drills, moved into the camp of the highest class. So today, the
battle for the title of champion of all classes in the house.

For his first drill hole, the large board displays: 4 mm twist drill, drilling
depth 32 mm, wood, and Fritz holds the drill with great composure in his
left hand, has inserted the drill bit into the chuck and tightens the chuck
key with outward calm. But we know just how nerve-wracking this first
drill hole will be, because if it goes astray, the competition is as good as
lost.

His muscles visibly tense, the machine’s motor roars briefly, and already
the drill bit is out again. With perfect precision, Fritz Schlummer opens the
drill chuck; a quick glance at the board — 8 mm masonry drill bit, 40 mm
depth, concrete — and in a flash he decides on his triple-hardened Vadium
steel drill bit with a red tip.

Oh, this is going to be tricky. But Fritz — yes, he engages the reverse gear,
gets started, and just listen for a few seconds to how the machine is turn-
ing. Looks great; we’ll see what the judges decide in the end.
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He’s already on to the next section. Our Fritz is in excellent form. The
third hole is already done and he’s moving swiftly on to the fourth. A
clean start, keep the machine straight, Fritz, and yes, that’s obviously done
too.

Now comes the first crucial test. If he manages this fifth hole, third place is
as good as his. Oh dear, this is a tough one. A 4 mm, 5 mm drill-through in
steel. That’s no easy task, dear listeners. And is Fritz hesitating? No, he’s
already got the machine ready, shifts down to first gear and has the oil bot-
tle at the ready to cool the drill bit. This is the litmus test of the decision. If
he drills too fast, the drill bit will overheat or become blunt, and then noth-
ing will work. If he drills too slowly, it’ll cost him time. Here, only experi-
ence and composure count. And Fritz gets started.

Slowly, with a soft hum from the drill, he tackles the first millimetre, then
adds a few drops of oil and increases the speed slightly. That was the sec-
ond millimetre. Our Fritz oils the drill after every millimetre — we’ve seen
that before. Yes, he’s managed the third millimetre and is gearing up for
the final push; the drill is running at full power. Yes, Fritz, that’s right —
even if the drill bit were to start glowing now, he’ll get through it, even if
he has to “drill his way through’, so to speak.

But what’s this? He’s slowing the speed down. Is he having trouble with
the machine? Has the drill bit gone blunt after all? Who knows, because in
this situation the individual housemates are completely on their own, have
to decide for themselves; the instruction manual is far away and, in ac-
cordance with the code of honour, mustn’t be consulted during the compe-
tition. Yes, he’s back up to full speed and—yes! He’s done it.

Sometimes, dear listeners, I get the impression that watching is more ex-
hausting and nerve-wracking than doing the drilling yourself, because Fritz
Schlummer has already set his sights on the sixth hole after just a quick
glance at the board. Well, that’s easy; the overworked drill can cool down
again: a 10 mm drill bit to a depth of 5 cm, plastic — sheet. But make no
mistake: it is precisely in these simple tasks that many a favourite has
stumbled.
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The combination of drill bit diameter, drilling depth, material and machine
speed requires not only experience but, under competitive conditions, a
psychological mindset that can slip away in the blink of an eye. And once
they lose their patience and composure, it’s all over.

But Fritz Schlummer is clearly in a good drilling mood today. He’s already
done it. With a slight smile towards the spectators — I recognise his wife
there, smiling encouragingly at him — he’s already on number seven. That
was doable. 2 mm drill bit, 2 mm depth, sheet steel. Now number eight.
Oh, I see a combination with number nine: 8 mm, 7 mm deep, bricks under
2 mm of plaster, and — this is crucial — exact spacing and the same height.

Eight’s done, and nine — Fritz hesitates, no, he’s just taking precise meas-
urements, and, hang on, nine’s in too.

Now we’re eager to see what number ten brings. It will be... Oh dear, this
is going to be tricky: 3 mm through a 4 mm pane of glass. Fritz Schlum-
mer! Fritz, keep your nerve. Take it slowly, don’t rush anything. But what
am I saying? He knows best himself. Keep your fingers crossed for him,
ladies and gentlemen, because if it breaks now, then all is lost. So close to
possible success.

And there he goes, tackling it with such composure, ladies and gentlemen;
I know he wants to win. He wants his wife to be able to admire him as he
drills the holes.

Slowly, yes, he’s keeping his concentration. First the small pilot hole — he
doesn’t let himself get flustered, doesn’t rush anything — then the final drill
bit: position it, switch it on, and with controlled force the tiny shards of
glass fly, glinting in the sun that illuminates this thrilling scene. Yes? Yes,
yes! He’s through and no break!

A glance at the watch: the timing’s right; the coffee isn’t ready yet. Now
the judges are coming. Now we’ll see if first impressions were right. They
insert the dowels into the holes and check the drill holes and I see the
scores: 10, 9, 10, 8, 8, 7, oh, that could be a close call, no, another 10, 10,
9 and 10. We’ve done it!

338



Carsten Frerk: Men ?

Fritz Schlummer has done it. Champion of all categories! His wife jumps
up, runs over to him and hugs him. She’s clearly proud of him. Now
there’s bound to be coffee and cake.

Well, it would be a laugh if German men couldn’t drill holes in walls. We
say goodbye to the victorious DIY enthusiast and shout his motto of suc-
cess after him: Where there’s drilling, there are holes! Cheers to Fritz
Schlummer and all German DIY enthusiasts!

I’m handing back to the studio.” O
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The German printer
Heidelberg: Oh, Ha, Tilt!

However, commercialisation in the competitive media landscape is cer-
tainly not limited to the amateurs of the past: the entire world of work is
open fo it.

The only problem with this might be that the specialised skills — which
normally require a three-year apprenticeship — cannot be reduced, for the
viewer’s sake, to a few simple, easily understandable rules.

“Ladies and gentlemen listening on the radio, dear viewers!

Today, we are broadcasting live from Exhibition Hall 1 in Diisseldorf the
semi-finals of the International German Printing Championships.

Competing in the offset printing category in the machine class up to €
50,000: the ‘Heidelberg GTO’, the national and international champion
who has been unbeaten for twenty years and is the defending champion,
against the challenger ‘Ryobi’ from Japan, which is competing in the US
colours of the ‘AB-Dick’ racing team with the model number 3980.

And I can assure you of one thing right now: it promises to be a thrilling
contest — after all, a traditional German sheet-fed cross-feeder is taking on
a modern Japanese sheet-fed narrow-feed press.

On the right, dear listeners and viewers, stands the ‘Heidelberg’ in its tra-
ditional grey and black, and on the left the ‘AB-Dick’ in a fresh shade of
beige and reddish-brown. Ahead of the competition, the instructors have
once again checked compliance with the safety regulations required by the
TUV and have just given both machines the all-clear.

The panel of judges comprises the specialist editors of ‘Druckwelt’, ‘Off-
set-Praxis’, ‘Deutscher Drucker’ and two Representatives of the Printing
and Paper Industry Insurance Association. The chief adjudicator is a repre-
sentative of FOGRA, the widely recognised research institute for the
graphics industry.
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In short, for our listeners and viewers who are not yet familiar with the
competition rules: the contest involves 5,000 prints in four colours, or four
passes of the paper through the press. The winner will be the team that
completes the print run in the fastest time and has the fewest errors. The
printing errors are then assessed by the judges and, according to a set
points system, result in calculated deductions from the retail price. In other
words, for the layperson: on which press is the most cost-effective printed
matter produced from the entrepreneur’s point of view — that is, the best in
the shortest time; in other words, the printed matter that can be sold at the
offered price without the need to grant price reductions due to quality de-
fects.

It may all sound rather complicated, but, ladies and gentlemen, you will
see that it is perfectly understandable and that, like any job, it has its own
challenges.

As we continue with this report, we shall go into further technical details,
and... but for now, let us turn our attention to the action: the two printers
are entering the arena.

First, the GTO printer: in pressed, dark blue trousers and a short-sleeved
white shirt, on the back of which the word ‘HEIDELBERG?’ is simply em-
broidered in large letters. A wave of applause rises from the spectator
stands. From the West Stand, a chorus of voices intones ‘Go — Tiegel —
OHe!’, repeatedly interrupted by a ‘Tsch — Bumm, Tsch — Bumm!’. This is
the stand occupied by the old-timers, who still get a kick out of the ‘Tsch —
Bumm’ sound of the original Heidelberg Tiegel, the legendary OHT.

And now — you can already tell from the boos and the bursts of derisive
laughter — the AB-Dick-Drucker enters the hall. Completely unfazed, the
printer walks over to his machine. His colourful shirt and the faded blue
jeans he’s wearing reinforce the impression of his personal nonchalance
towards prejudice, the audience and the referees.

341



Carsten Frerk: Men’

If I may offer my personal opinion, he stands out refreshingly against the
stiff demeanour of the GTO printer, who has positioned himself next to his
machine like a monument, standing as straight as a arrow with his hands
clasped behind his back. But, what am I saying? You can see for your-
selves; that was just a comment for our listeners on the radio.

The chief referee glances at his watch... now he raises his left arm and a
siren heralds the start of the competition.

Both printers bow before their machines — that’s how it looks, and that’s
how it should be, because the main switches to turn the machines on are
fitted relatively low down. Bending down is actually a practical necessity,
but it has a deeper symbolic significance for the relationship between man
and the printing press.

Whilst the printers are pre-stacking the uncreased paper, two young wom-
en are fitting the first printing plates onto the presses and standing by so
that the printers can take over the plates. Both women are wearing tight,
short trousers and low-cut red jumpers with the word ‘Polychrome’ on the
chest — the name of the company that donated the printing plates for this
competition.

The GTO printer has obviously finished pre-stacking first, as he has al-
ready taken over the printing plate. This is hardly surprising with a cross-
feeder. However, it is clear that he was able to pre-stack slightly less than
the AB-Dick operator, which means the GTO operator will probably have
to pre-stack a second time. Whilst the GTO printer brings the press up to
pressure by rotating the cylinders to clamp the plate smoothly under pres-
sure, the AB-Dick printer has also taken over its printing plate and is
clamping it in place. He simply had to flip a lever to bring the rollers up to
pressure. At the same time, both printers tighten the clamps at the end of
the plate and simultaneously place the dampening solution reservoirs onto
their mounts. They start up the machines and begin to ink them.
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Whilst the clacking of the dampening roller levers can still be heard from
the GTO — the GTO printer first has to pre-moisten his wiper covers — the
AB-Dick printer is already feeding the first sheets into the press after just a
few revolutions of his machine.

He stops the sheet feed, removes a printed sheet from the delivery and
checks the registration of the print on the paper. A minor correction is
clearly still needed. He stops the press briefly, turns a dial on the side a lit-
tle to the left, straightens up and starts the press again. The second sheet he
removes shows him that the slight adjustment of the grippers in the sheet
gripper drum has produced the desired result. After checking the ink dis-
tribution, he adjusts the relative ink distribution using a few station screws
on the inking unit relative to the duct roller; he then allows the press to run
for a few more revolutions at full inking unit stroke to achieve greater ink
depth, switches back to automatic inking exclusively during printing, and
puts his press back into production.

Meanwhile, the GTO press operator has also stopped ‘clicking’ the damp-
ening lever and is feeding in the first sheets. He is clearly not entirely sat-
isfied with his setup either. However, he not only has to stop the press, but
also fetches his spanners to tilt the plate. Whilst he is still in the process of
opening the plate locks, the AB-Dick printer has briefly stopped the sheet
feed once more and removes a small stack from his machine’s sheet stack-
er — evidently his proof copies — sets it aside, switches the sheet feed back
on and activates the run counter. Ladies and gentlemen, he’s already going
into production!

Large displays are mounted above the presses, and beneath the ‘1° — for
the first colour — the counter above the AB-Dick is now lit up, with the
current press speed displayed below it. The AB-Dick printer starts up his
press at 5,000 revolutions per minute.

Meanwhile, the GTO printer has corrected its plate and restarted its press.
And, as we’ve already seen in all previous competitions in which GTO has
taken part, the wiper blades have become too dry again and once more the
clacking of the wiper levers can be heard. But now the next ones are al-
ready running sheets passing through the GTO.
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The printer keeps pulling out a sheet, adjusting the relative ink distribution
and — he’s clearly having trouble setting the correct dampening level —
changing the wiper stroke setting.

He hasn’t started the run yet, but a glance at the large displays shows us
that the AB-Dick has already reached 528 sheets into the run, and we can
see on the lower display panel that he has ramped up the press speed to
5,600 revolutions per hour: Every three-quarters of a second, a printed
sheet is deposited into the delivery! It must seem relentless to the GTO
press, as the display panel above it is still dark.

But now the GTO’s ink and dampening systems finally seem to have
found their balance: the display panel for the print run is lit up and the
numbers are starting to count up! And, viewers watching on your televi-
sions, you can see for yourselves: he’s running the press at a higher speed:
6,400 revolutions! It is clear that the cross-feeder, with its two pre-
grippers, is once again relying on its densely packed suction bar and supe-
rior sheet guidance.

However, it seems that this experience from the earlier semi-final competi-
tions, in which the GTO consistently competed against the Rotaprint R35
and then the R37, no longer applies today: the Rotaprint, with its dampen-
ing unit and inking cylinder, had always been quicker to reach production
run than the GTO, but was then unable to keep up with the speed of rota-
tion, meaning that the GTO was repeatedly able to make up for its initial
disadvantage and went on to face its traditional final opponent, the ‘ Adast
Dominant’, in the final. This year, for the first time, an AB-Dick is its op-
ponent in the semi-finals. And the AB-Dick printer stands calmly beside
his machine, occasionally removing a sheet and placing it, clearly satis-
fied, on his output tray. He has now increased the speed to 7,000 revolu-
tions, whilst the GTO printer checks the sheets much more frequently and
repeatedly makes adjustments to the station screws on the inking unit and
the stroke of the dampening rollers.

Fifteen minutes have now passed since the AB-Dick started printing, and
the current run on the AB-Dick now stands at 1,498 sheets, whilst the
GTO has only reached 1,322 sheets.
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It remains to be seen whether the GTO can actually increase its speed as
significantly as it has in previous years. A quiet anticipation has settled
over the spectator stands in the hall. The GTO fans seem surprised by the
AB-Dick’s consistency and print run quality. Perhaps the fact that nobody
took the relatively unknown challenger seriously will now come back to
haunt them. In the stands, and particularly in the west stand where the
GTO fans are gathered, the good atmosphere is unstoppable: ‘Alt-
Heidelberg, you fine...” a chorus of many voices has just struck up, and as
they sway, a sense of certainty of victory is spreading through the crowd.
The reputation of Heidelberger Druckmaschinen as the world’s largest and
best printing press manufacturer remains, as always, unchallenged. Yes,
yes, they already feel like one big family.

It’s going to be an exciting contest! We’ll be back with an update on the
third colour. I’'m handing back to the broadcast centre.”

“Well, ladies and gentlemen, we’re back with you from the Drupa Hall in
Diisseldorf. The broadcast of the tennis tournament from Sydney took
longer than anticipated, so we’re joining you later than planned.

The fourth round — that is, the fourth colour — has already taken place and,
to the surprise of most viewers and commentators, the AB-Dick 3980 was
the first to complete the print run.

In the fourth run in particular, the GTO press steadily increased its operat-
ing speed, whilst the press at AB-Dick evidently calculated that its speed
would be sufficient to finish printing the run first, and consequently main-
tained its speed of 6,400 revolutions. And he was proved right: four
minutes before the GTO, his print run was finished!

The judges have now gathered around the stacks of printed sheets to carry
out the quality check. During this inspection period, which always lasts
around fifteen minutes, the two printers still have two additional tasks to
complete. Both tasks will then be included in the overall score. The first
test is the so-called ‘time printing’, a speed assessment; the second test, the
so-called ‘obstacle’, in which the judges agree on a test that is not an-
nounced in advance.
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There! The chief referee, who is not involved in checking the printed
sheets, steps up to the hall microphone. Listen for yourselves: “Ladies and
gentlemen, the ‘obstacle’ in this competition consists of testing the current
repair services of the competing firms. Both printers will call their tech-
nical support and claim that the mechanical double-sheet sensor keeps ad-
justing itself, i.e. that it is malfunctioning. The printer from AB-Dick will
go first.”

Well, dear viewers and listeners, you’ve heard it for yourselves. We can
look forward to seeing how this plays out. The murmurs of approval you
can hear are coming from the West Stand. The Heidelberg fans seem satis-
fied and are regaining their confidence.

Now the AB-Dick printer steps up to the telephone and dials the central
service number on 0130. The conversation is broadcast over the hall’s
loudspeakers for everyone to hear:

“AB-Dick. Technical Support. Hello. How can we help you?”

“Moller here. I’'m printing on a 3980 and am having problems with the
double-sheet sensor.”

“What exactly is the problem?”
“The double-sheet sensor keeps adjusting itself during the print run.”

“Well, that’s odd. This is the first time I’ve heard of anyone having that
problem. We’ll send a technician round.”

“Can the technician come today?”

“I’1l see what I can do. I think it’ll be fine. But please could you give me
your customer number?”’

“Pardon?”
“Your customer number.”

2

“Customer number? I don’t know that.
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“I’m sorry, but without your customer number I’m afraid I can’t do any-
thing. Once you’ve found your customer number, please do ring back.”

Silence. The AB-Dick printer stares in confusion at the telephone receiver
in his hand, clearly unsure what to make of it all.

On the display labelled ‘Additional Test 1°, a red ‘0’ appears above the
AB-Dick printer. A solitary “Tsch-Bumm” rings out from the Westkurve,
which at this moment can probably only be interpreted as schadenfreude.
The printer hasn’t managed to score any points with that.

Now the Heidelberg printer steps up to the telephone and dials the number
of the Heidelberg branch:

‘Heidelberger Druckmaschinen.’
“Hello. I’d like to speak to Technical Support.”

‘I’ll see if I can get hold of one of our colleagues. We’re actually on our
lunch break at the moment.’

The audience hears a faint crackle in the breathless silence.
“Technical Support, Schwerdtfeger.”

“Hello. I’'m printing on a GTO 52 and I’'m having problems with the dou-
ble-sheet detector.”

“Pardon? What are you having trouble with?”

“With the double-sheet sensor!”

“That can’t possibly be right!”

“I beg your pardon?”

“That problem simply can’t occur on a Heidelberg!”

“But it is! And I need a technician!”

“If you absolutely must! I can send someone round tomorrow afternoon.”

“And there’s absolutely no chance of it being sorted today?”
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“No. And even if the fault has actually occurred, you were supplied with a
toolbox!”

Silence. Exasperated, the Heidelberg printer hung up the phone. A ‘0’ also
appears on his screen as a rating. Not a sound can be heard from the West-
kurve.

Well, dear viewers and listeners, that went about as well as the Hornberg
shooting competition. But now on to the second special stage, the speed
print: one thousand sheets in the fastest time.

The displays above the two machines labelled ‘Special Stage 2’ light up,
and a chorus of ‘Oh-Ha-Teeee’ can be heard from the Westkurve.

Their undaunted confidence is truly impressive. But this cry of victory
isn’t entirely without reason, for the time taken to print the thousand sheets
is multiplied by five and added to the run time of the main competition.
This is where the Heidelberg will be able to show its speed! But, ladies
and gentlemen, will it be enough?

A breathless silence has now returned to the West Stand as well. The
printers have already pre-stacked their thousand sheets, adjusted the press-
es; the Heidelberg operator has already got his ‘clatter’ out of the way, and
both are waiting for the starting signal. The Heidelberg operator seems
more nervous than his colleague on the AB-Dick, who, after a few adjust-
ments to the feeder, is standing calmly beside his press. There it is — you
can hear it yourselves, dear spectators and listeners — the starting siren!

Whilst the sirens are still ringing out, both printers have pressed their
green start buttons, flipped the control levers and activated the paper feed.
The displays light up! And as the sirens fade away, both start their presses
at 6,000 revolutions, and the sheets begin to feed in. After just a few
sheets, both increase the speed: 7,000 revolutions, 8,000 — they’re neck
and neck! There — the Heidelberg machine pulls a misfed sheet! Its print
run figure freezes, whilst the seconds tick away relentlessly. It starts up
again. The Heidelberg printer glances at his competitor’s display: 9,000
revolutions! Ladies and gentlemen, a sensation is in the making! The GTO
printer presses the speed control once more; it reaches 8,050 revolutions,
whilst the one on the side
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on the GTO swings menacingly back and forth, but it’s still running; the
GTO printer gives the speed adjustment wheel another powerful nudge and
the speed rises once more: 8,100 revolutions, and... A misfeed on the
GTO! The AB-Dick runs so quietly that, amidst the shouting from the East
Stand — where its few fans sit beneath the banner ‘AB-Dick: Through thick
and thin!” and chant ‘Oh-Ha-Tilt!” — not a sound of the machine can be
heard.

The split time: 500 sheets in 212 seconds for the AB-Dick, and now, we
have to wait a moment longer, the split time for the GTO over 500 sheets:
258 seconds.

Will the GTO still have a chance? Dear viewers and listeners, I hope you
can still hear me, as the deafening shouts of ‘O-H-Tilt’ fill the hall. Only if
the AB-Dick now feeds a misfed sheet or has to stop due to a technical
fault will the GTO still have a chance.

