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Fore­word


István Rudas © 2026



I was sit­ting by the pond in Vi­enna’s Stadt­park. For an older man with a walk­ing stick, it’s a bless­ing to find a bench where you can rest. I was alone, but I wasn’t the only one here by the pond.


Across from me, on an­other bench, sat a young girl. No, ac­tu­ally a young woman, about 35. She had a pa­per bag on her lap, from which she took pieces of stale bread and tossed them to the pond’s in­hab­i­tants — the wa­ter­fowl. They were old ac­quain­tances: mal­lards, great crested grebes, coots, and three ma­jes­tic gray heron ladies.


Of course, I watched the young lady very closely, since I don’t need glasses for dis­tance vi­sion yet. She was young, very slen­der, and well-pro­por­tioned — to sum it up briefly. Her long blonde hair fell over her shoul­ders like a wavy cas­cade of wa­ter. She was wear­ing a short, flo­ral sum­mer dress that re­vealed both her bare shoul­ders and the curve of her full breasts. In this swel­ter­ing heat, ev­ery­one was wear­ing as lit­tle as pos­si­ble — only we older gen­tle­men were sweat­ing in our long black jeans, with belts and sus­penders, of course. The young woman with the sad look was toss­ing pieces of stale bread to the birds and talk­ing to them. That was un­usual; few peo­ple talk to an­i­mals — think­ing, I sup­pose, that they’ll be un­der­stood.


Her snow-white knees fas­ci­nated me. In my mind, of course, I’d been work­ing since that morn­ing on com­ing up with an idea for a new book suit­able for all ages. It was get­ting on my nerves that ev­ery­one was mak­ing such a big deal out of the fact that I hadn’t yet man­aged to write a book suit­able for all ages. Thou­sands of peo­ple read my more than 40 nov­els be­cause I’ve posted them on­line for free. But that wasn’t the point. Could I even write any­thing suit­able for all ages any­more, or had my old brain al­ready rot­ted away so much that I couldn’t pull it off? Last year, with the best of in­ten­tions, I wrote a mys­tery novel, and at first it re­ally and truly was com­pletely suit­able for young read­ers. But as I wrote, my pen slipped, and the mys­tery ended up read­ing much bet­ter and more flu­idly with a se­quel that wasn’t suit­able for young read­ers. It was ex­as­per­at­ing; was I re­ally in­ca­pable of it?


It all started when I turned in my Ger­man Matura es­say; the topic was “Goethe and His View of Women.” I, chas­ing af­ter an “A” or “Ex­cel­lent” and with­out the slight­est clue what the mas­ter poet thought about women in gen­eral — let alone in par­tic­u­lar — cheek­ily filled the en­tire book­let right down to the last page. The prompt made it clear that the young man wasn’t gay, and, un­wisely, they left it up to my over­ac­tive imag­i­na­tion to herd one woman af­ter an­other into his pri­vate cham­ber with him — and once I got started, there was no stop­ping me.  Of course, it earned an “A,” since an “Ex­cel­lent” had long since ceased to ex­ist by then. Imag­ine my as­ton­ish­ment when the old Ger­man teacher — whose de­clared fa­vorite I had been all those years — had me sum­moned to the teach­ers’ lounge. I had to read my es­say aloud to all my teach­ers, both male and fe­male. Oh, good Lord! The gym teacher — a for­mer Olympian, no less — shook his head and rolled his eyes, just as the Prince of Po­ets him­self might have done. I read on, fall­ing into a state of sa­cred rap­ture over the thoughts, life, and feel­ings of love of the di­vine Privy Coun­cilor Wolf­gang von G. — and my French teacher wept her eyes out with emo­tion, which, un­sur­pris­ingly, led to a full-blown fling shortly there­after. I was con­fused for a mo­ment; had I dis­cov­ered a golden path that led straight to the un­speak­able?  —  But I di­gress.


She had de­light­ful knees, that young lady whose sight gave me such plea­sure. My gaze fol­lowed that of the mal­lards, who, from a per­fect, more ad­van­ta­geous po­si­tion, traced the del­i­cate lines of her snow-white, de­light­ful in­ner thighs. Ah, Leda and the swan! I am a for­ever de­praved old man; I will never be able to write a G-rated novel to prove that I’m ca­pa­ble of putting more than just dirty stuff on pa­per.


It must have been the god Her­mes who stepped in at that mo­ment. A young cou­ple walked past us, by the pond. A young girl in a Fer­rari-red elec­tric wheel­chair and her bald boyfriend. Hold­ing hands and chat­ting hap­pily, the two walked and rolled along, the Fer­rari hum­ming softly. Oh, Her­mes, you’re the best!


An idea took root. A red wheel­chair — Fer­rari red — a dis­abled girl and her boyfriend, chat­ting hap­pily and hold­ing hands. The idea flashed through my mind. An alien — that young guy with the shiny bald head, like it’s so trendy these days? An alien? No, that sounded wrong and cliché. A time trav­eler? Oh yeah, bril­liant — that was it! 


The young woman across the way, who spoke to the birds just as Saint Fran­cis once did, looked so un­speak­ably sad that it re­ally tugged at my heart­strings. She told the birds about her suf­fer­ing, her sad story. Yvonne — yes, I’ll call her Yvonne — had just dumped her Alessan­dro from Ar­gentina, be­cause she was a child of the 21st cen­tury and not some me­dieval girl who’d let her­self be en­slaved by a ma­cho man. The young woman de­fi­antly wiped a tear from the cor­ner of her eye, and the mal­lards nod­ded ap­prov­ingly. If you have back­bone, you don’t give in to a ma­cho guy from South Amer­ica! The young woman smiled de­spite her sor­row when our eyes met. I let my gaze ra­di­ate cheer­ful­ness and en­cour­age­ment.  Oh, I should sit down next to her, put my arm around her, and lis­ten to her trou­bles. But that’s not who I am — I don’t sit down next to a beau­ti­ful young woman un­in­vited and of­fer her grand­fa­therly com­fort, even though I cer­tainly could.


Her­mes, you’re a friend! I had ev­ery­thing I needed for a lit­tle story — maybe it’ll just be a short story with fam­ily-friendly con­tent. But wait — my time trav­eler was, af­ter all, a sex­ol­o­gist, re­cently wid­owed, and had taken some time off to think things over. Here, in our time? 


Yes, all the in­gre­di­ents were there. The Fer­rari and the girl, the bald boyfriend, and Yvonne. Gods and god­desses from an­cient Greek mythol­ogy — and I’ll even find a way to squeeze in my spe­cial friend, Caliph Harun al-Rashid, as a mis­chievous old man. Suit­able for all ages. You can count on it.


My friend Her­mes smiled. “István, I just bet Diony­sus — whom you also know as Bac­chus — a small bar­rel of schnapps that you’ll make it this time. So pull your­self to­gether and don’t make me lose!”


Yes, ex­actly. I promised that Yvonne’s snow-white in­ner thighs would stay out of the story — just to keep up the pre­tense that, sur­pris­ingly, the text would be suit­able for all ages.  —  Be­cause, oh gods and god­desses, it will in­evitably be about  —  nat­u­rally, G-rated  —  sex, from the first chap­ter to the last.


Sorry, Her­mes!


● ● ●


István Rudas

    Vi­enna, Au­gust 29, 2026

 

 



 


 Un­less the texts are ex­pressly iden­ti­fied as hav­ing been writ­ten by some­one else, they are my in­tel­lec­tual prop­erty. Copy­ing, quot­ing, or dis­tribut­ing the texts in any form is pro­hib­ited with­out my writ­ten per­mis­sion.
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Con­tact: 

Be­fore The Ket­tle­drum Stroke



Of course, I know that great com­posers like Mozart, Beethoven, and Brahms were strongly warned against be­gin­ning a sym­phony with a Ket­tle­drum Stroke. But I did it any­way. And of course, I’m not an id­iot — I wouldn’t dare com­pare my­self to these cul­tural gi­ants. I wanted read­ers to sit up and take no­tice right away and ask them­selves, “What on earth is this!?” And then, once they’ve calmed down, they can en­joy the story.


And don’t un­der­es­ti­mate me — my re­ac­tion is usu­ally a mix of sweet and sour, sweet and ven­omous, and down­right sour. Of course I know what a  Ket­tle­drum Stroke is, so don’t com­plain. Please. The oth­er­wise unas­sum­ing gen­tle­man in a tail­coat and bow tie raises his tim­pani mal­let high, far be­hind his head, his eyes fixed on the tip of the con­duc­tor’s ba­ton. Of course he knows ex­actly when to strike the tim­pani. But the devil take him if he didn’t fix his eyes on the quiv­er­ing tip of the ba­ton and wait un­til the mae­stro flicks his lit­tle stick up­ward. That’s the sig­nal; just a thou­sandth of a sec­ond later, the tim­panist strikes the drum­head — which is made of plas­tic these days — with full force. That’s ex­actly how the good old Haydn wanted it, back in Lon­don in 1792. “The mon­o­cles must fall from the dig­ni­taries’ faces,” the mae­stro in­structed the tim­panist back in those days.


That’s how — and only that way — you han­dle the  Ket­tle­drum Stroke. You don’t just pound away like an un­mu­si­cal don­key, no! The sym­phony surges and glides ma­jes­ti­cally up and down, lulling the well-fed dig­ni­taries to sleep, play­fully invit­ing them to drift off into a gen­tle slum­ber. The Nereids ca­ress the no­ble gen­tle­man with their moist, soft arms and smile as the good man gen­tly drifts off. And then comes the mo­ment of si­lence. The ba­ton twitches, the tim­panist strikes, and the mon­o­cles fall. That’s how it’s done. So let’s be­gin with the sym­phony, and wait with bated breath for the mo­ment of com­plete si­lence — the mo­ment of the tim­pani crash.


Our pro­tag­o­nist’s name is Ju­lia Her­rn­thaler. She’s 20, soon to be 21. Fas­ci­nated by the pan­theon of an­cient Greece, she’s study­ing his­tory through a dis­tance learn­ing pro­gram. Yes, dis­tance learn­ing, be­cause she uses a wheel­chair, and uni­ver­si­ties aren’t re­ally ac­ces­si­ble. She is a quite pretty young woman, slen­der and well-pro­por­tioned. She usu­ally wears her dark-blonde hair down and shoul­der-length, even though that re­quires a lot of care and fre­quent wash­ing. But it’s the hair­style she feels most com­fort­able with. Her sym­met­ri­cal face is rem­i­nis­cent of the clas­si­cal faces of an­cient stat­ues of Greek god­desses; her nose is straight as a sword, yet not over­pow­er­ing. Her eyes are some­times light blue, some­times gray-blue, de­pend­ing on the weather and the color of the sky. One would be well ad­vised to look into her eyes in­stead of gaz­ing out the win­dow to check the weather. She wears only light makeup when she goes out, and she uses only a col­or­less lip­stick, for her lips are nat­u­rally beau­ti­ful, full, and a vi­brant shade. Her body is, on the whole, beau­ti­ful, well-pro­por­tioned, and truly shapely. 


She usu­ally wears semi-trans­par­ent blouses with­out a bra, be­cause she’s proud of her small, firm breasts with their pointed nip­ples, which she likes to show off. Let them stare! Her lower body and legs are usu­ally cov­ered with a plaid blan­ket with a Scot­tish pat­tern when she’s out of the house. It’s safe to as­sume that both her lower body and her legs are shapely, al­though her legs prob­a­bly aren’t very mus­cu­lar be­cause of the wheel­chair. At home, she wears com­puter glasses be­cause she works at a com­puter a lot. She calls her elec­tric wheel­chair her “Fer­rari” be­cause of its bright red color. In her apart­ment, she walks freely on her own two feet be­cause she knows ex­actly where to hold on; she only uses the wheel­chair when she’s out and about.


Strictly speak­ing, Ju­lia is an or­phan; but she has a wide cir­cle of rel­a­tives, so she has plenty of “fam­ily.” She knows her par­ents only from pho­tos — they died in a car ac­ci­dent when she wasn’t even 2 years old. She has a few friends, but only one “best friend,” Yvonne. Yvonne is al­ready 26 and has a se­ries of ro­man­tic re­la­tion­ships, which pro­vides plenty of con­ver­sa­tion top­ics be­tween the friends. Yvonne is work­ing on her doc­toral dis­ser­ta­tion in phi­los­o­phy; she is very cul­tured, well-ed­u­cated, and bi­sex­ual, so she and Ju­lia reg­u­larly be­come very close. Yvonne comes to visit only once a week and spends Tues­day af­ter­noons with Ju­lia. No, you can’t say that Ju­lia is lonely like many other women in wheel­chairs.


Al­most ev­ery day, Ju­lia drives her Fer­rari to the pond in Vi­enna’s Stadt­park and spends an hour there, whether in the sun­shine or the rain. She brings along a pa­per bag filled with crum­bled stale bread, which she tosses to the ducks and other wa­ter­fowl in the pond — and, of course, she smiles in­dul­gently when the spar­rows squab­ble with the larger birds over the bread­crumbs. She loves watch­ing the birds so much, and Ju­lia knows why. The birds are kin­dred spir­its — they could fly away, but some­thing keeps them tied to this pond. Birds that don’t fly are, in a sense, also wheel­chair users: their lit­tle legs cer­tainly aren’t de­signed for walk­ing. Ju­lia looks at the plants, beau­ti­fully tended by the city’s parks de­part­ment, the pond, the bushes, and the birds — her lit­tle par­adise in the mid­dle of the big city. 


She only glances su­per­fi­cially at other peo­ple — mostly passersby or re­tirees. There’s a rea­son for that, too; she used to en­joy strik­ing up con­ver­sa­tions, but they were usu­ally very su­per­fi­cial or mean­ing­less. Hav­ing grown older and wiser, she no longer felt the urge to strike up a con­ver­sa­tion with ev­ery­one and any­one. She fol­lowed world events through news­pa­pers and TV news; that was all she needed. It was hard enough as it was to tell real news from fake news. She wouldn’t miss those lit­tle hours by the pond — nei­ther the weather nor her stud­ies nor her read­ing could keep her away. Even when it rained, she would throw on a cape — not even that kept her away from the pond. And the birds’ be­hav­ior in the rain was par­tic­u­larly in­ter­est­ing.


It was here, by the pond, that she had also heard the pick-up line of the cen­tury. A pim­ply-faced boy — cer­tainly no Ado­nis — had been star­ing at her for a long time from a park bench across the way; from be­hind his thick glasses, the 14-year-old or so was try­ing to trace the con­tours of her in­ner thighs be­neath her miniskirt, since she wore nei­ther a thong nor any­thing else in the sum­mer. Now he had moved over to the park bench next to her Fer­rari, cheek­ily placed his hand on her knee, and leaned for­ward cu­ri­ously to look at her crotch. Vis­i­bly dis­ap­pointed that she’d quickly pressed her thighs to­gether, he mut­tered, “Can you even have sex with a woman in a wheel­chair!?” No one had ever come at her with such a stupid line be­fore — for heaven’s sake! She’d shot him an icy glare straight from the Arc­tic and mut­tered back, “You’ll have to ask my dad about that, my dear, be­cause he lies be­tween my thighs night af­ter night and ob­vi­ously thinks it’s per­fectly pos­si­ble — and that you have to wa­ter the lit­tle plant dili­gently.” The guy felt a chill run down his spine and a flush rise to his cheeks, and he quickly took off — that in­so­lent lout.


Her in­ter­est in the world of an­cient Greek gods was sparked by her grand­fa­ther, as this was his pet sub­ject. Grandpa and Grandma treated her with the ut­most care, be­cause lit­tle Ju­lia suf­fered from brit­tle bone dis­ease. Ju­lia never suf­fered a bro­ken bone while in their care — that didn’t hap­pen un­til later, in kinder­garten and at school — but she quickly learned how to avoid such in­juries. She of­ten spent en­tire af­ter­noons sit­ting on Grandpa’s lap while he read her sto­ries, leg­ends, and fairy tales from thick books about an­cient Greece. Since the gods were very sex­u­ally ac­tive, Grandpa had to ed­u­cate her thor­oughly about sex­u­al­ity at a fairly early age — Ju­lia lis­tened with her mouth agape, for it was highly strange and in­ter­est­ing what the gods and god­desses got up to among them­selves or with the poor hu­man chil­dren. 


Grandma, who was sit­ting in the other arm­chair knit­ting, coughed a lit­tle sheep­ishly when Grandpa an­swered the girl’s ques­tions about his own sex­u­al­ity openly and hon­estly — in­clud­ing the part about the neigh­bors. Grandma coughed, but she wasn’t re­ally op­posed to it. Pa­tiently, Grandpa ex­plained how and why boys and girls were sex­u­ally ac­tive; now Grandma’s cough­ing grew louder, and with it she slowed the flow of her grand­fa­ther’s speech. “I won’t send our grand­daugh­ter out into the world with the same ig­no­rance that our un­in­formed par­ents had to deal with!” he ex­claimed in­dig­nantly, and resched­uled the sen­si­tive top­ics for a time of day when Grandma was out at cof­fee with her friends. Grandpa lov­ingly made sure that “his girl” knew ev­ery­thing there was to know about sex­u­al­ity as soon as she left the nest.


Of course, she im­me­di­ately no­ticed the friendly man who had been com­ing to the pond at the same time as her for days now and sit­ting down on one of the empty benches. She watched him out of the cor­ner of her eye. What struck her first was that he had no hair at all — none on his head, no eye­brows, and no fa­cial hair. On his bald, round head he wore a small cap made of dark blue vel­vet, richly em­broi­dered with gold and sil­ver thread, which was ap­par­ently just a piece of head­wear and didn’t seem to have any re­li­gious or other spe­cial sig­nif­i­cance. Just like her, he watched the birds in­tently, and only now and then did he cast a quick glance her way, but she pre­tended not to no­tice. His clothes — a shirt with an open col­lar, a sleeve­less dou­blet, and light-col­ored long pants — showed that he must have been slen­der and ath­letic. Un­like her, he didn’t have a pa­per bag of stale bread with him, but when he took a sand­wich out of his pocket for a snack, he tore off a few pieces of bread and tossed them to the wa­ter­fowl and spar­rows. Ju­lia smiled to her­self; it seemed as though he was try­ing to get her at­ten­tion with this lit­tle ges­ture. He ar­rived ev­ery day at about the same time as she did.


A few days later, the weather was over­cast, and a light driz­zle was fall­ing. Ju­lia took a break from her stud­ies and got ready to go out. She grabbed her cape, a plaid shawl, a small fold-able um­brella, and the pa­per bag with stale bread. From her apart­ment on Coburg­bastei, the drive in the Fer­rari took ex­actly 7 min­utes to reach the pond in City Park. The young man was al­ready sit­ting on his bench; he had put on a clear rain­coat, was hold­ing a small bag of stale bread, and was gen­er­ously feed­ing the wa­ter­fowl and spar­rows. She pulled the Fer­rari up to her usual spot, and when their eyes met, he gave her a brief nod in greet­ing. Ju­lia re­mained frozen in her seat; they were the only two peo­ple in the midst of this flock of food-hun­gry birds. They both fed the birds with­out it look­ing like a com­pe­ti­tion. 


Ju­lia strug­gled with the lit­tle um­brella, whose in­ge­nious de­signer had come up with the smartest fold­ing mech­a­nism but hadn’t an­tic­i­pated wind, cross­winds, or even shear winds. But now a gusty, hot south­west­erly wind from the Sa­hara swept through Vi­enna’s Stadt­park, try­ing to yank the um­brella out of Ju­lia’s hand — and in an in­stant, the pre­cious canopy flew sev­eral me­ters across the as­phalt. Quick as light­ning, the man was on his feet, darted af­ter it, and caught the way­ward um­brella just be­fore it reached the bushes. He brought it to Ju­lia and handed it to her.


“Thank you very much, sir!” said Ju­lia, de­lighted, as she folded up the un­ruly cloak. “It’s just a light driz­zle now, so my cape will do,” she added, throw­ing back the hood; her hair flowed down to her shoul­ders like a golden wa­ter­fall.


“That won’t last long ei­ther; it’s al­ready get­ting lighter back there,” he said in a beau­ti­ful, melo­di­ous voice. He held out his hand. “My name is Al­fred, but ev­ery­one calls me Al­fie,” said Al­fie.


Ju­lia looked at his hand. “I can’t shake your hand, Mr. Al­fred; I have brit­tle bone dis­ease, and you might break my fin­gers. And my name is Ju­lia — ev­ery­one calls me Ju­lia, just Ju­lia.” She smiled at his hand.


Al­fie thought for a few sec­onds. “Just put your hand on mine,” he said, hold­ing out his open palm, “no bones will break, Ju­lia — just Ju­lia.” Ju­lia placed her hand on his open palm for just a mo­ment. “It’s a plea­sure to meet you, Mr. Al­fred! And please, just Ju­lia — no ridicu­lous suf­fix, please.”


Al­fie smiled. “In Scan­di­navia, ev­ery­one is on a first-name ba­sis — ev­ery­one, ev­ery sin­gle per­son — so why don’t we just do the same? And just call me Al­fie or Al­fred; I left ‘Sir’ and the ‘Mr.’  at the coat check at the park en­trance.” He smiled warmly and charm­ingly.


Ju­lia smiled sub­tly; that’s how con­ver­sa­tions usu­ally started at the uni­ver­sity, too, if you were open to it. “So you’re not from around here — maybe from Scan­di­navia, Al­fie? I hear a slight for­eign ac­cent.”


“No, from Hunt­ing­ton Heights, a sub­urb of Chicago. My par­ents, grand­par­ents, and great-grand­par­ents are orig­i­nally from Ger­many, from the Hanover area, and all of us kids had to learn flaw­less High Ger­man — it’s an al­most iron­clad fam­ily tra­di­tion that comes in handy when I travel to Ger­many or Aus­tria. In Switzer­land, it’s more of a dis­ad­van­tage to be mis­taken for a Ger­man, but so be it.” Al­fie sat down on the near­est bench. “Brit­tle bone dis­ease, you said? I read some­thing about it once, but un­for­tu­nately I don’t re­mem­ber much of it any­more.”


This wasn’t the first time Ju­lia had ex­plained her con­di­tion. “Brit­tle bone dis­ease is so named be­cause your bones break very eas­ily. It’s a con­gen­i­tal ge­netic dis­or­der that is pri­mar­ily passed down through the fe­male line. Thank God I have a spe­cific vari­ant; I don’t suf­fer from nau­sea, headaches, or a re­duced li­bido like so many oth­ers with the same con­di­tion. How­ever, I will likely not live to see my for­ti­eth birth­day. I’ve known this for a long time, and I’m pre­par­ing my­self for it.”


Al­fie leaned for­ward. “You’ve al­ready been given a death sen­tence?  —  By God, that’s unimag­in­able! Come on, isn’t there a cure, any med­i­ca­tion, or even some kind of ho­cus-pocus?”


Ju­lia shook her head. “Yes, I take med­i­ca­tion for all sorts of things, but I don’t take the li­bido sup­pres­sants. My li­bido is fine just the way it is.” Ju­lia low­ered her gaze; she had to put on the brakes here. No fur­ther ex­plo­ration of her li­bido with a stranger.


Al­fie shook his head. “That can’t be right; I can’t just ac­cept that with­out say­ing any­thing. We fly to the moon, we ma­nip­u­late genes with gene scis­sors — and yet we can’t do any­thing about brit­tle bone dis­ease? Or is it just be­cause the mar­ket is so small that it isn’t prof­itable for the phar­ma­ceu­ti­cal com­pa­nies? Not prof­itable!?  —  ‘Only in a de­gen­er­ate so­ci­ety does one weigh hu­man lives in gold and sil­ver,’ said the wise King Ham­murabi of Baby­lon, mil­len­nia ago.” Al­fie was truly deeply shaken.


Ju­lia said noth­ing. Of course she knew who Ham­murabi was, and the fact that this state­ment had likely been nec­es­sary three or four thou­sand years ago to starkly un­der­score hu­man de­prav­ity said some­thing about hu­man­ity. “I’m study­ing his­tory at the uni­ver­sity — with a fo­cus on Hel­lenism, mind you — but I know ex­actly who Ham­murabi was.” She didn’t even know why she said that. “You may not be study­ing any­more, Al­fie, but the fact that you can quote Ham­murabi so well is a tes­ta­ment to your broad hu­man­is­tic ed­u­ca­tion.” Fi­nally — just get away from this topic of med­i­ca­tion and ill­ness. That didn’t be­long in a ca­sual, re­laxed con­ver­sa­tion with a stranger.


Al­fie nod­ded. “Yes, Ju­lia, I re­ceived a re­ally good — and, above all, thor­ough — ed­u­ca­tion. My grand­fa­ther de­clared me his fa­vorite grand­son and left me a gen­er­ous sav­ings ac­count for my ed­u­ca­tion. With­out him, I wouldn’t be where I am to­day.”


Ju­lia couldn’t help but jump in. “And where are you now, Al­fie? On va­ca­tion, ap­par­ently, but other than that?”

    
It took Al­fie a few sec­onds to re­ply. “Yeah, it looks like a va­ca­tion — I took a sab­bat­i­cal year. I’m a cu­ra­tor — sort of like a li­brar­ian, I sup­pose that’s what they’d call it in Aus­tria.”


Ju­lia took a small packet of sweet pastilles out of her purse. “Would you like one, too? Sugar-free, of course.” She handed him a piece of candy. “A li­brar­ian? I guess my idea of a li­brar­ian is pretty old-fash­ioned — a lit­tle gnome plagued by gout, with thick glasses perched on his nose and con­stantly cough­ing from the dust of cen­turies. But you don’t look like that at all, Al­fie!”


Al­fie smiled. “I go for a run ev­ery morn­ing and go — or rather, used to go — to the weight  train­ing room twice a week for gen­eral train­ing. I take care of my health; that’s just the norm over in the States, so it’s noth­ing spe­cial. And as for the dust of the ages, well, of course the Na­tional Li­brary also pre­serves real pa­per books, but where I work, we only use mi­cro­film, hard drives, and ger­ma­nium crys­tal stor­age — what­ever’s mod­ern these days. We don’t have dust here, and no gout ei­ther, thank God!”


Ju­lia smiled slightly. “I was just speak­ing fig­u­ra­tively, Al­fie. I can see you’re not some gout-rid­den gnome — far from it. More like an ath­letic young man in his mid-thir­ties who doesn’t look like a li­brar­ian on the out­side.”


Al­fie smiled. “I’m 42, not a day younger. And the fact that I be­came a li­brar­ian at such a young age is re­ally only thanks to my thor­ough ed­u­ca­tion. Like you, I ma­jored in his­tory, with a fo­cus on the turn of the mil­len­nium, and I stud­ied and com­pleted seven ad­di­tional mi­nors. Ge­om­e­try, cos­mol­ogy, physics and chem­istry, ge­ol­ogy and min­er­al­ogy, and sex­ol­ogy. I think that was ev­ery­thing. By the time I was 34, I had fin­ished my stud­ies, held eight doc­toral de­grees, and ap­plied di­rectly to the Na­tional Li­brary as a cu­ra­tor. I was as­signed to the “1968 to 2038” de­part­ment and held my own pretty well in that snake pit that the Na­tional Li­brary hap­pens to be.”


Ju­lia cor­rected him. “You slipped up, Al­fie — you said 2038, but you prob­a­bly meant 2018, be­cause it’s 2025 now, if I’m not mis­taken.” Al­fie blinked briefly. “Yeah, sorry, I just slipped up — of course, 2018. Fifty years. 1968 to 2018 — the era of un­bri­dled sex­u­al­ity across broad seg­ments of so­ci­ety.”


Ju­lia couldn’t shake the feel­ing that some­thing wasn’t quite right here. Al­fie tossed a bread­crumb to a black-headed bird. “An Amer­i­can coot,” he ex­plained. Ju­lia smiled gen­tly. “Zo­ol­ogy wasn’t your thing, Al­fie. No, that’s a Eurasian coot; we don’t have Amer­i­can ones here. Over there, those love­birds are called mal­lards; the cute lit­tle black ones are called great crested grebes; and the three long-legged ladies way in the back are gray herons. I’ve known them all for years.”


A long si­lence. Was Al­fie not keen on be­ing lec­tured, or were his thoughts else­where? Ju­lia broke the si­lence. “Sex­ol­ogy? That re­ally stands out from the other nat­u­ral sci­ences — it sur­prises me a bit.” Al­fie looked up; his mind was clearly some­where else en­tirely.


“Sex­ol­ogy? Yes, that was an op­por­tunis­tic de­ci­sion on my part. I was hop­ing to land the job as cu­ra­tor start­ing in 1968; the cu­ra­tor at the time was al­ready on his way to re­tire­ment. 1968 marked the be­gin­ning of the sex­ual rev­o­lu­tion — women’s lib­er­a­tion thanks to the pill — and if I knew a lit­tle more than just the ba­sics about sex­u­al­ity, it would im­prove my chances of get­ting the job, and that’s ex­actly how it turned out. It was a good de­ci­sion. I owed it to my grand­fa­ther’s mem­ory to strive for some­thing spe­cial in my ca­reer. And he would surely have been proud of my achieve­ments — good old Grandpa Arthur.” Al­fie looked over at the gray herons. Ju­lia re­al­ized she had to steer the con­ver­sa­tion in a dif­fer­ent di­rec­tion, be­cause it had be­come very per­sonal in­deed.


So she dropped an­other bomb­shell. “I’m 20, turn­ing 21 soon,” she said, “as far as I know, women in Amer­ica don’t like to re­veal their true age. I don’t mind — I’m 20 and un­mar­ried, a sin­gle crip­ple with an ex­pi­ra­tion date.” Al­fie shot her a look that didn’t seem very friendly. “Cut the crap, Ju­lia, please! Okay, you’re twenty — fine. But I don’t see you as a crip­ple, damn it, and that ‘ex­pi­ra­tion date’ stuff — well, we’ll see. I’m go­ing to stay here by the pond and toast you with cham­pagne on your 41st birth­day — deal?” He looked her straight in the eyes. “I ac­cept that you’re suf­fer­ing from an ill­ness, but I don’t ac­cept your ‘crip­ple’ re­mark — not at all. Look me in the eyes and tell me if you un­der­stand me.”


Ju­lia tugged at her blan­ket, since she’d taken off her cape min­utes ago. “That was a re­ally stupid thing to say, Al­fie. I take it back. Okay, I’m not a crip­ple, and I’ll bite the ass of any­one who dares call me a crip­ple. Deal?” Al­fie nod­ded, “Good girl!”


He arched his back. “I’m 41, turn­ing 42 soon. I was mar­ried once; now I’m a wid­ower, and I have two adult chil­dren, Wal­traud and Hein­rich; they live in down­town Chicago, right  in the belly of the beast. I live alone in Hunt­ing­ton Heights, a mile from the City Lim­its, and I don’t have a steady girl­friend — I’m not in the mood for a new re­la­tion­ship or a mean­ing­less fling. Is that the in­for­ma­tion you wanted to hear?”


 Ju­lia nod­ded thought­fully. “I’m sorry to hear that your wife passed away, Al­fie. It still seems to be painful for you. On the other hand, it’s nice to hear that your chil­dren also live in Chicago, so they’re not far away.” She was silent for a long mo­ment. “I’ll prob­a­bly never have chil­dren of my own — I don’t want to pass my ill­ness on to the next gen­er­a­tion. I’ve even thought about get­ting a Ster­il­iza­tion if I ever find a real life part­ner.”


Al­fie placed his hand on her fore­arm, a look of ur­gency in his eyes. “Ster­il­iza­tion these days is ir­re­versible. And the dis­ease is passed down through the ma­ter­nal line, so the risk is only 50 per­cent. Think it over care­fully — maybe your fu­ture hus­band will want chil­dren? From what you’re say­ing, it sounds like you don’t have a steady boyfriend right now?”


Ju­lia nod­ded. “Yes, that’s true. At least not a male sex­ual part­ner. Who would want to be in­ti­mate with a frail, sick woman!?” Al­fie scratched his bald head. “Okay, I get it. It’ll prob­a­bly be hard to find a sex­ual part­ner un­der the cur­rent cir­cum­stances. But don’t give up hope — true mir­a­cles hap­pen to peo­ple in your sit­u­a­tion; you just have to seize the op­por­tu­nity.” The smart­watch on Ju­lia’s wrist beeped softly. With a tap of her fin­ger, she turned off the alarm. “My free af­ter­noon is com­ing to an end; I have to get back to work,” she told Al­fie. She said a quiet good­bye and drove off in her Fer­rari.


She drove the seven min­utes to the Coburg­bastei, lost in thought. The Fer­rari han­dled the two steps with ease, and she rolled up to the el­e­va­tor. Some­thing wasn’t right — not at all — with this Al­fie. He was friendly, open, and un­ex­pect­edly hon­est in his an­swers. She was sur­prised by her own re­ac­tions — she’d re­vealed per­sonal de­tails to him as a mat­ter of course, with­out hes­i­tat­ing for even a sec­ond. Maybe it was his charm; maybe there was some­thing about his man­ner that made it so easy for her to over­come the usual bar­ri­ers, as if they didn’t ex­ist. She couldn’t get the sit­u­a­tion out of her head; she du­ti­fully did some re­search on­line and half­heart­edly typed a few lines of her the­sis, but her mind was back at the pond, sit­ting next to this lik­able, mys­te­ri­ous guy named Al­fie.


The next day, it was pour­ing rain. She pulled the hood of her rain­coat tightly over her face, leav­ing her fair-weather um­brella be­hind with a scorn­ful glance. As al­ways — ev­ery day, no mat­ter the weather — she rode to the pond in the city park. The down­pour had been com­ing down hard for over an hour al­ready, and there was no sign that it was go­ing to let up any­time soon. She thought briefly of Al­fie; in this lousy weather, he prob­a­bly wouldn’t come. She was all the more sur­prised as she rolled to­ward the pond. Al­fie sat un­flinch­ingly on the bench next to her usual spot. His flimsy rain­coat — which wasn’t de­signed for a truly mis­er­able down­pour — hung use­lessly around his shoul­ders. The poor guy was soaked from head to toe, like a drenched poo­dle. 


Ju­lia rolled over to her seat and greeted him loudly, drown­ing out the sound of the rain. He greeted her warmly and ran a hand over his bald head. “I guess I’ll have to blow-dry my hair for a long time to­day, Ju­lia,” he joked. She smiled back, but the rain was so loud that she could barely hear him. De­ter­mined, she asked, “Wouldn’t you rather go home and dry off? You’ll catch pneu­mo­nia!” Al­fie shook his head. “I live on Pálffy­gasse — it’s a bit of a walk from here,” he mut­tered. Ju­lia pulled her­self to­gether. “Al­fie, I’m not go­ing to stand by and watch you catch pneu­mo­nia. Be­sides, with this lousy weather and the rain pound­ing down so loudly, it’s not re­ally pos­si­ble to have a con­ver­sa­tion — even though I would have re­ally looked for­ward to chat­ting with you, my friend.” She glanced at the wa­ter­fowl, ev­ery last one of which had scur­ried into the bushes. “I’ll give them my stale bread, then we’ll go to my place; you can dry off and warm up there. Pe­riod. No ar­gu­ments,” she said res­o­lutely. “We’d bet­ter toss the stale bread un­der the bushes,” she said, and Al­fie stood up, took the pa­per bag from her hand, and emp­tied it — along with his own — un­der the bushes. She drove ahead in the Fer­rari, and he fol­lowed her cu­ri­ously. “You live in a posh neigh­bor­hood,” he re­marked as she un­locked the iron front door.


Al­fie stopped at the apart­ment door. “I can’t just mess up your beau­ti­ful apart­ment,” he said piti­fully. She had al­ready slipped off her cape and was look­ing at him. “Okay, all right, In­spec­tor. Al­fie, take off your wet clothes and hang them over the ra­di­a­tor over there. And don’t be shy — I’ve seen more than one guy naked, even a few made of real mar­ble, so.” She turned the Fer­rari around and turned her back to him. Al­fie stood there for a few mo­ments, in­de­ci­sive, then stripped naked. He closed the apart­ment door and placed his wet clothes on the ra­di­a­tors be­neath the win­dowsills. He turned around, and she looked him over from head to toe. A hand­some man, in his early for­ties, though she thought he looked more like he was in his mid-thir­ties. “You can sit on the couch or my bed — I don’t have any other places to sit,” she said, with­out blush­ing in the least, since, of course, she hadn’t men­tioned her of­fice chair. Al­fie sat down on her bed and looked at her openly. “Thank you very much, Ju­lia, for of­fer­ing this to me, a stranger. I know how to be­have, but weren’t you afraid to sit across from a naked stranger?”


Ju­lia shook her head. “What do I have to fear? Just bro­ken bones — that’s all I’m afraid of. And if he at­tacks me, So what?  “That doesn’t bother me much. Sex is just an ev­ery­day thing, even if it isn’t for a girl in my sit­u­a­tion.” She looked at his body with­out hes­i­ta­tion. “If you’re em­bar­rassed to be naked, I can take my clothes off too, if that makes you feel bet­ter, Al­fie.”


Al­fie shook his head. “No, that re­ally isn’t nec­es­sary. I’m a grown man; I’m not at all em­bar­rassed by nu­dity — it’s some­thing com­pletely nat­u­ral.” They were silent for a while longer, then Ju­lia drove the Fer­rari into its “garage” with the wire­less charg­ing sta­tion and stood up. She knew where to steady her­self in her apart­ment and walked over to the kitch­enette. “How about a cup of hot In­dian tea — Dar­jeel­ing?” Al­fie nod­ded grate­fully. “That would be nice, Ju­lia. A cup of tea would warm me up from the in­side.” Ju­lia con­tin­ued chat­ting, “On Wol­lzeile, just a few min­utes from here, there’s an In­dian shop that im­ports Dar­jeel­ing di­rectly, with­out any mid­dle­men.” While the wa­ter for the tea was boil­ing, she fetched a large bath towel from the bath­room and draped it over his shoul­ders. “Wrap this around your­self — it’ll warm you up a bit, too.” She sat down next to him and didn’t get up again un­til the teaket­tle whis­tled. 


She brought the teapot, dainty cups made of thin Chi­nese porce­lain, and the match­ing sugar bowl on a tray. She moved the cof­fee ta­ble closer to the bed and placed the tray on it, then poured two cups of tea. They sipped the hot tea in small sips. “My grandpa bought this one-room apart­ment in case he be­came a wid­ower,” she said, a touch of melan­choly in her voice. “Now it’s my stu­dent pad, and Grandpa is rest­ing in peace, right next to Grandma.” She ab­sent­mind­edly dropped three sugar cubes into her teacup.


“Al­fie, I lay awake half the night. There’s some­thing mys­te­ri­ous about you; some­how I can’t shake the feel­ing that be­hind the li­brar­ian’s fa­cade there’s a com­pletely dif­fer­ent per­son.” Al­fie was silent for a long time, hold­ing the teacup in his hand as if to warm his fin­gers. “I’m afraid I can’t help you there, Ju­lia. I re­ally am a li­brar­ian, even though over there they cu­ra­tor says. I am in­deed a wid­ower, and I have two chil­dren who live in down­town Chicago and lead de­cent, or­derly lives. I have no dog, cat, or par­rot; I live alone in my house. I re­ally don’t have a steady girl­friend or part­ner, be­cause I’m not yet in­ter­ested in en­ter­ing into a new re­la­tion­ship or a  ro­mance.  —  None of this is mys­te­ri­ous, un­usual, or even in the slight­est bit spe­cial. I can’t un­der­stand what’s both­er­ing you. 


And I re­ally don’t want to worry you, Ju­lia — I just wanted to get to know you bet­ter, that’s all. I first saw you rolling out of the uni­ver­sity in your wheel­chair, and your face cap­ti­vated me in­stantly — it’s as sim­ple as that. It was easy to fig­ure out that you sit here by the pond ev­ery day at lunchtime. And I don’t have any sin­is­ter in­ten­tions what­so­ever. Yes, I’m cu­ri­ous to get to know you and learn as much as pos­si­ble about you — ev­ery­thing you’re able and will­ing to share. That’s all, Ju­lia; I’d have to be an open book to you — no enigma, no Sim­i­lacron, no ho­cus-pocus.” 


Ju­lia sighed. “Yes, that’s ex­actly what my thoughts have been re­volv­ing around at night. I know all that, and yet it still makes my hair stand on end, and I’m go­ing crazy be­cause I can’t fig­ure out what’s both­er­ing me — or rather, what it is that seems so mys­te­ri­ous to me. I just can’t fig­ure it out. I know you’re a wid­ower and you don’t have — and don’t want to have — any sex­ual af­fairs, okay. But how do you deal with your sex­ual urges, Al­fie?” Al­fie had straight­ened his back; he had to be very care­ful not to let a slip of the tongue hap­pen here. “Well, that’s a very di­rect and very pri­vate ques­tion. I think you know how peo­ple gen­er­ally deal with sex­ual ten­sion when they have nei­ther a wife nor a lover.” Ju­lia squirmed with dis­com­fort. “Sorry for barg­ing into your pri­vate gar­den with my big mouth. But that was part of what was keep­ing me up at night.”


Al­fie looked down at the floor. “I sup­pose you’re right, Ju­lia. It’s not as sim­ple as you might think. Like ev­ery­one else over there in the States, I use a lit­tle ma­chine that helps me re­lax sex­u­ally. That’s the truth, but I don’t re­ally like talk­ing about it.” Ju­lia nod­ded, let­ting out a sigh of re­lief. “So that’s one of your se­crets. Okay, if you’d like, I’ll apol­o­gize for pry­ing, and I cer­tainly didn’t mean to ask any­thing in­ap­pro­pri­ate.” Al­fie looked up. “And what about you — how do you feel about it?” 


Ju­lia blushed. “Me? Well, I’m no dif­fer­ent from ‘nor­mal’ girls — I use my fin­ger and plenty of lube. My grandpa showed me how to do it. My grandpa, be­cause my par­ents died in an ac­ci­dent when I was a lit­tle kid. I grew up with my grand­par­ents, you know.” Al­fie nod­ded. “I read a lit­tle about your con­di­tion on­line. It men­tions ‘fre­quent loss of li­bido.’” Ju­lia shook her head. “It all de­pends on which vari­ant you have — there are at least 18 dif­fer­ent vari­ants of my con­di­tion. I have a strong, over­flow­ing li­bido, but I don’t take any pills meant to curb it, as my doc­tor sug­gested. I don’t think you have to tin­ker with ev­ery lit­tle thing if it’s not nec­es­sary. I’m per­fectly happy with my li­bido as it is right now. Pe­riod.” She paused for a mo­ment. “Is that a prob­lem for you?” she asked qui­etly. Al­fie shook his head. “No, Ju­lia, why would it be a prob­lem for me? I’m try­ing to pic­ture it, and I’m sort of get­ting the idea. You’ll have to ex­plain that ‘over­flow­ing’ part to me some­day.”


Ju­lia poured more tea. “I tossed and turned all night be­cause I just couldn’t get it out of my head. When you talked about the year 2038, it sounded com­pletely nor­mal to you. It star­tled me, be­cause it’s only 2025 — and it seemed strange to me that the Na­tional Ar­chives would be plan­ning that far ahead; but it’s not im­pos­si­ble, of course. But then you said you’d mis­spo­ken — well, when I see a big fly or a big lie, I can tell the dif­fer­ence be­tween the two. “We shouldn’t pave the way for get­ting to know each other with lies, Al­fie!” He nod­ded. “No, lies can de­stroy ev­ery­thing, even though there are al­ways sit­u­a­tions in life where you have no choice but to lie. I’m sure you’ll agree with me on that. And yes, in hind­sight, I’ve also been think­ing about my slip of the tongue. I’m ex­pected to re­tire in 2038; I just re­cently spoke with the di­rec­tor about it. That sneaky slip prob­a­bly came from that di­rec­tion — maybe it was just the so-called ‘cog­ni­tive cross-talk ef­fect.’” Ju­lia nod­ded un­der­stand­ingly. “Okay, I’m fa­mil­iar with that ef­fect. It hap­pens to me some­times, too — a thought from one con­ver­sa­tion sneaks its way into an­other con­ver­sa­tion.” Ju­lia’s smart­watch beeped softly.


Al­fie got up and went to get his clothes. “I know, Ju­lia, you have to get back to work. We’ll see each other again to­mor­row at the pond, right?”


Ju­lia con­tin­ued to work dili­gently on her the­sis, do­ing re­search on­line and read­ing through ar­ti­cles that seemed im­por­tant; she even copied some of them into a work folder so she could pos­si­bly in­clude them in the foot­notes later. Her thoughts kept re­turn­ing to Al­fie. No, she hadn’t known that peo­ple in Amer­ica used “lit­tle ma­chines” for mas­tur­ba­tion. She browsed the in­ter­net a bit, and sure enough, there they were — some for men and oth­ers for women. In the pic­tures, they looked un­re­mark­able, and she couldn’t im­me­di­ately pic­ture how they worked. But with a lit­tle imag­i­na­tion, she un­der­stood the mech­a­nisms. No, that prob­a­bly wasn’t for her. On the other hand, Al­fie had said they were very wide­spread. Her fin­ger hov­ered over the “Or­der” but­ton, but then she de­ci­sively dis­missed the idea.


Al­fie would re­tire in 2038, by which time she her­self would be 34. She thought long and hard about whether that lit­tle, fat lie might ac­tu­ally be try­ing to hide a com­pletely dif­fer­ent se­cret — a re­ally big se­cret. It didn’t sound im­plau­si­ble — af­ter all, he’d re­cently spo­ken with his boss about re­tire­ment. But how plau­si­ble was it that a 42-year-old was al­ready mak­ing plans for re­tire­ment? And then take a sab­bat­i­cal year? That didn’t make any sense. She would ask him. Be­cause if there was one thing she re­ally couldn’t stand, it was loose ends dan­gling from the ceil­ing with­out an­swers — like elec­tri­cal wires to which the elec­tri­cian hadn’t yet at­tached any light bulbs. But now she turned her at­ten­tion back to her the­sis — she was be­hind sched­ule for this se­mes­ter, but she planned to work on it over the sum­mer and then sub­mit it at the start of the win­ter se­mes­ter in Sep­tem­ber or Oc­to­ber.