But it’s running and maintaining its speed. What was that? A double sheet
on the AB-Dick! Yet the machine flings the sheet through the double-sheet
flap — which opens at lightning speed — into a separate output tray and car-
ries on running without interruption! The Heidelberg printer must be feel-
ing a chill run down his spine, because in this situation his press would
have gone into emergency stop and left the sheet lying in front of the lead-
ing mark! A minor adjustment by the AB printer to the feeder’s blow air,
but ladies and gentlemen, it would no longer have been necessary: the run
is complete! In 411 seconds. A result under seven minutes! The sensation
is complete. The GTO has lost the time trial!

A loud, cheerful chant is now echoing over to us from the East Stand: “Old
Heidelberg, be still...”, whilst the West Stand remains silent.

But now, once again, a breathless silence descends upon the spectators; a
referee is just handing the chief referee the inspection report from the pan-
el of referees, who have in the meantime checked the print run.

The chief referee briefly scans the sheet handed to him and steps up to the
microphone. Can Heidelberg make up time here now? Every serious print-
ing error results in several minutes being deducted from the time.
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So far in the competition, GTO is six minutes behind, but that could
change... listen for yourselves, dear viewers and listeners:

“Due to printing errors, in particular water streaks in the halftone screen
and colour variations, GTO is being penalised with an eighteen-minute
time deduction.”

Ladies and gentlemen, what nobody expected has happened! Heidelberg
GTO, the national and international champions who have been unbeaten
for twenty years, have been knocked out in the semi-finals! This means
AB-Dick are through to the final!

Ladies and gentlemen, you can hear the chants from the East Stand for yourselves:
“AB-Heh! Dicky’s all right!” and “AB-Hoh! Heidelberg’s out!”

Ladies and gentlemen, I’m handing back to the broadcast centre. Tonight,
on *Sportschau*, we’ll be discussing whether this semi-final result will
have any impact on the German printing industry.” O
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The historic man
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In the eternal ice

Spoken words have the clear advantage over the written word of immedia-
¢y, but also the disadvantage that they are not usually passed down to pos-
terity and historians.

Just imagine for a moment if Cicero in ancient Rome had merely delivered
his speeches against Catiline orally and not also written them down —
what a loss for classical education.

Now let us turn to an equally historic situation involving great men, in
which one part — the part we therefore know — has been handed down in
writing, whilst another part was, unfortunately, only spoken... So let us go
back to the 19th century.

They had already been in Antarctica for forty days. He had been alone for
ten days.

Over the past few days, it had become increasingly difficult for Hamilton
to slip off his right glove to write.

He spread the numb fingers of his unprotected hand and pulled the diary
towards him: carefully, as he did every day, he wrote a short note.

25 April. The snowstorm has grown stronger again today. I must reduce
my daily ration even further. The supplies will then last. Holcom and
Christie have been on their way to me for five days now with the dog
sledges and fresh provisions.

Exhausted, he set the pencil aside, slipped the frozen glove back over his
right hand and sank back into a drowsy slumber.

He had added a new highlight to his nation’s glorious fame; his name
would be inscribed for ever in the great book of history; he would be ac-
corded the honour of being knighted by the King: Sir Francis Hamilton.
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A quiet smile flitted across his face: the future Lady Edwina Hamilton
would rightly regard it as her own reward for her patience, having spent
long months and years without him.

26 April. I pray to God that the ongoing snowstorm may not be a sign that
this year’s winter storms are already beginning. Holcom and Christie
would then face considerable difficulties in making headway and finding
me in the eternal ice. But just as our trust in God, our country and our own
daring has so far protected our path through all dangers, so too shall we
weather this snowstorm.

Holcom and Christie. They had turned back to fetch the provisions from
the intermediate camp. Only one had been able to carry on: the balance be-
tween distance travelled, the endurance of the sled dogs, body weight and
provisions had tipped into the red for all three, and there was no question
that he would carry on, that he would be the first to reach the destination,
he, as the inspiration, driving force and leader of this expedition of the first
humans to the centre of the eternal ice.

28 April. I ate my last food ration today. My confidence that Holcom and
Christie will catch up with me remains unshaken. The snowstorm has
eased today. My brave comrades will surely arrive here tomorrow, and it
will be a veritable feast: the three of us, who have travelled so many paths
together.

They too will share in the glory of having taken part in this expedition.

They will be proud when, even from a distance, they see our nation’s flag
driven into the ice here: For King, God and Country.
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Hamilton felt the first bite of the life-threatening cold on his skin.

He still had one option: even though it would be hard for him to kill one of
the sled dogs — if it had to be done, then so be it: their loyalty and devotion
did not even shy away from death.

30 April. My strength is waning; the snowstorm has grown fiercer. My at-
tempts to leave the tent failed yesterday and again today. My legs no long-
er obey my will: so, I place myself in God’s hands; His will be done.

Should I have drained to the dregs the cup of valour, courage and happi-
ness that was bestowed upon me, then I shall look back on a life well lived
and thank my Lord and Creator for His protection on all my journeys.

Exhausted, Francis Hamilton lowered his pen and let the pages of his diary
slide back. Thoughtfully, he gazed at the first page: the dedication: ‘To my
wife, Edwina’. Francis Hamilton felt his strength leaving him and realised
he could no longer withstand the icy grip of the cold: he crossed out the
word ‘wife’ and wrote ‘widow’ over it.

Then he nodded, filled with comfort. Now he had finally put his affairs in
order: resigned to God’s will, he closed his eyes.

A faint buzzing sound made him summon his last reserves of strength.

With great effort, he fished his mobile out of his jacket pocket and held it
to his ear: ‘Francis?’

It was his wife’s voice, very soft and faint. But it was Edwina!
“Yes, Edwina, it’s Francis. I’ve reached my goal. I’ve done it!”

“Francis? How are you?”
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“Edwina, I’'m dying.”

“Hamilton! Don’t do this to me! I want you back alive! Why do you think
I’ve been waiting for you all these years! Why...”

The mobile had slipped from Hamilton’s hand.
With a single “Damn!”, he died. O
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Veni, vidi, audi!

The guillotine, too, was a progressive instrument of execution in its day —
compared with the executioner’s often inaccurate blows, it operated with
precision, produced predictable results and did not tire the executioner.

Then there is our classical literature from Roman antiquity, featuring no-
table figures and memorable sayings. As Julius Caesar once said: Veni,
vidi, vici! (I came, I saw, I conquered!)

What would have become of Caesar if he’'d had just one of our modern in-
ventions at his disposal? Let’s have a look.

‘Hail to you, my commander!” On his way from his observation post to the
general’s tent, the centurion had pondered how he should break the bad
news to the commander and had then opted for a cheerful, encouraging
tone — no doubt also in the hope that a certain balance might be struck be-
tween the sunny greeting and the grim news that followed.

“Well?” Claudius, the illustrious scion of one of Rome’s oldest noble
families, looked up from his lukewarm millet porridge in a foul mood;
he’d had a bad night’s sleep: At first, he had once again, full of pride and
elation, pictured his last triumphal procession through Rome; he had heard
the snorting of the four stallions in his quadriga and seen the kisses that
numerous Roman women offered him, along with their bosoms; but then
the voice of the slave standing beside him on the triumphal chariot began
to whisper insistently and persistently: ‘Remember, you too are only hu-
man!’, had begun to get on his nerves more and more. A quiet phrase that
grew louder with every repetition, increasingly drowning out the shouts of
the cheering crowds and still ringing in his ears as he awoke.
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‘Fifty thousand!” announced the centurion cheerfully, and when the gen-
eral promptly choked on his words, he added, as if to apologise: “That’s
my guess, anyway.”

“One to five,” muttered Claudius, thinking of his ten thousand legionaries
who would face this formidable enemy. Ten battle-hardened legions.

“The enemy’s fear is evident in the number of soldiers he has mobilised
against us!” trumpeted the centurion. “It is an honour for you, my com-
mander, that you are so feared!”

Claudius Julius, Imperator, did not necessarily share his view; he would
certainly have preferred a less fearful opponent. He snorted. Had he not al-
ready survived the Germanic hordes and their impenetrable forests, braved
the scorching heat of the Egyptian desert, and been granted a triumphal
procession in Rome on two occasions? This time, he would simply defeat
these Persians.

Resolute and confident of victory, he ordered his aide-de-camp: “Have the
trumpeters sound the signal for the cohorts to take up their positions. The
First and Second Germanic Legions are to take up position in the centre,
the cavalry on the flanks!”

Shortly afterwards, the signals rang out, followed immediately by the
clamour of voices and the clang of weapons from the startled legionaries,
whilst the emperor had his servant-slave Flavius fasten his armoured
breastplate around him.

“Well then, Flavius, what do the stars foretell? Shall we triumph, as al-
ways?”

“The omens are favourable, Lord: Mars is in close proximity to Venus and
Jupiter in the seventh house — the gods are on our side.”

“Then, for the Senate and the people of Rome!” Claudius had placed his
fist on the breastplate over his chest and had stuck to this formula, even
though the emperor in Rome did not like to hear it. But the Emperor was
far away.

As he spoke, his gaze fell upon a small silver box which the emperor had
given him upon his departure, along with the instruction to open the lid be-
fore the battle began. Not before and not after.
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He complied with this instruction indifferently — one never knew what
childish pranks the emperor might want to play on his generals.

Surprised and frowning, Claudius Julius, Imperator, looked at the image of
the emperor in the box: he was asleep, drooling from the corner of his
mouth.

He was just about to close the box again in disgust — what a tasteless joke
— when he saw a barely clad female figure approach Caesar’s bed, wake
him and whisper something in his ear. The emperor opened his eyes and
looked directly at Claudius.

“Hail, Imperator! So you have heeded my wish: the battle may begin?”

“Ave, Caesar!” stammered the heroic commander of the ten battle-
hardened legions: “Yes.”

The emperor nodded with satisfaction: “Have you also positioned the two
Germanic legions on the flanks?”

“No, how...”, the general could get no further, as the emperor immediately
cut him off: “I see you, I hear you, and I expect you to obey my orders
without delay!”

Claudius Julius had by now recovered from his astonishment — By the
gods, what on earth had the Emperor just told him? — and went stiff as a
board: “I am the commander-in-chief here, and you can go and spoil things
for the senators in Rome, but not for me, more than thirty days’ journey
away! The legions will be positioned exactly as I arrange them!”

The emperor lounged on his bed, playing with the handmaiden’s nipples,
nibbling on a few grapes, smiling indulgently and raising his index finger
in a playful yet threatening gesture: “Now then, my dear Claudius, I shall
turn a blind eye to that disrespectful tone this time and put it down to your
surprise at our new capabilities — or, if I may say so, my current capabili-
ties — to command our glorious legions directly, even across the greatest
distances. So, obey, and place my two Germanic legions on the outer
flanks of the battle formation!”
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The obvious option of simply closing the lid of the silver chest was not
available to the commander. Even though he was Imperator, one did not
lock Caesar in a chest, and so he confined himself to a reply as matter of
fact as possible: “Why?”

The centurion, who had peered into his commander’s tent to report that the
legions had taken up battle-ready positions and that the Persian troops
were already occupying the ridge opposite, was sent back behind the cur-
tain with a swift wave of the hand and a reluctant nod of the head, which
he obeyed with a puzzled expression.

The emperor hesitated and stared at his commander, as though pondering
whether he should answer such a question at all and whether doing so
might be detrimental to his dignity, before his expression brightened again:
‘I myself fought against the Persians ten years ago with two legions and
therefore know that they always position their notorious sickle-shaped
chariots in the centre of their battle formation. So the cavalry must be sta-
tioned there, so that they can quickly manoeuvre round the Persian chari-
ots, and the most battle-hardened, most valuable legions must be placed on
the outer flanks of our attack.’

The general had to suppress an unseemly grin and replied: “This time the
sickle-bladed chariots are on their flanks. They’ve changed their tactics.”
At the same time, with a brusque wave of his hand, he signalled the centu-
rion—who this time had merely poked his head through the fabric of the
entrance in a questioning manner—to withdraw.

The emperor stared out from the box as if he were standing face to face
with his general: “You’re not pulling the wool over my eyes, are you?
Never mind, I order that the Germanic legions face them, for that is some-
thing they will not be expecting at all.”

A lengthy and intense discussion ensued between the two as to which tac-
tic was best, so much so that they failed to notice the sound of battle draw-
ing nearer.
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The general was so focused on his box and so engrossed in the discussion
with the imperial commander-in-chief that he failed to notice how the cen-
turion, whom he had once again dismissed from the tent with a brusque
wave of his hand, had this time disobeyed the order and now lay dying at
the entrance, a Persian spear lodged in his chest.

The emperor was then very bewildered when the Imperator rudely and ab-
ruptly ended the discussion and suddenly the grim face of a Persian soldier
stared into the chest. Then the chest, too, was dead. O
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Eddy

Let us now move to the other end of history: into the future. There, it will
finally become clear what the big questions are that will continue to pre-
occupy a man in the future.

Since it is not only the history of the past that must be rewritten every fifty
years, this future, too, will have to be rewritten. Indeed.

The Privy Council had listened in silence to the Crown Lawyer’s re-
marks. As with most historic events, only a few people were present
on this occasion too.

The Crown Lawyer struggled to hold back his tears as he began to read out
the final sentences of the document: ‘And so I, His Royal Highness
Charles, Philip, Arthur, George, Prince of Wales and Earl of Chester, Duke
of Cornwall, Duke of Rothesay and Earl of Carrick, Baron Renfrew, Lord
of the Isles, Prince and First Servant of Scotland, renounce all rights and
claims to the throne in favour of my first-born son William. I myself shall
retain, until my death, the title and estates of the Duke of Cornwall. I shall
receive no appanage. London, 15 May in the year two thousand and...”
The old Crown lawyer’s voice failed him.

The Queen, who had closed her eyes whilst the document was being read
out, looked at her eldest son: “Do you have any further wish, beyond what
is set out in this document, before you go to Cornwall?”’

Charles had been looking at his hands. After all, this meeting of the Privy
Council had been preceded by lengthy negotiations during which all ques-
tions, claims and conditions had been discussed. What, then, was the point
of this question, at which the other members of the Privy Council had also
looked at the Queen in surprise?

To everyone, the Queen seemed like a fairy telling a person they had one
wish to make. Whatever they pleased.
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Charles’s thoughts drifted back to his childhood. He remembered
how, as a five-year-old, he had first tried to spell out the initials of his
future title as Prince of Wales and decipher them.
Finally, with the help of his tutor, he spelled out: ‘P.O.W.” He had been
proud that he would belong to the Indians’ ‘Pow, Pow’ when he came of
age.

When he was then officially proclaimed heir to the throne — it had taken
days for him to learn all his titles by heart and recite them — the other
meaning of those three letters had suddenly dawned on him: they also
stood for ‘Prisoner of War’. A prisoner of a system that confined him to
the particularity of his heritage.

Even back then, he had understood he did not accept the dignity and the
burden of being heir to the throne with a clear conscience.

Something was missing, and that was what he would now wish for. He
could finally fill the void he had felt since his youth, the one that had left
him lonely. He would not go to Cornwall alone and voiced his wish: ‘I
want Eddy back with me.’

“Eddy?” A murmur of many voices filled the room. A mixture of amaze-
ment, surprise and bewilderment.

All the members of the Throne Council had considered what wish they
would make for themselves or in Charles the Fairy’s place.

Of course, he had to stay within the bounds of what was possible — after
all, the Queen had to be able to grant the wish.

So the usual wishes for happiness and good health were not appropriate
now. What about gold and wealth? Cornwall had extensive royal estates,
and Charles had already proved in Wales that he was a prudent and suc-
cessful landowner. He would not be short of money.

Whilst the older male members were just considering whether it would be
feasible to have the ‘Playmate of the Year’ come for a week

— the younger male members were more concerned with which of the
Queen’s yachts they might persuade her to transfer to their ownership — the
women were thinking more sensibly about whether it might perhaps be
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part of the valuable royal stamp collection, or which of the royal, champi-
onship-winning racehorses would yield the greatest profit without the up-
keep costs becoming too burdensome — she had all of them caught them all
off guard with “Eddy”.

‘Who on earth...’, and others: ‘Who, for heaven’s sake...’, depending on
their disposition, they asked themselves: ‘“Who is Eddy?’

Charles had said it quietly, firmly and with a cryptic smile.
Everyone had understood exactly what he meant.

The Queen seemed to be the most surprised of all. After all, the royal intel-
ligence service had kept her fully informed about all her son’s love affairs.

Her only consolation so far had been that he didn’t also have any male
flings on his long list.

“Eddy?” was her surprised, sole reply.
A silent, affirmative nod was her son’s only reply.

That was unambiguous, but it did nothing to clarify the question of who
Eddy was.

Amidst the surprised murmurs of the Throne Council, Charles had decided
not to expose himself any further. Let the others find out for themselves
who Eddy was.

That, too, would do him good, if he could at least leave them with a riddle
they couldn’t solve.

The silence seemed to weigh physically on the members of the Privy
Council. With slumped shoulders, they all gazed pensively at the floor, the
tips of their shoes or into the distance: each one alone in their search for
Eddy.

One of them recalled that Edward VIII, the Queen’s uncle, who had been
forced to abdicate in 1936, had been known as ‘Eddy’ within the family —
but the Duke of Windsor, as he was then called, had long since passed
away; did Charles intend to take the sarcophagus from the crypt back to
Cornwall?
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Another thought of the portly rock singer ‘Eddie’ from the *Rocky Horror
Picture Show*. But firstly, he’d been carved up, and secondly, he was only
a theatrical character after all — so it couldn’t be him.

A third person ran through the list of the royal staff’s names alphabetically
in his head, wondering whether there was a footman, coachman, stable boy
or, for heaven’s sake, anyone at all — a man, a woman or a horse — who
was called ‘Eddy’.

Finally, the Queen broke the silence: ‘A two-hour break.” She hadn’t been
able to think of anything either.

The members of the Privy Council left the royal study in silence; only
Charles remained behind.

No one had even deigned to glance at him.

On the desk, the Crown Lawyer had left the folder containing the res-
ignation document, looking dumbfounded.

Finally, the Prince of Wales also stood up, walked over to the desk and
opened the folder.

Smiling, he briefly skimmed through the text once more, picked up one of
the fountain pens, signed the document, let a few drops of the prepared,
warmed sealing wax drip onto the heavy paper, pressed his signet ring into
it, removed the ring from his finger, placed it on the document and left the
room as the Duke of Cornwall.

Lost in thought, the Queen stood at the window of her private study,
gazing out into the gardens of Buckingham Palace and watching her
eldest son as he walked alone along one of the paths.

Her gaze turned to the fireplace: on the mantelpiece stood dozens of family
photographs from the past sixty years.

Photographs with her father, George VI, of her wedding, her children’s
christenings, her father’s funeral, a picture of Charles aged four, saluting.
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As if he were an officer, before the catafalque of his late grandfather; the
photograph of ... Her gaze wandered back to the little boy, Charles, salut-
ing.

She stepped closer to the picture, put on her glasses so she could examine
it more closely. What was Charles holding in his arms back then? A little
teddy bear. A teddy? Charles couldn’t pronounce the ‘T’ properly back
then, so he always said..., she remembered again, and the row between the
children as they grew older.

In a few strides, the Queen was at her desk and on the phone to her lady-
in-waiting: “Find out where Princess Anne is and arrange for a telephone
connection to be established immediately.”

Charles’s ‘T’Eddy’! Anne had always been jealous of it. There were con-
stant squabbles between her and Charles over that teddy, and she hadn’t
understood why he didn’t pass the little bear on to his little sister. After all,
he’d long since outgrown it.

One day the matter had simply blown over, and she’d been glad enough
not to have bothered to find out how the two of them had settled their dis-
pute.

Charles felt that leaving London was both a source of sadness and a
relief. Everything had been decided and formally settled; he could go.
And the fact that they hadn’t solved the riddle he’d set them?

They had rarely understood him — so why should they understand him this
last time? The big things that always moved them — the little things so of-
ten lay in the blind spot of their perception.

His little teddy bear. It had always given him comfort and strength when
he’d felt left alone, and he’d often been alone.

His mother’s duties left her with little time, and his father was out and
about in the wider world; that was his home.

Eddy was his best and only friend, whose warmth gave him strength, with
whom he could talk, and with whom he also dared to become king. He had
told his little sister about it one evening, when they were once again utterly
alone.
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It was to come back to haunt him bitterly.

Anne, who, the older she got, the more she envied him for being the heir to
the throne, had stolen Eddy from him one day.

How could he have told the Queen, how could he have explained to her
that he could not become Prince of Wales and King — without Eddy.

He’d thought about writing her a letter many times, to reveal his despair to
her. He hadn’t known how she would react, but now she’d made a decision
of her own accord that he’d have wanted to bring about with his unwritten
letter, and that was just as well.

He turned round to bid the Queen farewell before retiring to Cornwall.

In the stairwell, his mother came to meet him: “You’ve already signed and
sealed it!”

“Yes.”

“So, you’re leaving now?”

“Yes.”

“Didn’t you want to take anything with you?”

Charles smiled wistfully: “If you’ve lost something, how can you take it
with you? It’s lost in the past.”

To her son’s surprise, the Queen hugged him, and he felt her slip some-
thing into his jacket pocket: “Have a safe journey, and don’t hide away too
much in Cornwall. You know how to get hold of me.”

He nodded cheerfully. He’d felt inside his jacket pocket and knew he was
no longer alone. O
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The well-organised man
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Michel e. V.