The next day, the next down­pour hit a quar­ter of an hour be­fore she set off for the pond. It was pour­ing buck­ets, and she was al­most cer­tain Al­fie had been caught off guard by it. It would surely take him more than half an hour to get from Pálffy­gasse to the pond. Maybe he didn’t even have his flimsy rain­coat with him. Well wrapped up in her cape, she drove the Fer­rari to the pond. Al­fie was al­ready sit­ting on the bench; he’d slipped on that ir­re­spon­si­ble, use­less rain­coat and was grin­ning broadly as she drove closer. He greeted her, shout­ing loudly over the pat­ter­ing rain, and she shouted her greet­ing back. 


She parked the Fer­rari in its spot, and he called out, “I bet that if I buy my­self a nice cape like yours right now, there won’t be a down­pour for the next two thou­sand days, right!?” Ju­lia shook her head. “You’ll end up with webbed toes, you un­rea­son­able stub­born fool! We’ll scat­ter the stale bread in the bushes again, and then we’ll go to my place to warm you up and have some hot tea. Pe­riod. No ar­gu­ments.” Al­fie scat­tered the stale bread among the bushes, pat­ted a com­pletely sur­prised male mal­lard on its green lit­tle head, then trot­ted along­side the Fer­rari in the rain, to­ward Ju­lia’s house.


Al­fie took off his wet clothes and laid them on the ra­di­a­tors. He grabbed a bath towel from the bath­room and wrapped it around his hips. He stood next to Ju­lia in the kitchen and gave her a hand. He car­ried the tray with the teapot, two small porce­lain cups, and the sugar bowl into the room and set it on the cof­fee ta­ble; then they both sat down on her bed, which was cov­ered with a blan­ket. They sipped the hot tea in small sips, and Al­fie asked how her morn­ing had gone.


Ju­lia set down her cup. “Even though my grand­par­ents left me not only this apart­ment but also a size­able bank ac­count and se­cu­ri­ties, I work from home in the morn­ings in cus­tomer ser­vice for a fur­ni­ture store chain — IKEA. I used to spend about four hours in the morn­ings an­swer­ing cus­tomer ques­tions, but now I have an AI — Google’s Gem­ini — help me with that. Now I barely need two hours to do the work; the AI’s sug­ges­tions and re­sponse texts are usu­ally per­fect and er­ror-free. And — I’m still paid as a part-time em­ployee, and I have so­cial se­cu­rity and health in­sur­ance. As I said, I wouldn’t have to work along­side my stud­ies, but it’s good prac­tice for in­ter­act­ing with real peo­ple — and also, to some ex­tent, for earn­ing my own money. That’s very im­por­tant to me, Al­fie — I don’t want to just rely on Grandpa’s bank ac­count; I want to be ac­tive and cre­ative. My stud­ies don’t suf­fer in the slight­est; I’m con­stantly work­ing on my the­sis, and that’s ex­cit­ing and chal­leng­ing enough.”


Al­fie nod­ded. “Yes, I un­der­stand that whole ‘own’ money thing quite well. My chil­dren, Wal­traud and Hein­rich, also started tak­ing on jobs very early on to sup­ple­ment their al­lowance. No, Hilda — my wife — was cer­tainly not stingy with their al­lowance, but we could tell how im­por­tant it was for our chil­dren to earn their own money on the side. Look­ing back now, I think this also helped en­sure that they never joined a street gang or turned to drugs.” Ju­lia nod­ded; it felt good to be on the same wave­length as some­one.


“And this morn­ing I also went to see my doc­tor. Thank good­ness all my test re­sults are within the nor­mal range; she’s also sat­is­fied with the lab re­sults. She shook her head be­cause my gen­i­tal area is a lit­tle chafed. Her rec­om­men­da­tion to use lu­bri­cant is very sound; but it goes against spon­tane­ity. Con­se­quently, we had a long dis­cus­sion about my li­bido, be­cause she thinks it needs to be reined in, but I don’t agree with her. I don’t want to tin­ker with it un­nec­es­sar­ily as long as my li­bido doesn’t seem un­pleas­ant or patho­log­i­cal to me. She un­der­stands that very well, but she’s not re­ally sat­is­fied — I can tell, even if she doesn’t say it out loud.” Al­fie tilted his head. “Of course, I don’t have an opin­ion on your li­bido yet, Ju­lia — how would I even know how you de­fine an ‘ex­u­ber­ant li­bido’!?  But I agree with you on this point: if you’re com­fort­able with things the way they are right now, then there’s no need to tweak any­thing — why bother!?” They were silent for a long time, lost in thought. 


Then Al­fie said, “When I was still in col­lege, I had a part-time job as a tat­too artist for five years. I liked the work be­cause, even with the sten­cils, you still had to have a sense of shapes, col­ors, and cre­ativ­ity. I took the job more by chance, since I don’t have any tat­toos my­self. But it was al­ways nice to get up close and per­sonal with other peo­ple, to touch ev­ery cen­time­ter of their skin, to touch their limbs or their gen­i­tals — I think this job also shaped me, not just the de­sire to be­come a cu­ra­tor, that is, a li­brar­ian. As a tat­too artist, you de­velop a unique sense of the hu­man body, of skin, and, of course, of fe­male gen­i­talia. So­ci­ety is ab­so­lutely crazy about gen­i­tal tat­toos, and I be­came a sought-af­ter spe­cial­ist. One thing, how­ever, set me apart from many other tat­too artists: back then, I never ini­ti­ated any­thing sex­ual, un­like so many oth­ers. My at­ti­tude to­ward sex­u­al­ity was shaped mainly by my grand­par­ents, Arthur and Katha­rina, and by my mother, Isolde.”


Ju­lia chimed in. “My grand­fa­ther, in par­tic­u­lar, shaped my un­der­stand­ing of sex­u­al­ity, be­cause he be­lieved that young peo­ple — that is, chil­dren and grand­chil­dren — shouldn’t be sent out into the world ig­no­rant or half-in­formed. Look­ing back, I agree with him and am very grate­ful that he pa­tiently and lov­ingly guided me through my sex­u­al­ity, even though now, in my cur­rent state, I can’t even think about hav­ing a sex­ual part­ner. How did it go for you? Can you tell me about it, if you’re not em­bar­rassed?” 


Al­fie looked down at the floor. “No, I’m not em­bar­rassed — it’s just that I rarely talk to oth­ers about it. My grand­par­ents, Arthur and Katha­rina, ba­si­cally laid the foun­da­tion for me: re­spect, lis­ten­ing, and dis­cus­sion — the three pil­lars of a good re­la­tion­ship. My mother taught me the prac­ti­cal side of things. I was her only son, and I was the only one of her chil­dren al­lowed to sleep naked next to her. I came to un­der­stand that nu­dity is some­thing nat­u­ral. And that you can — and should — have trust and close­ness with an­other per­son. And that it’s com­pletely nat­u­ral to use the lit­tle ma­chine with­out shame when you’re close, like a mother and son. That was ex­tra­or­di­nary even for an open and en­light­ened so­ci­ety like Amer­ica’s. But all of this en­abled me to have a good, trust­ing, and truly heart­felt mar­riage with my wife — heart­felt in the sense of com­ing from the heart.”


Ju­lia smiled and took his hand. “Once again, we’re get­ting into top­ics I usu­ally avoid — like my li­bido or our sex­ual his­tory. I guess it’s be­cause I feel like I’ve known you for ages and that you’ve been my friend for just as long. We’ve known each other for maybe a week or ten days — and yet you’ve never felt like a stranger to me. Un­til now, I’ve only ever had that feel­ing with my friend Yvonne, my best friend and only sex­ual part­ner. And I have to ad­mit, Al­fie, I re­ally like that feel­ing.” Al­fie didn’t pull his hand away from hers. “It’s strange, the two of us,” he said. “I saw you roll out of the uni­ver­sity build­ing, and your face — your ex­pres­sion — cap­ti­vated me in­stantly, in a frac­tion of a sec­ond. I did ev­ery­thing I could to get closer to you and get to know you, as if I had to, with­out be­com­ing an in­tru­sive stalker. I don’t usu­ally do that — there are enough peo­ple within my cir­cle with whom I have or need to have con­tact, pro­fes­sion­ally speak­ing.”


They sat side by side in si­lence for a while, each lost in their own thoughts. Then Ju­lia asked, “I’ve been want­ing to ask for days now — what do your kids do for a liv­ing?” Al­fie’s face lit up. “Hein­rich is a sur­geon spe­cial­iz­ing in the hu­man hand. He’s launched a ma­jor project to pro­gram sur­gi­cal ro­bots to per­form very com­plex hand surg­eries. And Wal­traud — she works for the State of Michi­gan’s health care sys­tem; she stud­ied psy­chol­ogy and mainly su­per­vises school psy­chol­o­gists through­out the state. You can prob­a­bly imag­ine how proud I am of my chil­dren. And one day they’ll set­tle down some­where and start a fam­ily — I have no doubt about that. “And, of course, they’ll make me a grandpa — an old, very old grandpa, of course.” They both smiled be­cause he’d said it with a broad grin. Ju­lia thought to her­self that she would never have chil­dren or grand­chil­dren.


The smart­watch on Ju­lia’s wrist beeped softly; she turned off the alarm with a wave of her hand. Al­fie got up and got dressed. “Al­fie, I’ll give you my phone num­ber so we can get in touch when the next down­pour drives us to the Teapot. Okay? But please don’t pass the num­ber on to just any Hinz or Kunz, as we say in Vi­enna, claro?” Al­fie typed the num­ber into his cell phone. “I don’t know your ‘Hinz’ or your ‘Kunz’ — es­pe­cially not the lat­ter — but those two won’t get your num­ber; only ev­ery­one else will,” he grinned, laugh­ter lines form­ing around his eyes. He di­aled the num­ber right away, and Ju­lia’s smart­phone rang softly. “Now you’ve got my num­ber saved, too,” he ex­plained. He kissed Ju­lia on the cheek, then slipped out qui­etly.


Ju­lia glanced out the win­dow only now and then; out­side, the once-in-a-cen­tury down­pour was rag­ing. There was al­ready flood­ing in the city, and the U2 and U4 sub­way lines had been sus­pended be­cause parts of the track sys­tem were al­ready sub­merged. The Wien River, usu­ally a leisurely trickle with no par­tic­u­larly strik­ing fea­tures, had turned into a rag­ing tor­rent and dam­aged large sec­tions of the U4 sub­way in­fra­struc­ture. She turned her at­ten­tion to her the­sis, which com­pared Ger­man and French leg­ends and myths con­cern­ing the an­cient Greek gods. She spoke French flu­ently; her grand­mother was from France, af­ter all, so Ju­lia had learned French play­fully from a young age. Ju­lia had copied hun­dreds of ar­ti­cles and sto­ries from the in­ter­net and was now read­ing a Ger­man and a French para­ble or leg­end side by side in two browser win­dows. It was a very pro­duc­tive af­ter­noon; she had added a good 8 pages to her man­u­script, mainly in the form of key­word-style notes, which she would later turn into com­plete sen­tences, para­graphs, or foot­notes.


She jolted awake from a wild dream. She sat up­right in bed for a few mo­ments, then glanced at her wrist­watch. 5:20 — way too early to get up. What had she been dream­ing about? Scenes flashed be­fore her mind’s eye like wisps of fog. Lean­ing on a ski pole, she had been mak­ing her way through deep snow to­ward the iso­lated house; with ev­ery step, she sank up to her hips, and the storm — per­haps a bliz­zard — whipped snowflakes into her face and into her eyes. Fi­nally, she reached the house and stepped in­side. She walked down a long hall­way and en­tered a bed­room. On the dou­ble bed lay a naked woman and a naked boy. It was Al­fie and his mother. They were hold­ing hands and both smiled bliss­fully, lost in their own world. A small box rested on each of their ab­domens. She wanted to rush over and warn them, but just then the weight of the snow crashed through the ceil­ing, and she felt as if she were suf­fo­cat­ing in the snow. As she was suf­fo­cat­ing, she woke up, drenched in sweat and dis­traught. Re­lieved, she took in her liv­ing room-bed­room in the dim light of the break­ing dawn. It was just a dream. A silly dream. Noth­ing but a silly dream. She fell back asleep mo­ments later.


All morn­ing long, she worked through a dou­ble batch of cus­tomer cor­re­spon­dence for IKEA while look­ing out the win­dow with con­cern. The tor­ren­tial down­pour paused for no more than five min­utes here and there, giv­ing way to a typ­i­cal sum­mer driz­zle — only to rudely push the poor driz­zle aside af­ter a few min­utes and un­leash the down­pour on the city once again. She heard the news re­ports about the flood­ing in the city. Around noon, Al­fie called. He said with a smirk that he’d fi­nally bought him­self a proper cape, one just like hers. Ju­lia said she hadn’t sat by the pond with her birds for two days in a row, but she’d love to head out there again de­spite the down­pour. Af­ter a sec­ond, Al­fie said, “Okay, I’m head­ing out; I’ll be at the pond in about 40 min­utes. With the new cape, of course,” he added.


Ju­lia was the first to reach the pond. The wa­ter­fowl clearly liked the wet, muddy ground. Ju­lia had bought an ex­tra half loaf of bread at the bak­ery and was now tear­ing off small pieces and toss­ing them to the birds. She had ac­tu­ally ex­pected the pond to have over­flowed, but there was no sign of it. Maybe the wa­ter level was a cen­time­ter higher than usual, but there was no sign of over­flow­ing. Twenty min­utes later, Al­fie ar­rived in his new cape — it was dark green but made of sturdy ma­te­rial. He’d bought it at a mil­i­tary and hunt­ing shop on Mari­ahil­f­s­traße. Ju­lia nod­ded ap­prov­ingly when he added that not a drop of rain would get through — guar­an­teed. Ju­lia backed the Fer­rari up a lit­tle so she could park right next to the bench where Al­fie was sit­ting. That way, they could talk in hushed tones — be­cause of the loud rain. Ju­lia said that yes­ter­day af­ter­noon she’d man­aged to write a full 8 pages of notes for her the­sis, which was quite a lot. And de­spite a stupid dream that had rudely jolted her awake that morn­ing, she’d worked four hours for IKEA that morn­ing and caught up on her back­log. Al­fie asked, “What stupid dream?”


Ju­lia re­counted what she could still re­mem­ber. Al­fie tilted his head. “Well, of course there are bliz­zards in Chicago, but they’re rare. And there’s a stone-paved path lead­ing from the street to my house — your strug­gle with deep snow comes from your sub­con­scious. And even if the weight of the snow were to break through the roof — there are three chil­dren’s rooms and a bath­room in the at­tic, since we’ve al­ways wanted three chil­dren. And the bed scene — your po­etic, ro­man­tic streak got the bet­ter of you there, my love, be­cause Mom and I never held hands like that. There were never any in­de­cent ad­vances be­tween Mom and me. And the ma­chines don’t bounce around to sim­u­late in­ter­course ei­ther.” 


When my lit­tle ma­chine had calmed me down, I’d rest my cheek against Mom’s chest and some­times cry, be­cause I al­ways felt so sad af­ter­ward. I lis­tened to the gal­lop of her heart­beat and watched, fas­ci­nated, as the pis­ton of her lit­tle ma­chine thrust rhyth­mi­cally into her bush, her fin­gers buried deep within it. But it’s in­ter­est­ing how much these things pre­oc­cupy you, even in your dreams.” Al­fie tilted his head, and rain­drops now rolled down his face. “You’ve painted a pic­ture in your mind be­cause it seems spe­cial to you to see Mom and me ly­ing naked side by side. And be­cause you’ve never seen those lit­tle ma­chines be­fore. But you sense so keenly that sex­u­al­ity bound Mom and me in­ti­mately to­gether. That’s in­ter­est­ing — very in­ter­est­ing. And it’s true, …” He was about to say some­thing, but then he fell silent, lost in thought. Ju­lia turned off the Fer­rari’s heated seats. “We don’t need to talk about it, Al­fie; maybe it’s not the right time.” She low­ered her head — she didn’t re­ally want to pry into his sex life with his mom right now. She knew in­stinc­tively that was the case.


“Tell me, Al­fie, what do you do all day long? You’re prac­ti­cally on va­ca­tion — on a sab­bat­i­cal. That’s when you go visit a guru in In­dia, climb an eight-thou­sander in Ti­bet, or learn Cata­lan love songs. For ex­am­ple.” Al­fie laughed into his nonex­is­tent beard. “Cata­lan love songs? Ti­betan eight-thou­sanders? An over­weight, smelly guru in Pondicherry, Tamil Nadu? You read too many Agatha Christie mys­ter­ies, girl. “No, on my sab­bat­i­cal I can de­vote my­self to a main task with­out hav­ing to worry about my day-to-day du­ties as a cu­ra­tor,” Ju­lia im­me­di­ately pressed. “And what im­por­tant task have you set for your­self, dear Al­fie? Fol­low­ing a pim­ply girl from the uni­ver­sity and pre­tend­ing it’s not stalk­ing?” They both laughed out loud, and the re­lent­less, mis­er­able rain couldn’t dampen their light­hearted, friendly, and cheer­ful con­ver­sa­tion. 


Al­fie grew se­ri­ous again. “No, it’s okay that you asked. Six months ago, some rowdy teenagers — or young hooli­gans — set fire to part of our li­brary dur­ing a drink­ing binge. Of course, the sprin­kler sys­tem and the fire de­part­ment did their best, but all the doc­u­ments in my de­part­ment — cov­er­ing me­dia re­ports and pub­li­ca­tions from Eu­rope from 1968 to 1985 — were burned. Two neigh­bor­ing de­part­ments also suf­fered heavy losses, but other cu­ra­tors are han­dling that. Of­fi­cially, I’m on a sab­bat­i­cal, but I’ve agreed with the di­rec­tor to spend a year in Eu­rope — on full pay — col­lect­ing what­ever I can so it can be archived again. 


I’ve rented two ad­ja­cent apart­ments on Pálffy­gasse — the smaller one for my­self, and I had the larger one cleared out, which I’m now fill­ing with the trea­sures I’ve col­lected. I sit at the com­puter for 8 to 12 hours a day and or­der ev­ery­thing I can still get my hands on. I’ve rented a post of­fice box where I pick up my trea­sures ev­ery day with a lit­tle shop­ping cart. At first, I needed a cargo taxi, back when I was still get­ting a lot of de­liv­er­ies. The chubby post­mas­ter al­ways gives me a funny look, even though I think she’s the funny one with her un­sightly, un­kempt lady’s mus­tache. Once a week, I take the cargo taxi to the re­cy­cling cen­ter. That, in a nut­shell, is my cur­rent task. And I’m grate­ful for ev­ery minute I get to spend in your com­pany. That more than makes up for all the eight-thou­sanders, Cata­lan love songs, and dis­gust­ing In­dian gu­rus. I’m very hard­work­ing and want to re­store the old data sets — it’s kind of my duty. Al­though the di­rec­tor thinks it’s a com­mend­able ex­tra task; other cu­ra­tors would just shrug and say, “It’s fire dam­age, pe­riod!” But that’s just not how I’m wired.”


Ju­lia leaned for­ward. “I have a much bet­ter pic­ture of you now, Al­fie. Un­til now, I just thought you were a tourist, which in it­self wouldn’t be so bad. But now I see that you’re work­ing hard here and throw­ing the Na­tional Li­brary’s dol­lars out the win­dow on a res­cue mis­sion. That com­mands a re­spect I didn’t have for you be­fore. Yes, you’re still a man shrouded in mys­tery to me, but you’ve lifted the veil over one se­cret and let me peek be­neath it, re­veal­ing a glimpse of the Cal­lipyge. I see you a lit­tle more clearly now than be­fore. Thank you for that!” She squeezed his fore­arm be­neath the sturdy cape. “Some­how I’m glad that you’re not just some stray Amer­i­can like the oth­ers, but that you’re work­ing hard here, in the ser­vice of Her Majesty!” He grinned. “Yeah, like James Bond, but with­out the Beretta.” She grew pen­sive. “If there’s any­thing you need me to look up or re­search for you, just say the word — I’ll do it!” Al­fie shook his head, “No, thanks. I’m pretty quick at do­ing re­search my­self, be­lieve me. And of course, I use ev­ery AI there is on God’s green earth. They al­ready know me like the back of their hand.”


He grinned. “By the way, you’re right — the Na­tional Li­brary has deep pock­ets, and I get ev­ery dol­lar I ask for. The books, tomes, and old mag­a­zines cost a stag­ger­ing for­tune, and right from the start I set up four scan­ners that run fully au­to­mat­i­cally around the clock. The di­rec­tor doesn’t even bat an eye when I ask for an­other sack of dol­lars. She knows I’m not spend­ing it on wine, women, and song. With­out her sup­port, I’d have been sit­ting on the banks of the Seine in Paris long ago, feed­ing the swans with my tears and stale bread.” Ju­lia had to laugh — what a quirky guy this Al­fie was!


“Tell me, Al­fie, I’ve been mean­ing to ask you this for ages: you don’t have any hair on your head or any eye­brows — is that the re­sult of chemo­ther­apy?” Al­fie looked up, puz­zled. “Chemo­ther­apy?  —  Oh, you mean can­cer treat­ment? No, not at all — I’ve been spared from can­cer so far. No, my par­ents had all of my hair and my two sis­ters’ hair re­moved when we were kids be­cause they fol­lowed a very con­tro­ver­sial med­i­cal opin­ion. They don’t do that any­more these days; hair growth is a nat­u­ral process, and the con­tro­versy has died down. My sis­ters draw on their eye­brows, wear false eye­lashes, and wear wigs of all dif­fer­ent col­ors and styles. Ir­m­gard, my youngest sis­ter, once said half-jok­ingly that there’s a sil­ver lin­ing — you don’t have to wash your hair ev­ery day, and you can wear a dif­fer­ent hair­style ev­ery day. It doesn’t bother me per­son­ally; in the U.S., many men are bald, and it no longer car­ries any neg­a­tive con­no­ta­tions — it doesn’t au­to­mat­i­cally mean you’re a gang­ster.” Ju­lia un­der­stood. “Here, too, there are many men who shave their heads, and it cer­tainly doesn’t carry any crim­i­nal con­no­ta­tions. But I know some peo­ple who lost their hair and eye­brows dur­ing chemo­ther­apy — that’s why I asked.” 


The down­pour stopped as abruptly as if Saint Pe­ter had flipped a switch. They slipped out of their rain­coats as the sky quickly cleared and the July sun came crash­ing down again. “It’s go­ing to be a hot sum­mer,” Ju­lia said, “I’ve been lis­ten­ing to the ra­dio with half an ear while I work.” Al­fie nod­ded and mut­tered that he’d al­ready heard it on the evening news. He shrugged. “Ju­lia, I won’t be com­ing here for the next two days — I’m go­ing on a trip, maybe even a quick trip to the States. But I’ll be back in two days, right on time.” Ju­lia smiled, “You’re a free man, af­ter all, and you do as you please — or as your boss de­mands. I’ll bring the birds enough stale bread — you don’t need to worry about them.” Ju­lia’s smart­watch beeped softly — the bird feed­ing was over. Al­fie stood up and held out his open palm to her. She placed her hand on it, and he said, “Good­bye, Ju­lia, see you in three days!” Then he turned and walked away. Ju­lia watched him go for a long time. She turned the Fer­rari around and drove off. What was it she was feel­ing? Was it just a sense of long­ing at not be­ing able to see her com­pan­ion for the next two days, and was Al­fie re­ally just a com­pan­ion — or al­ready a friend who had grown dear to her heart? Oh well, Yvonne was com­ing over this af­ter­noon; she’d dis­cuss this ques­tion with her best friend — maybe that would bring some clar­ity?