What is everyday life for one person is a club for another. When it comes
to what is commonly described as the ‘national character’ — something
nobody really knows exactly what it is — ‘the Germans’, or more precisely
and exclusively ‘the German man’, are said to exhibit a particular way of
behaving, which we wish to explore — through its highs and lows — with
friendly detachment: the reality of German club culture.

The ‘club-obsessed man’ is said to be the typical German man — but
who actually claimed that? We look around, wondering where he is:
the typical German! It’s not me, it’s not him, nor is it not...
Aha! So it is, at the very least, a phenomenon that occurs predominantly
amongst German men?

The history of the language confirms it. Whilst ‘Vereine’ was still a femi-
nine noun — a feminine stem form — in Late Middle High German, since
the 18th century it has been a masculine noun — a part of the body — as
‘Verein’.

2 ‘If three Germans sit together, they’ll set up a Verein.” The originator

of this widely held belief is just as unknown as the statement is false.
The minimum number of members for a registration of an association
is set at seven. Set?

Of course, there are regulations in Germany governing what constitutes an
association. There is order there.

Not just in Germany, but within the club as well. After all, that is the very
purpose of its foundation: order.

Anyone can swap stamps with anyone else; anyone can also pick up a
football and play football with other people on the designated pitches — but
that’s all just for fun.
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Things only get really serious when these amateurs set up a club for their
activities and, by that very act, become professionals.

‘That’s a professional’ — and every man knows that what is actually a natu-
ral form of fun, and for which he isn’t charged amongst amateurs, he has
to pay for when dealing with a professional.

The transition from the unorganised enjoyment of the activity thus be-
comes, in the form of a club, a matter in which money and power play a
role — and, as we all know, that’s where the fun ends.

3 ‘Blimey, is this a club!” An exclamation that means exactly the oppo-

site of what it actually says: that the expectation that things would be

done properly has not been fulfilled and that, with all due respect, a
‘mess’.

Human dignity is therefore evidently based on the correctness of conduct
in accordance with the statutes — an assessment that is also supported by
the laws of war set out in the Hague Convention.

An association whose stated aim is to cause disorder, and which wanted to
register under the name ‘Chaos Association’, would not succeed in doing
so; it would have to make do with the form of a ‘Chaos Club’, which,
however, is ‘typically German’ — for since when does chaos arise from or-
ganising it?

What associations and clubs have in common, however, is that they only
come into being through their members.

A club, however, is a relatively unregulated space in which, unlike an as-
sociation, behaviour that would otherwise not be tolerated in public is
permitted.

In a society modelled on the British way of life, a ‘club’ used to be some-
thing rather more refined. The working class had their sports clubs, the
middle classes their hockey or tennis clubs.

It was only with the rise of mass sport that ordinary tennis clubs began to
form, and the term ‘club’ has shifted into the realm of organised sexuality
— to sauna clubs, swingers’ clubs, and so on — which, however, share an-
other common feature with associations in that those interested... must pay
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a membership fee and the activities that take place there are not open to
the public: members only!

Accordingly, there are, of course, membership cards.

Strangely enough, this does not mean being excluded, but rather, on the
contrary, belonging.

In larger clubs, you can even display this membership on your clothing, on
your lapel or on your blouse — after all, you want to publicly show that you
belong to the club.

Political parties are, after all, also associations.

They are simply not called ‘associations’, as, in the tradition of an authori-
tarian state, an ‘association” was formerly not permitted to pursue political,
socio-political or religious aims. If it did so nonetheless, it had no legal ca-
pacity.

So, order was brought to the ‘club scene’ by designating political associa-
tions as ‘parties’, socio-political associations as ‘trade unions’ and reli-
gious associations as ‘churches’. All these organisations were then granted
their own laws and certain legal and financial privileges.

The best-known example of these special rights in recent years is the
‘Church of Scientology’, which, under the protection of its purported
church status, is legally safeguarded whilst pursuing its aims. If only it
were at least an association! The Minister of the Interior could then dis-
solve it and confiscate its assets. In the case of a church, however, the
other churches ensure that the state keeps out of its internal affairs — after
all, things aren’t exactly very democratic within the state churches either
— and the matter would have to be referred to the Federal Constitutional
Court.

Let us remember that the word ‘association’ derives from the formerly
common, now only poetically used expression ‘to unite’. And the
word is still used today in contexts where it finds its happiest : in love.

The legal form of this union is called: marriage. Like all bodies that are not
‘associations’, it is governed by its own law, it cannot, of course, be an
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association, as membership of seven people is not normally achieved, nor
is this usually the purpose of founding such an association. So, it is not an
association either.

However, this partnership exists within a broader context, which is denot-
ed by the word ‘family’. In the narrower sense of father, mother and
child(ren), the minimum membership required for an association is nor-
mally no longer met these days; in the broader sense of the family as kin-
ship, however, it certainly is.

Why, in fact, does this clan not have the legal status of an association?
That would certainly bring more order and clarity to what is only rather
sparsely regulated by family law. The very question of who would chair
this association would be a discussion that could help clarify what some-
times murky relationships are.

Everything that is currently so opaque — do you know who you’re related
to? You’d be surprised! — could be clarified: through governing bodies and
committees, commissions and conferences, and annual general meetings.

Let’s take a leaf out of the German nobility’s book: for centuries, they
constituted a legal institution, with privileges and sovereign prerogatives,
and regulated relationships amongst themselves... but from 1918 onwards,
that was all over in Germany.

Yet this aristocracy actually still exists today, as ‘Adel e.V.’.

Are you laughing? Then you haven’t understood why associations exist:
it’s all about legal relationships amongst and between their members. For
example, you can’t just run onto a football pitch and play for a Bundesliga
team, any more than you can simply call yourself call yourself a ‘prince’,
‘duke’ or simply ‘von’. That would infringe the rights of the respective as-
sociations, which hold the exclusive right to select and nominate members.
This is enforceable by law.

And so there are clubs, such as Adel e.V., where it is not quite so easy to
become a member.

The exclusivity of the exorbitant admission fees and membership dues is
heightened even further in this club, as membership is only available for a
limited time.
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And for those who are members of this club primarily by virtue of their
birth and ancestry, their marriage is scrutinised very closely to determine
whether the member is in breach of the articles of association — in other
words, whether they are united in a manner befitting their station. If not,
they lose their membership of Adel e.V..

Just as the German nobility has become an association, there are, on
the other hand — and as everyone knows — associations that are no
longer associations. Take, for example, the HSV, the Hamburger
Sportverein. It could just as easily be any other sports club competing
in a league.

Although it still operates as an association in name and according to its ar-
ticles of association, it is in fact a medium-sized commercial enterprise
and, as no one really wants to take responsibility for it, a limited liability
company (GmbH) managing match operations.

After all, the purpose of the club — taking the football department as an ex-
ample — is no longer for the people of Hamburg to meet as members to
take part in sporting activities, i.e. to play football themselves, but has
evolved into a situation where contractually paid sporting staff generate
revenue.

In the past, these club members were still called ‘footballers’; today they
are bought and sold at varying prices, just like in the slave markets of an-
tiquity.

It is indeed astonishing: Hamburgers play for the team — if at all — only by
chance; sporting activity by the members is out of the question altogether;
and the fact that a medium-sized commercial enterprise calls itself a ‘club’
constitutes a threefold misrepresentation.

Now, we are all well aware of the working-class past of these sports clubs,
and once one has become economically successful, one does not, after all,
change one’s surname.
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6 After all, the ADAC — the Allgemeiner Deutscher Automobil Club —

is no longer what one imagines a distinguished English club for
elderly gentlemen to be, to which ladies were not admitted — not to
mention men and women.

Founded at a time when owning a car was indeed something special, the
gleaming, enamelled and cast, chrome-plated club badge, visibly bolted to
the bumper, was a mark of distinction.

Having grown over the years into a mass organisation with twelve million
members — complete with plastic decals as club badges — most people, in-
cluding the members themselves, are unaware that this motoring club is in
fact a registered association, i.e. an e.V.

But what a registered association!

In fact, it is a business holding company in which the membership fees
alone — those small change in the association’s coffers — amount to around
400 million euros a year.

Accordingly, ‘ADAC e.V.” is the sole sharcholder of ADAC Be-
teiligungs- und Wirtschaftsdienst GmbH, which in turn is the sole share-
holder of other limited liability companies (GmbHs), such as ADAC Ver-
lag GmbH.

With a club like this — which is, in fact, an association (in the past, such an
entity would have been called an ‘empire’) — can you still picture a stately
clubhouse or a cosy club pub? I can’t.

Oh, you German association, with your newsletters striving for profession-
alism, in which the hand-knitted charm peeped out sympathetically from
every line: with a circulation of 12,269,783 — did you catch that? Twelve
million... — of the official newsletter of ADAC

e.V. for its members, that charm is somehow lost.

If football clubs are no longer what they used to be, and the so-called
clubs are legally ‘associations’, and these so-called associations are in
fact commercial enterprises, then we’ll pull out back to the clubs
where German cheerfulness still reigns and a proper, cosy club life is
cultivated: with singing and a drink: the Rhineland carnival clubs.
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It’s great fun there and, for historical reasons, one of its most wonderful
elements is the ‘teasing’ of the Prussian military, who were occupying
forces in the Rhineland at the time: the Prince’s Guard with the delicious
‘Funkenmariechen’ and the portly carnival soldiers rubbing their back-
sides: that’s when the joy kicks in: this used to be a delightful mockery of
the Prussian military.

But something must have gone wrong at some point.

Was it because the image of the enemy had been lost, as the Prussian mili-
tary, with its notorious drill, had been consigned to history, or was it per-
haps because things are conducted very seriously and properly in a Ger-
man club?

Celebrating Carnival seriously is a contradiction in terms — or do you
know anyone who has seriously come up with a joke?

Everyone has only ever heard jokes from someone else, and even great
minds have racked their brains over who invents these jokes, comes up
with them and brings them into the world. The answer so far: unknown.
They come from nowhere, are simply there, and nobody knows where they
come from.

Now, of course, Carnival can’t ‘just be there’ or come from ‘nowhere’:
venues must be hired, music booked, bunting hung up and all the other
necessary arrangements made so that the merriment has the right setting.

But, as already asked, something must have gone wrong.

Have you ever witnessed the seriousness with which Carnival is then cele-
brated? The gruelling drill of the Prince’s Guard, which would even have
led to desertion amongst the Prussians? — yet the revellers seem to adhere
more to the principle: ‘If you want to be happy, you have to suffer.’

But you can’t just leave all this to chance: if there are only three days set
aside for merriment, then it must be organised to perfection.

Just as on a package holiday to Rome, not every participant can visit the
Vatican whenever they want, but only when it’s ‘their turn’ and when eve-
ryone else is doing so — at the same time! — so too, during this tightly
scheduled period of merriment, no one is allowed to step out of line and,
for example, laugh whenever they feel like it.
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To ensure that everyone shouts ‘Helau’ or ‘Alaaf” — all at the same time! —
and that everyone knows when to be cheerful — all at the same time —
there’s a fanfare beforechand as a signal for merriment. And then everyone
— all at the same time! — sways in unison.

Anyone who doesn’t join in is simply swept under the carpet.

It’s not just cynics who see a connection between carnival celebrations and
Nazi party rallies.

And have you ever witnessed the reactions of carnival-goers when some-
one mocks this ‘command-style carnival’, or even finds it amusing?

For the sake of your health, you should only find it amusing in the privacy
of your own little room or in front of the television, in the comfort of your
own home.

Only the bitterness and anger of an allotment holder whose freshly sown
parsley has been trampled on is comparable to the wrath that these organ-
ised fools will direct at you: even to the point of physical violence.

However, in the interests of fairness, it must be noted that this doggedness
is not down to the principle of the club itself.

Rest assured, there are also ‘opposition’ carnival clubs where you can
laugh at the wrong moments with impunity and where people aren’t shuf-
fled under the table.

But these are the clubs that are looked down upon, because everything
about them is said to be far too chaotic and too informal.

Speaking of ‘informal’. If a woman were to complain of ‘sexism’ when
watching the lovely Funkenmariechen — with her firm bare thighs, her
short skirt and the way she twirls until her lace knickers flutter — she
would be mistaken. Though not in the way one might suppose.

The Funkenmariechen used to be a man, too.

It was only the National Socialists who deemed it unbecoming for a ‘Ger-
man man’ to prance about in women’s clothes, and it is only since then
that the “Mariechen’ has actually been a woman.
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And that’s how it has remained. — Actually, one might be grateful, were it
not for the fact that it was the wrong party.

Even in Cologne’s ‘Dreigestirn’ — Prince, Peasant, Virgin — there have ac-
tually been two women as the Virgin.

But this nonsense was quickly reversed: in Cologne, only men are Virgins!

Just as no revolution takes place at railway stations in Germany be-
cause, according to Vladimir Ilyich Lenin ‘the German’, one would
first have to buy a platform ticket, cheerfulness without a jester’s cap
is it something suspicious, anarchistic.

It is only the jester’s cap, with its various club colours and ranks of jesters
— yes, there are also ‘chief jesters’, who are the ones with the least to laugh
about — that lends the barracks-yard-style festive gatherings that special
atmosphere: ‘united in merriment’.

So, the uninitiated person might ask, if this organisation achieves the op-
posite of what was originally — or perhaps once was — the purpose of the
club, what does ‘club’ mean?

Let’s start ‘right at the top’. The freedom to form an association is en-
shrined in the constitution and is one of the fundamental rights of every
German: Basic Law, Article 9, paragraph 1: ‘All Germans have the right to
form associations and societies’.

Foreigners also have this right under the European Convention on Human
Rights and the Associations Act.

In commentaries on the Basic Law which note in this regard that the right
of association is also ‘granted’ to foreign nationals, it sounds almost as
though a noble German fundamental right were being tarnished.

The Civil Code (BGB) then makes clear the legal significance of this free-
dom of association: the Civil Code, as of 1996, comprises 2,385 sections.

It begins with ‘natural persons’, to whom seven sections are devoted. Orig-
inally, there were twenty sections — thirteen have since been deleted.
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And then, straight after that, immediately following ‘human beings’ as
such, come ‘legal persons’ and, first among these: ‘associations’ — with fif-
ty-nine sections.

It really shows just how unimportant the individual is, and just how signif-
icant the club is in its own right!

However, not all associations are the same. Within the ‘legal entities’, a
distinction is made between associations and companies. For the sake of
clarity, we’ll leave foundations aside.

The fact that registered associations are somewhat ‘better’ than companies
— did you spot the magic word ‘registered’? — is made clear by the fact that
associations which do not meet the requirements for registration — and
once they do, they are then registered — are automatically classified as
companies.

It is therefore a sort of two-tier system based on the principle used by dog
breeders, who classify dogs as ‘purebred’ and ‘mongrels’.

To stick with this terminology, the ‘pure-bred’ associations — which then
bear the designation ‘e.V.’ in their name — are those whose ‘purpose is not
directed towards commercial business operations’. Full stop.

So, money does stink after all!

At the very least, the pursuit of profit is not befitting of an association: that
is what the ‘companies’: the AGs, GmbHs, KGs, GmbH & Co. KGs, ad-
ministrative and operating GmbHs. .. and whatever other schemes business
consultants might otherwise weave through the loopholes in the law.

An association is therefore not a ‘legal entity for collecting and generating
money’, but a forum where one does not talk about money, but about the
cause. Whatever that may be.

This at least clarifies why the associations mentioned above — such as
HSV, ADAC and the major carnival societies — are associations in name
only, but not in substance, because: for them, it is simply about money,
power and publicity. These are endeavours that go beyond the actual or
original purpose of the association and simply ruin it, because they serve
merely as a front for their own ends.
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Outwardly, they remain ‘registered associations’, but behind closed doors
— which, in the case of these organisations, have blossomed into luxurious
boardrooms — there is haggling and wheeling and dealing.

A distinctive feature of these clubs is that the people united within
them are transformed into ‘members’.

Whereas in earlier times the ‘father of gymnastics’, Jahn, called for ‘Ger-
man men, German women’, this has, through membership — no, the mem-
bers do not wear knee-high boots — been transformed into a neuter form:
the member.

However, it is impossible to conclusively answer whether it is ‘progres-
sive’ for men and women to be neutralised — in the sense of equality — or
whether this reflects an infantilisation — analogous to ‘the’ child.

If one considers the squabbling in some clubs, there is much to suggest the
latter is the case.

Note: ‘Club life’ has its own rules and its own language.

Incidentally, when it comes to clubs, one generally speaks of something
organic, as, for example, inactive members are referred to in club parlance
as ‘dead members’.

As a living organism, the club accordingly has a head (known as the ‘ex-
ecutive committee’), a body (the members), a systematic structure (the
constitution), a voice (the newsletter), a heart (the treasurer), a circulatory
system (the meetings and gatherings), it consumes solid nourishment
(membership fees) and liquids (provided by the members) and, most im-
portantly: it possesses something that individual people sometimes lack: it
has an existential purpose (the cause or aim of the club).

Consequently, there are young and old clubs, fun and dull ones, staid and
extravagant ones, poor and rich ones... in short, everything that makes life
so colourful... and even more.
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1 By law, clubs are organised ‘democratically’; in other words, or
according to the prevailing legal view: republican.

But how does this sit with the fact that, at the highlights of certain clubs’
annual cycle, there are ‘princes’ and ‘kings’?

The ‘princes’ are the carnival princes (in this context, one may write this
without quotation marks — otherwise the Adel e.V. would protest), whilst
the ‘kings’ are the shooting kings.

What makes this democratic is, firstly, that their royal status is qualified by
the prefix ‘pre-’, secondly, that they hold the title for just one year rather
than for life, and thirdly, that this honour comes at a considerable financial
cost.

Not that they receive it, mind you, but rather that they have to pay for it.

In this respect, however, they are very much in the monarchist tradition,
for how often have kingdoms and titles been sold off?

Nor should we be misled by the fact — also in keeping with monarchist tra-
dition — that they choose a mistress, excuse me, a ‘princess’ or ‘queen’ —
who, please note, should not be his wife. That, in fact, is the bourgeois
character of this ‘kingship’: for God forbid that the ‘king’ should get in-
volved with his ‘queen’. Ugh! That’s just for show! It’s all about keeping
up appearances.

In more middle-class clubs, such as skittles clubs, where strict care is taken
to ensure that there is only one member from each business sector — after
all, everyone wants to buy from the others at wholesale prices — everyone
can pay for their own booze.

Where there’s a greater social divide in the villages, the social acceptance
of the better-off lies in allowing the others to drink at their expense. That’s
the convivial purpose of the ‘kingship’.

Accordingly, it is decided in advance who will be ‘King’ this year, and so
everyone else deliberately misses the target when shooting at the ‘King’s
target’.

However, this mustn’t be obvious.
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But there’s a catch: skilfully missing the target isn’t as easy as aiming, and
the club is left thoroughly flummoxed if someone of modest means — acci-
dentally, of course — shoots off the crown.

In a year like that, everyone has to chip in. Yet such embarrassments later
become anecdotes from the club’s history that are relished time and again,
the ‘Do you remember back when...’ stories.

And if there’s also a historic club flag, passed down through generations
and preserved through all the turmoil of world history: ‘Oh, German heart,
blossom!”

1 1 Of course, not just anyone can sing that — but, as I hope we’re all in

complete agreement by now, only a German choral society. Motto:

‘Wherever there’s singing, settle down there!” Evil people have no
songs!”

Have you ever managed to get past the first two or three lines of well-
known German folk songs without resorting to wordless humming or
mumbling?

Incidentally, this is a phenomenon that can also be observed when singing
the national anthem. However, it is a rather devious trick to declare the
third verse of a song to be the national anthem when, as is well known,
people’s knowledge of the lyrics barely extends beyond the first verse. But
let us return to the folk song repertoire.

The only way to move beyond humming is to muster all one’s strength,
and... that’s just the way it is.

And since the refined art of singing for a German person only begins with
singing correctly, cheerful singing in the shower or in the bath is neither
refined nor in keeping with club standards.

This is not only because, whilst it may be cheerful, it is simply out of tune,
but also because, with the best will in the world, the minimum number of
members required for a club simply cannot fit into a shower or a bath.

As is well known — according to prevailing moral standards — the fun stops
when there are more than two, or perhaps even three.
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1 2 In the past, German songs were sung from the robust chests of

men — it’s no coincidence that members of a club were called

‘Mit-Glied’ (literally ‘fellow-member’), as women were not al-

lowed or welcome to participate — so singing is now a domain of
women.

Things are conducted in a suitably respectable manner there, and the num-
ber of men is on the decline.

From this, it can generally be inferred that in club activities there is a cor-
relation between the idealistic nature of the club’s aims and the proportion
of women: the more idealistic the aims, the more women there are. Except
for the positions of chairperson and treasurer — these remain, surprisingly
often, held by men.

So if some men use the framework of a well-organised club — as required
by law — as a cover for ‘whatever men enjoy’, and the club’s purpose is
merely a pretext, then a high proportion of women suggests — and the
higher the proportion, the more so — that a club actually is what it claims to
be.

So much for the idea that clubs are male-dominated! O
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As a guest amongst women

In addition to clubs, there are also communities, particularly in the arts.
There are gatherings there too. Invitations must be in writing if they are to
be valid.

This has the great advantage that a woman can place this sheet of paper
on a fellow human being’s desk if she herself is unable to attend and kind-
ly ask them to attend the event in her place.