Of course, Yvonne couldn’t shed any light on the mat­ter ei­ther, even though they both turned Al­fie over and over in their minds, chew­ing him over and ex­am­in­ing him from ev­ery an­gle. Al­fie was an ex­tra­or­di­nary but also com­pli­cated man — the two friends agreed on that. Yvonne sighed, “Ju­lia, when it comes to a boy or a man, you have to lis­ten to your heart more than your head. Your heart is much smarter than your head. Your head has al­ready ruled out the usual sus­pects — the se­ducer, the sex-ob­sessed guy, the gold dig­ger, or the fi­nan­cial fraud­ster — so now sit back and lis­ten to your heart. Maybe he’s the first se­ri­ous boyfriend of your life, girl! I re­ally hope that’s the case — it would make you even hap­pier. The way you de­scribe it — how he was cap­ti­vated the mo­ment he saw you as you rolled out of the uni­ver­sity build­ing — that’s not cheesy; that’s just how life works. I’ve ex­pe­ri­enced this, too — it only takes a split sec­ond to fall for a guy. And most of the time, you’re right, even if prob­lems later pile up like dust un­der a dresser and de­stroy that daz­zling fas­ci­na­tion. That’s real life; that’s the real world we live in and fall in love in.” “Yeah, Yvonne — she was a real friend.” Ju­lia smiled; she was still miles away from be­ing in love, but no sooner had she said it out loud than a nag­ging doubt took root in her heart. You know, one of those ugly doubts with bad teeth, sneaky lit­tle eyes, a crooked grin, and dressed in rags. The kind that’s haughty and ar­ro­gant, ab­so­lutely cer­tain it knows bet­ter than you do. Half in a panic, she asked her­self if she was in love with Al­fie — could that even be pos­si­ble?


Al­fie ar­rived at the pond right on time on the third day. He kissed Ju­lia on the cheek as they greeted each other joy­fully. He didn’t men­tion his trip at all; in­stead, he asked how her work with the IKEA cus­tomers and her the­sis were com­ing along. Ju­lia re­ported that she had dis­cov­ered a mod­est, unas­sum­ing web­site in a hid­den cor­ner of the in­ter­net that linked to a very old book from the 19th cen­tury. Back then, dur­ing the height of Neo­clas­si­cism around 1870, an ec­cen­tric writer named François Ana­tole Thibault had col­lected and writ­ten down an­cient myths and leg­ends from an­cient Greece — most of which had been passed down orally — that fit per­fectly into her the­sis. Leg­ends in which Hera didn’t yet have a halo and Zeus was busily cuck­old­ing. She was cer­tain that hardly any­one thought of this old ec­cen­tric any­more these days; this dis­cov­ery would be a lit­tle gem, some­thing spe­cial in her the­sis.



Al­fie had been lis­ten­ing in­tently; he liked her pas­sion and en­thu­si­asm for the sub­ject. For a while, they watched in si­lence as the birds shared the bread­crumbs, fol­low­ing a very spe­cific hi­er­ar­chy. First, the fe­male gray herons took their share, and last were the great crested grebes. And all this with­out any screech­ing, threat­en­ing flap­ping of wings, or snap­ping of beaks. “Well-be­haved di­nosaurs,” Ju­lia mur­mured. 


Al­fie reached into his pocket and pulled out a dark brown glass jar. It was oc­tag­o­nal and about 15 cm tall. It could hold a quar­ter of a kilo or 300 ml. “Ju­lia, I couldn’t stop think­ing about your brit­tle bone dis­ease and the un­bear­able hope­less­ness of it all. I’ve brought you a pow­der — it doesn’t just dull the pain or pro­vide re­lief; no, it will com­pletely cure your dis­ease within 90 days. This med­i­ca­tion isn’t ex­per­i­men­tal — it’s ap­proved. And it’s very hard to come by be­cause it’s ridicu­lously ex­pen­sive, even by Amer­i­can stan­dards. But the Na­tional Li­brary has deep pock­ets, so I took the lib­erty. Of course, I ex­plained the pur­pose in de­tail to the di­rec­tor, and she just smiled mis­chie­vously as she ap­proved it: “Just don’t lose your heart in Eu­rope, my dear!” she ad­mon­ished me, half in earnest. But there’s no dan­ger of that. I just wanted to help you be­cause I can help you and the oth­ers can’t.”


Ju­lia’s heart leaped so hard it took her breath away. “But — how can that be? Don’t we Eu­ro­peans know what you Amer­i­cans are re­search­ing and man­u­fac­tur­ing?” She stared at the glass jar. Al­fie opened it and poured a white pow­der — about half a tea­spoon — into the palm of his hand. He licked it up and swal­lowed it. “It’s not poi­sonous; oth­er­wise, I’d be drop­ping dead right now. The phar­ma­cist ex­plained to me that it stim­u­lates the genes re­spon­si­ble for the for­ma­tion of Type I col­la­gen — what­ever ex­actly those may be. That’s why you have the dis­ease. In the States, no one has this dis­ease any­more; tod­dlers are treated with this 90-day ther­apy as early as their sec­ond year of life and are cured. Pe­riod. That’s why I knew so lit­tle about your dis­ease. So, please take one level tea­spoon of this pow­der ev­ery morn­ing 20 min­utes be­fore break­fast, and you can drink tea with it if you like. They just added a sweet or­ange fla­vor for the kids. If your body still isn’t pro­duc­ing col­la­gen af­ter 90 days, I’ll get a whole bar­rel of this pow­der, damn it! I want to see you healthy, and above all, I don’t want you to be join­ing your an­ces­tors at 40, girl!” Al­fie handed her the con­tainer. “Get well, Ju­lia!”


Ju­lia felt both hot and cold at the same time as she placed the ves­sel on her lap. “I — I’m com­pletely over­whelmed, Al­fie. I don’t know how to put it into words. That you made such a long trip to the States just to get me a cure. That you even gave my ill­ness a sec­ond thought, even though I’d al­ready been writ­ten off, ac­cord­ing to the med­i­cal knowl­edge here. That you find the time, on top of your ac­tual job, to still think about me and my ill­ness. You’re a truly ex­tra­or­di­nary man, the kind of friend you don’t find ev­ery day. Thank you, thank you from the bot­tom of my heart! To lead a nor­mal, healthy life with­out fear of bro­ken bones — that’s like the Holy Grail, unattain­able and un­real.” Ju­lia fell silent. “I’ll have to bring a sam­ple to my doc­tor, be­cause she’ll want to ex­am­ine it. We have a re­la­tion­ship of trust when it comes to my health, so I have to tell her about this.” Al­fie nod­ded. “Of course I know that — this doc­tor takes very good care of you, my dear. Bring her a small sam­ple — not too much — be­cause the con­tents are meant for a 90-day heal­ing reg­i­men. Your body will need ev­ery sin­gle grain.”


Sud­denly, tears streamed down Ju­lia’s cheeks. “Yvonne and I have been go­ing back and forth about whether you’re a friend to me or not. And I told her that, to me, you’re a friend whom heaven has un­ex­pect­edly sent my way. And now I know it, with com­plete clar­ity: you’re my best friend, a man who asks for noth­ing but gen­er­ously gives to me. I’ll do ev­ery­thing I can to be just as good a friend to you, Al­fie, my friend!” She gen­tly placed a hand on his fore­arm — a phys­i­cal ges­ture of trust and friend­ship that sealed their bond. Al­fie looked her straight in the eye, his eyes deep and un­fath­omable like a moun­tain lake a thou­sand me­ters deep. “I want to be your friend, Ju­lia, and it would be an honor for me to be able to call my­self your friend. You’re my only friend — he paused briefly — my only friend here in Eu­rope.”


Ju­lia’s smart­watch beeped, rudely in­ter­rupt­ing the in­ti­mate mo­ment. An­noyed, she si­lenced the alarm. “Al­fie, just four or five days ago, it was a down­pour that drove us to take shel­ter in my apart­ment. Now the July sun is scorch­ing our brains right out of our skulls. Would you come with me to my apart­ment and maybe have a cold lemon­ade? I’d love to have you all to my­self right now — com­pletely self­ishly.” She paused briefly. “I feel as brit­tle as glass and as frag­ile as pa­per-thin Chi­nese porce­lain. I’m afraid I might shat­ter at any mo­ment. Even my ‘over­flow­ing’ li­bido brought me only sec­onds of obliv­ion; then that feel­ing came crash­ing down on me again, like a hos­tile glass bell jar placed over my soul.” 


Al­fie nod­ded and stood up. “But of course, Ju­lia — that’s what friends are for — when you want some­one by your side, when you want to es­cape the hus­tle and bus­tle of pub­lic life to­gether. When you feel as frag­ile as thin Chi­nese porce­lain and even your ‘ex­u­ber­ant’ li­bido doesn’t re­ally help.” She drove off in the Fer­rari, and he trot­ted along­side her. Once they ar­rived at the apart­ment, she set the glass con­tainer with the rem­edy on the kitchen counter and placed the Fer­rari on its charg­ing sta­tion. She stood up and held onto a shelf for sup­port.


“Please don’t get me wrong, Al­fie, but I feel the need to lie naked next to you on the bed, skin to skin, and to ca­ress your body, to get to know it. No, I don’t want sex — that’s not even re­motely on my mind. I just want close­ness — noth­ing but in­ti­mate close­ness.” Al­fie nod­ded in agree­ment. Ju­lia took two bot­tles out of the fridge. “Un­fil­tered el­der­berry juice, straight from the farm­ers’ mar­ket — mixed with min­eral wa­ter, it’s the best re­fresh­ment in this swel­ter­ing heat.” She poured the drinks and set the glasses on the night­stand, along with an ash­tray and cig­a­rettes. She be­gan to un­dress, and so did Al­fie. They lay down on the bed, and Al­fie said, “I used to smoke as a teenager thirty years ago, but I haven’t since. I’m not ad­dicted to nico­tine. But if we think of it as a shared camp­fire, then it’s okay with me.” His eyes drifted over the slen­der, del­i­cate body of his beau­ti­ful girl­friend. “You’re a very beau­ti­ful girl, Ju­lia — in­side and out!”


Al­fie’s fin­ger­tips traced the two tat­tooed snakes wind­ing their way up her in­ner thighs. “Re­ally, first-rate work!” he said. She looked at him with wide eyes. “There’s one more — the big snake!” she whis­pered, spread­ing her thighs. Al­fie’s eyes sparkled. A huge snake’s head adorned her pu­bic area, with its jaws wide open and fangs bared. “Go ahead and take a look, Al­fie,” Ju­lia breathed. His hands reached out to ex­plore. Her labia were art­fully in­cor­po­rated into its throat; her clit formed the uvula. The small labia ran as sharp as a knife’s edge from her clit all the way down, guard­ing her sanc­tu­ary from in­de­cent gazes. He ex­am­ined her clit very  closely; it was red­dened and badly chafed. He said noth­ing about it and reached for her knees to gen­tly close them again. “I used to tat­too snakes like that my­self; most of the time, the girls wanted to scare their lovers away be­fore the act. What a fool­ish idea! That won’t stop any­one.”


Ju­lia placed her hand on the back of his hand. “I had it done at Brad’s Tat­too Shop be­cause he knew how to avoid break­ing my bones. First, the two snakes — I’m lik­ing them more and more; they seem to get even more erotic by the day. And I love the be­wil­dered looks passersby give the two snakes — I’m such a naughty girl! Two weeks later, the big snake went in — Brad un­der­stood ex­actly what I ex­pected of him. But when he in­sisted that I had to re­lax on my own while get­ting tat­tooed, I al­most ran away. 


That’s how his as­sis­tant, Leila — a per­verted woman — treated me. She did it to me over and over again with a smirk, be­cause she took plea­sure in the fact that I wanted to die of shame ev­ery sin­gle time. Brad didn’t care; he cleaned his equip­ment care­fully and barely looked over. I don’t know why I was so prissy, Al­fie — I’m prob­a­bly just a dumb cow, that’s all. Brad didn’t ask for any­thing other than to do it to me right there in the stu­dio, care­fully, right in front of the jeal­ous Leila. I felt a cer­tain sat­is­fac­tion be­cause her jeal­ous eyes nearly popped out of her head.” Al­fie placed his hand on hers, re­as­sur­ingly and silently.


He propped him­self up on his el­bows and looked into her eyes. “You men­tioned Yvonne ear­lier. You once said she is your best friend and only sex­ual part­ner. Am I to un­der­stand that you’re a vir­gin, Ju­lia?” Ju­lia’s fin­ger­tips, which had been gen­tly and cu­ri­ously trac­ing his chest and the in­sides of his thighs, paused in their move­ment. “No, Al­fie, I haven’t been a vir­gin for many years — not since I was 16. I gave my vir­gin­ity to my grandpa when I was 16; he de­served it, and he alone. It was a sub­lime, sa­cred act, and I cried with joy back then in Venice. Since then, I’ve had sex time and again; I just had to make sure my bones stayed in one piece. And just re­cently, I had won­der­ful sex with a cute boy; at the be­gin­ning of this year. I hosted Regi­nald for two weeks — a third-cousin my own age who lives in New Zea­land and came to visit us, his rel­a­tives in Vi­enna. Me and my three un­chaste cousins — the flighty trio.” Al­fie smiled; she’d told him about the sin­ful, un­chaste roller-coaster rides of the naughty triplets.


“He slept here, where you’re ly­ing now. He lives in Strat­ford, a small town at the foot of Mount Taranaki. And he’s hav­ing an af­fair with his older aunt Jamie, who also suf­fers from brit­tle bone dis­ease, just like me. He’s a trained phys­i­cal ther­a­pist and first met Jamie as a pa­tient. She opened her heart to him; she’d had a lot of sex in her youth, but ever since os­teo­ge­n­e­sis im­per­fecta had mer­ci­lessly struck at age 22, she’d avoided men and sex. She cried about how much she missed phys­i­cal in­ti­macy and sex. He took the cry­ing 32-year-old in his arms, and they be­came lovers. That’s why he knows ex­actly how to have sex with a woman like that with­out break­ing ev­ery bone in her body.


I liked him, I trusted him, and I let him have sex with me, even though I knew, of course, that dur­ing the day he worked my cousins’ fields, plow­ing the fur­rows and dili­gently sow­ing seeds, all morn­ing and all af­ter­noon. “I have very fond mem­o­ries of those ten days of sex with him; he’s a gen­tle and ten­der man, that Regi­nald. And just as ex­u­ber­ant as I am — be­cause he wouldn’t set­tle for less than three rounds, that devil of a man — I couldn’t fall asleep un­til well past mid­night,” Ju­lia said, blush­ing slightly. “So no, Al­fie, I haven’t been a vir­gin for a long time.” 


She fell silent and looked at him search­ingly. Al­fie took two cig­a­rettes and lit them. “Thank you for con­fid­ing some­thing so in­ti­mate in me, Ju­lia. I was ex­pect­ing more of a yes-or-no an­swer. But it’s re­as­sur­ing to know that you’re hav­ing sex and that you’ll be able to con­tinue do­ing so with­out hes­i­ta­tion af­ter your re­cov­ery — per­haps a lit­tle more re­laxed and fear­less.” Ju­lia’s fin­ger paused on his chest. “Is that a pace­maker?” she asked, feel­ing the barely vis­i­ble de­vice that could be felt be­neath his mus­cles. Al­fie shook his head. “No,” he said, and then he thought for a long time. A very long time.


The ba­ton in the con­duc­tor’s raised hand trem­bled; its tip quiv­ered as if it were shiv­er­ing. Only the tim­panist knew that he was about to strike the tim­pani with his mal­let with all his might, in a thou­sandth of a sec­ond, snatch­ing the au­di­ence from the cozy, gen­tle em­brace of the Nereids and the ris­ing and fall­ing of the sym­phony’s long At­lantic waves.


This — this was the si­lence be­fore the drum roll.






The Ket­tle­drum Stroke



The tip of the ba­ton trem­bled as if it were shiv­er­ing. The tim­panist watched the trem­bling with keen eyes. Then the tip of the ba­ton shot de­ci­sively up­ward, and the tim­panist struck the B-flat tim­pani — the tim­pani with its deep, melodic sound in B ma­jor — with all his might. The au­di­ence gasped.


Al­fie pulled Ju­lia close into his em­brace. He had to hold her tight, be­cause the The Ket­tle­drum Stroke would sweep over her like a bliz­zard.


“Ju­lia, I have to con­fide my big­gest se­cret to you, be­cause we don’t want our friend­ship to be built on big lies and omis­sions — which are re­ally lies, too. This is very dif­fi­cult for me, be­cause I’ve sworn an oath never to re­veal this se­cret. Do you un­der­stand my dilemma?” Ju­lia’s fin­ger­tips traced cir­cles on the non-pace­maker. “No, ac­tu­ally, I’m com­pletely lost. You want to con­fide a se­cret to me, but you’ve sworn never to re­veal it. If I’m un­der­stand­ing this cor­rectly, I have no right to want to know your se­cret, and it would prob­a­bly be bet­ter if you kept it to your­self. But you know Sopho­cles’ dilemma: ‘Once you’ve lifted a cor­ner of the veil, you have to find out which Cal­lipyge is hid­den be­neath it’ — in other words, which beau­ti­ful ass is hid­ing un­der­neath. “There’s no ‘undo’ but­ton,” the old peep­ing Tom should have added; once you’ve peeked un­der the cor­ner of the veil, you can’t undo it or make it as if you’d never seen it. I know now that you have an­other se­cret — per­haps big­ger than any of the oth­ers. I can no longer pre­tend I don’t know.” Her fin­ger­tips glided down from his chest to his navel and stopped there; they were not al­lowed to go any fur­ther. She let her flat hand rest on his navel and held her fin­ger­tips back, just mil­lime­ters from the proud head of Bac­chus, de­spite the temp­ta­tion. 


Al­fie sighed deeply, just like At­las, who had to carry the globe on his shoul­ders.


“Ju­lia, please lis­ten to me care­fully and let me fin­ish what I have to say. My se­cret is that I’m a time trav­eler. I set out from the year 2932 to track down the his­tor­i­cal doc­u­ments de­stroyed in the fire — you al­ready know the rest. My name re­ally is Al­fred von dem Steine, born in 2,891. I re­ally am from Hunt­ing­ton Heights near Chicago, and I re­ally am a cu­ra­tor at the Na­tional Li­brary. You al­ready know ev­ery­thing else; ev­ery sin­gle de­tail I’ve re­vealed to you so far is true. And yes, as cu­ra­tor, I’m re­spon­si­ble for the pe­riod from 1968 to 2038. And this de­vice isn’t a pace­maker —  it’s a mon­i­tor­ing de­vice used by a com­mit­tee to over­see ev­ery move a time trav­eler makes, and it’s, so to speak, the coun­ter­part to the ma­chine that lets me travel back and forth — or be re­called in a tenth of a sec­ond if I screw up. Time travel is in­cred­i­bly risky; only a very few are granted this priv­i­lege, and only when ab­so­lutely nec­es­sary. Time travel is kept se­cret from the pub­lic. In re­turn, I can use the mon­i­tor­ing de­vice to es­tab­lish con­tact with, for ex­am­ple, an ar­ti­fi­cial in­tel­li­gence. The pow­der — your cure — comes from the year 2932, and in 2025, it’s still a long way from be­ing dis­cov­ered.  —  That’s the gist of it, Ju­lia.” Al­fie stubbed out his half-smoked cig­a­rette in the ash­tray.


That — yes, that — was the big, smash­ing drum roll.


Ju­lia had stared at him in dis­be­lief and punched him in the chest. “Yuck, Al­fie, we promised each other we wouldn’t pave our way with lies!” Al­fie looked at her calmly and se­ri­ously. “Ev­ery word is true, ev­ery sin­gle one,” he said with ab­so­lute con­vic­tion, “ev­ery­thing I’ve told you so far is true. Ev­ery sin­gle one. I’ve kept a lot from you be­cause a lot of it em­bar­rasses me — mostly sex­ual stuff — and be­cause you might then think I’m some kind of per­vert. And I didn’t want that. I’m much more sex­u­ally ex­pe­ri­enced than you, and those are ex­actly the em­bar­rass­ing sit­u­a­tions I wanted to spare my­self and us. Get­ting straight to the point would have driven a wedge be­tween us, so I kept my mouth shut to avoid ly­ing to you, dear Ju­lia.” He gen­tly wrapped his arm around Ju­lia’s shoul­ders and pulled her very care­fully to­ward him. “Ev­ery word is true, Ju­lia. I’m not ly­ing to you; I’m just break­ing my oath, and I think the com­mit­tee is go­ing to rein me in, de­mote me, and drag me be­fore a court of law any sec­ond now.” Ju­lia looked at him in hor­ror.



“Time travel is phys­i­cally im­pos­si­ble at all — thou­sands of bril­liant minds have al­ready fig­ured that out,” Ju­lia snorted an­grily and fell silent, tears rolling down her cheeks. “And I thought we could be friends — real, true friends. But not in a loony bin. Not if you think I’m some com­pletely dim-wit­ted chick you can pull a story like that on, spout such non­sense.” She pulled away from him. Al­fie re­mained dead se­ri­ous. “Ev­ery word is true, Ju­lia — no mad­house, no tall tales, and cer­tainly no psy­che­delic mush­rooms I might have smoked. It’s all  true, but it’s hard to be­lieve the truth when you’re in the wrong time con­tin­uum. Galileo would have stared at you in dis­be­lief if you’d shown him your cell phone, which lets you talk to your cousin in Strat­ford, Aus­tralia — 12,000 kilo­me­ters from here. Think about it — are you as skep­ti­cal as Galileo?” 


Ju­lia’s mind slowly be­gan to race. “And how do you over­come the space-time para­dox, Al­fie?” Al­fie said very calmly, “I hon­estly have no idea how this works tech­ni­cally — not even the the­ory. I have no idea how our sci­en­tists are able to cre­ate the Ein­stein-Rosen bridge, but it’s what made in­ter­ga­lac­tic space travel pos­si­ble for us. That’s how we were able to make con­tact with a dy­ing ga­lac­tic race — the orig­i­na­tors of the UFO phe­nom­ena. Time travel emerged, so to speak, as a byprod­uct — the best-kept se­cret in my world. Per­haps only a hand­ful of sci­en­tists and en­gi­neers un­der­stand how it all works. But I’m here — proof to me that time travel is pos­si­ble. I trav­eled to the year 2932 in one-tenth of a sec­ond to ob­tain the cure for you that my AI there knew about. Al­though it took me sev­eral days there to ac­quire it, I re­turned in the very same sec­ond I had left. No magic, no ho­cus-pocus — just time travel.”