The person to whom the letter is addressed knows the hosts, whereas the
person sent in her place — who has equal standing, though this is perhaps
better understood as ‘clumsy’ — sometimes does not know them at all.

But that does not mean that the following story is a modern version of
‘Daniel in the Lions’ Den’.

A letter: an invitation to the monthly regular meeting. Wednesday,
7.00 pm. It is the first week of January. At this time of night, the
streets are already asleep in the darkness.

The curtains behind the gallery’s glass panes, facing the stairwell, are
drawn back, opening the rooms to the viewer whilst excluding him—he
stands in the semi-darkness of the stairwell and can only be perceived as a
silhouette from within.

Only a few people are present. All of them women.

Even though it is a community of female artists — that is, women — there
are always men present at events.

So, will I be the only man here today? A reason to stay or to leave?
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But I’'m not here of my own accord: I’'m here on behalf of my wife, who
cannot be present herself and has asked me to go, to see, to listen — in oth-
er words: to stay.

Surprised, puzzled glances meet mine as I open the wide glass door and
step into the gallery — but everyone is so reserved that none of the women
asks me what I’'m doing here.

It occurs to me that I’'m still wearing my work clothes as a printer: the
black trousers splattered with ink, with the patch pockets on the outside.
Presumably they take me for a colleague, a painter, or, as they would put
it, a representative from the Fine Arts department?

I recognise one of the women present — she’s the chair of the association —
she’s chatting.

I stand nearby and wait.
Then a scrutinising glance, a polite, reserved gesture of welcome.

I hold out my hand to her, give my name, and the questioning distance
melts into a friendly welcome: ‘Oh yes, so you’re the husband of our E.!”

I’'m allowed to stay.

Today is the monthly regular meeting, which this evening is themed
‘Welcoming the Newcomers’. According to the rules, I can’t be part
of that, as a man.

I’d been expecting a public exhibition opening, for which the launch of a
language project called ‘Er/Sie’ had also been announced — that’s specifi-
cally why I’m here, as E. works photographically on the theme of men and
women — but now I find myself a surprise guest at a rather private gather-
ing.

So, I wander round on my own, politely enduring the scrutinising glances,
and finally find myself a seat amongst the row of folding chairs set up —
only a few of which are occupied — in what feels to me like the less popu-
lar part of the circle, in a corner of the gallery.
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In the centre of the circle of chairs stand three round wicker tables: on the
one at the front is a bottle of white wine with several glasses; on the one at
the back, a bowl of salad and a few plates. The middle table is empty.

I look around.

I’ve seen some of the women on previous occasions; apart from the chair-
woman, I don’t know any of them by name.

First, the chairs opposite me are taken — then the circle slowly closes in
towards my ‘shabby’ corner.

Finally, a younger woman sits down next to me without saying a word:
very short, tight trousers, thick long red woollen socks and a Norwegian
jumper.

As I’'m gradually getting fed up with the situation, I ask her which depart-
ment she belongs to. Her reply: Music!

But she’s now just one of a total of three women in this department, as all
the other female musicians have already left. There was no grand piano for
her to play on, and if the music department continued to be treated with
such disregard by the other artists, there would soon be no music depart-
ment at all. That wouldn’t be all that surprising, though, as music isn’t held
in high regard in Hamburg anyway. Nor does anything of any significance
happen at the University of Music anymore.

I have a dark premonition that there might be a row tonight, and it won’t
be a very musical one.

At the very least, the pianist seems determined to go through with it.

She brushes aside my tentative objection — as to whether it really has to be
a grand piano — with a firm wave of her strong hands: a grand piano, and
nothing else!

Eventually, all the chairs are taken; only the seat to my right is still
free. Why right next to me, I suppose the goddesses will know.
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The chairwoman arrives: a bundle of papers and two books under her arm;
she looks around searchingly and sits down — after all, there’s nowhere
else free — next to me.

Outsiders will think: typical man, of course he has to sit in a prominent
spot next to the chairwoman.

The evening can officially begin. The chairwoman: “I would like to wel-
come you all today to our regular monthly meeting, which is also intended
for the newcomers, whom I would like to welcome most warmly. Joining
us as our guest, sitting next to me, is Mr Halderbrook, who is here on be-
half of his wife, and whom some of you will already know, as he was ‘on
display’ here in the gallery for four weeks last year.” She cheerfully wel-
comes the ‘newcomers’, introducing some of them individually.

I find myself wondering why I — that is, me as a person — would have been
‘hung’ here in the gallery. It was a photograph of me, life-size, mind you,
but just an image and not me myself.

Well, it’s just something people say.

After the friendly welcome, she then gives all the artists present a bit
of a telling-off regarding the three rather bare tables: normally, the ta-
bles would be groaning under the weight of the items brought along
and she would therefore ask that, in future too, people bring along
homemade salads and cakes or baked goods and drinks.

On the middle table, there is now a glass — about the size of a normal water
glass — brimming with pretzel sticks.

Then the special guest of honour presents her book project: in the tradition
of ‘visual poetry’, she has highlighted the word elements ‘er’ and ‘sie’ in
words and texts and arranged them graphically into individual groups. For
example: poetry, winner, or father, mother, brother, sister.,... It is spon-
taneously witty and surprising.

Amidst the lively murmurings, the guest cheerfully interjects that her
presentation always triggers a certain collective, joyful hysteria — some-
thing she’s already familiar with.
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Her suggestion that she might be able to exhibit at the gallery this year —
given that her works could only be shown at the Literaturhaus for two days
and there was, in any case, no real space for exhibitions there, whilst on
the other hand she wasn’t entirely sure whether she should exhibit in a gal-
lery — is met with warm encouragement from the female artists: ‘A very
good project!’, and the chairwoman’s firm reminder that the gallery was
already fully booked for the current year — it is only early January — but
that it could certainly be considered for next year.

In doing so, she had not only politely turned down the guest — the lady had
not yet been able to make up her mind about becoming a member of the
association — but had also immediately built a bridge to the year that had
just begun: report from the board meeting.

The Music Department, from which three female artists were also pre-
sent — they were introduced individually, whilst at the same time it
was not disclosed that the entire department was thus represented —
had tabled a resolution that had completely won everyone over. A
grand piano must be purchased.

However, as the Society was, unfortunately, up to its neck in debt, she, as
chairwoman, could only support this motion in spirit, though she would do
so with all her might.

Incidentally, she had also recently met a piano manufacturer and wanted to
see what could be done.

A question from the Fine Arts department — ‘Where exactly is this grand
piano supposed to be placed in the gallery?’ — prompts the chairwoman to
explain that they had only opted for the smallest grand piano, prompting
the pianist to object that it really did need to be a slightly larger size, oth-
erwise the sound quality would be on a par with a harpsichord.

The ensuing general discussion about where there might be space for this
‘giant’ piece — regardless of its size — is confidently resolved by the instal-
lation artists: it could simply be hoisted up to the ceiling; technically, that
wouldn’t be a problem.
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The pianist’s horrified objection — that the grand piano weighs over a
tonne and that there are technical differences in tuning due to the varying
room climate between the floor and the ceiling — and, incidentally, that a
black grand piano under the ceiling would be an eyesore — is confidently
dismissed by the chairwoman: they had decided on a white grand piano.

Amidst the general, loud agreement with the chairwoman’s words, the pi-
anist can only whisper to me: “White grand pianos are very rare and cost
at least twice as much as a black one!”

My attempt at consolation — “If you don’t have any money, then it might
as well be twice as expensive!” — apparently does not meet with her ap-
proval. Without a word, she turns away from me and crosses her red-
stockinged thighs, turning her back on me to shut me out.

I watch closely as the glass of pretzel sticks is passed round on the oppo-
site side of the circle: each of the women takes a pretzel stick with pointed
fingers.

One particularly bold woman takes two.

The chairwoman, who also notices this, reaches decisively for the bottle of
white wine on the table directly in front of us, pours a large shot glass full
of wine and — hands it to me before pouring herself a second glass.

I’'m impressed.

The opening of the cold buffet has swiftly ticked the difficult musical
topic off the agenda, and the chairwoman can now present the rest of
the year’s plans to the nibbling artists.

As the newcomers may not be up to speed, she goes into a bit more detail:
“After we had such great success with the bags last year, the Fine Arts de-
partment took this thread further and proposed ‘the tin’ as this year’s
theme: another kind of container. An idea that was then developed further
into the theme ‘Pandora’s Box’. Now I have...”, she pauses a large tome
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with both hands, “had the catalogue of the Pandora exhibition sent to me
from Basel and, how shall I put it, we can’t tackle this theme.”

A stunned silence among the chattering female artists.

‘Feminist research has recently demonstrated that Pandora’s box — from
which all the evils of this world spring and only hope remains — refers to
the female genitalia. And the evil that comes into the world is children! It
is such a form of discrimination against women that we should not explore
this theme any further. I’d be happy to provide photocopies of the articles
to anyone interested!”

She has spoken herself into a frenzy, still holding the tome aloft; her gaze
falls on me and she suddenly smiles: “I’m so sorry you’ve had to listen to
all this!”

Her charming smile is brushed aside dryly from across the room: “He’ll
just have to get through it!”

The chairwoman nods with relief: “You’ll just have to get through it!”

I nod in agreement, not knowing exactly what I’'m in for — but if that’s
how it’s going to be, let’s get on with it.

Two of the ‘cracklers’ disagree with the chairwoman: “But precisely be-
cause that’s how this Greek means it, we should engage with it!” And:
“We mustn’t shy away from these clichés that have been heaped upon us
women for millennia. We must actively embrace them!”

The chairwoman literally collapses under the onslaught of this exuberant
energy: “If that’s the unanimous opinion, then I suppose we should carry
on working on this topic after all.”

The next item on the agenda is an art installation at the former Bun-
deswehr shooting range on the outskirts of Hamburg.

In principle, there’s no problem, but time is running out, as the Hamburg
Senate wants to sell Hamburg’s share, the Stormann District Administrator
is still opposing this, and the Federal Property Administration, which cur-
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rently manages the huge site with 100-metre-long shooting ranges, has no
objection to an art installation, though it will incur a daily fee.

Before the chairwoman has to fend off a dismissive “So what?”, she pre-
fers to state the required fee straight away: “500 euros.”

Interjection: “For the whole event?”
“No, per day.”
A murmur of indignation ripples through the room.

“But the Stormarn District Administrator is quite willing to make the
Stormarn area available to us free of charge, and surely the musicians
could also...”

The pianist to my left nods in agreement: “Is the site covered and protected
from the rain?”

Before I can even finish thinking that ‘the grounds’ are actually never cov-
ered and that male soldiers have never had the privilege of learning to
shoot or wage war in heated rooms, the correct clarification comes: “No.”

“Then it’ll hardly be possible to go there with musical instruments.” Full
stop. (Although the Salvation Army bands do play outdoors come rain or
shine — but I’d rather keep that to myself.)

Before the project is shelved entirely, I decide to arrange a site visit.

Two hours have passed, it’s time for a break, and as the speaker reaches
for her coat, I do the same.

I say a friendly goodbye to the chairwoman, discreetly dispose of the shot
glass — which had tipped over with the chair as I stood up and shattered in
the process — in the bin — it’s always useful to have spent time in an art
gallery; you know where the bins are — and hurry after the speaker.

Fortunately, she didn’t shout ‘Attack!” when I caught up with her at the
exit door, although her startled expression suggested she might have in-
tended to.
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I managed to utter a somewhat awkward: ‘My wife is interested in your
work and would like to give you a call.’

With steely politeness, she asked for my name, had me spell it out again,
and pointed out that her telephone number was on the publisher’s leaflet
for her book.

I was glad to have complied with my wife’s request in such a promising
manner.

The streets had long since fallen asleep in the darkness of the night. O
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Winslow

But what happens when men are among men?

The United States of America, the greatest military power of all time, the
sole ‘world policeman’? ... Nothing seems impossible in this country, and
yet: the US Government Accountability Office has criticised NASA for fail-
ing to analyse the data from American radio sondes in space, which has
been stored for decades. Full stop.

Well, let’s not just leave it at that, but set about helping NASA and solving
its problem.

Professor Major-General Holloway gazed with great satisfaction at the
noticeboard displaying an overview of all the projects for which he
was responsible as both scientific director and military commander.

The morning sunbathed the large network diagram in a warm, yellow light.
It was a sight Holloway revelled in every morning as he began his shift.
He took pleasure in the topmost box, which was drawn above all the oth-
ers, from which all the lines emanated or viewed another way, into which
all the lines converged. His name was written in that box.

Finally, his gaze fell on a small card pinned to the bottom corner of the
overview board. Outside the neat, well-organised structure of his projects
and staff.

He paused. The new project, which was in the testing phase. It had not yet
been confirmed as a permanent project. The parliamentary funding com-
mittee wanted to see preliminary results first before deciding whether the
project was officially approved.

Holloway stood up and walked round his desk. The writing on the card
was too small for him to read from where he was sitting. He adjusted his
reading glasses and had to bend down slightly.
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Project: ARES (Analysis of Radiosonde Reception and Transmission),
Collaborator: WINSLOW, Duration: Test phase (July — September), Fund-
ing approved: 0.

Holloway straightened up again and thought for a moment.

Half a year ago, a young man had come to the institute, wanting to speak
to him. The man’s name was Winslow. He had offered to analyse the insti-
tute’s vast tape archive to determine whether radio signals from an extra-
terrestrial intelligence had in fact been recorded. He didn’t want a salary
for the trial phase. He proposed a contract for services: only once he had
delivered the results would he accept payment.

At the time, it had struck Holloway as though a messenger from heaven
had been sent to him.

The institute had thousands of magnetic tapes lying in its cellar, on which
radio signals from space had been recorded, but for which there were no
funds to analyse them. In its latest report, the Federal Audit Office had
sharply criticised the project as a senseless expenditure. If there were no
funds available to analyse this data, it would be more cost-effective to stop
collecting and archiving it altogether.

The general snorted at the thought. Of course, those bureaucrats at the
Court of Auditors were right in a sense, but in that case the Federal Gov-
ernment should simply provide the funds to analyse the tapes. And as for
bureaucrats presuming to judge which scientific projects were worthwhile
and which were not — one had to stand up to that on principle alone!

What did such armchair theorists really know about the visions of several
generations? About the dreams of humanity — at least of the scientists and
the military — for whom the Earth had become too small, who were striv-
ing for new horizons in the vastness of space. Columbus had made the
Earth finite; they wanted to venture once more into the infinity of un-
known regions.

Admittedly, it had always been questionable whether it would meet with
any success at all. The funding decision forty years ago was correspond-
ingly controversial — funding for the project had been equally controver-
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sial on the one hand, to continuously transmit radio signals into space that
would inform an extraterrestrial intelligence that an intelligent species
lived on the planet Earth; on the other hand, to record radio waves received
on Earth from space — the scientists’ dream of ascertaining certainty that
humanity was not entirely alone in the vast, cold galaxy. If the God of the
heavens had already been lost to science — the universe, simply could not
be uninhabited.

Was it their fault that these vast amounts of data had accumulated? What
could they do about the fact that all attempts to detect signals from an ex-
traterrestrial intelligence in the recorded radio waves had so far failed, and
that the funds were needed more urgently for other projects?

‘War is the father of all science’ meant that, as a general, he was more
likely to be granted research funding for military applications than he was,
as a professor, to secure funding for ‘purposeless’ basic research.

And then this Winslow turned up at his office out of the blue. Without
warning, without making any demands, just to make an offer.

Holloway had got a sense of the circumstances that had given rise to the
idea that there might be angels, heavenly messengers.

The bureaucratic formalities were quickly sorted out.

This Winslow had been assigned to him eight weeks ago and had been pot-
tering about unobtrusively ever since.

Holloway furrowed his brow. Where on earth was this Winslow?

Since he’d officially started work eight weeks ago, Holloway couldn’t re-
member ever seeing him again.

This Winslow seemed to have vanished into thin air.
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Holloway’s aide could only vaguely recall that Winslow had come for
an interview some time ago. The head of the archives could only con-
firm that, on the general’s personal instructions, he had civilian Wins-
low a list of the Institute’s various storage rooms, along with the cor-
responding door codes.

“Are you suggesting that you cannot tell me where this Winslow is at the
moment?”

The head of the archives cleared his throat nervously: “General, we have
twenty-four different storage rooms for these enormous quantities of
stored data. Ranging from the old magnetic tapes to...”

“Spare me the details!” Holloway growled into the telephone receiver.
“Find out where this Winslow is. I want to speak to him today!”

For the next meeting of the department heads, he made a note to request an
additional allocation of mobile phones so that he could at least get hold of
freelancers like this Winslow at any time.

It was late afternoon by the time the head of the archives got back to him.
The tone of his voice suggested that he hadn’t exactly been successful:
“General, we have indeed tracked down where this Winslow is currently
working — it’s the RS-22/3 archive — but you won’t be able to speak to
him.”

The head of the archives knew from experience that Holloway did not ex-
actly react kindly to such news.

“What do you mean, I won’t be able to speak to him?”

The undertone of this question called for a tactful reply to prevent his su-
perior from losing his temper.

“The security patrol, which checks all storage rooms twice a day, has in-
formed me that Winslow only works at night, outside normal working
hours. So, I could arrange for him to receive a message asking him to get
in touch with you.”
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“Hmm...,” Holloway pondered, “Never mind. I’ll take care of it myself.”
With that, the conversation was over. He had decided to, as he put it,
‘rummage through the snow of the past” himself.

The head of the security patrols was instructed that the General wished to
visit the storeroom that very evening and requested to be picked up and
driven there.

The soft hum of the fan was the only sound in the silence of the un-
derground archive.

Long rows of shelves lined with old magnetic tapes reinforced the impres-
sion of a graveyard-like stillness. Holloway found himself moving quietly,
as he felt it would be inappropriate to call out loudly to Winslow.

He’d turn up soon enough, he thought, for the computer was switched on,
humming quietly to itself.

Holloway looked at the monitor with interest. Long lines of text were ar-
ranged one below the other.

Without any particular purpose, he began to read:

What struck us at first was that we did not notice a single Earthling performing a somersault
anywhere. That peculiarity so familiar to us—where a man expresses his attraction to a
woman by performing an involuntary somersault—is completely unknown here.

Admittedly, there are certainly idiomatic expressions that convey something similar (‘I'm
torn’, ‘It knocked me for six’, ‘His eyes nearly popped out of his head’), but evidently, for
Earthlings, everything remains in the realm of talking about it rather than actually doing
it.

We did, however, have to revise our initial assumption regarding Earthlings’ lack of in-
terest in sex.

In the typical ‘pretend-as-if’ culture found here, it would normally be impossible to do a
somersault. The space is too cramped for that. In cafés, you’d knock over the neigh-
bouring tables; on public transport, it's not just physically impossible. If someone
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were to try, not only would they themselves, but also a not inconsiderable number of by-
standers and fellow passengers, sustain injuries — or at the very least, bruises.

We had to conclude that, quite contrary to our initial perception, Earthlings are in fact
constantly influenced by attractions. The peculiarity of our somersaulting would lead to
unspeakable somersaulting in Earthlings’ cities, as a multitude of men would be perform-
ing somersaults on the streets and in the squares whenever an attractive woman
passed by.

Our interest therefore turned to how Earthlings express these attractions, since
the somersaults so familiar to us would be impossible not only because of the
cramped spatial conditions, but also due to the Earthlings’ typical corpulence,
which might allow them to roll about but not to perform a somersault.

Furthermore, the aforementioned peculiarity of speaking of an active verb without actually
performing the action - that is, being passive — usually remains ambiguous. For example, no
ribbons are used, nor is a woman tied up in any way, when people talk about ‘anbandele’
with her.

The idiom probably dates back to times when one would ‘tie’ a cow or an ox in order to
take possession of it or to keep it after having bought it.

The financial aspect of buying also remains a relevant factor in this ‘courtship’. The usual
method involves the killing of living creatures.

The stems of flowers are cut. Tied together, they are presented to the object of one’s affec-
tion, who then allows them to quietly wither away in containers specially designed for this
purpose, known to earthlings as vases.

Provided the object of one’s desire accepts this sacrificial death of the plants favoura-
bly, a greater financial sacrifice is then required - a greater act of killing. All living land
and water animals are available for this purpose.

In specially licensed premises, these killed animals are then roasted and served to the
couple for shared consumption. The shared consumption of the roasted land and wa-
ter animals is intended to foster a shared sense of connection. It does not always suc-
ceed.

396



Carsten Frerk: Men ?

If this does not succeed, it was presumably because the man’s desire was so great that
the woman rightly felt that this man regarded the consumption of the killed animal merely
as a prelude to further pleasure, in that he ‘fancied her for a bite’, and would consequently,
after consuming the animal’s carcass, turn his attention to her own body.

If physical contact occurs during this phase of expressing attraction, the men’s behaviour
does bear a certain resemblance to the way a butcher inspects the meat quality of the pig
he has selected for slaughter.

This is probably one of the reasons why more and more women are choosing to ab-
stain from eating dead animals; they call themselves vegetarians, but apart from the
vegetables from which they derive their name, they also eat aquatic animals. It is rea-
sonable to assume that this reflects women’s greater affinity with water, as aquatic ani-
mals are boiled in water. Men, on the other hand, feel a greater affinity with fire. Land ani-
mals are usually seared before being eaten.