Ju­lia rested her head on his chest. “My head is spin­ning, Al­fie. Have I gone crazy, be­liev­ing such a tall tale? I have no idea what the Ein­stein-Rosen bridge is sup­posed to be — we haven’t heard a word about it in class. But what­ever it is, you seem to be­lieve it ex­ists.” Al­fie said, “The way this bridge is ex­plained to us is that it’s like a worm bit­ing and bor­ing a straight tun­nel through an ap­ple — the short­est dis­tance from A to B —  hence the col­lo­quial term ‘worm­hole.’” Ju­lia looked up at him skep­ti­cally. “Tell me ev­ery­thing you know about Marie An­toinette!” Al­fie seemed to think for a tenth of a sec­ond.


“Maria Marie-An­toinette, born Maria An­to­nia Josepha Jo­hanna of Aus­tria-Lor­raine, was born in Vi­enna on No­vem­ber 2, 1755, as the 15th child of Em­press Maria Theresa. She was ex­e­cuted by the rev­o­lu­tion­ar­ies in Paris on Oc­to­ber 16, 1793, nine months af­ter her hus­band, Louis Capet, who had also been ex­e­cuted by guil­lo­tine. Even while strapped to the ex­e­cu­tion block, she was com­pletely stripped of her clothes by the ex­e­cu­tioner’s as­sis­tants and sex­u­ally abused by them mul­ti­ple times in front of the jeer­ing mob — the worst form of dis­honor, yet  or­dered by the Rev­o­lu­tion­ary Coun­cil. As the wife of Louis XVI, she was Queen of France and Navarre from May 10, 1774, to Au­gust 10, 1792; since Sep­tem­ber 4, 1791, she had held the ti­tle “Queen of the French.” Con­trary to pop­u­lar be­lief, she had nu­mer­ous se­cret love af­fairs, which to­day would be de­scribed as “quick­ies.” To­ward the end of her short life, she had only one se­ri­ous and note­wor­thy af­fair with the Swedish diplo­mat and mil­i­tary of­fi­cer Hans Axel von Fersen, who at­tempted to free her from cap­tiv­ity in Sep­tem­ber 1793, but the at­tempt failed mis­er­ably….” 


Ju­lia in­ter­rupted him. “And you got all that from your AI in the fu­ture?” Al­fie nod­ded. “Yes, us­ing the com­mu­ni­ca­tor. But I don’t keep a con­stant con­nec­tion, be­cause the AI has to re­port all my re­quests to the com­mit­tee.” Ju­lia said that two years ago, dur­ing her se­nior year of high school, she’d writ­ten a term pa­per on the queen that in­cluded that in­for­ma­tion, “but I couldn’t have quoted it off the top of my head like that. That was an im­pres­sive demon­stra­tion, Al­fie. No, I don’t think you or I are crazy, so no men­tal hos­pi­tal for now. But en­coun­ter­ing a flesh-and-blood time trav­eler — that’s some pretty wild stuff. Yvonne is go­ing to be ab­so­lutely thrilled!”


Al­fie stared at her. “You mustn’t talk to any­one about this, not even Yvonne. That would be the end of me — or at least the end of my mis­sion. You hold my life — or at least my time here with you — in your hands. Be smart and keep quiet, even if it’s very hard. The com­mit­tee would send me back im­me­di­ately and put me on trial. Please don’t do that to me. It’s ac­tu­ally sur­pris­ing that they haven’t in­ter­vened yet — there must be a rea­son for it. Maybe they’re tak­ing their time, or maybe they’ve been keep­ing a close eye on you and trust you. Un­likely, but pos­si­ble. But that must be the case, since they haven’t trans­ferred me back yet. So let’s con­tinue to act as nat­u­rally and in­con­spic­u­ously as pos­si­ble.” Ju­lia’s fin­ger­tips twitched cu­ri­ously and in­ap­pro­pri­ately. “The com­mit­tee — they’re not your friends, are they, Al­fie?” He shook his head. “Good heav­ens, no. They scru­ti­nize my ev­ery move with a crit­i­cal and sullen eye. No, by God, they’re no friends, but they hold the thread of my life in their hands. They can let me be, or trans­fer me back in a thou­sandth of a sec­ond, or sim­ply strand me here and throw away the key.”


Ju­lia’s eyes re­mained fixed on Bac­chus’s lit­tle head. “And ev­ery­thing you told me about sex — is it all true?” Al­fie smiled sub­tly. “I haven’t told you a sin­gle lie about that, though I did keep some em­bar­rass­ing de­tails to my­self; but I ac­tu­ally did keep the most im­por­tant thing from you. For nearly half a cen­tury, an in­sid­i­ous virus has been ram­pant among us. It in­fects al­most ex­clu­sively the fe­male body — ap­par­ently be­cause it needs their hor­monal bal­ance to sur­vive — and is trans­mit­ted only through sex­ual in­ter­course, or some­times to fe­male em­bryos or through blood do­na­tions. Women are there­fore not al­lowed to do­nate blood. And the virus is ab­so­lutely fa­tal to men; its symp­toms re­sem­ble those of the Ebola virus. Ev­ery pos­si­ble — and even im­pos­si­ble — mea­sure has been taken, but the virus is a mas­ter of cam­ou­flage, so that while a serum is ef­fec­tive in the short term, it re­ally only lasts a short time — not even 24 hours. So now we stand on the brink; sex­ual in­ter­course means cer­tain death for men.


Chil­dren are con­ceived ex­clu­sively in fer­til­ity clin­ics, un­der the strictest hy­giene pre­cau­tions, us­ing Mom’s egg and Dad’s se­men. A hu­mil­i­at­ing, shame­ful pro­ce­dure — at least it was for me. While the mom’s gy­ne­col­o­gist care­fully re­trieves a few eggs, you lie next to her and the young nurs­ing as­sis­tant col­lects your se­men with her gloved hand. These are usu­ally Asian girls, be­cause Amer­i­can ones aren’t will­ing to do hand­jobs to strangers. She takes a break and waits with a cheeky grin un­til Mom has got­ten you ready again. Then she keeps go­ing, stop­ping only when you have not a sin­gle drop of se­men left. And your wife watches in dis­be­lief, right un­til the end. I’ve died a thou­sand deaths. So my sis­ters and I were con­ceived in a clin­i­cal vial, just like my chil­dren. I’ve never been phys­i­cally in­ti­mate with a girl or a woman — not even with my wife.” Al­fie swal­lowed; he’d stayed as close to the truth as he pos­si­bly could.


Ju­lia’s eyes widened. “Good heav­ens! That must have ter­ri­ble con­se­quences for so­ci­ety. I know what life is like with­out sex; I think you be­come pe­cu­liar and ec­cen­tric — at least, that’s how I see my­self a lit­tle bit. Al­though, of course, I have ex­pe­ri­enced phys­i­cal in­ti­macy and con­tinue to do so. On the other hand, I’m grad­u­ally be­gin­ning to un­der­stand how and why your mom took you into her bed — to pre­vent you from be­com­ing a god­less fel­low, a bizarrely twisted odd­ball. And now your lit­tle ma­chines make sense, too, be­cause you’re not al­lowed to have real sex.” 


Ju­lia rolled her eyes. “I can’t be­lieve it. Here I am ly­ing in bed next to a real time trav­eler, ca­su­ally chat­ting about sex and non-sex, in­stead of try­ing to fathom the in­com­pre­hen­si­ble na­ture of the worm­hole. You must think very lit­tle of me, Al­fie. Al­though I as­sure you that, af­ter Yvonne, you’re only the sec­ond per­son with whom I’ve ever chat­ted so ca­su­ally about sex.”


Ju­lia ig­nored the beep­ing of her smart­watch; work and school were the last things on her mind right now. Her thoughts re­volved around Al­fie, the time trav­eler, and the in­com­pre­hen­si­ble. “I un­der­stand your main task bet­ter now. You’re col­lect­ing all the doc­u­ments here from the pe­riod start­ing in 1968, and you’ve set up 4  scan­ners at Pálffy­gasse that tire­lessly scan ev­ery­thing day and night. When you’re done, you’ll set off on your jour­ney home with per­haps a dozen hard drives in your back­pack and then set them up again at the Na­tional Li­brary just as they were be­fore — or per­haps a lit­tle im­proved. “What mad­ness, all of this!” she ex­claimed, bury­ing her face in his armpit, for tears were stream­ing from her eyes once again.


Ju­lia opened her eyes. She had to get her bear­ings; she was ly­ing in the crook of Al­fie’s arm, and he had been watch­ing her sleep. She must have dozed off, and that showed just how com­fort­able she al­ready felt with him — even though they hadn’t got­ten any closer phys­i­cally than sim­ply ly­ing skin-to-skin. Yes, she ad­mit­ted to her­self, she’d been hop­ing a lit­tle bit be­fore that she’d have sex with Al­fie. But then came the bomb­shell — Al­fie wasn’t just any Amer­i­can on a tour of Eu­rope; no, he was from the fu­ture. 2932. Ju­lia’s eyes wan­dered over his body, lin­ger­ing on the sleep­ing Bac­chus, on the sleep­ing Diony­sus, who hid his lit­tle head un­der the hood. No girl, no woman had ever had sex with him. He lived in an ab­struse, con­fus­ing time, where peo­ple didn’t have di­rect sex, where chil­dren were cre­ated in fer­til­ity clin­ics af­ter the man had been milked dry like a dairy cow, and where sex­ual re­lease was pro­vided by “lit­tle ma­chines.” 


A shiver ran down Ju­lia’s spine. No, she didn’t want to live in an era like that. It would be a time when her grand­fa­ther wouldn’t awaken her sex­u­al­ity, when gods and god­desses would stare into the yawn­ing void of the uni­verse and not waste a sin­gle thought on se­duc­ing and ru­in­ing even a sin­gle hu­man child. She wouldn’t be writ­ing her the­sis on the un­bri­dled sex lives of the an­cient gods, but per­haps a trea­tise on the proper care of ex­otic house­plants or the mat­ing croaks of toads at full moon. No, it would be an ab­so­lute, ab­surd catas­tro­phe — re­ally!


Al­fie’s hand glided lightly, like a feather, from her shoul­der down her up­per arm, along her fore­arm, and all the way to her fin­ger­tips. “You’re a beau­ti­ful girl, Ju­lia, a beau­ti­ful young woman. Brit­tle bone dis­ease hasn’t dis­fig­ured your body; you can’t see any traces of those old frac­tures at all any­more. I see your beau­ti­ful, proud body and hardly think about your ill­ness — not in this in­ti­mate mo­ment.” Had she been think­ing out loud?  “You’re writ­ing your the­sis on the an­cient gods be­cause you’re ex­plor­ing their sex­u­al­ity — and your own — in it; am I right, or am I mis­taken?” Al­fie looked at her with a smile; he clearly re­ally wanted to know. 


“Yes, you may be right, at least in part,” she said thought­fully. “Even back when my grand­fa­ther used to read me the leg­ends from those thick books and gen­tly in­tro­duced me to my sex­u­al­ity, it be­came clear to me that the gods had emerged from a be­wil­der­ing tan­gle of in­cest, pat­ri­cide, and in­fan­ti­cide — that it was a wild jum­ble of bod­ies, heads, gen­i­tals, and limbs, enough to make one dizzy. But my grand­fa­ther had it all fig­ured out, and he pa­tiently guided me to that era when the gods in­hab­ited Mount Olym­pus and when in­cest, in­trigues, and de­ceit went hand in hand, with­out much mur­der. This was the golden age, when sex took place mainly be­tween gods and god­desses. When the god­desses were pushed into a se­cluded cor­ner like or­di­nary maids.


But then came the era of de­cline, when the gods dis­cov­ered the small, mor­tal hu­mans who left the the­ater stage af­ter no more than 60 or 70 years and crum­bled to dust. The dams burst; girls, young men, and re­spectable wives be­came pawns in this hellish tour­na­ment. The end? Gods and god­desses killed one an­other and van­ished be­hind the scenes. Hu­mans took the stage; scream­ing wildly, they chased girls and women and bashed each other’s heads in, and they roared at the sun or the moon that they were now the gods!  —  Yes, from the mo­ment my grand­fa­ther guided me with a know­ing hand into my sex­u­al­ity, I be­gan to draft my the­sis, and I’ve been shap­ing it ever since, right up to to­day, when I must put it down on pa­per. You’re ab­so­lutely right; with­out that start­ing point, I wouldn’t be who I am to­day, and I’d prob­a­bly be writ­ing a com­pletely dif­fer­ent the­sis — about ex­otic plants or the love-crazed croak­ing of toads dur­ing a new moon.”


Al­fie said he’d love to read the man­u­script — af­ter all, it was her work and her world of ideas. Ju­lia said there was only a rough draft with lots of blank spa­ces and notes on what still needed to be added; she’d be em­bar­rassed. Nev­er­the­less, she later gave him a USB drive with her man­u­script. Two days later, he brought her a sheet with cor­rec­tions — point­ing out mis­takes or ma­jor er­rors she’d made — as well as sug­ges­tions on which notes still needed to be added. Yes, he had read through ev­ery­thing right away and then used his AI to help, but that was okay, Ju­lia said. “I had orig­i­nally agreed with Yvonne that she would proof­read my work. But now I’m glad you’re read­ing it — you’re great at it.” Al­fie smiled. “I’ve writ­ten a to­tal of eight dis­ser­ta­tions for my doc­toral pro­grams, and I’ve proof­read my own chil­dren’s pa­pers. And as a fac­ulty ad­vi­sor, I read my stu­dents’ pa­pers week af­ter week. So I have quite a bit of ex­pe­ri­ence in this area.”


July and Au­gust blan­keted the city with a scorch­ing heat wave from the Sa­hara. Ev­ery day at noon, they drove to the pond to see their lit­tle flock of birds. By then, it had al­ready be­come a rou­tine for them to lie naked on the bed in Ju­lia’s apart­ment af­ter­ward, skin-to-skin, and dis­cuss ev­ery­thing un­der the sun. Ju­lia didn’t want to know what wars would be fought in the fu­ture or how the po­lit­i­cal pow­ers of na­tions and con­ti­nents would de­velop; she sim­ply wasn’t in­ter­ested in any of that. She was far more in­ter­ested in ev­ery­day life — how peo­ple lived, worked, and made love un­der the yoke of the virus. How, specif­i­cally, they dealt with sex­u­al­ity. And whether they re­mem­bered the an­cient gods of Olym­pus.


Ju­lia’s spe­cial­ist had sent a sam­ple of her heal­ing pow­der to a renowned lab­o­ra­tory. The lab di­rec­tor was tear­ing his hair out. Yes, it was clearly rec­og­niz­able as be­ing mRNA-based, but that was all. Se­quenc­ing yielded no use­ful re­sults; they couldn’t de­ci­pher what ge­netic code was be­ing car­ried, the lab di­rec­tor lamented, call­ing it gib­ber­ish of a com­pletely in­com­pre­hen­si­ble com­po­si­tion. A mix­ture of Chi­nese and Ro­mani. The doc­tor could only con­firm to Ju­lia that it wasn’t toxic and did in­deed con­tain a highly com­plex ge­netic code car­ried by an mRNA strand. Ju­lia du­ti­fully took the heal­ing pow­der ev­ery day, just as in­structed. And af­ter 25–30 days, the doc­tor was able to con­firm that her body was in­deed pro­duc­ing that spe­cial col­la­gen again — in tiny amounts, but still. 


So Ju­lia re­gained hope that one day she might over­come brit­tle bone dis­ease, just as Al­fie had said.


Ju­lia, ly­ing alone on her bed, smiled as she ran her hand over the gen­tle curves that led from her firm breasts down to her stom­ach, to her belly but­ton, and then on. Hope gave her a sense of pur­pose, a good rea­son to en­joy her life, her day­dreams about Al­fie, and her over­flow­ing li­bido to the fullest.



In the Clutches of the Law



July and Au­gust were swel­ter­ing. The flood dam­age had been cleared away, and now peo­ple and an­i­mals alike were gasp­ing for air in the scorch­ing sum­mer heat. Ju­lia’s win­dows faced east, so she had morn­ing sun, but dur­ing the day her apart­ment was in the shade, al­low­ing her to work — sit­ting on her of­fice chair in just a neg­ligee — with­out break­ing out in a sweat. When she rolled over to the pond, she wore a sleeve­less T-shirt whose fab­ric let the sun­light through and gen­tly tanned her skin, but also al­lowed her breasts and nip­ples to show through — be­cause that’s how she wanted it. She loved that her body, that her skin, was sun-tanned. Some­times she took a day off work and drove the ar­du­ous route to the New Danube, where there was a nud­ist beach. There she let the sun tan her, just as Al­fie did — it was his first time at a nude beach. Of course, he’d read about it, but in Chicago, such a thing hadn’t ex­isted for a long time. He had to slather him­self thickly with sun­screen be­cause he was afraid of get­ting sun­burned. Ju­lia never used sun­screen, be­cause her skin was used to the sun; it would turn a lit­tle red at first and then tan quickly. She was used to the cu­ri­ous and lust­ful glances from men, but thank­fully, hit­ting on girls was frowned upon at the nude beach. 


She had her tablet with her and read her doc­u­ments when she wasn’t chat­ting with Al­fie or when Al­fie was doz­ing. Al­fie cov­ered his face with his T-shirt and dozed in the sun; he was of­ten work­ing through the night these days, so he could af­ford this lux­ury — spend­ing time with Ju­lia here on the beach or at her apart­ment — with a clear con­science. Ju­lia al­ways brought her cooler bag, so they could drink their own lemon­ade and didn’t have to rely on the over­priced drinks from the beach ven­dors. They both loved these sunny va­ca­tion days and didn’t go to the pond.


On other days, Al­fie would come to her apart­ment; she’d stop work­ing and lie skin-to-skin with him on the bed. Un­like her, Al­fie was groan­ing from the heat, so she took a damp wash­cloth and washed his body from head to toe, let­ting the evap­o­rat­ing mois­ture cool his skin. She knew ev­ery inch of his body; she hadn’t blushed while wash­ing him in a long time. He dozed off, and she sat down at the com­puter to con­tinue work­ing on her the­sis. 


The myths and leg­ends she read came mainly from the sec­ond half of the 19th cen­tury, the hey­day of Neo­clas­si­cism. How dif­fer­ent the Ger­man and French leg­ends were! The French texts were cheer­ful, cheeky, and tongue-in-cheek — they called a ham­mer a ham­mer and an anvil an anvil with­out any hes­i­ta­tion or beat­ing around the bush. The Ger­man texts, on the other hand, were al­ready heav­ily self-cen­sored; af­ter all, you couldn’t call a ham­mer a ham­mer — or even men­tion it at all! The po­ets and writ­ers were aware of so­ci­ety’s re­pres­sive pres­sure, so they ei­ther hid the ham­mer and anvil en­tirely or mod­estly con­cealed them be­hind a rose­bush. Ju­lia smiled know­ingly and dili­gently noted down the of­fend­ing pas­sages. Some­times she read the pas­sages aloud to Al­fie, and they dis­cussed the dif­fer­ences.


Later, Ju­lia wouldn’t have been able to say ex­actly when she’d started touch­ing him in­ti­mately. It had hap­pened com­pletely nat­u­rally, be­cause when she washed him with the cool, damp cloth, she touched him there too, claro. His body re­acted to the harm­less touch; Bac­chus poked his lit­tle head out and looked around cu­ri­ously. Smil­ing, she reached out and did what her grand­fa­ther had taught her. Moan­ing and groan­ing with plea­sure, Al­fie re­laxed, and she con­tin­ued to wash him with the cool, damp cloth, smil­ing con­tent­edly. It be­came sec­ond na­ture, and Al­fie just looked at her with wide eyes. “You do it far bet­ter than any lit­tle ma­chine, Ju­lia.” She nod­ded know­ingly, for he hadn’t brought a lit­tle ma­chine from the fu­ture with him. “Grandpa pa­tiently taught me, and now I can put it into prac­tice.” There wasn’t much more to say about it.


Just as nat­u­rally, she would rest her head on his broad chest when­ever her de­sire threat­ened to over­flow, mur­mur­ing that she, too, wanted to re­lax now. Her fin­ger blindly fol­lowed the fa­mil­iar path. A but­ter­fly spread its wings, flut­tered back and forth, and set­tled on a small hillock, on a flower’s ca­lyx, only to spread its wings again mo­ments later and flut­ter on, from hillock to hillock, alight­ing on a flower and plung­ing its pro­boscis deep into the flower’s pis­til. Oh, there were so many lit­tle hillocks there, so many blos­soms that opened their pis­tils to the but­ter­fly’s pro­boscis. And then the but­ter­fly grad­u­ally trans­formed into a hawk, which now cir­cled widely in the sky. These cir­cles grew smaller and smaller un­til the hawk locked onto its tar­get and dove to­ward it like a rocket, driv­ing its talons into the flesh. Ju­lia buried her face, trem­bling, in Al­fie’s armpit as her body twitched in the hawk’s talons, and her lips kissed the del­i­cate skin. When she looked up, Al­fie was smil­ing. “So that’s your def­i­ni­tion of ‘ex­u­ber­ant,’ sweet­heart.” Ju­lia nod­ded wearily, “Yes, that’s me — ex­u­ber­antly happy and won­der­fully re­laxed.” She no longer hid this se­cret from him.


A text mes­sage from Al­fie alarmed Ju­lia. “They’re ar­rest­ing me…” she read the in­com­plete mes­sage. She sup­pressed her panic and called Yvonne. Yvonne was wide awake im­me­di­ately. “Ar­rest is the key word here, Ju­lia. You have to go to the po­lice sta­tion and have them look for him there.” Ju­lia picked the near­est one, the po­lice sta­tion on Juch­gasse next to the ‘Wien Mitte’ train sta­tion. She grabbed her purse and rolled her Fer­rari for 15 min­utes, past the Stadt­park. The re­cep­tion area was com­pletely empty; she rolled up to the counter, but could barely see over the edge of the desk. The young of­fi­cer in uni­form mo­tioned for her to roll around the counter and she looked at her cu­ri­ously. Ju­lia ex­plained that her boyfriend had re­cently been ar­rested. 


The clerk frowned. “I’m not al­lowed to give you that in­for­ma­tion,” she said. “Well, what’s your boyfriend’s name?” she asked, typ­ing in “Al­fred Von dem Steine, Amer­i­can cit­i­zen.” “Yes, dear young lady, he’s listed here, but that’s all I can tell you.” Ju­lia’s shoul­ders slumped. “Wait,” said the clerk, “I’m go­ing to take a smoke break right out­side the door.” Ju­lia got the hint and rolled out onto the street. Mo­ments later, the clerk came out and awk­wardly lit a cig­a­rette. “In the Gray House, pre­trial de­ten­tion,” she mut­tered into the flame of her lighter. “No, un­for­tu­nately I can’t tell you any­thing more spe­cific — that’s all it says.” Ju­lia mum­bled her thanks and rolled away. She called Yvonne. Yvonne thought for a mo­ment. “You can only go in there with a lawyer, sweetie. But he’s Amer­i­can — just call the em­bassy; they’ll send some­one.” 


Ju­lia called the Amer­i­can Em­bassy in bro­ken, school-level Eng­lish. She was trans­ferred, trans­ferred again, and af­ter five or six trans­fers, she got a young man on the line who, thank good­ness, spoke Ger­man. He wrote down Al­fie’s name and his ad­dress in Hunt­ing­ton Heights, Chicago. That was all Ju­lia knew. She had told him she had lim­ited mo­bil­ity and was in a wheel­chair. He said he could be at the Landl — the Gray House — in two hours, at 1:00 p.m., and asked if she could make it there too. Of course, Ju­lia said, breath­ing a sigh of re­lief. She called a taxi that could ac­com­mo­date a wheel­chair user and had her­self driven to the Landl, the down­town prison. She waited pa­tiently, and at a quar­ter past one, a young man ap­proached her and held out his hand. 


She touched his hand with her fin­ger­tips and said, “I have brit­tle bone dis­ease, so I can only use my fin­ger­tips, Mr. …?” “An­drews, Fred­er­ick Desmond An­drews,” he said. “I work at the U.S. Em­bassy. I just checked our records and found seven peo­ple with the last name “Von dem Steine” in down­town Chicago, but not a sin­gle Al­fred and no one in Hunt­ing­ton Heights ei­ther. “Well, we’ll see.” Good Lord, was she drag­ging the nonex­is­tent Al­fie even deeper into the shit!?


An­drews led the way, showed his ID, and they were es­corted to a burly cor­rec­tional of­fi­cer who was more nib­bling than puff­ing on his cigar­illo. “Smok­ing is strictly pro­hib­ited here, just like ev­ery­where else. Here, help your­self,” he said, push­ing the over­flow­ing ash­tray across the ta­ble with a crooked grin. He mo­tioned for them to sit down and picked up a thick folder. “Yes, he’s here, in pre­trial de­ten­tion. Un­for­tu­nately, that’s all I can tell you, Mr. An­drews. And it goes with­out say­ing that we treat him like a gen­tle­man — af­ter all, he might be in­no­cent. I’m just fol­low­ing my in­struc­tions, Mr. An­drews, and I’m not au­tho­rized to pro­vide any in­for­ma­tion about pris­on­ers in the po­lit­i­cal sec­tion.” 


An­drews nod­ded. “I see. But could you tell me who I should con­tact and which de­part­ment I can reach out to for more in­for­ma­tion?” The of­fi­cer looked at the file. “A Cap­tain F. Münzinger, ex­ten­sion 1423, is the of­fi­cer in charge. Wait, I’ll give you the phone num­ber.” An­drews wrote it down and stood up. “Thank you very much,” he said and walked out into the hall­way with Ju­lia. “I’ll have to dis­cuss this with my su­pe­rior; I can’t just ride ‘Yip­pie-Yeah’ into the Cor­ral like that — you un­der­stand, don’t you, Ms. Her­rn­thaler?” Ju­lia nod­ded. An­drews promised to call her in two hours at the lat­est; af­ter all, he had her cell phone num­ber. He left quickly.


She had told Yvonne ev­ery­thing. Yvonne said that if she couldn’t make any head­way with the em­bassy, she could con­sult a lawyer, but that would be ex­pen­sive. Ju­lia waited anx­iously for An­drews’s call. He ac­tu­ally called, even be­fore the two hours were up. “Well, we spoke with Münzinger on the phone. He was pretty an­noyed that the em­bassy had got­ten in­volved so early on. Yes, there had been an anony­mous tip, and the Amer­i­can had been ar­rested on sus­pi­cion of es­pi­onage. He ac­knowl­edged that the man would, of course, re­ceive le­gal coun­sel, and to­mor­row at 2:00 p.m. he would visit the pris­oner at the Gray House with An­drews so that An­drews could see for him­self. With the pris­oner’s con­sent, a search of the two apart­ments on Pálffy­gasse had been ar­ranged; his col­leagues were al­ready on site. In any case, Münzinger con­cluded, if this were in­deed a case of es­pi­onage against the Re­pub­lic, they would con­tact the am­bas­sador through of­fi­cial chan­nels, as re­quired.” An­drews waited to see if Ju­lia had any­thing to say about it. 


“We’ve known each other for a few weeks — maybe two and a half months — Mr. An­drews,” said Ju­lia. “Of course, I can’t vouch for Al­fred; I don’t know him that well. But I’m ab­so­lutely as­ton­ished that he’s sup­posed to be a spy. That strikes me as very strange; I surely would have no­ticed some­thing. A spy? No, Mr. An­drews. It must be a case of mis­taken iden­tity or a mis­un­der­stand­ing — Al­fie is ab­so­lutely, pos­i­tively not a spy!” An­drews seemed to nod over the phone. “Keep in mind that a girl­friend is of­ten the best cover for a clever spy, and very few girls  no­tice his dou­ble life. But I’m cer­tainly not im­ply­ing that your friend could be a spy. At least he’s not one of our spies — I can as­sure you of that!” he chuck­led. Turn­ing se­ri­ous again, he said, “I’ll bring a col­league with me to­mor­row who will metic­u­lously ex­am­ine Mr. von dem Steine’s doc­u­ments and pass­port. Then we’ll see.” 


Ju­lia hung up af­ter An­drews promised to call her back to­mor­row around 3:00 p.m. Ju­lia talked for a while longer with Yvonne, who was quite pleased with how things were go­ing. “Don’t worry, Ju­lia, ev­ery­thing’s on track now. That’s all you can do right now.” Ju­lia drove out to the pond that very af­ter­noon to feed the birds. Then she threw her­self into her work and im­mersed her­self in the myths of an­cient Greece.

At night, she tossed and turned in bed, un­able to sleep. What if they dis­cov­ered that Al­fie didn’t even ex­ist? He would never re­veal his time travel — they’d lock him up in the loony bin on the spot. What if they thought his pass­port was a forgery? Af­ter all, his pass­port didn’t bear the like­ness of Pres­i­dent Don­ald J. Trump, but most Amer­i­cans still had pass­ports fea­tur­ing the Amer­i­can bald ea­gle. That couldn’t be his un­do­ing. But what about the house search? Would they buy his ex­pla­na­tion that he was col­lect­ing and scan­ning lost doc­u­ments? What if they in­ves­ti­gated whether and when there had been a fire at the Na­tional Li­brary? And whether an Al­fred von dem Steine even worked for the Na­tional Li­brary at all? Ques­tion af­ter ques­tion to which she had no an­swer. Loose wires dan­gling from the ceil­ing. She fell asleep rest­lessly, dream­ing wild, fright­en­ing, and vi­o­lent dreams, but when the alarm clock woke her at seven, she couldn’t re­mem­ber any of them.

She was sit­ting by the pond feed­ing the birds, but she drove home as early as 1:00 p.m. and waited for An­drews’ call. He called at a quar­ter to three. “I was just with Münzinger at Mr. Von dem Steine’s. I can re­as­sure you, Mrs. Her­rn­thaler, he’s well taken care of; he’s dressed in civil­ian clothes and is be­ing treated cour­te­ously. Münzinger and I spoke with him for 20 min­utes. My col­league thor­oughly ex­am­ined the pass­port — it’s def­i­nitely gen­uine, thank God. He is def­i­nitely an Amer­i­can, and I’ve sunk my teeth into this case — I have ev­ery right to do so. Münzinger asked him ques­tions about the house search. The an­swers were quite sat­is­fac­tory. Mr. Von dem Steine works for a pa­tron, search­ing for and scan­ning doc­u­ments, books, and news­pa­per ar­ti­cles from the last cen­tury. Münzinger was able to con­firm this in­for­ma­tion; noth­ing else had been found. He re­mained silent about the pa­tron’s name — there was no obli­ga­tion to dis­close it. If a pa­tron wished to re­main anony­mous, he was en­ti­tled to do so.” 


An­drews paused. “There isn’t the slight­est in­di­ca­tion that he’s spy­ing for a for­eign power — and cer­tainly not for our coun­try; I’ve checked it twice and three times. Münzinger said that with­out con­crete ev­i­dence, they wouldn’t even be able to present the case to a mag­is­trate and would have to drop it. Münzinger seemed re­lieved to me, be­cause catch­ing a real spy was some­thing truly ex­tra­or­di­nary and would drag a whole trail of red tape in its wake. No, he would close the case im­me­di­ately and re­lease Mr. von dem Steine. Münzinger shrugged; he had to in­ves­ti­gate ev­ery sus­pi­cion, even if it ended up be­ing a dead end, like this case.” An­drews hung up.


The next morn­ing, around a quar­ter past nine, Al­fie called; he was al­ready down­stairs at the front gate. Ju­lia pressed the door opener and waited for him. With­out a word, and in tears, she threw her arms around his neck. “Oh, how won­der­ful to have you back, my lit­tle spy!” she sobbed, over­joyed. She in­vited him to sit down and made some tea. She served crois­sants and a cold plat­ter for break­fast. She watched him silently as he tucked heartily into his break­fast. “In prison, I got a cup of brown sludge at 5 a.m. that wouldn’t even pass for cof­fee in wartime,” he grinned. “It was an in­ter­est­ing ex­pe­ri­ence, 48 hours in pre­trial de­ten­tion. I’ve checked that off my tourist to-do list — I don’t plan on vis­it­ing again.” He lit a cig­a­rette. “That was re­ally nice of you to get the em­bassy in­volved — it sped up the process con­sid­er­ably.” Ju­lia said it had been Yvonne’s ad­vice, and she was ab­so­lutely right.


Ju­lia said there might be a prob­lem with his pass­port. An­drews had writ­ten down the pass­port num­ber and would surely fig­ure out that he was a U-boat, an un­der­ground op­er­a­tive. Al­fie wasn’t fazed. “I’m con­fi­dent, Ju­lia, don’t worry. I’ll just blame it on the pass­port of­fice’s slop­pi­ness, of course — it won’t be a prob­lem.” (And that’s ex­actly how it turned out; they never heard from An­drews again.) Al­fie set off quickly; his scan­ners had surely been wait­ing for new in­put for 24 hours or even longer.


Ju­lia had got­ten her hands on the pill. She was ab­so­lutely de­ter­mined to have sex with Al­fie, but she didn’t want to take any risks. She was just wait­ing for the right mo­ment, be­cause now, af­ter the es­pi­onage scan­dal, Al­fie had to fo­cus on his main task. No, she would wait un­til ev­ery­thing was back to nor­mal, just like be­fore the es­pi­onage in­ci­dent. At noon, she strolled over to the pond and fed her birds. She had also bought bird­seed, grains, and dried berries from a pet store so the birds would have some­thing other than stale bread to eat. The man at the pet store had agreed with her — the birds needed sup­ple­ments like min­er­als, salts, flaxseed, and hempseed for nat­u­ral fats. “I’ve learned some­thing im­por­tant again,” she thought to her­self. From now on, she would buy bird­seed so the birds wouldn’t just get stale bread.


A few hours later, she was ly­ing on Al­fie’s bare chest again. She asked him for the hun­dredth time what it was like to be in­ti­mate with his mom. 


Al­fie pa­tiently de­scribed it for the hun­dredth time. “We lay still and silent next to each other, not touch­ing one an­other; each of us was fo­cused on our­selves. Our lit­tle ma­chines were run­ning, hum­ming qui­etly. My lit­tle ma­chine is easy to de­scribe; re­ally, it was just a prim­i­tive con­trap­tion, and it was done af­ter only a few min­utes, whereas Mom’s al­ways took a very long time. But how Mom used her ma­chine — I never fig­ured that out for sure in my ear­li­est youth; I never asked her and only rarely spied on her. That was the bound­ary of her pri­vacy. Pre­sum­ably, there was some kind of tongue that Mom used, but I didn’t know that for sure back then. There was a vi­brat­ing plunger — I knew that for cer­tain, be­cause I could usu­ally see it in ac­tion. I al­ways as­sumed that Mom first let that hid­den tongue do its work, and when she was al­ready pant­ing loudly, she’d switch on and ac­ti­vate the pis­ton. But maybe I was wrong, and my imag­i­na­tion was run­ning wild like a crazy bronco.” Ju­lia nod­ded thought­fully. “It seems plau­si­ble to me — the wet tongue first, and then the dildo at the end. That way, it makes sense. At least that’s how we hu­mans do it.”


“Once my lit­tle ma­chine had re­laxed me, I rested my face on Mama’s beau­ti­ful chest and lis­tened to her heart pound­ing and rac­ing. Mama, born Isolde von Ho­hen­heim, had been the most fieryest mare at the Ho­hen­heim horse stud farm in her youth. I mainly watched Mom’s fa­cial ex­pres­sions as they shifted from a soft smile to fo­cused, in­tro­spec­tive at­ten­tion and fi­nally to a re­laxed, bliss­ful smile. When I lifted my head, I could see the vi­brat­ing plunger tire­lessly thrust­ing into her bush. Her fin­gers were al­ways in her bush; she’d ad­just the plunger’s move­ments, and her fin­ger would cir­cle a lit­tle. My sis­ters had shown me long be­fore how girls do it. Mom tensed up to­ward the end and set the plunger to top speed — that fas­ci­nated me a lot back then. When she reached the end of the stroke, she pushed it out, looked at me hap­pily and re­laxed, and lit­tle stars twin­kled in her eyes. Mom knew for sure that I was watch­ing the plunger pis­ton­ing, but she didn’t say a word; she prob­a­bly wanted me to see it. We never talked specif­i­cally about how I or she used the lit­tle ma­chine. She surely thought I could have seen ev­ery­thing.” 


He thought for a mo­ment. “Just once, back when I was still a lit­tle kid, she showed me ex­actly where this wet tongue was lick­ing and how she shoved the plunger deep into her bush so the guy could re­ally pound her. But I for­got all about it right away — it was re­ally bor­ing, and I was just a lit­tle kid back then. Sex was bor­ing; I cat­e­gor­i­cally re­jected that stupid lit­tle ma­chine, and Mom should keep do­ing it for me her­self by hand.” “How old do you think you were back then?” Ju­lia asked. “I think 7 or 8 — that’s when I hit pu­berty and my lit­tle guy be­came fully func­tional.”


Ju­lia al­ways closed her eyes when he told her about it. Yes, she could pic­ture it — the boy’s face against Mom’s breasts and his gaze fixed on the pes­tle as it pounded. Yes, she could eas­ily imag­ine that. “I think your mom was smart and wise. In­tro­duc­ing you to sex­u­al­ity — yours as well as hers — in this way was ex­actly the right thing to do un­der the cir­cum­stances.” Al­fie nod­ded thought­fully. “Yes, she was — a very good and con­sci­en­tious mother who didn’t let me go astray dur­ing pu­berty and my teenage years.” 


Ju­lia asked if he’d ever been able to see the plunger di­rectly, like… well, in­side? Al­fie thought for a mo­ment, for­mu­lat­ing his words in his head be­fore speak­ing. “I was in mid­dle school — prob­a­bly 15 or maybe even 16 — when Mom let me see it, all of it. From the front, not just from above, down from her chest. No, she let me kneel be­tween her thighs and gaze in won­der. Filled with awe and a sa­cred shiver, not with greedy lust as I would be now. How she stretched out her lit­tle mound to­ward the wet tongue to be licked, while her fin­ger cir­cled lightly and tire­lessly. How that kin­dled her fire, and she fi­nally pressed the but­ton. Now the pis­ton be­gan to thrust, and I was al­lowed to see it very clearly as it drove into her bush and then into her body. My whole body trem­bled; my mother had never given birth to a child, and ev­ery­thing looked as del­i­cate as it had with my sis­ters. 


The plunger dug its way through drilling a hole and du­ti­fully pounded its way in and around in­side. Of course, I knew in the­ory how the girls did it with their fin­gers, but now I saw it up close, be­cause Mom didn’t just guide the plunger with her fin­ger — she made her fin­ger dance and jump busily. And I un­der­stood that she was only revving the plunger to full throt­tle to in­ten­sify her cli­max. From then on, she let me watch when­ever I wanted. Mom’s glances were al­ways shy and full of shame, be­cause she was let­ting me see her sin­ful thoughts and her best-kept se­crets. And she had got­ten into the habit of reach­ing out to me just be­fore her fi­nal ec­stasy and let­ting Genghis Khan’s bless­ing rain down on the pis­ton and her most sa­cred part. I think she longed for close­ness, for union. As a fiery mare at the Ho­hen­heim stud farm, she’d never lacked for that.” Al­fie closed his eyes. He’d come so close to the truth that it made him dizzy. He didn’t dare take the fi­nal step — the most painful one — not yet.
 

Ju­lia put off the topic of Genghis Khan for later and in­ter­jected, “Your sis­ters!?” Al­fie didn’t want to leave her hang­ing and found a way to skirt the truth. “Mom once asked me what she could get the girls for their — I think it was their fif­teenth — birth­day? I sug­gested lit­tle re­lax­ing ma­chines — they made them for young girls, too. Same func­tions, but ev­ery­thing a tad smaller. That’s how my sis­ters, the twins, got their first lit­tle ma­chines. And I think that was just the right thing to do, and it came at just the right time.” Ju­lia sensed that a big fat fly and a big fat lie were lurk­ing in the un­der­growth here, but she pushed the thought aside. She had no right to pry. She could guess as much.


She told Al­fie about the dream she’d had that night: once again, she had floated into his mom’s bed­room and seen her and Al­fie ly­ing there, with the lit­tle ma­chines on her lower ab­domen. They were hold­ing hands, look­ing into each other’s eyes, and smil­ing. She floated around the two of them and spot­ted the dildo thrust­ing into her bush, and she heard Al­fie’s mother’s pant­ing sighs. But it wasn’t a night­mare; in­stead, she rose high into the air and landed in a meadow full of flow­ers, their blos­soms turn­ing hun­grily to­ward the sun. Al­fie smiled, be­cause he liked it when some­one ex­pe­ri­enced some­thing beau­ti­ful in a dream.


Ju­lia asked where his fa­ther had gone? Al­fie’s face ex­pres­sion dark­ened. “Dad fell madly in love with Al­mut, Mom’s youngest sis­ter — she was 15 or 16 at the time. They com­mit­ted the sin of the flesh for months right un­der Mom’s nose, and Dad died a mis­er­able death from the virus.” Ju­lia paused in her move­ments. “Oh, I’m so sorry — how ter­ri­ble!” But Al­fie waved it off. “Al­mut didn’t take the test­ing very se­ri­ously, and that ice-cold vixen let Dad walk right into his doom with his eyes wide open — it was his de­ci­sion, af­ter all.”


Ju­lia could tell this was eat­ing away at him. So she changed the sub­ject. She wanted to know how so­ci­ety as a whole was re­act­ing to the virus. “It’s a blood­bath,” Al­fie said, “there are far too few men for far too many women. Some of the smarter ones live with­out sex, just like me. Oth­ers rely on con­doms and tear into the lambs and sheep like wolves; un­scrupu­lously, they stop at nei­ther vir­gins nor shy wives.  —  I dare say that my great-grand­chil­dren, freed from the yoke of the virus, will rein­tro­duce polygamy out of ne­ces­sity so that, like the Bedouins of old, they won’t die out as a peo­ple.” Ju­lia nod­ded thought­fully; he might be right.


Al­fie, just like Ju­lia, had found his rhythm be­tween work, feed­ing the birds, and ly­ing on her bed. He worked late into the night and made sure his scan­ners ran tire­lessly day and night. He was glad he’d bought the most ex­pen­sive mod­els; the de­vices could eas­ily dis­tin­guish be­tween books, news­pa­pers, and mag­a­zines. They re­trieved the next item from the stack and turned the pages on their own, one by one. Where ap­pro­pri­ate, they scanned two pages at a time. They slid the fin­ished item into the tray and picked up the next one from the in­put con­veyor belt. Each scanned item was given a de­scrip­tive folder name that in­cluded at least the ti­tle, type of item, and date of re­lease. This al­lowed him later — 900 years later — to have them neatly cat­a­loged.


Damn, it was Tues­day — and Yvonne’s af­ter­noon! And Al­fie was ly­ing naked on her bed, sleep­ing soundly.  “Can I…?” Yvonne asked Ju­lia, and took off her clothes as she usu­ally did, so all three of them were naked on that swel­ter­ing af­ter­noon. Yvonne lay down next to the sleep­ing Al­fie and looked him over from head to toe, tak­ing a very close look at the naked guy and the sleep­ing Diony­sus. Ju­lia wasn’t sure if it was right to lie down next to Yvonne, but then she de­cided to go for it — Tues­days al­ways meant girl-on-girl sex, ev­ery damn Tues­day af­ter­noon. And Yvonne should stop star­ing at Al­fie’s thing, that sex-crazed slut!


Al­fie woke up a lit­tle later, held out his hand to Yvonne, and told her his name. “Yvonne Pospis­chil,” she said, and they shook hands. The “Von dem Steine” fas­ci­nated Yvonne, but Al­fie said with a smile that in the U.S. there was no no­bil­ity and no “Von” as in Ger­many. Ju­lia reached for a cig­a­rette and of­fered one to Al­fie and Yvonne as well. She found the sit­u­a­tion very em­bar­rass­ing — first, the girls hav­ing sex next to the sleep­ing Al­fie, and now they had to pre­tend noth­ing had hap­pened. Yvonne’s fin­gers brushed against Al­fie’s in­ner thigh, and she stared at the head of Bac­chus, which had risen and was look­ing around cu­ri­ously. “May I…?” Yvonne asked Ju­lia, but she just shook her head, firmly re­fus­ing. “No, don’t — Yvonne, be­have your­self!” Could she have said yes? No, of course not; girl­friends shared ev­ery­thing, ab­so­lutely ev­ery­thing, but there were lim­its, too. “Al­fie is mine, please re­spect that!” Ju­lia said, giv­ing Yvonne a slap on the but­tocks. “You’ve got five on ev­ery fin­ger, so please leave him to me — he’s my one and only!” Yvonne re­luc­tantly took her fin­gers off the shaft and head of Bac­chus and turned to Ju­lia: “So this is your spy?” All three of them laughed freely. 


Of course, ev­ery­thing re­volved around Al­fie’s ar­rest. He thanked Yvonne again for ad­vis­ing Ju­lia to en­list the em­bassy’s help. That led di­rectly — and un­spec­tac­u­larly — to his swift re­lease. He and Ju­lia pro­ceeded with great cau­tion. Not even the slight­est hint was to be made about time travel. Al­fie blamed the mess with his pass­port on the sloppy neg­li­gence of the pass­port of­fice, and Yvonne nod­ded in agree­ment. “Here, too, there’s far too much slop­pi­ness on the part of the au­thor­i­ties; with my French first name, I know a thing or two about that.” Ju­lia and Al­fie took turns telling Yvonne ev­ery­thing worth know­ing about Al­fie, since she wanted to learn all about Ju­lia’s new boyfriend. With­out hav­ing co­or­di­nated their sto­ries, they stuck as closely as pos­si­ble to the facts and the truth — that caused the fewest com­pli­ca­tions. The af­ter­noon flew by in the blink of an eye. Al­fie couldn’t take his eyes off Yvonne’s breasts; they were what one would call ‘mas­sive’. Not a gram of sil­i­cone — all raw, feisty na­ture. They then dis­cussed Ju­lia’s the­sis and Yvonne’s cur­rent lover. “He’s use­less and  cer­tainly no stud,” Yvonne sighed. She glanced at her watch and got dressed slowly, las­civ­i­ously, and frivolously. Let Al­fie stare all he wanted — she knew full well just how beau­ti­ful she was. She gave them both a lit­tle kiss on the cheek and left.