Be that as it may, the act of jointly introducing the same substance into the digestive organs
does not always have the desired effect. The Commission has failed to understand why,
in this context, the widely available products of the chemical industry—which can produce
precisely the desired emotional effects—are not utilised. Their existence is well known.

The reason for this may lie in the desire to preserve or restore the illusion of a lost sense
of naturalness. Thus, whilst on the one hand it is accepted that food is enriched by
food chemistry with numerous artificially produced flavourings, on the other hand,
knowledge of these synthetic additives — which are printed on every packet — is then
negated by serving the food prepared in this way without any packaging, apparently in
order to preserve the illusion of its naturalness.

This is presumably the myth of being loved for one’s own sake. Which, in turn, is typi-
cal of earthlings.

On the one hand, they strive for success and to amass wealth —in other words, they attach
great importance to outward appearances — yet on the other hand, they want to be
loved for their own sake, on the basis of their so-called INNER VALUES. If this view
were sincere, priests, for example, and nuns of all religions would be among the
most desirable romantic partners. But they are not.
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A series of short, insistent rings from his jacket pocket startled General
Holloway. Still half lost in thought over what he’d been reading, he pulled
a mobile phone from his pocket and flipped open the cover: “Yes!”

“Oh dear! Are you in a bad mood, grumpy bear?”” His wife’s voice rang in
Holloway’s ear.

“No, sorry, but I’m hungry.”
“Can’t you get something brought round to eat?”

“I’'m in one of our archives at the moment and there’s nothing here apart
from magnetic tapes.”

“When will you be home?”
“In an hour at the latest. If you could get something ready, I’d be grateful.”
“Of course, darling.”

That was the end of the conversation. Holloway had paid only half-hearted
attention to the call. His eyes hadn’t strayed from the monitor; he carried
on reading:

Be that as it may, as regards the success of the joint task of filling the same burnt ani-
mal carcasses, success can be said to have been achieved when there is an exchange of
small or large quantities of bacteria between the two parties involved.

In this physical contact, known to Earthlings as a ‘kiss’, the exchange of around one million
bacteria contained in the exchanged saliva is considered friendly. The so-called ‘dry kiss’, in
which only a negligible number of bacteria are transferred, is regarded as harmless and
non-desirable. By contrast, a so-called ‘French kiss’ is regarded as intense and pleasura-
ble, with the perceived intensity depending on the amount of mucus exchanged. Exchanging
ten million bacteria is generally considered to be very pleasurable and intense.

In line with the basic premise that the Earth is a water planet, the rule here is: the
more mucus, the more special it is. There is, however, a limit is evidently reached
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when the impression arises that the other person is ‘drooling’. It must obviously not get
too wet either, as Earthlings take great pride in being land-dwelling creatures — they usually
claim that their ancestors came down from the trees —and do not like to be reminded that
they too originated from water and that fish is among their evolutionary predecessors.

What then happens between the lustful earthlings after the exchange of oral mucus is,
unfortunately, beyond the Commission’s knowledge, as the earthlings retreat behind
closed doors and shun the public eye.

Following a tip-off from an informant to go and watch ‘dirty’ films in special cinemas, and
that we would then find out what goes on behind closed doors, the Commission did indeed
act on this tip-off, but cannot imagine that what is shown in these films is what we are
looking for, because, firstly, it is always the same thing that is shown in these films, and
secondly, why would Earthlings go to the cinema to watch or be shown something they
already know and do themselves?

“Hello, Professor Holloway!”

Holloway flinched involuntarily. Not only had he been engrossed in
his reading; it was also unusual for him not to be addressed by his
military rank.

Winslow was standing beside him, holding a magnetic tape in his right
hand. He placed the large reel on the desk and then held out his hand to
Holloway in greeting: “A warm welcome to the Catacombs!”

The general, who had automatically been about to give a military salute,
was taken by surprise and shook hands with the friendly, smiling Winslow.

The two men let go of each other’s hands; Winslow, who had looked brief-
ly surprised, nodded cheerfully at his superior: “That’s right. There’s no
defence against friendliness.”

Holloway swallowed. How did this man know what he’d just been think-
ing?
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“You should read the stories by Edgar Allan Poe. In them, he explains
very plausibly that whenever you mimic the facial expression of the person
you’re talking to, you also end up thinking what they’re thinking at that
very moment.”

“Oh, I see! Unfortunately, literature isn’t taught at the military academy.
Nor was there any mention of it during my physics degree. I was begin-
ning to think you had telepathic abilities!”

“Would I be digging through the archives here then? Like a blind mole in
search of delicious carrots?”

Holloway relaxed as he looked at the young man standing before him.
With his blond hair, fresh complexion and interested, open gaze, he cer-
tainly bore no resemblance to a mole.

5 9

“I think you’ve just given yourself a nickname, haven’t you, ‘our mole’.

Holloway had to laugh at that himself. Then he became reasonably serious
again: “And as for those delicious carrots,” he gestured towards the moni-
tor, “have you had any success yet?”

“Oh, that?” Winslow shrugged. “I’m not yet sure whether my decryption
programme is working properly.”

“You mean because of the strange turns of phrase?”

“No, not really because of that. It’s always the problem with decrypting
and translating foreign-language texts: whenever the text comes from a
different cultural context, it uses descriptions that can really only be under-
stood within that other cultural context, but which you then actually have
to translate in order to understand it within your own cultural context.”

Holloway tried to make sense of what he’d just heard.

“So, you mean that the text on the screen comes from a culture different to
our own, and that you’ve made it comprehensible, so to speak, without
smoothing over its foreignness too much.”
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Winslow nodded: “Yes, that’s one way of putting it.”

The Major-General cleared his throat: “I passed the time whilst waiting by
reading a bit. I get the impression the text had no real beginning and no
proper ending.”

“I’m currently working on that problem. The parabolic antennas, which are
permanently installed, scan space as the Earth rotates; in other words, they
only ever register sections of the whole at any one time.”

“I hadn’t realised that at all.” Holloway thought aloud: “You mean that, if
you compare it to a salami, we’ve only ever been cutting thin slices off the
whole sausage, with the intervals between these thin slices determined by
the Earth’s rotation.”

He narrowed his eyes in astonishment: “But that means that if the salami is
twenty-four hours long, then we’re only cutting off, so to speak, the wafer-
thin slice of one second per sausage!”

“You see, that’s exactly my problem! They’ll only be fragments, from
which we’ll then have to try to deduce the overall context. To put it in mu-
sical terms: if you hear a continuous sustained note, a single second is
enough to identify the note and determine it precisely. But if you hear just
a single bar from a symphony, always out of sequence, it’s a difficult task
to draw conclusions about the whole symphony from that.”

Holloway pondered: “I do see what you mean, although my example with
the salami is clearer to me. If there’s no fat in my thin slice, how do I
know that the salami as a whole isn’t actually very fatty?”

Now Winslow had to laugh: “You aren’t feeling peckish, are you, Profes-
sor?”

Holloway looked at him in confusion: “How on earth do you know that? I
haven’t had any dinner yet.”

“Because you can usually deduce a person’s state of mind from the exam-
ples they choose to illustrate a point. So, if you’re thinking of the salami
example, then...”
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“...it’s very plausible that I’m hungry.” The general looked at Winslow
thoughtfully.

“Young man, are you by any chance interested in psychological warfare?
I’ve got a project in mind...”

A smile spread across Winslow’s face, silencing Holloway.

“Thank you very much for your offer. If this project here turns out not to
be worthwhile, I’d be happy to come back to it.”

“Very well!” Holloway’s gaze had returned to the screen:
“Tell me, Winslow, have you actually managed to identify the source of
this text yet?”

“I’m working on that right now.”

He fell silent, searching for the right words. “Perhaps I’ll be able to tell
you more as early as tomorrow, because at the moment I was just about to
— to stick with your example...” he gestured towards the large reel-to-reel
tape he’d placed on his desk, “fetch a new salami and try to find the right
thin slice in it.”

“All right. Do you have any clues yet as to whether this might be an alien
intelligence?”

Winslow seemed to be lost in thought: “Hmm. You’ve read the text, ha-
ven’t you...”

Laughing, the general put his hand on Winslow’s shoulder: “You’re right.
The text doesn’t exactly suggest intelligence.”

His hand gripped Winslow’s shoulder firmly. In a hoarse, imploring tone,
he spoke to his young colleague: “Winslow! If the astronomers and astro-
physicists have already calculated for us on numerous occasions that,
amongst the billions of stars in the universe, there must be — no, there will
be — hundreds of thousands capable of supporting life and intelligence...”,
he seemed to be speaking only to himself now: “Then why are we so
alone? Why doesn’t any of them speak to us? Why don’t they just say ‘hel-
lo’?”
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Holloway fell silent, smiling awkwardly, as if he’d revealed too much
about himself — things nobody needed to know.

Then he took a resolute step back and held out his hand to Winslow in
farewell: “Well then... you mole. I’'m off to sort out dinner now. And from
you, tomorrow...” he winked at Winslow, “I’ll get a thin slice?”

“I’ll try to find that second.”

Major-General Holloway knew, in his capacity as a professor, that he
couldn’t give orders to his creative, scientific civilian staff. They might
well simply walk out on him. He needed people like Winslow, especially
when he was working for free, so to speak. So he gave him plenty of lee-
way. A great deal of leeway.

He said a friendly goodbye: “Good luck!” With that, Winslow was alone
again.

Early in the morning, Winslow went home. Those hours between four
and five were his favourite. The sun had already risen, and the air was
gradually warming up. The cooler air of the night interwove with the
warm threads of the sun’s heat. The air was still so fresh that he took a
deep breath.

People were still asleep; most public transport was still in its depots. If it
weren’t for the occasional night bus or lorry delivering fresh milk or the
daily newspapers passing him by on the streets, he might have thought the
city was deserted.

Winslow thought about what he’d last read on his monitor that night:

As mentioned at the outset, the population of this planet is alarmingly high. The last
visit report, dating from just 500 solar revolutions ago, still described how harmoniously
the Earthlings lived with the matter surrounding them, how they lived with a cultural cer-
tainty of life and death, of suffering and happiness.
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They themselves, too, were part of a natural process of regulating what was too little
and what was too much. When food was plentiful, the population grew; when there
was less, plagues and epidemics brought the numbers back to their natural balance. When
epidemics did not act as a regulating force to balance those who had a great deal with those
who had little, the Earthlings resorted to waging wars, thereby establishing a new equi-
librium.

A development which the people of Earth call ‘scientific progress’ has thrown this bal-
ance out of kilter. Surprisingly, this development fails to recognise that the very act of
altering a natural balance — even with the best of intentions — also necessitates the es-
tablishment of a new equilibrium: a new equilibrium of economic, cultural and ethical
standards. This has not happened.

For example, there was a cultural balance between the economic system, the number
of children born, infant mortality and cultural consolation: ‘Those whom the gods love,
they take to themselves early’.

The understandable desire to preserve life and to reduce child mortality did indeed
achieve the desired result, but it also gave rise to a new situation in which these many
surviving children could not be adequately fed. This was a fact for which there was neither
an explanation nor any consolation. The children were forced to leave their families, and the
need for destructive farming practices arose.

No new equilibrium emerged from such disjointed interventions.

Like a person who grows ever fatter and who, rather than having larger clothes made,
suffers under the pressure of their too-tight garments, only to find eventually that
their bulk tears the seams and destroys the clothing. Ultimately, they will stand
naked, protected only by the rags of their too-tight clothes.
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Winslow shivered despite the warm rays of the sun. He was glad to
have arrived home.

With his flat right hand, he touched a sensor panel next to the front door,
which looked more like a light switch; it lit up briefly, then the door
opened and he entered the flat.

He couldn’t help but smile whenever he thought of how his neighbours
constantly struggled to find their keys, to unlock and lock the door, to car-
ry the keys with them, to bulge their pockets pockets, and to burden them-
selves with extra bags in which they then carried these keys about, not
without fear of losing them or of them being stolen.

Winslow considered himself lazy.

Since, in his opinion, only someone who was also intelligent could be lazy,
he’d had this sensor fitted, which spared him the whole faff of dealing
with keys.

With a quiet, “Good morning, Vivian!”, he tenderly brushed a lock of hair
from his colleague’s face.

“Osgood!” She opened just one eye at first: “Have you made good pro-
gress?”

“If we keep making such good progress, we’ll finally be able to finish it
tomorrow.”

Winslow felt his tiredness; he would have loved to give in to his urge to
slip under the duvet with Vivian. But he had to remind himself, duty came
first.

“Have you managed to finish the revisions?”

Vivian now opened her other eye and yawned: “Do you think I’d be in bed
otherwise?”

“I’m sorry, but I seem to be a bit on edge. Holloway turned up unexpect-
edly tonight.”

In just a few sentences, he told her what had happened during the visit.
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Vivian had sat up straight and pointed to the monitor standing next to the
desk: “You’ll find the revision under ARES\HIRN\2V. Whilst you’re read-
ing, I’ll make us something to drink.”

She hadn’t even finished speaking when Osgood Winslow was already sit-
ting at the monitor, reading:

The organisational principles of Earth’s society generally correspond to the personality
structure of Earthlings, and this in turn corresponds to their brain structure.

Just as the brain of humans is divided into the brainstem, diencephalon and cerebrum,
a distinction is made between animal instincts and cultural intelligence. The oldest part in
terms of evolutionary history, the brainstem, controls humans’ basic needs as principles of
life, whilst the youngest part, the cerebrum, governs cultural intelligence.

Not only is the cerebrum utilised to only a small extent in terms of its capacity — which
in itself is an indication of the lesser importance of intelligence — but the fact that the life
principles of the brainstem place Earthlings in states of mind that repeatedly bring them in-
to conflict with their cultural intelligence can also be regarded as typical.

The mood of ‘hunger’ and its satisfaction through ‘Eating!’ are countered by the fact that, in
a civilised society, this satisfaction may only take place in accordance with a number of
rules. The ‘Eating!” must not be stolen; it must be clean; one must not get dirty in the pro-
cess; and so on, and so on.

If the mood becomes too strong, however, it overrides every cultural rule and sat-
isfies this need first and foremost.

The simple consequence of this is what is known as a ‘guilty conscience’, in which the civi-
lised cerebrum is dismayed, outraged or offended that the archaic brainstem has once
again prevailed.

In its social organisation, the cultural regulations of the cerebrum - laws, administration,
governments, and all the rules for co-existing peacefully with other earthlings — are ob-
served and respected only insofar as the brainstem'’s interests in food, shelter and clothing
are guaranteed.
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Further distinctions could reveal more precise connections and contradictions, but would
go beyond the descriptive scope of these reports.

To give just one example: military institutions do not belong to the cerebrum of a society;
they are situated in the diencephalon, which demonstrates its proximity to the brainstem by
being, in principle, unwilling to subordinate itself to the intellectual functions of the govern-
ing cerebrum, but instead repeatedly develops its own regulatory principles, which cannot
necessarily be regarded as civilised.

The frequent disregard for the government’s ‘cerebral’ functions also points to the assess-
ment that the officials who carry out the intellectual steering tasks within the government
do not, as a rule, rank among the more intelligent members of humans.

The contradiction that the function of the cerebrum in society is often not performed by the
more intelligent individuals, but that intelligence is usually an obstacle to being employed in
these centres, points to the gulf between perception and reality.

Vivian placed a cup on the table next to the monitor and began massaging
Winslow’s neck. He gently stopped her hand: ‘Wait a moment, otherwise
| won’t be able to concentrate on the text.” He was already reading on:

Earthlings, in the cultures they themselves call ‘civilised’, have been unable to resolve
the contradiction between their present-day reality and their values and norms, which
have changed only marginally over the past 500 solar revolutions.

As explained in detail in the last report, the Earthlings of that time lived in larger communi-
ties, were generally unable to read or write, and had neither a systematic understanding
of natural processes nor any awareness of their own contingency. Consequently, there
was a balance between their ignorance, their communal way of life, and a system of
values - referred to as RELIGION — which was immune to any external criticism and provid-
ed these Earthlings with a sense of certainty. Certainty about the origin, the destina-
tion and the purpose of their existence.

They have since lost this certainty, this sense of security.
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The insights of their cerebrums on the one hand, and the constant violation of these values
on the other, have relegated this certainty to a realm of faith to which the cerebrum no
longer has access.

They have lost their former sense of security by abandoning life in larger communities—
as a result of economic and political developments which they themselves regard as ‘lib-
erating’—and now stand isolated, as individuals, helpless in the world, clinging desper-
ately to a single other person. Although they themselves call this union of two people a
‘marriage’ and demand ‘monogamy’ within it, they fail to realise that this very word
actually means ‘playing alone’.

Earthlings have not yet managed to develop new communities that provide them with the
intellectual and emotional security commensurate with the capabilities of their cerebrum.

Winslow rubbed his eyes wearily and enlarged the text on the monitor.

With regard to the payment of tithes to the landlord — as was still customary at the
time of the last report —a similar change is to be reported.

Instead of the landlord — now called a ‘HOMEOWNER' - having the dependants, who now
call themselves ‘TENANTS', work on his lands, these dependants work for other feudal lords,
who are now called ‘EMPLOYERS’, and receive an agreed sum of money there, of which they
then give between a quarter and a third (!) to their homeowner.

Although these dependants have more rights than in the past - for which they evidently pay
this large proportion of their income - strangely enough, the homeowner has fewer obliga-
tions than the former feudal lord, even though he receives a much larger share of their
earned income.

In other words: in the normal working life of an Earthling aged between forty-five and
fifty, they work for twelve to seventeen years exclusively for this landlord.

Informants have told us that, around three hundred years ago, the traditional ‘do ut
des’ — ‘I give so that you may give’ — balance that had prevailed until then was replaced
by the individual principle of anonymous enrichment.
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The realisation of the individual - ‘I think, therefore | am = alone’ — has simultaneously cast
off both the shackles and the bonds of community. The way of life, based on the idea that
one can achieve more only by working together with others, has shifted towards be-
coming ever richer at the expense of others.

Just as the realisation of individuality becomes the catalyst for this enrichment, so the
economy — both in business and society — becomes the driving force behind further
isolation, which ultimately destroys individuality in a standardised society.

An example: In a society organised into economic communities of ten to twenty people,
each of these communities needs a washing machine. In a society organised as individuals,
everyone needs a washing machine. As the machine is used more frequently in the larger
community, it is correspondingly of greater benefit than it is to the individual, who uses
it only rarely. The principle of ‘little effort (one machine) and great benefit (ten to twen-
ty times over)' is replaced by the principle of ‘much effort (twenty machines) and little
benefit (just once)'.

The logic of individual enrichment is thus based on combining the greatest effort with
the least benefit.

Once all households finally own a washing machine, society must begin to downsize
households so that, economically speaking, there are once again more households in
need of a washing machine ... and the washing machines must be standardised so that
they can be manufactured cost-effectively ... so that, ultimately, every intelligent indi-
vidual has a standardised, uniform washing machine.

‘Thank you, Vivian!” Winslow sipped the hot liquid with relish as it invig-
orated his senses.

“Have Joanne and Adrian come back yet?”

Viviane pressed herself against Winslow, rubbing his temples with her
warm hands.

“They’ll be here in about an hour.” Her touch gradually grew firmer.

“Time for us to lie together a little longer.”
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Winslow stretched out with a sigh of contentment.

“I’ve got to see Holloway later as well. I’'m supposed to report to him.”

Holloway leaned forward with interest: “And what exactly is your ap-
proach?”

“I’ve electronically extracted the relevant report fragments from the old
magnetic tapes and the newer disk storage devices and transferred them to
the ARES file.”

“You’ve...,” Holloway couldn’t believe what he’d just heard: “cut them
out? Are you suggesting that we now have holes all over the tapes and disk
storage units?”

Winslow couldn’t suppress a grin. It was obvious that Holloway still be-
longed to a technically completely outdated punch-card generation.

“No, no! I can reassure you. ‘Cutting out’ electronically simply means
copying this data from its original storage medium, storing it in a tempo-
rary memory, and then pasting it into a new file.”

Holloway frowned.

“If T understand this correctly, you’ve deleted data from the old tapes
without my permission?”

He looked at Winslow with narrowed eyes. Then he took a deep breath:
“Never mind. Nobody’s even looked at it yet anyway, and if you’ve tidied
things up a bit and everything’s packed away in this box here...”, he said,
tapping his monitor, “then you — and by extension, we — have already tak-
en a successful step.”

Winslow nodded in agreement: “I do think my work will be successful.”

“But tell me, Winslow, weren’t you going to show me a snippet of the
texts you found today?”
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“Just a moment, Professor...”, Winslow came round the desk, typed a se-
quence of letters on the keyboard, and lines of text appeared on the screen:

One of the strangest events we have ever personally witnessed is called OPER in the local
language. We have not yet fully grasped the purpose of this event. It apparently involves
several hundred or even thousands of Earthlings gathering in designated buildings or lo-
cations to watch and listen as a few other people struggle and writhe in agony to force the
breath out of their respiratory organs. These few, whose exertions are described by the lo-
cals as ‘SINGING’, sweat profusely, turn red in the face and clearly struggle to produce the
desired sound. Whoever among these few has struggled the most is rewarded with the
loudest noise, as the assembled crowd claps their open palms flat against one another
with such force that loud cracking sounds are produced. Everyone present clearly finds
this great fun.

It is not only the special venues, to which access is restricted —as only locals with spe-
cific documents are granted entry— suggests to us that these events are intended to
remain closed to the majority of locals, but also the fact that the rulers pay many times
more for these entry permits than the permit holders themselves do to obtain them.

The Commission has failed to grasp this, as the Earthlings call it, ‘PUBLIC INTEREST’,
since most locals — from whose compulsory levies the ruling class takes the additional
funds to subsidise the suffering of this minority — are not only excluded from these
places but simply have no interest in them whatsoever.

In the previous Commission report, we could read that such events also took place in en-
closed spaces to which access was restricted. However, these specific places were
referred to in that Commission report as MONASTERIES, and the ‘extractors’ —
who are now called SINGERS — were referred to by the Earthlings at that time as
MONKS. The purpose of the event differs, however, in that, firstly, the other peo-
ple present at the time also forced air out of their respiratory organs — in other
words, they did not simply sit back and watch comfortably as the others were
tormented — and, secondly, that the Earthlings at that time gathered in honour of
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an invisible being, they called GOD. Insofar as it is also done for God’s sake today, it has not
become clear to the members of the commission which God is being referred to.

This may well be linked to his invisibility, for even the places of worship are empty. The ob-
servation that there are a great many houses belonging to this God on Earth — with esti-
mates suggesting there are more than a hundred thousand — raises the question of why
this being needs so many houses — does, however, explain why he cannot be pre-
sent.

If he were to be in a different one of his houses every day and one could meet him
there, a normal earthling would only have a chance of encountering the Master of the
House there for six hours in his entire lifetime; to put it more precisely, he has hardly any
realistic chance of actually meeting him there.

This would suggest that, in times when he had fewer houses, they were not quite so
empty either. He thus shares the fate of Earthlings who are somewhat overburdened
with houses and can no longer afford the costs of the staff for these too many houses.
Consequently, they are then forced to leave most of their houses standing empty.

As we have been told, an ordinary earthling waits, counting from the day of his birth,
for about eighteen years for this LORD to appear to him; then he gives up and no long-
er believes in it.

This points to other information suggesting that only one day of the week is the
LORD’S DAY; on the other six days, he apparently works elsewhere, which then reduc-
es the chances of an ordinary Earthling meeting this LORD to a very unfavourable ratio.

An ordinary human would then have to live to be about two hundred years old just to
have that six-hour window of opportunity at all. And even then, the odds of them ac-
tually being present would still be 73,000 to 1.

As is well known, Earthlings do not live to be two hundred years old.

In a normal human life spanning 80 solar cycles, the chance of meeting the LORD in a specif-
ic minute is reduced to odds of 42,048,000 to 1, and if a human who encounters the LORD
speaks of a MIRACLE, who can blame them...
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Professor Holloway leaned back in his armchair with an unmistakably
dismayed expression on his face.

“Blasphemy!” he snorted.

He was speaking more to himself; he had apparently forgotten that Wins-
low was standing beside him.

“How, then, is one to organise a mass society without there being, above
the necessary hierarchy of human organisation, a higher principle that is
beyond human grasp?”

Winslow had been listening with interest. He cleared his throat quietly:
“What higher principle do you have in mind?”

Holloway flinched. “Religion, of course! Our Creator and his son, who
was sent to us in the flesh.”

“Which religion are you referring to?”
“Winslow! I mean Christianity, of course! What else?”

“Well, Buddhism and Islam might also come into question. Perhaps even
the metaphysics of the Maya or the Native Americans?”

Holloway clearly thought he’d misheard. He narrowed his eyes and looked
at his colleague as though seeing him for the first time: “Are you taking
the mickey out of me, talking about all this pagan rubbish?”

His eyelids narrowed even further. It was no friendly look with which he
sized Winslow up: “Tell me, where on earth did you grow up?”’

Winslow smiled and seemed to be staring at a point outside the room they
were currently in.

“Professor General Holloway...” — he hadn’t addressed the head of the de-
partment in this way before — “you yourself, in your dual role as professor
and general, represent the cerebrum and the brainstem of this society. A ra-
re stroke of luck in your division-of-labour society, where communication
between the various levels of control is all too often blocked.”
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Holloway, whose temporal artery was visibly swollen, cut him off: “What
are you getting at, man? Make it quick. And why are you speaking so de-
tachedly of ‘your’ division-of-labour society? You, too, are part of the
‘cerebrum’ of this society, as you choose to put it!”

Winslow’s gaze seemed to return from the distant fixed point. He looked
at his superior. A barely visible twitch in his lower lip turned into the sort
of smile with which a father indulgently corrects his stubborn little son.

“What am I getting at?... And I’m supposed to keep it brief?” He was
clearly searching for the right words.

“Very well. Whilst I was unsure whether my full report was accurate in its
assessments and conclusions—of which you were only permitted to read
selected, straightforward sections—you have just confirmed to me that I
shall not be reporting anything false about the Earthlings.”

Holloway, who found Winslow’s calm, friendly words disrespectful and
whose temple vein was swelling ever more, had jumped to his feet at the
word ‘Earthlings’. He had taken a deep breath to give volume to his rising
anger, but in a fraction of a second his breathing stopped. He could not be-
lieve his eyes. Winslow had vanished.

Feeling as though he were on the verge of fainting, he slowly sat back
down in his desk chair and clung to the edge of the desk. He needed to feel
something tangible to keep from losing his mind.

Confused, he stared at the letters appearing on the dark glass screen of the
monitor:

In conclusion, the admission of Earthlings into the Universal Federation cannot be en-
dorsed. Indeed, every effort must be made to prevent Earthlings from making any con-
tact with the Federation at all. The Earthlings’ level of development is still so far re-
moved from that of a civilised society that any contact would have only negative con-
sequences, both for the Earthlings and for the Federation.
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It is recommended that, after no fewer than five hundred further solar cycles of this
planet, a third commission should assess the progress made by that time and submit its
recommendation to the Council.

END / FILE ARES / DELETE FILE /.../ FILE DELETED. O
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Esoterra

Now comes the icing on the cake of human culture: mysticism and esoteri-
cism, which are reserved exclusively for the human mind — or, to be more
precise, the female mind. Or so one might think.

A man on a spiritual quest returns from the land of Esoterra and writes to
his girlfriend.

Dear Rhandavadavi! Thank you so much for following through on your
promise so quickly: the envelope containing the detailed information pack
arrived today; I immersed myself in it straight away. You did say I should
choose something you could give me, so that I might become a better per-
son.

At first, I just had a rummage through the brochures and leaflets, curious
to see what lay in store for me. ‘The Games of Sexuality’ would have in-
terested me, but then the subtitle read ‘Partnership and Sexuality from a
Systemic Perspective’” with Prof. Peter Miiller-Egloff.

Well, I suppose he probably doesn’t organise any sexual games — even
though the seminar lasts two days — but instead gives long-winded, wordy
lectures. However, from February onwards, I could train to become a sys-
temic couples and family therapist with the same professor: apparently, no
prior knowledge or qualifications are required.

But I put that aside for the time being: you said I should choose something
hands-on.

So I didn’t apply for the free study programme offered by the Kappel Insti-
tute in Wuppertal, which offers me the chance to study didactically and
pedagogically structured courses from the comfort of my own home. And
just look at all the things you can become there: building biologist / alter-
native practitioner specialising in animal health / Chinese acupuncturist /
psychotherapist / conversational psychologist / counselling child psy-
chologist / reflexologist / Acupressure teacher / Aromatherapist / Bach
flower remedy practitioner / Tarot- Analyst / NLP Trainer / Handwriting
Analyst / Facial Diagnosis Specialist / Animal Psychologist.
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Perhaps they should have a word with the Federal Minister for Labour to
encourage him to fund these courses, rather than always just those com-
puter courses run by the Federal Employment Agency. After all, there are
at least three million dogs and four million cats in Germany, and there are
certainly far too few animal psychologists.

Applying the same criteria, I then also set aside the Advanced School of
Astrology, a distance-learning course run by the Astrological-
Psychological Institute (API) in Riimlang, Switzerland.

I then wavered between going to the Mutterkorn Dance — which is a Goa
party set to shamanic thythms — or taking part in Stefan Heimers’ three-
day ‘Water Voice’ seminar — after all, the €150 fee does include a brief in-
troduction to paddling — but I hadn’t made up my mind, as the event fea-
turing Buddhadev Chattopadhyaya, advertised at the Blumenau Dance
Studio, seemed to be a lovely exploration of rhythm and energy — but then
I saw the advert from the Avatar Institute in Hamburg: ‘Re-Surfacing Part
I: Your Self and Your Presence Here and Now’ sounds more fascinating
than any ‘concept about you and the world’. I don’t yet know what that
means, but at least: “Avatar is a registered trademark of Star’s Edge Int.”
Wow!

In the end, though, I decided against it, because ‘The Songs of the Lotus
Master’ — that’s Mr Ling Yi, a divine healer of the pure heart — seemed to
me to offer a more immersive experience. And for me, as someone out of
work, the four days of the formerly secret Qi Gong techniques were sup-
posed to cost just €150 instead of the usual €300.

But then I started to waver again: that seemed too cheap to me; I wanted
something a bit more challenging.

The Esalen massage training course run by the Toulouse Institute e.V.
seemed more up to my taste: the aim of this gentle bodywork technique is
to use long, sensitive stroking movements to help the massage partner
achieve a level of relaxation that allows them to come into deep contact
with themselves. And: no prior experience is required to take part. That
sounds good, doesn’t it? You then have to book an introductory course (2
days for €170), after which you can take part in the training (10 days for
€1,600). Helpfully, there are also no discounts, because that doesn’t make
sense: subsidised rates for relaxation or enlightenment?
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However, I then became suspicious again: there’s no diploma or certificate
for this training course! It struck me as though these trainers were trying to
shirk their responsibility, given that there isn’t even a piece of paper to
prove you’ve learnt how to successfully engage in petting right through to
orgasm.

So the “Yoga Teacher Training: 4-Week Intensive Course’ covering all as-
pects of yoga and ‘with certificate’ seemed more appropriate to me, alt-
hough no prices were listed and it’s based in 57641 Oberlahr — wherever
that is.

Could numerology help me decipher this mysterious number?

If I'm going to do yoga, I thought, then I’d much rather do it in the Ham-
burg area: at the Himalaya Institute for Yoga Sciences and Philosophy
e.V.? After all, this association, housed in a beautiful old Art Nouveau vil-
la, is easily accessible by the S1 to Ahrensburg or the Ul line to Ahrens-
burg-Ost.

Then, however, it gradually became increasingly clear to me that my idea
of ‘demanding’ — which related to the cost of the course fee — was appar-
ently completely wrong: as the announcement for Fu & Zhou so aptly puts
it: ‘The professor’s teaching is actually priceless, just as you cannot buy
sunshine.” The seminar fee is intended merely as an expression of respect;
further generous donations are always welcome.

I didn’t quite understand that either, though, because if the fee is meant to
be precisely this expression of respect, why do the unemployed, school
pupils, students, those doing military service and pensioners pay a reduced
fee? Do they have less respect?

It seemed more sensible to me to experience the Sat Nam Rayasan free of
charge (!) as a patient at the outset, when the most advanced disciples of
the master and healer Guru Dev Singh are leading the training. Dharma
Kaur (i.e. Emil Miiller?) and Har Darshan Kaur (i.e. Liselotte Schulz?)
will lead the training.
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But now I was confused: what should I choose? The Sat Nam Rayasan?
Reiki or Esalen massage? The Hawaiian healing massage or foot reflexol-
ogy? The sound massage according to Peter Hess or the Tantra of the Insti-
tute for Orgodynamics?

Which would make more sense: T ai Chi, Shiatsu, yoga, Hui Chun Gong,
Qi Gong, T’ai Chi Ch’uan or mudra?

Apparently, you have to try everything to know what you don 't need.

Witchcraft struck me as a viable option: Prerequisite: an unfaithful lover
who has treated the sorceress badly and is now to lose his irresistible
charm. The witch’s spell ruins his charisma and ensures that he appears
just as pathetic to other people as he does to the sorceress herself.

The ritual: Place an item of clothing belonging to the ex-lover on a flat sur-
face. Place his photo on top of it and sprinkle dirty sand over it. The four
corners of the item of clothing are sewn together with black thread to form
a sack. On the outside of the sack, the ugliest toad the caster can manage is
drawn with a thick, green felt-tip pen. The whole thing must then be left
out overnight in the moonlight. In the morning, the witch’s creation is
thrown into the bin and the spell takes effect.

That sounded tempting — but unfortunately, I couldn’t find any indication
that it would work the other way round: that I, as a man, could equally
conjure up a toad-like woman — so, once again, nothing.

Are we men the ones who’ve been short-changed?

I wandered through the pages and then got stuck on *Inner Light*: angels
really do exist — I wouldn’t have thought so — and the question of whether
one wanted to meet the masters? — what a question! And then: Gabriele
Kriiger — who takes you by the hand and guides your spirit — is not only a
qualified social pedagogue, but also a meditation teacher, a Reiki and Aro-
lo master teacher, and a channel for the angels and the master realm!

Blimey: she must be in great spirits.
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Then it struck me: all the masters have, in a way, already passed away:
Osho died in 1991, Carlos Castaneda in June 1998, Maharishi. Somehow
I’ve always missed Gautama Siddhartha, known as the Buddha. Perhaps
he’s been dead for too long?

Castaneda is said to have died of cancer. Hadn’t he experienced Reiki?

That would have been quite simple: Reiki — The Path to Fulfilment. A 42-
day programme for achieving health, love and prosperity. And all for just
€9.80 / SFr 19.00!

What a programme: The Power of Reiki, Reiki with Gemstones, ‘The Rei-
ki Home Remedies’, Rainbow Reiki, The Reiki Fire, and much, much
more: each for €9.80. That’s a bargain, isn’t it?!

And if the master couldn’t read, he could at least have bought the music:
‘Reiki — Light Touch’. After all, it’s one of the best-selling German CDs
and is also causing a sensation internationally.

If he hadn’t liked that, perhaps the CD ‘Angels — The Heavenly Helpers’
from Merlin’s Magic series would have been suitable: this music opens the
inner gates to the heavenly helpers. With a running time of around 60
minutes — you never know exactly how long it takes for the heavenly gates
to open.

Or the ‘De Luxe Double CD for Chakra Meditation’: after all, it’s an audi-
tory journey inwards to the centres of power! It comes not only with the
music but also a box set with an accompanying booklet — in case you want
to embark on the journey alone.

But I digress: I did mean to stick to the obvious things in life.

‘Living Without Glasses into Old Age’: 25th edition, 120 pages. I was just
about to order this weighty little book when I paused: Carlos Castaneda
wore glasses, as did Joachim-Ernst Behrendt — though for him it was more
about his ears: I hear, therefore I am.

So that couldn’t be it either.

Before I could decide whether to delve into ‘Shamanism and The Power of
the Indians’ or ‘Satanism: Black Rituals, Devil Worship and Exorcism’, or
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perhaps “Spiritualism and astrology, karma and transformation”, or nu-
merology, or, as Maria puts it: “A messenger of spiritual wisdom” — I then
thought you might give me something published by Bauer Verlag.

After all, Bauer Verlag is now in its 60th year and is currently the market
leader in our field.

So: I’d like: ‘Tarot: Short & Practical, Colour Therapy: Short & Practical,
Meditation: Short & Practical, Gemstone Therapy: Short & Practical, Rei-
ki: Short & Practical, Feldenkrais: Short & Practical, Dowsing: Short &
Practical, Autosuggestion: Short & Practical, Rune Exercises: Short &
Practical, Hildegard Medicine: Short & Practical, Ayurveda: Short & Prac-
tical, NLP: Short & Practical’ — plus, please, ‘The Vegetable Pharmacy’
and a copy of ‘The Lure of Madness’ from Irisiana Verlag, and seven bars
of Ritter Sport chocolate: you know, the ones that are square, practical and
good.

P.S. Could you please also send me the address of someone who has actu-
ally become a better, healthier person — or are they perhaps sitting unrec-
ognised under a tree in the Himalayas or in India, and cannot be reached
by post or via a catalogue?

P.P.S. And what about the soul, you might ask? Oh, darling Rhandavadavi,
that’s what you’ve got me for! O
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The Christian Man
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Archive

Let’s stay at home for a change, and in the present.

The beauty of literature compared to real life is that the author can always
write the ending he prefers.

If you share this view — and always find yourself thinking in the evenings:
‘Come on, let’s be cheerful; we’re sad enough on our own!’ — then you’ll
also enjoy the following story set amongst friends — special friends, com-
rades and two priests — in a military security zone. Warning: firearms are
used.

Even a second count yielded no different result: there was, and re-
mained, one transport crate too many.

Commodore Schmidt looked at the crates lined up in the base’s hangar.
They all looked the same. He couldn’t have told which one was the spare.

Had his comrades at Andrews Air Force Base played a prank on him — as a
parting gesture?

It wouldn’t surprise him.

The boredom of training German fighter-bomber pilots in the American
desert had led them to come up with all sorts of pranks. He’d find out.

Commodore Schmidt waved to the forklift driver and the lorries standing
by, instructing them to load the crates and transport them to his house in
the base’s officers’ quarters.

His wife and their two children would not arrive in Hamburg on a
Lufthansa flight for another two days; by then, the crates should be un-
packed, the house made cosy, and this matter settled as well.
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The logistics officer was clearly a bureaucrat at heart: “How do you
intend to prove that it isn’t your crate?”

“If you come and have a look at my house, you’ll see straight away that
it’s fully furnished and nothing is missing!”

“And now you want to have your rubbish disposed of at the Air Force’s
expense — that is, at the state’s expense?”’

“NO'”

“So why does this box need to be sent back to Andrews? We have rubbish
tips here too. What’s in the box anyway?”

“I don’t know.”

“And you expect me to go along with your request, just because you want
to get rid of this crate and can’t tell me what’s actually in it?”

Commodore Schmidt grew grumpy: “I don’t go checking what the bombs
hanging under our wings are filled with either! My word as an officer must
be enough for you!”

“Well,” the logistics officer wasn’t so easily swayed: “There are certain
differences between a crate and a bomb: for example, if we were to
transport your crate, it would need proper waybills listing the contents in
full.”

Fuming with rage, Commodore Schmidt thought back to his conversa-
tion with the base’s senior logistics officer: sullenly, he stood in the
garage of his house and looked, in a foul mood, this last box, which
didn’t belong to him. Something about it wasn’t right. Why had it
been left until the very end?

Whilst the soldiers had pried open one box after another, with every new
one he’d been curious to see if anything he didn’t recognise would turn up.
Everything had always been exactly as he and his wife had packed it.

He’d wanted to send them back unopened to his comrades in Andrews, to
turn the tables on them and play a prank on them.
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The logistics officer had already refused to accept the ‘Return to sender.
Address unknown’ label. That wouldn’t work, as his — Schmidt’s — address
was, after all, known; besides, he himself was the sender. How could he
send a box to himself in Andrews when he was now here in Germany?

If this office drone was so set on it, he’d have to check the contents.

Fuming with rage, he forced the metal of the crowbar between the crate’s
planks.

As soon as the first side panel was open and he’d peered inside the crate,
he couldn’t help but laugh in surprise: ‘A buffet! A huge garden buffet for
fifty guests at once.’

His mates must have collected money from all over the base to give him
this monstrosity with a dust cover as a farewell present.

Lost in thought, he grinned to himself; the garden parties in Andrews were
already the stuff of legend.

The buffet stood imposing on the wooden floor of the crate. It was firmly
bolted down, with four sturdy supports on which the warming bin rested;
the upper half of the bin could be slid back.

However, the supports didn’t have castors; instead, they appeared to have
brackets into which carrying poles could presumably be inserted.

Commodore Schmidt was impressed. He had never before seen a side-
board with such elaborate decorations, neither in Andrews nor in any of
the many mail-order catalogues he’d leafed through there.

Some of the decorations appeared to be characters — not letters of the Ro-
man alphabet, but rather a curving form of cuneiform script. He tried to
remember where he had seen such characters before.
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The “Hello!” at the garden gate startled him out of his thoughts. A
fellow officer who wanted to greet him. But then he recognised the
crosses on the epaulettes — a military chaplain, a Catholic one.

“Hello, Father. Do come in!” They shook hands.

“Good afternoon, Commodore. I just wanted to say hello and ask if there’s
anything I can do for you?”

The priest had arrived just at the right moment: “That’s brilliant. You can
help me carry that huge sideboard from the garage out onto the veranda.
You can have a look at that monster whilst you’re at it. I’1l just go and get
myself a beer. Would you like one too?”

“No, thank you. I’m fasting at the moment.”

Whilst the Commodore disappeared into the house, the priest examined the
sideboard in the garage.

It didn’t take long; the beer was already waiting in the fridge when Com-
modore Schmidt came round the corner again.

“Well, Your Reverence...”, the Commodore had stopped so abruptly it
was as if he’d walked into an invisible wall.

He tried to make sense of what he was seeing in his garage. The priest was
lying stretched out on the floor in front of the sideboard and seemed to be
muttering intensely.

He’d seen something like this on the telly before — when young men were
ordained as priests and, as a sign of their humility, lay just like that in front
of the high altar.

He carefully placed the beer can on the sideboard and patted the priest en-
couragingly on the shoulder: “Hello, Reverend, are you feeling unwell?”
Perhaps he’d overdone the fasting and was suffering a sudden fainting
spell? Should he ring an ambulance straight away?
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Instead of answering, the priest had straightened up, knelt before the
enormous sideboard and gazed at the Commodore with a dreamy look in
his eyes. Then he murmured in a choked voice: “The eye of God.”