Ju­lia pressed her­self against Al­fie. “While you were sleep­ing, we were hav­ing girl-on-girl sex. I would have been so em­bar­rassed if you’d wo­ken up right in the mid­dle of it, Al­fie.” He ran his flat hand over her back; she was so slim that he could have counted her ribs. “It’s re­ally none of my busi­ness — she’s your part­ner, Ju­lia, not mine.” Ju­lia teased him: “But you’d prob­a­bly like her, wouldn’t you?” Al­fie didn’t pick up on her play­ful tone and replied in all se­ri­ous­ness: “She’s prob­a­bly a beau­ti­ful and de­sir­able young woman in your world. She re­ally is very shapely, but next to you she pales in com­par­i­son. To me, she seemed dom­i­nant — al­most dom­i­neer­ing — and I can’t stand that. Be­sides, first of all, I don’t want to be her two hun­dred and sev­enty-ninth con­quest af­ter the two hun­dred and sev­enty-eighth — and to know that to­mor­row the two hun­dred and eight­i­eth will al­ready be in bed with her. Be­sides, and sec­ondly — my first phys­i­cal en­counter with the fe­male sex should be with some­one very spe­cial, not with a slut, if you’ll for­give me for us­ing that vul­gar term.” Ju­lia punched him in the ribs. “Yvonne isn’t a slut — she’s pro­mis­cu­ous, yes. But not a slut!”


She picked up the bread­crumb again. “So you want your first time to be with some­one very spe­cial?” He re­mained silent and didn’t pick up on the hint. Ju­lia waited in vain. 


“I saw my doc­tor this morn­ing. She did a bone den­sity test: a 17% in­crease! Al­fie, your heal­ing pow­der is work­ing — the im­prove­ment is phe­nom­e­nal! I’ve been on a high all day and have been dy­ing to tell you how over­joyed I am! 17%, and that’s af­ter about 50 days!” Al­fie purred con­tent­edly. “That’s good news — damn good news!” Ju­lia gave him a squeeze from the side. “So, what do you think — am I spe­cial enough to be your first?” Al­fie held his breath. “That’s ex­actly what I was try­ing to say ear­lier: you and no one else!”


Her over­flow­ing li­bido felt like a lump in her throat. She wanted — no, she had to — feel him, the gen­tle lap­ping of the waves as well as the surf thun­der­ing pow­er­fully against the rocks. Ju­lia mur­mured in a husky voice, “You can hold me gen­tly by the hips while we have sex now.” And she turned on her side, pre­sent­ing her ass to him. Al­fie gen­tly placed a hand on her hip, and they had sex for the first time. Ju­lia re­joiced al­most silently, let­ting the but­ter­fly flut­ter busily from blos­som to blos­som and, fi­nally, let­ting the hawk swoop down with a cry of joy. 


They lay there, tightly en­twined, let­ting their heart­beats slow to a rhythm. Ju­lia kissed him for the first time — a deep, sin­cere, and heart­felt French kiss. “Al­fred von dem Steine, I want to be your girl­friend, your sex­ual part­ner, your wife — as long as you’re here in my time!” Al­fie gen­tly pulled her close. “Ju­lia Her­rn­thaler, I take you as my girl­friend, my one and only sex­ual part­ner, and my wife, for as long as I’m al­lowed to stay in your time!”


Yeah, that re­ally was a damn pro­found change. 


Al­fie mut­tered about how lib­er­at­ing it was not to have to think about the deadly virus. Ju­lia smiled, “Of course, my doc­tor tests me reg­u­larly — I might have caught some­thing from Yvonne — but all the tests have come back neg­a­tive so far. So yes: you don’t need to be afraid when you have sex with me, Al­fie, my hus­band!” Ju­lia let the words melt on her tongue: my hus­band!


Ju­lia didn’t think about ster­il­iza­tion any­more, be­cause she was on the pill, and that was fine. Her daily life hardly changed, ex­cept for the sex, of course. Ju­lia ad­mired his sex­ual stamina. “Your lit­tle ma­chine did a great job get­ting things started, Al­fie. You’re way more po­tent than any of my pre­vi­ous lovers — and even most of  Yvonne’s lovers. And that makes me damn happy to fi­nally be hav­ing sex; in a way, you’re giv­ing me back a bit of nor­malcy, Al­fie, my dear hus­band!” 


Oh, she could say it out loud over and over again, shout it out to the world: Al­fie, my hus­band!



The Hottest Au­gust



This Au­gust was the hottest on record. The po­lar ice caps melted, and po­lar bears wan­dered con­fus­edly through the dirty-gray land­scape. Me­te­o­rol­o­gists couldn’t warn hu­man­ity of­ten enough: “The cli­mate is get­ting warmer — much too fast. And we have only our­selves to blame; we’re saw­ing off the branch we’re sit­ting on.” 


And we fools just stand there look­ing com­pletely dumb­founded and con­fused: What? Who? Why!?


Ju­lia looked down at her­self in sur­prise. Her breasts were get­ting big­ger — no doubt about it. The doc­tor had smiled, “…that’s be­cause of the pill, Mrs. Her­rn­thaler. Stop tak­ing the pill if that guy isn’t worth it!” Ju­lia smiled back and said noth­ing. Al­fie — Al­fie was her hus­band, and he was worth ev­ery­thing, ab­so­lutely ev­ery­thing. She would keep tak­ing the pill, she told the doc­tor. The now-rou­tine bone den­sity test showed a steep up­ward trend. “I’ve never seen any­thing like this be­fore, Mrs. Her­rn­thaler. Those lit­tle pills you’re tak­ing are hav­ing a sur­pris­ing ef­fect. Keep it up, and you’ll be the first per­son to de­feat brit­tle bone dis­ease. I’d be over­joyed!” said the doc­tor.


Ju­lia con­tin­ued to drive the Fer­rari out­side the house. At home, she now dared to stand or walk freely more of­ten with­out stop­ping her­self. It was an ex­hil­a­rat­ing feel­ing. She let a lit­tle more hope creep in. Maybe — just maybe — she would over­come the ill­ness. She had read a lot about mRNA tech­nol­ogy. It was like a vac­ci­na­tion at the ge­netic level. The genes were es­sen­tially re­pro­grammed and passed the in­for­ma­tion on to their neigh­bor­ing genes on ei­ther side. This was the dis­cov­ery that had been used to suc­cess­fully vac­ci­nate peo­ple against the coro­n­avirus since 2020. A med­i­cal break­through — a step whose full sig­nif­i­cance could not yet be fully grasped. Peo­ple cau­tiously com­pared it to the dis­cov­ery of peni­cillin.


Al­fie looked up at her as they were get­ting ready to leave. Ju­lia was wear­ing a semi-sheer blouse that beau­ti­fully out­lined her breasts, a black leather miniskirt, and Ro­man san­dals — and noth­ing else. No bra, no panties, no thong. Al­fie clicked his tongue. “From her toes to her navel, from her neck to her navel — all nat­u­ral, my hat’s off to her!” Two snakes wound their way up from her an­kles along the in­sides of her thighs and met above her sa­cred spot.  “That dim-wit­ted Par­si­fal should be scared to death and never dare to cross this thresh­old, right!?” Al­fie joked. Ju­lia’s ex­pres­sion was a mys­tery. “I just want to let the snakes get some fresh air af­ter the long, gloomy win­ter,” Ju­lia said. Al­fie grinned cheek­ily. “Let them get some fresh air, huh!” She pulled her miniskirt down a lit­tle lower. “I’m proud to have some­thing to show off,” she said de­fi­antly. “Oh, come on, you’re an ex­hi­bi­tion­ist — a damn hot one at that!” said Al­fie, and that was that. 


Ju­lia smiled when she sat by the pond with Al­fie and passersby stared at her T-shirt — the girl in the red wheel­chair had quite the cleav­age! Oh yes, she was still as proud of her breasts as a pea­cock — she ad­mit­ted that to her­self. Al­fie, too, now bought half-loaves of bread for the birds; they went to the pet store to­gether and bought bird­seed so the birds would have ev­ery­thing they needed. Ju­lia wiped a tear from the cor­ner of her eye when a pair of mal­lards ap­peared, with eight lit­tle duck­lings in tow. She felt a sense of pride, as if she her­self had be­come a mom. Al­fie smiled, too; af­ter all, he had of­ten stroked the drake’s lit­tle green-feath­ered head to en­cour­age him to mate with his mate — and voilà, there were the duck­lings, all with­out a fer­til­ity clinic.


Al­fie was stand­ing next to her in the kitchen; he had bought an Ital­ian cof­fee maker — the kind where you pour the cof­fee beans in from the top, which finely grinds the beans be­fore brew­ing and can make two cups of cof­fee at once. He had been look­ing for a ma­chine like that — 900 years later — but it sim­ply didn’t ex­ist, any more than un­ground Ara­bia cof­fee beans did. His eyes sparkled; cof­fee like this was far su­pe­rior to any­thing sold as “cof­fee” in Chicago in the 2930s. His nos­trils quiv­ered as he let the first caffè made from real Ara­bica beans run through the ma­chine. Ju­lia had al­ways been more of a tea drinker, but she didn’t turn down a del­i­cately scented, fra­grant espresso. Al­fie’s hand rested on her ass­cheeks, his eyes gleam­ing. “This is some­thing that won’t ex­ist in 900 years, my love. Cof­fee made from beans freshly ground right be­fore your eyes, flow­ing straight into the cup. Just one of mil­lions of sins, just one of the won­der­ful ‘old’ things we’ve lost along the way to the new fu­ture.” For her, nei­ther cof­fee beans nor a cof­fee maker were any­thing spe­cial, but she could sense Al­fie’s ex­cite­ment and joy — and some­how un­der­stand it, too. In the fu­ture, peo­ple will know only the stan­dard­ized food prod­ucts man­u­fac­tured in fac­to­ries. The senses of smell and taste had be­come in­signif­i­cant; the prof­its of the food mo­nop­o­lists were far more im­por­tant.


Al­fie drank his first cup of cof­fee with his eyes closed, with­out tak­ing his hand off Ju­lia’s back. “Stay a while, you are so beau­ti­ful,” he quoted from Goethe’s ‘Faust’. Ju­lia looked at his face; it seemed to glow from within. Al­fie was nei­ther pre­ten­tious nor self-im­por­tant. He could en­joy a cup of cof­fee as if it were a Texas steak from a char­coal grill or a lux­ury yacht from Fer­retti. She smiled; “We should stay like chil­dren more of­ten,” she said softly, “chil­dren whose eyes can grow wide and round at the sight of a waf­fle cone with five scoops of ice cream. We for­get how to love the lit­tle things and ap­pre­ci­ate their value — that’s just the way it is.”


Al­fie opened his eyes and set down the empty cup. “Do you know what the first thing I did was when I came to your time? I drove straight to down­town Chicago and tracked down my great-great-grand­par­ents. Yeah, al­most like a stalker, but they were easy to find in the phone book. I just watched my an­ces­tors’ fam­ily for 10 days. I couldn’t talk to them with­out jeop­ar­diz­ing my mis­sion. But they mean some­thing very spe­cial to me. And watch­ing the girls and young moms on their morn­ing runs — those beau­ti­ful bod­ies in skin-tight leg­gings — it re­ally warmed my heart.” Ju­lia nudged him in the ribs. “You were just star­ing at their ass butts, you lit­tle pig!” Al­fie laughed. “You bet! I’m not speak­ing as a bi­ased fam­ily mem­ber, but they all have re­ally shapely parts in those leg­gings, no ques­tion about it.” They both laughed, and that was just fine.


Ju­lia looked up from her screen and took off her glasses. “I’m al­ways de­lighted by how French writ­ers deal with the be­hav­ior of the gods — with a smile and with­out hes­i­ta­tion. In Ger­man sources, Zeus’s union with Leda in the form of a swan is “men­tioned” in a sober and dry man­ner, like a weather re­port. The French, on the other hand, de­scribe the in­cred­u­lous gazes of those who wit­nessed the un­usual event. Of course, for only the Spar­tan queen Leda could rec­og­nize the fa­ther of the gods and sur­ren­der her­self to him. Yet the French de­scrip­tions do not shy away from the im­pro­pri­ety of the sit­u­a­tion and de­pict the in­de­cency di­rectly and with many light­hearted flour­ishes, with­out mak­ing it read like filth. That would never even oc­cur to a Ger­man. I’m ded­i­cat­ing an en­tire chap­ter to Leda, Zeus, and the swan be­cause it best il­lus­trates the dif­fer­ences. I’m cu­ri­ous to see how this will go over with my ad­vi­sor. I have a feel­ing she’s al­ready sharp­en­ing her red pen.” Al­fie raised his head; he’d been doz­ing a bit, catch­ing up on some sleep. “Don’t lose sight of your goal, Ju­lia. Your task is to earn your de­gree, not to be a cham­pion of truth-seek­ing. You can al­ways write a de­tailed book later, once you’ve got your aca­demic de­gree in your pocket and framed on the wall.” It was good that Al­fie had this clear per­spec­tive, that he didn’t mix one thing with the other. He was en­cour­ag­ing her to stay fo­cused on her goal — that was all. 


Ju­lia sat with her knees drawn up next to the sleep­ing Al­fie; she had wrapped her arms around her knees and rested her chin on them. She was cry­ing silently but bit­terly. Al­fie woke up. “Oh, dar­ling, what’s wrong? What’s the mat­ter?” Ju­lia let her­self sink for­ward onto his chest; her tears were now stream­ing down his hair­less chest. It took sev­eral min­utes be­fore she — lis­ten­ing to his heart­beat — calmed down, still sob­bing softly. “I’m cry­ing be­cause I’m heart­bro­ken. One day you’ll have fin­ished your work, and then you’ll re­turn to your own time. The thought of it is killing me. Know­ing that we only have the blink of an eye to­gether. That this day is draw­ing nearer, in­evitable, and that one day you’ll have to leave. No, I won’t try to hold you back. When I be­came your wife, I knew full well that this was only a tem­po­rary mar­riage. That ev­ery day is a gift, that I have no claims on you what­so­ever. But it makes me un­speak­ably sad, Al­fie, my hus­band!” Al­fie em­braced her and tried to com­fort her; his hand brushed over her skin, ca­ress­ing her, and he mur­mured dis­jointed words of com­fort. He’d rather bite his tongue off than make empty prom­ises to her.


No, Ju­lia didn’t cry very of­ten. She had both feet firmly on the ground; there wasn’t much that brought tears to her eyes. Al­fie had said he wouldn’t fin­ish within the sab­bat­i­cal year — it would take a few more months — and the di­rec­tor had agreed. She was glad that Al­fie was such a ded­i­cated cu­ra­tor — like hardly any­one else. What other cu­ra­tor would sac­ri­fice a year of his life to per­son­ally over­see the col­lec­tion for the Na­tional Li­brary? Who wouldn’t just shrug and set­tle for the fact that it was a fire ac­ci­dent through no fault of his own? No, the di­rec­tor wished there were more cu­ra­tors with his char­ac­ter on her 200-per­son team. Al­fie wasn’t ar­ti­fi­cially pro­long­ing his stay. He kept the scan­ners run­ning day and night; he emailed peo­ple all over the world to ob­tain doc­u­ments, let­ters, pho­tos, and even seem­ingly in­signif­i­cant news­pa­per ar­ti­cles — he was like a preda­tor that had tasted blood and couldn’t be led off its trail, even though there were quite a few set­backs. But that was part of the job; you couldn’t al­ways win.


Ju­lia had dressed up; she put on her nicest out­fit, her new sturdy flats, and ap­plied some sub­tle makeup. Al­fie won­dered what this was all about. Ju­lia smiled and linked her arm through his. “To­day we’re cel­e­brat­ing the 90th day since I started tak­ing your rem­edy. From now on, my body is tak­ing over — the pow­der has done its job. I’ve placed the empty glass con­tainer on top of the side­board. Then I wrote a la­bel that says, ‘In­side here is what’s left of the brit­tle bone dis­ease.’  I’d like to walk to the pond on your arm to­day — with­out the Fer­rari. I want my birds to see that I can walk on my own two feet, that I’m no longer dis­abled. Not to­day, any­way.” Al­fie smiled. How happy she was! He took his dark blue vel­vet cap, em­broi­dered with gold and sil­ver thread, out of his back­pack. “That’s a cu­ra­tor’s cap — that’s how they rec­og­nize us in the li­brary. It’s the only el­e­gant thing I have to wear.” They walked to the pond; Ju­lia gen­er­ously brought a large pa­per bag of stale bread and bird­seed. Then they went to the Mar­riott Ho­tel on the Ring, one of the city’s more up­scale ho­tels. They sat high up in the lunch­room, drank wine, and ate steaks made from Scot­tish An­gus beef. It was Ju­lia’s spe­cial day.


Ju­lia drove her Fer­rari to the uni­ver­sity. She pre­sented the draft of her the­sis to her ad­vi­sor, and they dis­cussed all the de­tails. The pro­fes­sor was not dis­sat­is­fied. Ju­lia had struck the fine line be­tween pornog­ra­phy and re­port­ing on sex so pre­cisely that no prob­lem would arise here. “Of course,” Ju­lia smiled, “when I quote sources ver­ba­tim, I don’t cut a sin­gle word. Af­ter all, one should read the orig­i­nal, not a cas­trated forgery.” The pro­fes­sor pushed her chair back and pon­dered. “Ju­lia, sub­mit the fi­nal draft in Sep­tem­ber, and you’ll get your Mas­ter of Sci­ence de­gree — guar­an­teed. What I keep think­ing about is whether you could — and would — pur­sue a Ph.D. All you need to do is ex­pand, sup­ple­ment, and pol­ish up your the­sis. I think this would be just the right thing for you. You’ve be­come a true ex­pert in your field, and you can be proud of that. And I’m re­tir­ing in less than 10 years, my dear.” Ju­lia swal­lowed but said noth­ing. She thought she’d re­ally en­joy a ca­reer as an as­sis­tant pro­fes­sor un­der Jo­hanna — very much so, in fact.


Ju­lia be­gan re­vis­ing her man­u­script from scratch and pre­par­ing a fair copy. Af­ter all, she had to sub­mit four copies of her the­sis, and one copy would be archived at the Na­tional Li­brary. Neat work and pre­ci­sion were now es­sen­tial. Still, she stuck to her daily rou­tine. She han­dled the cor­re­spon­dence for IKEA ev­ery morn­ing, drove to the pond at noon, and fed the birds with Al­fie. The af­ter­noon was re­served for her the­sis, and she was as busy as a bee. The fair copy grew and grew. She took great care to in­clude a foot­note with the source for ev­ery ci­ta­tion; that was con­sid­ered im­por­tant. Al­fie read her man­u­script over and over again; he had no ob­jec­tions, just the oc­ca­sional sug­ges­tion on how she could im­prove the read­abil­ity  flow of a par­tic­u­lar pas­sage.


Yvonne was go­ing through a rough patch. She had dumped her Ar­gen­tine ma­cho. He had re­vealed ma­cho, pa­tri­ar­chal ten­den­cies that she couldn’t han­dle. She was, for God’s sake, a grown woman of the twenty-first cen­tury, not some wall­flower from the Mid­dle Ages whom the guy could en­slave. She’d kicked him out with a sym­bolic kick in the ass; the re­la­tion­ship had ab­so­lutely no fu­ture.


The three of them were ly­ing on Ju­lia’s bed. It was Tues­day af­ter­noon, and they were smok­ing peace­fully af­ter hav­ing sex. Al­fie held back from com­ment­ing, be­cause the re­la­tion­ship is­sues of that time were very com­plex. Emo­tional in­ti­macy, sex lived out freely and un­re­strainedly, and the clash of dif­fer­ent per­son­al­i­ties were far more com­plex than he re­mem­bered. Ju­lia, on the other hand, was en­gaged in a lively dis­cus­sion with Yvonne, since she had wit­nessed the be­gin­nings of this re­la­tion­ship and the time that fol­lowed first­hand. She had warned Yvonne right from the start that the boy wasn’t quite right. But Yvonne’s hor­mones were run­ning wild, danc­ing the Cha-Cha-Cha dur­ing what was, ad­mit­tedly, great sex with Alessan­dro. Ju­lia’s Cas­san­dra-like warn­ings were pow­er­less against that. And now, now the fever­ish ex­cite­ment had cooled off. The hot iron siz­zled in the ice wa­ter and slowly cooled down.


Ju­lia shook her head vig­or­ously; girl­friends could even share a tooth­brush, but not their hus­bands. No way! Yes, it was clear that Yvonne was in des­per­ate need of sex, but Ju­lia wasn’t go­ing to lend out her Al­fie. Not in a mil­lion years!  —  No, it wasn’t about jeal­ousy or even re­sent­ment for Ju­lia. It was about the fact that Al­fie was her hus­band and not Yvonne’s — not even as an ex­cep­tion. Yvonne should find some­one who was avail­able; Al­fie cer­tainly wasn’t. 


She talked to Al­fie about it later, of course. Al­fie shifted around on his butt. “Ju­lia, there can’t be any lies be­tween us — they’d ruin ev­ery­thing. I’ll ad­mit that Yvonne is a re­ally tempt­ing girl sex­u­ally — maybe even a sex bomb or a sex god­dess, as they say these days; I do have eyes in my head, af­ter all. When I see the two of you hav­ing sex, it’s ob­vi­ous. I’d be a god­damn liar if I didn’t tell you how much I love look­ing at Yvonne’s body and watch­ing her in ac­tion. And she doesn’t hold back about want­ing me — des­per­ately want­ing me. You have sex with me be­cause we don’t have to fear a deadly virus. Women in your time take the pill and con­trol their own preg­nan­cies. Noth­ing — ab­so­lutely noth­ing — would stand in the way of Yvonne tak­ing me be­tween her thighs — I’ve thought about it a thou­sand times, hon­estly. But de­spite all that, I took you as my wife, not her. I promised you that you’d be my only wife, with no ex­cep­tions. And you’re the only one I love the way I haven’t loved a woman in a long time.” Ju­lia snug­gled up against him. “And you’re my hus­band, my only hus­band, even if you’re one with an ex­pi­ra­tion date.” Tears rolled down her cheeks. “I don’t even want to think about the day you’ll leave and never come back. I’m afraid I’ll die right then and there, be­cause with­out you I’m lost in this life.” Al­fie said noth­ing — what could he have said? There was no “Yvonne op­tion”; they both knew that, and they stuck to it like glue.


Fri­day was Ju­lia’s grad­u­a­tion. The Uni­ver­sity of Vi­enna, the Alma Mater Rudol­phina Vin­dobo­nen­sis, had been hold­ing the grad­u­a­tion cer­e­mony ac­cord­ing to a fes­tive rit­ual for cen­turies. The dean and the other pro­fes­sors wore me­dieval cer­e­mo­nial robes and head­dresses. Be­fore them, ar­ranged in a semi­cir­cle, stood the newly minted doc­tors and mas­ters, all in their finest at­tire. The au­di­ence — mostly fam­ily mem­bers of the doc­toral can­di­dates and mas­ter’s grad­u­ates — had also dressed up for the oc­ca­sion. Al­fie had bought an ex­quis­ite suit and a ruf­fled shirt com­plete with a glit­ter­ing tie, and had put on the li­brar­ian’s cap em­broi­dered with gold and sil­ver thread. He did it for Ju­lia’s sake; as part of her fam­ily, he sim­ply had to look his best. Ju­lia wore a pink one-piece dress that ac­cen­tu­ated her beau­ti­ful fig­ure and had her hair styled very el­e­gantly by a hair­dresser; she wore only sub­tle makeup. She sat in her spot­less Fer­rari, hold­ing a beau­ti­ful bou­quet of flow­ers on her lap — a gift from Al­fie.