“Pardon? Whose eye?”

“The lost Ark of the ancient Hebrew Covenant containing the Tablets of
the Law...”, the rapturous voice grew quieter: “And the Lord God has
chosen your house to reveal Himself to humanity a third and thus final
time before the beginning of the Millennium.”

It was clearly a case of mistaken identity. The Commodore could think of
no other explanation for the military chaplain’s strange behaviour.

The chaplain remained undeterred: “Give ear, O heavens, that I may
speak; let the earth hear the words of my mouth. Let my teaching fall like
rain, and my speech drip like dew, like rain upon the grass and like drops
upon the herbs. For I will praise the name of the LORD. Give glory to our
God alone!... Deuteronomy, verse 32.”

Whilst the military chaplain was chanting, the Commodore had looked up
at the sky, worried that it might rain: not a single cloud marred the blue
sky and the sunshine: what on earth was the man talking about?

“So now let my eyes be open and my ears attentive to the prayer offered in
this place. I have now chosen and consecrated this house, that my name
may be there for ever, and my eyes...”

“Hey, you!” The Commodore shook the priest violently by the shoulder:

“I don’t think my wife will agree to this if...” With that, he angrily pulled
the priest to his feet and then stared at him in disbelief. The priest seemed
to be looking right through him.

“The eye is the lamp of the body. If your eye is clear, your whole body
will be full of light. But if your eye is bad, your whole body will be full of
darkness. If then the light within you is darkness, how great is that dark-
ness! Matthew six, ...”
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Now the Commodore had had enough: “Leave my property and take your
pranks elsewhere!” With that, he turned the chaplain round and pushed
him down the driveway, out through the garden gate.

The priest didn’t seem to mind. With a clear look in his eyes, he walked
along the pavement of the officers’ housing estate, apparently talking to
himself.

The Commodore shook his head in exasperation. This was going to be a
laugh. He was aware of the profound moral dilemmas faced by military
chaplains, but he’d never personally encountered a priest who’d gone
completely off the rails. He would get in touch with the base commander.

For now, he wanted to sort out how to get the sideboard from the garage
onto the veranda — or perhaps better still, straight into the far corner of the
garden.

5 The military chaplain must have been on the phone. At any rate, there

was no other explanation for why the Air Force general had sum-
moned the Commodore from a staff meeting the very next day and
say: “Good morning, Schmidt.”

Schmidt replied: “Good morning, General!”

The base commander stood at the window of his office, on the third floor
of the main building, and looked out: “Can you explain to me why all
those men in black coats over there want to see you?”

“Who?”

The commodore had stepped up beside the general at the window and
spotted a cluster of men dressed in black in front of the air base gate,
blocking the access road. The sentries were clearly struggling to hold the
men back and were in the process of locking the iron gate.

“To me?”

“Yes. Their leader is our peaceful military chaplain, Meyer-Parchim, who
claims that God has appeared to you.”
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“Oh, rubbish—he’s confusing my American monster buffet with the lost
Ark of the Covenant from the Old Testament.” He gave a brief account of
the events of the previous day.

“The Eye of God?” The general seemed to be considering it: “Right, then
let’s have a look at your garden buffet.”

The commander stood thoughtfully in his squadron commodore’s gar-
age. “The characters look very much like Hebrew. Presumably the
priest was able to decipher them.”

Silently, the commander cursed his classical education. He muttered under
his breath: “I think we’ve got a problem here.”

He turned to Schmidt: “Have you ever tried opening the lid of the side-
board... or this thing here?”

The commodore eyed the sideboard’s cylindrical compartment suspicious-
ly: “I was just about to do that yesterday when Meyer-Parchim came by
and the commotion began. If it really is the Ark of the Covenant...”

“Yes?”
“Well, I’ve heard that one shouldn’t open the lid without authorisation...”

“I see!” The General turned to his aide-de-camp: “Deckert, alert our pyro-
technicians. They’re to come trotting over here immediately with all their
equipment.”

As the aide trotted off, the commodore shook his head thoughtfully: “Well,
how am I supposed to explain this to my wife when she arrives here to-
morrow afternoon? I’ve no idea.”

“Don’t worry about that...”
The screeching brakes of the military police jeep cut him off.

“General!” the sergeant called out excitedly to the officers; he was close
by, stood at attention and blurted out: “Three coaches full of Orthodox
Jews have just pulled up and are blocking the gate! More are on their
way!”
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“Bloody hell!” The commander had let it slip without meaning to. “We
couldn’t have deployed the military police against the Catholic priests an-
yway — we’d have needed the local police to help us carry them away from
the gate — but Orthodox Jews... Just imagine what would happen if we had
the entrance to the base cleared right now!”

“God forbid!”

“Schmidt! I beg your pardon... that’s just what we needed here!”

After thorough consultation, the pyrotechnicians had decided that
‘thing’ — as it was now generally referred to — should first be X-rayed
before they took any further action.

However, none of them felt qualified to decide whether the thing should be
moved or not.

So, the garage was locked, the neighbouring houses were evacuated, and
the Commodore, like his neighbours, was accommodated in the main
building of the air force base.

The military police would keep an eye on the garage. Everything was un-
der control.

8 “There are already several hundred of them!” reported the com-
mander’s aide to the crisis management team, which was meeting in
the general’s office. “And now ...!”

The exclamation sent the officers rushing to the windows.

A huge wooden cross was just being erected in the middle of the street. All
around it, dozens of Orthodox Christians were busily chipping away at the
road surface and digging a trench.

“Those up on the Hardthohe have a good laugh!” cursed one of the staff
officers, “After all, they’re not under siege!”

“Now only the heavens are open to us!” laughed another: “On the wings of
Tornados we’ll rush...”

“Ingwersen, control yourself!” The commander had no sense of humour
in wartime situations.
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“But the idea isn’t all that bad,” said the adjutant: “We could simply clear
the thing away with one of our helicopters.”

“Deckert! Let’s suppose we decide to move that thing and get it out of here
— that’s exactly what the blackcoats want to prevent, and...” The ringing
of the telephone in front of him interrupted the commander’s train of
thought. He listened, hung up, “The Air Force Inspector has just forbidden
us to do that. We’re only to hold our position and not cause any complica-
tions. Their phones are ringing off the hook, and he’ll come himself once
things have been sorted out.”

Commodore Schmidt stared up at the ceiling. The unfamiliar camp
bed was keeping him awake.

There was a soft knock at the door. “Yes!”

The non-commissioned officer on duty entered, saluted and handed him a
letter: “I thought you might not have got round to the post office yet, and
since you don’t live at home...”

“Thank you. Good thinking!”
“Well then, good night!”

“Good night and keep up the good watch!” Schmidt knew all too well
these seemingly endless nights on guard duty.

Curious, he turned the envelope over in his hand. Who would be writing to
him here? The American stamps and the sender — apparently his comrades
from Andrews.

“Dear Kurt! Our barbecue get-togethers have become a fair bit quieter
since you were deployed and left us. We hope our surprise went down
well, and that you’ve now opened the extra box we smuggled into your
removal van.
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The ‘barbecue crew’ pooled their resources and, for your enjoyment at
cheerful barbecues back home, bought at auction from Universal Studios
in Hollywood a marvellous item from Spielberg’s first ‘Indiana Jones’
film: the Ark of the Covenant, which we then had converted into a
farmer’s barbecue. As a greeting and a bit of fun from the Land of Oppor-
tunity: Happy barbecue parties! Yours ...” and the signatures.

Schmidt laughed in surprise. His wife and children would be delighted. So
‘barbecues in Germany’ were possible after all; yet he’d always tried to
explain to the children that German barbecues simply weren’t that big, and
that they’d just have to be a bit patient once they’d invited all their friends
over — besides, they didn’t have any friends in Germany yet... All that was
now sorted.

1 O “Why don’t you go out there and tell those blackcoats that they
worship a barbecue grill as a revelation from God!” Fuming
with rage, the quick-witted commander shook his letter in his
hand. He’d already been asleep and hated being woken up be-
fore midnight. After all, wars always began at the first light of
dawn.

“And what am I supposed to do with this now?”’

Indecisive, he paced back and forth across the room. “If we tell them the
truth, they’ll stone us for blasphemy, because we’ve supposedly turned the
Ark of the Covenant into a barbecue...”

“But it’s true, isn’t it, that it really was the Ark of the Covenant once...”
“Schmidt! Don’t tell anyone that!”
“Yes, sir, General!”

The commander mused aloud: “On the other hand, if we hand this thing
over to them as the Ark of the Covenant and they look inside and find not
the two stone tablets with the Ten Commandments, but a barbecue grill
and a packet of charcoal lighter fluid, they’ll simply claim that we’ve still
got the real Ark of the Covenant!”
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“Come in!” There had been a knock; an officer entered, with crosses on his
epaulettes. “What on earth are you doing here?” The commander looked at
the Protestant military chaplain with displeasure.

“I wanted to put forward an idea that came to me whilst reading the Bi-
ble.”

“If you must. God help us all!”

1 1 And so it came to pass, in the darkness of the dawning morning,
that a dazzling halo of light and a roar appeared in the sky.

The men in black robes started in alarm and stared fearfully up at the sky
as a mighty voice boomed: ‘I am the Lord, your God! Let him who is
without sin stand up!’

No one stood up.

‘But all the rest of you, go home humbly and search your hearts. Keep si-
lent about what you have seen here and speak to no one of it. Come again
when you have purified yourselves and are worthy of God.’

All those in black robes still lay on the ground, as if frozen in place, before
this heavenly apparition.

The helicopter pilot, with grim determination, turned up the microphone’s
volume control, added a little more reverb, and a deafening roar made the
black hordes jump to their feet:

“Now get up and walk!!! Or shall I make you walk???”

And a storm arose, so that the earth was hurled into the air in the glaring
spotlight: the dusty pillar of fire of God!

1 2 The exhausted members of the crisis team drank their coffee in
silence.

“Who actually came up with the idea of the divine apparition?”

The commander chuckled: “God’s Protestant representative!” He felt he
had regained his sense of humour, as he put it.
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The Protestant military chaplain stirred his coffee impassively: “I know
my own kind, after all. A true believer doesn’t want proof. He sees what
he believes he sees.” O
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Romanus

1t is not only in the military that prescribed correctness is required. Such
aspects also exist within the official Christian faith.

This story began one day when I was standing in a church, gazing at the
large crucifix above the altar. That’s when it happened. Surely, you're fa-
miliar with that deeply moving sensation of being lifted up by something
sublime? The feeling of being overwhelmed by a work of art.

No? — Then you've come to the right place.

Crucifixes made of polished steel combined with bottle-opener cork-
screws? The Sacred Heart as a nutcracker? If not now, then certainly
soon.

Nothing is holier to the devotional goods trade than the sacred itself: and
yet, the Dominican ‘Miraculous Ointment of Jesus’ wasn’t selling as well
as expected — even though, or perhaps precisely because, the signs reading:
‘99.9% pure and with the very highest blessing, from guaranteed organic
cultivation’, were intended to appeal particularly to Christian-ecological
visitors.

Either people wearing birch-strap shoes didn’t get blisters, or the special
offers right next to the rosaries — ‘30 per cent off, blessed by the Holy Fa-
ther!” — were holding back sales of the Jesus ointment. Rosaries were sell-
ing well; real bargains.

Heinz and Hildegard Schrammers from Oberursel watched as
coachloads of Rhinelanders from the left and Japanese tourists from
the right filed past them.

The Schrammers weren’t part of a package tour, including the Passion of
the Lord, to Unterwiesenthal: they owned a well-maintained estate, com-
plete with a park, in Oberursel, and were looking for something sophisti-
cated and cultured to suit their home.
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As if by chance, both their gazes lingered on a simple, large display case,
containing a pear-wood carving set against a dark mahogany cross. Life-
size.

The crowd around them, the multilingual babble of voices, no longer af-
fected them. Determined, they made their way through the throng and
stood still before the glass of the display case.

Heinz Schrammers whispered: “If [ weren’t already a Catholic, this Christ
would make me one.”

Hildegard Schrammers nodded in agreement: “The carver of the Lord
must have been a true artist, a believer whose soul guided his hand.”

Heinz and Hildegard would not have been surprised if the figure had spo-
ken to them.

For that, they would have their own chapel built in their park in Oberursel.
That was the quality that appealed to them.

They searched in vain for a price tag or any indication of the woodcarver’s
workshop. Finally, they decided to ask in the shop next door.

The young saleswoman in a dirndl smiled apologetically: “No, the crucifix
isn’t for sale. It’s on loan from Romanus Oberhofner. Perhaps you’d like
something a little different? A slightly smaller one...”

The Schrammers wordlessly and indignantly rejected this sales pitch.

The sales assistant was familiar with the disappointed reaction of the well-
to-do customers who asked about the price of this crucifix and to whom
she could give no figure. She tried to explain: “Romanus Oberhofner
carves only twelve figures a year, and I suppose they’ll cost around 25,000
euros...”

Heinz Schrammers interrupted her: “Money is no object for us.”

The sales assistant couldn’t understand why they didn’t buy something
else from her instead — good quality goods that were also worth their price.
Oh well, never mind: “You will have to visit Romanus in his workshop if
you’re seriously interested...”
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“Please!”
“153 Golgathaweg.”
“Pardon?”’

“Go down the main road to the right and, after the magistrates’ court, up
the rising street. It’s the last house on the hill.”

The old woman twirled her washcloth hesitantly: “He’s called Roma-
nus because, as the eldest son of the head steward in Rome, he studied
sculpture.

That’s the family tradition. For five generations the Oberhofners have been
carvers of sacred images, and the eldest son—the future heir and master—
is always called Romanus, who must study in Rome. If you’d be so kind as
to wait a little while, he should be back soon from the carvers’ guild meet-
ing, or would you like to come back again this afternoon?”

The Schrammers exchanged questioning glances. The walk up the steep
street had been more tiring than they’d expected, and they’d prefer to
avoid doing it a second time.

The woman was still twisting her handkerchief: “We don’t know how long
the woodcarvers will be in their meeting. If you like, you could also go
and see him at the Chamber of Crafts.”

Heinz and Hildegard Schrammers stood there, undecided: “Will it be, er,
possible to buy a figure of the Lord?”

The woman shrugged meaningfully: “Easter’s next week; that’s when the
master craftsman finishes his figures every year. I wonder if they’ve all
been sold already this year?”” And once again she shrugged her shoulders
in uncertainty.

“Do you have something like, er, an order book?”

Eager to please her customer, the woman shuffled over to a wooden cup-
board, pushed the wrung-out cloth aside — the hinges squeaked deafeningly
— and took a thick tome from the cupboard.
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A red scrap of paper peeped out from the thick, leather-bound book; the
woman turned to the page where it was tucked. She ran a finger along the
lined column: “Eighteen orders have already been entered, so if you’d
like...”

The Schrammers did. The woman turned the folio towards them. Heinz
Schrammers pulled out his fountain pen and wrote his name and address in
a sweeping flourish beneath the last entry.

Hildegard and Heinz Schrammers were happy. In high spirits, they made
their way back down the steep Golgathaweg, delighted that they’d found
such a valuable artistic treasure so quickly as a holiday souvenir.

Hildegard whispered: “Did you see? The Cardinal Archbishop has ordered
a Jesus too!”

Heinz nodded — he’d also quickly skimmed through the other names and
addresses — they were in excellent company.

They were to come back after Easter, when they could choose whichever
Lord they liked best. That was what the woman had told them to do.

They spent their days in Tuscany in carefree idleness, though they
grew more impatient with each passing day: after all, they had already
returned on the evening of Easter Saturday: if they were to choose the
Crucified One , they wanted to be the first ones there.

The bargain hunters, with their generic, devotional items, had already left
the village; the Schrammers were sitting in the farmhouse parlour of the
“first house in the village’ and struck up a conversation with the waiter.

‘Oh? You’re going to get a figure by Oberhofner? That’s lovely for you,
he’s our finest artist. People come from far and wide.” The waiter was
clearly proud.

“Yes,” the Schrammers nodded, “from Oberursel in the Taunus.”

‘It’s a shame,” Heinz Schrammers interjected, almost as an afterthought,
“that you won’t get to see the finished crucifixes until after Easter...”
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The waiter glanced briefly in all directions to see if anyone was eaves-
dropping — though that would have been impossible in the empty farm-
house parlour — and leaned in slightly: “If you like, I can slip you into
Oberhofner’s workshop tonight... You’d have to wait outside the hotel at
eleven o’clock.”

Hildegard nodded, Heinz nodded and asked for the bill.

With a wink, he said to the waiter, referring to the bill of 32.80: “50, that’s
right”; and placed another fifty-mark note next to it: “See you at eleven.”

The cloud cover had thickened, piling up against the mountains; it
looked as though rain was on the way, possibly a thunderstorm.

As a precaution, they put on their rain gear; Heinz reached for the umbrel-
la.

The waiter was already waiting. The Schrammers exchanged confused
glances. He was wearing a cloak, a short skirt and leather sandals — and
carrying two woollen blankets in his arms.

“Please, you must take the woollen blankets and drape them over your
shoulders: I can only take you with me if you look like someone from the
village playing the part of a villager. Everything must look as authentic as
possible; the umbrella must stay here,” he placed it under a canopy, “you
can keep your rubber boots on, but please don’t stand in the front row.”

With that, he had already turned away. The Schrammers hurried to throw
the blankets over themselves, getting tangled up at first, then made sure
they didn’t lose sight of the sandal-clad waiter.

“Where are we going?” panted Heinz Schrammers between two gasps for
breath as he struggled to keep up with the younger man on the uphill path
to Golgotha — whilst also holding his Hildegard by the hand, whom he had
to drag along so she wouldn’t fall behind.

“To the crucifixion,” came the reply.

Heinz and Hildegard didn’t really know what to make of that.
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A blinding flash of lightning streaked across the valley, illuminating the
path ahead of them; they were already just short of the Oberhofner Farm,
and the clouds suddenly began to rid themselves of their heavy, watery
burden.

“Here they come,” urged the waiter in his short apron at the farm’s en-
trance gate, “it often rains here in the valley at Easter”; which did nothing
to help Hildegard and Heinz Schrammers as they wiped the streaming
raindrops from their noses.

The flickering glow of the burning logs illuminated only the inner cir-
cle. Seven young men — joined by the waiter, after he’d hissed at
them: ‘Stay stay right here and behave just like the people from the
village!” — stood by the fire around an older man who was speaking to
them quietly but earnestly.

‘That must be Romanus Oberhofner,” Heinz had whispered to his Hilde-
gard, who nodded in agreement.

All the young men were dressed in the same clothes as the waiter; the old-
er man wore a long, dark cloak.

Finally, he bowed, made the sign of the cross — as did everyone else — took
a few steps and opened the large gate at the back wall of the workshop;
rain lashed in. He reached for a toolbox, hoisted a long wooden ladder on-
to his shoulder and walked out; the rain didn’t seem to bother him.

In the semi-darkness on the left, four boys had erected a large wooden
cross; they hoisted it onto their shoulders and followed the woodcarver
out.

The villagers now set off as well, and Heinz and Hildegard Schrammers
followed them out, so as not to attract attention.

‘What a bloody awful day!’ thought Heinz Schrammers to himself, and:
‘Couldn’t they have put it off until the next day, when it wasn’t so stormy,
rainy and full of lightning?’

Hildegard Schrammers had wordlessly pulled her woollen cloak tighter
around her shoulders and was taking care not to slip on the wet grass of the
sloping meadow.
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“Thwack! Jerk!” With a thud, the large wooden cross stood upright in the
ground. The four boys had grabbed the shovels that were lying ready and
were shovelling the excavated earth into the space around the cross’s shaft,
tamping it down firmly, whilst the older man — it was indeed Romanus —
drove large wooden wedges into the compacted ground with powerful
blows of the sledgehammer, shook the cross, and it no longer wobbled.

He turned round, cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted down
the slope into the wind: ‘It’s ready!’

As if they’d been waiting for just that, the three other boys dragged the
pear-tree Jesus over, panting and groaning as they finally hoisted the stiff
body against the cross.

The other four had already thrown ropes over the crossbeams; they looped
the ends around their wrists and, shouting, ‘Heave! Heave! Heave!
Heave!’, hauled the body up onto the crossbeam.

Romanus had been kneeling beside the cross and, whilst the congregation
murmured fervently, ‘Hail Mary, full of grace...’, he had stood up and
stepped up to the ladder.

Two boys had lit torches, which burned despite the rain, and had posi-
tioned themselves in front of the carved figure of Jesus. Heinz Schrammers
was disappointed. In the glow of the torches, he could make out the face; it
was completely expressionless, lifeless — not at all like the one they’d seen
in the display case. No, they wouldn’t be interested in that Jesus.

Meanwhile, Romanus had climbed up the ladder, two large square nails in
his mouth, the hammer in his free hand; he paused, pressed his stomach
against the ladder, made the sign of the cross with his other hand—now al-
so free—and took one of the nails out of his mouth.

He had to lean sideways, position the nail and drive it into the right hand
of the hanged man with powerful blows of the hammer. With every blow,
a jolt ran through the rigid body.

A flash of lightning pierced the darkness; the congregation knelt: ‘Our Fa-
ther, who art in heaven, hallowed...” Schrammers blinked — was it the glare
of the lightning, or had the head of Jesus just moved?
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Romanus had already climbed down from the ladder, moved it further to
the left, climbed back up again, crossed himself and drove the other
square-headed nail through the left hand. The force of the hammer blows
made his body tremble.

Heinz Schrammers had just thought, “Why on earth don’t they drill the
holes in advance? It would make things so much easier for Romanus,’
when there was a sigh beside him and something plonked down against his
legs; the congregation sang: ‘Kyrie eleison.” Hildegard lay as white as
chalk, her features devoid of any expression, curled up like a foetus in the
wet grass — Heinz Schrammers felt as though his hands were tied; the face
of the Lord! With every blow that drove the third nail through his crossed
feet, his facial features became more pained, more melancholic, more hu-
man.

Romanus stood exhausted before the cross, his arms raised aloft, and cried
out: ‘Lord! Why have you forsaken us?’

One of the younger men handed him a cup of kirsch, which he downed in
one gulp.

Heinz Schrammers regained consciousness. Hildegard, his beloved
wife, stroked his rain-soaked face: ‘Heinz!’, she whimpered, ‘Heinz!’,
and tears mingled with the raindrops on her cheeks.

They were both lying in the darkness on the meadow; the congregation had
already moved on to the next two crosses. The Benediction, the Lord’s
Prayer and the hammer blows of the nailing drifted faintly towards them.

Hildegard had embraced her husband, pulled him towards her and nestled
his head in her lap: ‘Did you see it too?’

Heinz Schrammers nodded: “I will... I shall...”, scrambled to his feet and
staggered towards the circle of light cast by the torches.

He pushed the woolly congregation aside, forced his way through the
chanting of the Kyrie, and stood beside Romanus, whose swinging arm he
tried to hold back: ‘Sir...!"

“Get away from me!” shouted Romanus in a barking voice.
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His face contorted with pain, his eyes sunken, and a cloud of schnapps
stinking in his face, caused the Schrammers to recoil. Romanus, the Ro-
man — he, Heinz, would not be able to stop him from fulfilling his destiny.

Heinz and Hildegard Schrammers could no longer say how they had
made their way down the mountain or found their way home.

The housekeeper in Oberursel, worried, fetched the doctor.

After days of reflection, Heinz Schrammers wrote an extremely brief let-
ter.

“Dear Mr Romanus Oberhofner, we hereby cancel our order for the Cor-
pus Christi from your workshop.”

Weeks later they travelled to Italy, and by the spring of the following year
a replica of the Venus de Milo stood in their garden. They found it more
pleasing, somehow more charming, like that, without arms. O
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THE TEN COMMANDMENTS

After the so-called Son of God, it is now the turn of the supposed Father of
God to have his say — he was recently a guest on a talk show. Or was it his
Holy Spirit? Never mind, as the three of them are always of one mind an-
yway. Exactly, men.

“Ladies and gentlemen, we welcome the greatest advertising copywriter of
all time this evening. Good evening!”

“Good evening.”

“It was a brilliant idea. Just a few sentences that have been spread world-
wide, unchanged, by ‘Moses, his mates and friends’ for a couple of mil-
lennia. That makes YOU one of the most successful copywriters in histo-

2

ry.
“That’s not quite right, unfortunately, without further explanation.”
“So, what is the correct version?”

“Moses didn’t want the ‘Ten Commandments’ from me back then!”
“No?”

“No! We negotiated that at length.”

“How many did he want, then?”

“One!”

“What, just one?”

“Yes. ‘Everyone, follow my orders!” was his suggestion. As an alternative,
he also suggested: ‘I’ll tell you what to do!’”’

“And YOU didn’t want that?”

“I thought that wasn’t clear enough. Who were the people supposed to lis-
ten to: him or me?”

“That would have been obvious.”
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“Clear? Nothing was clear at all. If he’d come down from the mountain
with that line and proclaimed ‘Everyone obey my command!’, well, who
do you think the people would have taken that to mean?”

“And that’s when YOU laid down the ‘Ten Commandments’?”’
“Ten?

“Not ten?”

“No. I wanted one hundred and fifiy-three!”

“Goodness! That many?”

“Why ‘so many’? Those were just the guiding principles. The sub-clauses
then amounted to another twenty-three thousand four hundred and nine
sentences.”

“How on earth were you supposed to write them all down?”
“On a long roll of paper.”
“How impractical.”

“That’s what Moses said too. He wanted something clear and easy to fol-
low.”

“And?”

“I suggested to him that I write it in the sky. Instead of clouds, there would
always have been guiding principles in the sky. I thought it was very sym-
bolic and would make for a nice change. And people would always have
had something to read.”

“So why didn’t YOU do it?”

“Moses said people couldn’t read. 1'd forgotten that.”
“And then?”

“I offered him a big piece of paper.”

“Oh?”

“He didn’t want it. He said that with the bloody climate I'd set up there —
constant heat and cold, floods and droughts — it would have to be some-
thing more durable.”

“That’s why the stone tablets?”
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“No, not at all. I actually thought goatskin was better. There was plenty of
it and it was lighter than stones.”

“And Moses?”

“Moses thought they could be stolen from him too easily. So, we settled on
stone tablets.”

“So that’s why.”

“Yes, exactly. But that presented us with a new problem. How was he sup-

posed to carry the one hundred and sixty-four stone tablets, containing
twenty-three thousand, five hundred and sixty-two sentences, down the
mountain on his own?”

“So that’s why there were fewer in the end?”

“Yes. Moses only wanted two tablets. One on his right arm and one on his
left. He didn’t even want to carry a third one on his back.”

“Why not?”

“He said you should never turn your back on your people, because ‘YOU

3 9

never know what they might do’.
“And YOU went along with that?”

“Not straight away. I wanted to write at least my one hundred and fifty-
three guiding principles on the tablets. Technically, that would have been
possible.”

“So why didn’t you do it, then?”

“It would have taken him too long to read everything out, and he thought
the writing was too small as well.”

“The writing was too small?”

“Yes, of course. People in the back rows should be able to see that some-
thing was written there even without their glasses. Maybe one of them
could read it after all.”

“So that’s why ten?”

“That’s what we agreed on in the end. His argument was that if I'd only
given the man ten fingers, people wouldn’t be able to count any further.
So, it was my mistake.”
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“Why a mistake?”

“Please: my mistake. If I'd made the man with one hundred and fifty-three
fingers...”

“I see, so YOU had to give in.”

“I know, between the one sentence he wanted and my one hundred and fif-
ty-three guiding principles, it was a poor compromise. But at least it was
better than just one sentence. Although...”

“Although?”

“I actually preferred ‘recommendations’, but Moses wanted ‘command-

)

ments .
“And so you settled on ‘commandments’?”

“Yes. People are familiar with ‘commandments’ from the Highway Code.
You're supposed to do what’s commanded, but if you don’t, it’s not the end
of the world.”

“I see.”

“I just wanted to give people some guidelines. As I'm hardly ever there,
people should have to decide for themselves.”

“But in practice...”

“I know that when you hand something over and can’t be there all the
time, people end up doing what they actually had in mind anyway.”

“You mean Moses?”
“Not just him, but his successors on the Holy See as well.”
“And what do they do?”

“They say I told them that people must believe them when they say, ‘Eve-
rything stops at my command’. And, as I knew, by ‘my’ they mean them-
selves, of course.”

“And what are YOU going to do about it?”

“I think I'll be looking for another advertising agency soon.” 0
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Working whilst on holiday
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Joseph

“Thoughts are free...” was a protest song sung by the progressive fraterni-
ty members of the 19th century against princely censorship — and so it has
remained, particularly during a writer’s creative working holiday...

Justine looked in amazement at the handwriting on the envelope. It was
Joseph’s handwriting. But it couldn’t be his. Joseph had died two days
ago. Dead people don’t write letters.

She turned the envelope over to the back, and yet there it was: Joseph
Vertincourt, House of Literature, Rue de Blanchet.

Instinctively, she flung the letter onto the kitchen table, as if she could rid
herself of the feeling that a cold hand was touching her.

In the afternoon, the veranda was bathed in sunlight. Sheltered by the
warmth, Justine felt strong enough to tear open the envelope. Several
sheets of paper lay inside the lined paper envelope:

21 August
Dear Justine!

You haven’t heard from me for so long because I couldn’t find the words
to write to you. It sounds almost like a joke that a person who has had the
honour of winning a scholarship to the House of Literature should find
herself at a loss for words there of all places. The House of Words has left
me speechless.

Not that I'm short of ideas, no. This house, the garden, the atmosphere —
everything is an inspiration to the mind, the likes of which I’ve never ex-
perienced before.
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Whereas I used to simply admire the fact that Grasset donated the money
from his Nobel Prize in Literature to this foundation to enable young, up-
and-coming authors to receive a scholarship and a residency here — now I
understand the true reason behind my respect for Grasset: he knew that
writing requires a place and a spirit of concentration, which he created
here for himself and for others.

Yes, Grasset lives here amongst us scholarship holders. I sometimes joke
that he is King Arthur and we are the knights of his Round Table — for on-
ly once a day, in the evening, are we obliged to gather together for a meal.
Admittedly, there are not twelve of us but only seven scholarship holders —
yet even if we do not fight with swords, it is the sharp edges of our words
that make us compete with one another.

These two hours of the evening round table are our only obligation — oth-
erwise, we’re free to do as we please all day and for the rest of the even-
ing.

22 August / I’ve just come back from the park, my head full of ideas and
phrases. But before I try to jot them down, I’ll let my thoughts settle a bit,
so I’m writing you a few lines.

Yesterday I wrote to you that — apart from the dinner gathering — we could
do whatever we pleased. In doing so, I simply forgot one other, albeit mi-
nor, obligation: that the layout of our studios must not be altered. As
Grasset explained to me on my arrival, this is to aid our concentration — an
external tranquillity which, in its aesthetic balance and uniformity, leaves
the space for our inner inspirations all the purer.

For the first few days I found it difficult to get used to the cylindrical
shapes, but now I feel quite at home. My desk chair is a cone standing on
its tip, and the light above the work surface is its counterpart, so that an
outsider might think I were wearing a large, pointed cap.

I experience it as a sense of security. A helpful aesthetic that allows me to
remain true to myself whilst enduring the agonising process of moving
from the colourful surface of the getting to the heart of things —
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precisely this process that Grasset had foretold for me and encouraged me
to pursue: the process of maturing.

He believed — and the others confirmed this — that we were all undergoing
a metamorphosis of our very selves here. A transformation that would first
render us silent, then change us and lead us to realisation. Some, however,
would never break their silence, would never write another line; others
would be able to take the step that would bring them closer to what literary
quality means. As in a seminary, we would discover for ourselves whether
or not we were called to be writers.

So, for days now, a single sentence has been on my mind. Just one sen-
tence: ‘The magnitude of the task left him speechless at first.” ‘Magnitude
of the task’ — does it mean the foreseeable difficulties of tackling a major
task, or is the task itself a voluntary or forced admission of failure, of an
end? And ‘at first’ — does it mean ‘as the first’ or ‘at the outset’ and then
again not?

23 August / This morning I happened to meet Durant, another scholarship
holder, at Chiraux’s grave — a former scholarship holder who, in the des-
pair of his metamorphosis, had lost not only his words but also his life.
Durant, who had known him from St Germain, spoke of Chiraux, his
cheerfulness, his gradual falling silent, his incipient madness, as he talked
of accumulators that would drain all his energy. Durant and I promised
each other we would look out for one another.

24 August / This evening, during dinner, Grasset reflected on the magni-
tude of the task of action. I was very proud that I, too, had already been
pondering the very same thought that the great Grasset was grappling with.
Is this not a good indication that I am on the right path?

Many of the thoughts that had always refused to take shape as words at my
desk — Grasset had found wonderful phrases for them. I felt no envy of
Grasset’s genius, though — I can tell you — I can’t explain why — I had a
vague feeling that I’d been robbed.
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Why did I feel that Grasset was unusually friendly towards me after the
dinner, in a way he so rarely was? Was I being oversensitive? Jealous of a
great mind who had succeeded where I lacked the words? At least one
thing is clear: that marvellous sentence I wrote to you about yesterday is
now Grasset’s intellectual property.

25 August / In the morning I met Durant again at Chiraux’s grave. It was
no coincidence. I’d assumed it was one of Durant’s usual haunts and I
wanted to break through the isolation in which we all keep our distance
from one another.

Durant said he’d been impressed by Grasset’s musings during yesterday’s
dinner party. My remark that he’d stolen the sentence from me made him
give me a critical look.

I smiled at him and assured him I wasn’t talking about accumulators. Du-
rant fell silent. Then he stood up, picked up a few small stones from the
path as if in thought, and placed them gently on Chiraux’s grave. Only
then did he look at me again: ‘Grasset has already stolen some of my ideas
too. I haven’t spoken to anyone about it until now.” To me, it was always
his genius; it actually encouraged me that he thought along similar lines to
myself. And what do you think?

I nodded to Durant. Yes. Grasset can put things into words, but consider it
more closely: ‘formulate’ comes from ‘formula’ — Grasset’s formula; for
all I care, you can call it style. What he lacks are the flashes of inspiration,
the ideas. That’s what he has us for.

Durant had gone pale. So would Durant have used his Nobel Prize money
for this foundation, since the scholarship holders were the actual capital he
needed? Durant had straightened up. Let’s try an experiment. Over the
next few days, I’ll be pondering at my desk the phrase: ‘Time will tell’,
and you’ll be pondering the phrase: ‘“Time to act’.
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That’s what we agreed, my dear Justine. In my next letter, I’ll tell you how
it turned out. With love and hugs, Your Joseph. O
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A.S.S.

The ace among German travel agencies

Sometimes one might think there isn’t a single corner of our reality that
isn’t illuminated by the private TV channels.
But just imagine what else is still flourishing in secret.

“Congratulations on being named the most successful newcomer at the In-
ternational Tourism Exchange in Berlin.”

“Thank you, thank you. But we’re quite happy in our own niche of the
travel market, where we’re not so much in the public eye.”

“Very well, then let’s treat our conversation as confidential background in-
formation.”

“Gladly, because we want to remain, if you’ll pardon the expression, the
ace among German travel agencies.”

“That’s why the abbreviation is A. S. S.!”
“No. A. S. S. stands for Agentur Sui Side.”
“Ah yes, I see. To each their own.”

“Well, perhaps, or something like that, but our adventure holidays are ac-
tually still exactly what our customers expect them to be.”

“Am I hearing a criticism of your colleagues who offer adventure holidays
via catalogue?”

“Yes. If I book a Himalayan adventure trip with Knickermann, fly out
there, get driven around in a jeep, and the only thing adventurous about it
is the huge piles of shit at the mountaineers’ base camp at the foot of
Mount Everest: no, thank you.”

“Yes, but...”

“Adventure holidays and a catalogue — they’re mutually exclusive!”
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“Pardon? Are you saying you don’t have a catalogue?”
CGYeS.7’
“And how can your customers book an adventure holiday with you?”

“It’s quite simple. Our customers trust us, and we find the right trip for
them.”

“That simple!?”

“Well, it’s not quite that simple. We have a psychological profile of each
of our customers in the computer, based on questionnaires, so we can ad-
dress their aversions and fears in a very targeted and specific way, so
that...”

“Excuse me, did I just understand you correctly?”

“Absolutely. You see, what does ‘adventure’ mean? Thrills, excitement,
the unusual — in short, the opposite of what people experience in everyday
life.”

“I can see your point.”

“Good. So, let’s ask ourselves: what, at its core, does people’s everyday
life consist of? Well?”

“Work. That’s why a holiday is about lazing about.”

“But lazing about isn’t an adventure! Let me tell you: everyday life is
about risk avoidance, security and predictability. What people seek in an
adventure is risk and the unexpected — the unforeseeable. Everything they
don’t experience in everyday life, and don’t want to experience there ei-
ther. That’s what adventure holidays are for.”

“Can you give me an example?”

“Let’s take cruises, for example. Have you ever been on a cruise aboard a
modern luxury liner? Maximum safety, everything planned, and the only
‘adventure’ is the on-board gossip about who’s sleeping with whom. In a
word: boring.”

“And what would you offer, or what could you offer, as a cruise?”
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“Let me think — after all, I can’t just look it up in a catalogue. After the
‘Estonia’ sank, we had a very successful range of Polish Baltic Sea ferries
on offer. However, these were briefly replaced by the ‘Hanseatic’ after it
ran aground in the Northwest Passage and all the passengers were evacuat-
ed across the fast ice. Our current last-minute offer is for Thai death traps,
following a fire on a ship there last week which resulted in deaths and in-
juries. In case ...”

“Hold on, stop! You’re not actually planning to...”

“All we offer our customers is risk and the unpredictable — the thrill of
wondering whether it will happen again or not. That is both our weakness
and our strength.”

“At the same time?”’

“Yes, at the same time. The weakness is that we can only ever react after
the event. In the morning, we usually don’t know how preferences will
change by the time the evening news comes on. Very annoying, I can tell
you. But the advantage is that we get the most favourable terms for our
clientele, which we can place on the market at good prices.”

“And what does that mean in practice?”

“Let’s take Egypt or Turkey, for example. Following those marvellous
bomb attacks by Islamic fundamentalists — you’d almost think we’d paid
for them — vast numbers of trips that had already been booked were can-
celled. The tour operators reacted immediately with special discounts;
we’re now adding a small ‘adventure surcharge’ to the standard package
price — after all, we only offer the most at-risk hotels, such as good hotels
in Cairo right next to the Old City, or ideally within the Old City itself —
and it works out well for everyone.”

“For all sides?”

“Absolutely. I get the impression that, due to their unresolved — and per-
haps unsolvable — domestic political problems, Egypt and Turkey will re-
main our speciality for some time to come. The hotels can make up for
their cancellation , our esteemed regular customers get their thrill and ad-
venture, and we get our little bit of extra profit.”
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“And that’s it?”

“Certainly, that’s why we’re the ace up the sleeve among travel agencies.” O

458



Carsten Frerk: Men >
Holiday season

Now, one might have got the impression that adventure holidays only ever
take place far away and that there’s absolutely nothing going on in our
cultured, civilised Germany.

That’s not quite true.

“Gertrude, have you packed the coffee yet?”

“Yes, it’s in the white jug under the towel with the slices of bread on it, in
the picnic basket. But be careful not to squish the boiled eggs!”

“Where’s the second suitcase gone? It was still here in the hall yesterday,
wasn’t it? Are you going to be ready any time soon?”

“Take it easy, I’'m already here. Are we in a hurry? What’s the traffic re-
port saying?”

“Well, there aren’t any traffic jams yet.”
“See, I don’t know why you’re rushing so much!”

“Right then, I’1l pop the suitcases in the car so we can set off straight away
and not waste any more time packing.”

“Hold on, I’'m coming with you so we can set off straight away. We’ll get
there in good time, even without rushing.”

“Are we going via the Kamener Kreuz again?”

“Yes, I reckon so, because if we go round Cologne, we’ll definitely have a
clear run all the way to Frankfurt.”

“Why don’t you switch on the car radio?”

“Did you hear that? Twelve kilometres of traffic at the Kamener Kreuz!”
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“I told you so. You can count on that without a doubt.”

“Look over there. Whoa! Whoa! The Schimmelpfennigs are stuck in the
traffic jam too.”

“How long do you reckon it’1l take us?”

“At least eight hours. Apparently there’s a lorry blocking the carriageway
up ahead, and until they’ve cleared it away... That could take a while.”

“Great, that’d be a family record!”
“Fancy a sandwich?”

“Sure. And a cuppa. Now it’s really getting cosy. Look how daft they look
over there.”

“And those ones up ahead — did you see what odd seat covers they’ve
got?”

“Oh, Gertrude, what would a holiday be without a proper, lovely traffic
jam?”

O
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The short man
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1793

‘Long live the Age of Reason!’ the doctor called out cheerfully to the pris-
oner, thinking with revulsion of the barbaric methods of the Middle Ages.

The crowd in Paris stared in astonishment at the man they had once
cheered.

The prisoner spoke softly: “What you are doing, Monsieur, is blasphemy.”

The doctor laughed: “Ah, bah! God is dead. Are you ready, Citizen Louis
Bourbon?”

The shackled king nodded wearily: “You may kill me, Dr Guillotin, but
not the people’s longing for a God — even if He takes human form.”

‘Ah, bah!” The doctor shoved the captive monarch onto the board of the
guillotine: ‘Liberty, equality, fraternity! In life as in death!’
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1890

Beneath the hoofbeats of a horse, the blood-soaked grass of the vast steppe
trembles and sways in the wind.

“Gerooooooonimo!” cry the whispering grasses in their longing for victory
and life, yet they cannot let go of their roots, for which the blood of the
slain Native Americans has become a source of life.
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1944

Field Marshal von Stolpen quietly opened the door of his family home in
Berlin.

The heavy leather coat, the golden rank insignia — they weighed heavily on
his shoulders. The Knight’s Cross with Swords and Diamonds glinted in
the polished glass of the mirror.

The corners of his mouth twitched. The Archowna encirclement. The last
courier plane had flown him out whilst he was still in command; he was
needed.

The Archowna encirclement: two armies, ten divisions, one hundred and
twenty thousand soldiers. Doomed to die. Wearily, he closed his eyes.

He could faintly hear his elderly mother’s clear voice beside him: ‘Wel-
come home, my dear son.’
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On the motorway

“Slow down, slow down,” muttered the gravedigger: “After all, you’ll all
end up coming round to see me again.”
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