The cer­e­mony lasted as long as it al­ways did. The tod­dlers were al­ready get­ting rest­less, but ev­ery­one hung in there. Al­fie burst into fre­netic ap­plause as  Mag­is­ter Ju­lia Her­rn­thaler rolled up in front of the dig­ni­taries and ac­cepted her diploma in the dark red scroll. Even the pro­fes­sors sit­ting on the panel came out from be­hind the podium and shook Ju­lia’s hand. She rolled back to her seat, and only then did tears of joy roll down her cheeks.


Pro­fes­sor Jo­hanna New­erkla, Ju­lia’s doc­toral ad­vi­sor, had in­vited ev­ery­one to a cel­e­bra­tory din­ner at the Kupfer­dachl restau­rant in the city cen­ter. She was very proud; she had guided one doc­toral stu­dent and five mas­ter’s stu­dents to the fin­ish line — that was quite an achieve­ment. A lovely ban­quet for 12 peo­ple had been set up in the back hall of the Kupfer­dachl, and Pro­fes­sor New­erkla spared no ex­pense — af­ter all, this was her cel­e­bra­tion, her Christ­mas and Easter rolled into one, so she wasn’t about to skimp. As luck would have it, Ju­lia’s Fer­rari was seated to her left and Al­fie to her right. Vis­i­bly moved and close to tears of joy, the pro­fes­sor gave a short speech, re­count­ing the ups and downs of each in­di­vid­ual the­sis and the courage, dili­gence, and ef­forts of her “chil­dren.” 


They dined, drank, and chat­ted. The doc­toral stu­dent and the mas­ter’s stu­dent knew each other very well, of course, and jokes and anec­dotes flew back and forth across the room. Ju­lia had a long con­ver­sa­tion with the pro­fes­sor. “Hanna,” Ju­lia said — since ev­ery­one in this cir­cle was on a first-name ba­sis — “Hanna, I don’t want to prom­ise any­thing I can’t de­liver. But I can prom­ise you right now that I’ll en­roll in a doc­toral pro­gram. I want to make you proud, Hanna, be­cause you’ve looked af­ter us young ones, cared for us, and even given us a kick in the rear some­times when things weren’t go­ing well. Yes, I want to do the Ph.D., and right now I don’t see any in­sur­mount­able ob­sta­cles. Time and money aren’t an is­sue at all — my grandpa made sure I’d be well pro­vided for dur­ing my stud­ies, God rest his soul! And I know you’ll drag this stub­born don­key back into the sta­ble, tooth and nail.” The pro­fes­sor beamed. “Oh, then I al­ready have a doc­toral can­di­date for next se­mes­ter. A doc­toral can­di­date in Hel­lenis­tic stud­ies. We haven’t had one of those since the war. It’s go­ing to be a blast, my dear. And I know I won’t have to cut you any slack or go easy on you. You your­self strive for per­fec­tion and aca­demic pre­ci­sion, and I can count on that.” She turned to Al­fie.


“And you, Mr. Al­fred, are you Ju­lia’s boyfriend?” Al­fie nod­ded. “We’ve been to­gether for just un­der a year now; I’m her part­ner, so to speak. It was only through Ju­lia that I learned more about Olym­pus — much more than I did in high school.” The pro­fes­sor con­tin­ued to ques­tion him. Al­fie stuck to his story, which was mostly true and only omit­ted the part about time travel. “No, I live in Chicago and work as a cu­ra­tor at the Na­tional Li­brary. I’ve been a wid­ower for a year and took a sab­bat­i­cal to think about my why, how, and where. I ac­tu­ally stud­ied his­tory and sex ed­u­ca­tion over there in the States be­fore I was hired as a cu­ra­tor. A cu­ra­tor is a cross be­tween a li­brar­ian, a mu­seum ad­min­is­tra­tor, and a jack-of-all-trades.” 


The pro­fes­sor was de­lighted that Al­fie had known the late Pro­fes­sor Hans Strotzka, who was a world-renowned psy­chi­a­trist and a stu­dent of Sig­mund Freud’s school of thought. Al­fie lied, say­ing he had stud­ied un­der Strotzka here in Vi­enna for two semesters, be­cause of course he knew all about Strotzka. And the pro­fes­sor was even more de­lighted. “That must have been quite a while ago,” the pro­fes­sor mused, since Strotzka had been dead for years. “I think it was 1989 or 1990,” Al­fie added, al­ready re­gret­ting his lie. A quick men­tal cal­cu­la­tion — the date was com­plete non­sense. But he’d al­ready got­ten him­self into this, and there was no turn­ing back. 


He care­fully steered the con­ver­sa­tion back to Ju­lia. “Ju­lia and I have dis­cussed her doc­toral stud­ies at length. Her main con­cerns re­volved around her en­ergy lev­els. She gave it her all to pro­duce a per­fect the­sis. Now, stand­ing at the sum­mit, she gazes proudly at the panoramic view. She sees the next high­est peak and isn’t sure if she still has the en­ergy for that climb. But as long as I’m still here, I’ll ac­tively sup­port her. You may have to get up on your own in the morn­ing, but some­times the other per­son helps you make progress on your writ­ing. “With­out my mother’s help, I would never have fin­ished my the­sis or my doc­toral dis­ser­ta­tions.” Al­fie fell silent and thought of his late mother, who had kept him on track with a firm hand, rou­tine, and tenac­ity.


The pro­fes­sor turned back to Ju­lia. “So, Ju­lia, where are the two of you go­ing on va­ca­tion now?” Ju­lia’s breath caught for a mo­ment. “Al­fie and I haven’t even talked about it yet. I don’t think I’m the best va­ca­tion com­pan­ion with this wheel­chair. We’ve never gone on a trip be­fore.” Ju­lia sought Al­fie’s eyes. He gave her a re­as­sur­ing nod and replied, “We’ll dis­cuss it at home over a cup of fine Ara­bic cof­fee. I don’t re­ally feel like go­ing on a trip right now, to be hon­est.” The pro­fes­sor smiled. “I’m fly­ing to the is­land of San­torini next week for six weeks; I have ex­cel­lent ac­com­mo­da­tions there and a very dear friend, Chal­los. He’s so dif­fer­ent from the peo­ple here in Vi­enna, and I love im­mers­ing my­self deeply in Greek cul­ture and the won­der­ful sea.” Ju­lia grinned. “Is Chal­los your lover, Hanna?” The pro­fes­sor grinned back. “Well, if you don’t tell any­one, yes, he’s my sum­mer fling — my Greek lover — and has been for years. And don’t let my ex hus­band find out — he’d go berserk, even though we’ve been di­vorced for years. He’s al­ways been as jeal­ous as a yel­low pus-filled pim­ple, my Karl.” 


Ju­lia’s grin grew even wider. “Hanna, as long as our legs carry us, our hips sway, and our fin­ger­tips can still touch our toes, we should fol­low the ex­am­ple of the an­cient gods, bend down to the peo­ple of Earth, and se­duce them thor­oughly — with all due re­spect, of course.” The pro­fes­sor glanced at Ju­lia’s wheel­chair. “You can’t be se­ri­ous about the hip-sway­ing, my dear?” But Ju­lia kept grin­ning. “Oh, don’t worry about it, Hanna. Al­fie and I — we’ll do it like por­cu­pines: care­fully, veeeery, veeeery care­fully.” Al­fie, Ju­lia, and the pro­fes­sor laughed heartily. 


The doc­toral stu­dent leaned for­ward. “What are you laugh­ing at?” Ju­lia wiped the tears of laugh­ter from the cor­ners of her eyes and said, “We’re laugh­ing about how por­cu­pines prob­a­bly have sex.” The doc­toral stu­dent looked at her, puz­zled. Ju­lia blurted out, “Very, veeeery care­fully!” Now the doc­toral stu­dent laughed too, though it was prob­a­bly un­usual for Hanna to laugh at such jokes. He had never thought of Hanna as a woman. She had sup­ported him in his re­search on Greece’s path out of the fi­nan­cial dis­as­ter from 2009 through 2022, and it be­came a highly ac­claimed study.


Ju­lia was glad she’d taken the Fer­rari. She hardly would have made it through the long cer­e­mony and the ban­quet on her own two feet. And the Fer­rari didn’t care that she was a lit­tle tipsy now. She drove through down­town hand in hand with Al­fie and felt ab­so­lutely won­der­ful. When they got home, she ad­mit­ted to Al­fie that she was tipsy — just a lit­tle — but she needed his help to get out of the Fer­rari. “I guess our birds will have to go hun­gry to­day,” she said re­gret­fully. But Al­fie dis­agreed. “When I went for my run this morn­ing, I fed the birds be­cause I fig­ured we wouldn’t have time to do it later.” Ju­lia breathed a sigh of re­lief. 


How at­ten­tive he was, how care­fully he thought through his next steps and acted on them. She didn’t know any­one else who was so clear-headed and for­ward-think­ing. Yvonne was the ex­act op­po­site — a text­book ex­am­ple of chaos. Ex­cept she didn’t live with Yvonne; she lived with Al­fie. Al­fie, her life­saver. The one who’d got­ten her the medicine. Al­fie, who’d proof­read her the­sis over and over again. Al­fie, who’d come to her doc­toral grad­u­a­tion as if he were fam­ily, who’d dressed up so as not to cause a stir. Al­fie, who con­versed bril­liantly with her pro­fes­sor. Al­fie, who was al­ways there when she needed him. Al­fie, who was the kind of at­ten­tive per­son she had al­ways imag­ined her hus­band to be. Yes, she was grate­ful to fate, to heaven — yes, to the Greek gods — that she had met Al­fie. Or rather, that Al­fie had no­ticed her and had im­me­di­ately fallen madly in love with her. And had pur­sued her like a ghost, per­sis­tently and pur­pose­fully.  —  Ju­lia let him un­dress her and im­me­di­ately dozed off on the bed.



Fall



Al­fie lifted Ju­lia out of the Fer­rari; she was as light as a feather and gig­gled a lit­tle, slightly tipsy, as he laid her gen­tly on the bed. Slowly and de­lib­er­ately, he un­dressed her, care­fully drap­ing her clothes over a chair, and sat down be­side her. He stroked her face, her cheeks, her fore­head, and her long blonde hair. She smiled at him, and he kissed her gen­tly on the lips. Then he lay down be­side her and em­braced her. They snug­gled up to­gether, and Ju­lia fell asleep in­stantly. Al­fie watched her as she slept peace­fully, and he thought about the beau­ti­ful mo­ments they’d shared to­gether to­day at the grad­u­a­tion party. Fall had ar­rived, but the sum­mer heat had no in­ten­tion of giv­ing way to fog and morn­ing dew. No, cer­tainly not to­day, nor to­mor­row — maybe the day af­ter to­mor­row. We’ll see. 


Ju­lia stirred in her sleep, and Al­fie leaned down to­ward her. She mum­bled some­thing about the ban­quet, and he nod­ded, even though he couldn’t make out what she was say­ing. “Yes, my dar­ling, I no­ticed too how Hein­rich was de­vour­ing Jo­hanna with his eyes.” Ju­lia mur­mured in her sleep, “Oh, don’t worry about it. Jo­hanna usu­ally knows what she’s do­ing, and if she in­vites a grad stu­dent be­tween her sheets, that’s her god­damn busi­ness. Oh, Al­fie, for­get about Hein­rich — he’s in­signif­i­cant.” A blond-curled an­gel full of child­like in­no­cence whom Jo­hanna had treated her­self to as a pas­time with a sly grin, amid all the dry sta­tis­tics and lists full of num­bers and Chan­cel­lor Merkel’s de­crees. Jo­hanna was surely his first woman, and she cer­tainly had a ton of fun with him.”


Al­fie sat in front of her com­puter, go­ing through his lists, while Ju­lia slept off her buzz. He still had a long list of con­tacts to work through; he prob­a­bly wouldn’t fin­ish un­til Christ­mas. He’d spo­ken with the com­mit­tee and his di­rec­tor; they’d nod­ded in agree­ment, since he’d be bring­ing back sig­nif­i­cantly more ma­te­rial than he’d had be­fore the fire. Al­fie was sat­is­fied, and he was look­ing for­ward to the com­ing weeks, dur­ing which he’d con­tinue his work. Fall was a time of change, and Al­fie was ready to face the chal­lenges that lay ahead. Se­cretly, he was glad to be with Ju­lia for three or four more months. She had grown dear to him — no ques­tion about it.


They drank an Ara­bia cof­fee and talked. The pro­fes­sor had brought up the sub­ject of a va­ca­tion and, in do­ing so, stirred up more than just the ques­tion of a va­ca­tion. Al­fie ex­plained that it had al­ways felt like a va­ca­tion to him when he flew to Ari­zona or Flor­ida with his lit­tle tat­too kit. Word of mouth had made him a sought-af­ter tat­too artist with his own unique style; wealthy women or their daugh­ters booked him for a gen­i­tal tat­too — his spe­cialty. Ju­lia grinned wryly, “…so, did you?” Al­fie looked at her kindly. “Only the fear of the deadly virus kept me from ea­gerly reach­ing for the fruit. The only thing you might call sex was that the ladies re­laxed them­selves be­fore and, of course, dur­ing the tat­too­ing, be­cause the gen­i­tals had to be com­pletely re­laxed for the tat­too­ing. So no, there was ab­so­lutely no sex, my dear. None, zero, nada.” 


Ju­lia looked up at him. “Oh, I’m so sorry! The most de­li­cious figs are dan­gling from the trees, and you poor thing have to go with­out — the fruit re­ally was hang­ing too high. And you tat­tooed that Texas cow with the sway­ing ud­ders; your greedy gaze fol­lowed her fin­ger as she plea­sured her­self non­stop, and you waited briefly un­til she stopped trem­bling and shak­ing. You tat­tooed her with that neu­tral, aloof gaze — like a Turk­ish eu­nuch in the harem, thor­oughly cowed by the virus. I’m grate­ful that you re­frained from mount­ing all those will­ing, horny cows with the jig­gling sil­i­cone ud­ders, that you’re alive, that you’re here, that you’re my hus­band, Al­fie.” Al­fie smiled. “Yeah, you nailed it, my love. I’ve seen it a thou­sand times and smiled en­cour­ag­ingly at ev­ery­one not to stop — which was cer­tainly a prob­lem for the younger ones at first. But her mom was on my side, sup­port­ing me as best she could, un­til the girl — shy and timid at first — be­gan to go along with it, with sparkling sin­ful thoughts in her eyes, non­stop un­til I was done with the art­work.”


Ju­lia gazed out over the tops of the sycamore trees, which tow­ered high into the sky out­side her win­dow. The sun shone through the leaves, cast­ing a warm light on her face. “We used to go to the Sem­mer­ing reg­u­larly with Grandma and Grandpa; they had rented a lit­tle cas­tle there. But once, when I was about 16, we took a sleeper car to Venice; I lay on the lower berth, snug­gled up in Grandpa’s arms, be­cause I didn’t want to climb up to the loft bed — a highly risky climb. Grandpa was quite wealthy, so we stayed at the best ho­tel in the city, the Danieli. Back then, I didn’t need crutches or a wheel­chair — my brit­tle bone dis­ease hadn’t fully de­vel­oped yet. I linked arms with Grandma and Grandpa on ei­ther side and walked be­tween them through the nar­row streets and squares of this won­der­ful city. 


It was shortly af­ter Fer­ragosto, the Au­gust 15 hol­i­day that is sa­cred to Ital­ians. At that time, there were hardly any tourists in Venice, and we had the city all to our­selves. With wide, round eyes, I mar­veled at all the won­ders. Back then, in Venice, I felt very close to Grandpa, be­cause it was he who had in­tro­duced me to the won­ders of sex­u­al­ity in those years, gen­tly guid­ing my fin­ger to­ward its des­ti­na­tion. I was al­ready 16, for God’s sake, and I was sick and tired of those re­served, vir­gin-like ec­stasies. Grandpa’s face glowed and shone as he lay down with an earthly girl like Zeus, the Fa­ther of the Gods, and Grandma, her eyes wide, pressed her fin­gers to her lips as if she were star­tled. But it was some­thing com­pletely nat­u­ral — all three of us knew it. That’s how it hap­pened, and I was over­joyed, Al­fie, the hap­pi­est girl in the ven­er­a­ble Ho­tel Danieli. In Grandpa’s arms, I ex­pe­ri­enced just how sub­lime and sa­cred the act could be when cel­e­brated lov­ingly and with­out im­pu­rity. 


The ill­ness now broke out in full force, and Grandpa had to treat me like a raw egg. Grandma was just afraid he might get me preg­nant right in front of her. But she quickly lost that fear in the time that fol­lowed, be­cause Grandpa never got me preg­nant, even though we were al­ways as rav­en­ous as rab­bits. The Rab­bit Grandpa and the Rab­bit Girl. Grandma al­ways smiled be­mus­edly, be­cause al­though we had to ma­neu­ver care­fully like a train pulling into a hangar, we didn’t know how to use the hand­brake and couldn’t stop un­til the train was com­plete. “My li­bido was run­ning wild, pre­cisely be­cause I ‘for­got’ how to walk,” she gig­gled softly. Tears glis­tened in the cor­ners of Ju­lia’s eyes. “Oh, yes — that was the va­ca­tion that made the big­gest im­pres­sion on me, Al­fie.”


Ju­lia looked up. “Should I read you Grandpa’s farewell let­ter? Grandma and he chose to take their own lives about three years ago.” Al­fie nod­ded, “Just read me the parts that are im­por­tant to you — not any­thing too per­sonal. No, leave that out.” Ju­lia rum­maged through the desk draw­ers and lay down next to him again. “I have to snug­gle right up close to you, Al­fie, be­cause I’m go­ing to cry like a baby.” Al­fie nod­ded, wrapped his arms around her from be­hind, and rested her head on his chest. Ju­lia cleared her throat and be­gan to read:



Ju­lia,

Yes­ter­day was your high school grad­u­a­tion, and Grandma and I are proud of your achieve­ment as the top stu­dent in your class. We send you a big hug and are so proud of how hard and well you’ve worked all these years!


Luzia and I have grown old — old and frail. We’ve de­cided to take our own lives on our own terms. We’ll take the poi­son and, cling­ing tightly to each other, step into the fu­ture, wher­ever it may lead. Hell, but also heaven, are eas­ily trans­par­ent con­structs in­vented for hu­man­ity, just like the gods of Olym­pus. We’ll prob­a­bly wake up on a dis­tant star, per­haps in a Gar­den of Eden — not a bad idea. But it’s even more likely that we’ll sim­ply never wake up again. Lay us side by side to rest in eter­nal peace — our bod­ies, at least. 


Luzia and I were hap­pily mar­ried for 65 years; there were far more highs than lows, and for that I am very grate­ful to her. At the be­gin­ning of our re­la­tion­ship, Luzia was the one with fire in her ass — she was a highly sought-af­ter girl the whole time. I suf­fered just a tiny bit from her af­fairs, but she was worth wait­ing for un­til the vol­cano stopped bub­bling. Then came the golden years — decades of hap­pi­ness as a cou­ple, a time when nei­ther af­fairs nor flings trou­bled us, and when we raised Lothar, your dad. He was the ap­ple of our eyes, a won­der­ful young man. And when he spread his wings, he brought Emily into our fam­ily — your mom, Emilia. We, Zeus and Hera, looked upon the lit­tle fam­ily with pride. And at their wed­ding, I met Emily’s friends. That’s when the vol­cano within me awoke. Luzia smiled gen­tly as the sweet girls, one af­ter an­other, of­fered them­selves to my de­sire. I swear to you, I used nei­ther the cun­ning nor the treach­ery of Zeus, the Fa­ther of the Gods, to lie with them. It was a joy­ful, care­free time, and Luzia’s gen­tle, smil­ing con­sent was my sun­shine.


You were 21 months old when the tragedy hap­pened. Luzia and I re­ally had very lit­tle time to grieve; we took you in, and af­ter much con­sid­er­a­tion, we de­cided not to of­fi­cially adopt you. You were and are Lothar and Emily’s child, pe­riod. Back then, my emo­tions were still boil­ing over, but Grandma and I raised you in a safe and nur­tur­ing en­vi­ron­ment — you never lacked for any­thing.


You were 8 or 9 when I started read­ing to you from ‘Olym­pus’, and you were ab­so­lutely hooked. Right from the start, I had to tell you a great deal about hu­man sex­u­al­ity, be­cause on Olym­pus, sex was as es­sen­tial as the air we breathe. You wanted to know why, what, and for what pur­pose the gods and god­desses were will­ing to do cer­tain things. You grasped Zeus’s wicked­ness just as quickly as Hera’s no less wicked na­ture. They had dif­fer­ent strate­gies and meth­ods, but the goal was to de­vour one an­other to the last drop of blood — you re­al­ized that quickly. Now I had to re­veal all the se­crets of sex­u­al­ity to you, but Luzia wouldn’t go along with it. We ar­gued about what would be right for you, our daugh­ter. 


So that’s how we did it be­hind Luzia’s back. I gen­tly guided your fin­ger and taught you how a girl is sup­posed to do it. You were thrilled, burst­ing with lust, and un­stop­pable! I held your wrist to make sure you took a break so your lit­tle heart wouldn’t burst from the ex­er­tion. You were des­per­ate to ex­pe­ri­ence the male coun­ter­part as well, so I taught you how to do it to me — I taught you how to bring a cock to cli­max, how to make it empty. You were so moved, so awestruck, and filled with holy ec­stasy that I knew just how right it was for you to have learned all of that back then. I didn’t tell Luzia about it un­til many weeks later; she grum­bled and com­plained at first, but she calmed down quickly. I didn’t cor­rupt you — I just ed­u­cated you very thor­oughly.


We sent you to the best schools. You were al­lowed to in­vite all your girl­friends over for sleep­overs, and nei­ther Luzia nor I ever spied on you to see what you and the girls were se­cretly up to. We wanted you to ex­plore and un­der­stand your sex­u­al­ity. And when you in­vited boys over, Luzia had a se­ri­ous talk with you: ev­ery­thing was al­lowed, ex­cept for ac­tual sex­ual in­ter­course. She ex­plained to you why it would be pretty stupid to get preg­nant right now — be­sides, your ill­ness was be­com­ing more and more ap­par­ent. I’ll ad­mit here that I didn’t quite be­lieve ev­ery­thing was fine, so I spied on you. But to my re­lief, you only gave them hand jobs, and Luzia and I were proud of you be­cause you showed self-con­trol.


We’re get­ting to the sen­si­tive part, be­cause I’ve been against in­cest from the very be­gin­ning — I’ve dis­cussed it with Grandma hun­dreds of times. Luzia knew my story, af­ter all. When Mom bathed me when I was a teenager, she’d do it at the end. She would look at me in­tently with her plain peas­ant’s face and say that it wasn’t in­cest, that all moms do it to re­lieve their boys, be­cause that’s what na­ture in­tended. I swal­lowed hard; maybe that was even true, even though Mom cer­tainly had no idea about these things. 


I was 15 and spend­ing my va­ca­tion with Aunt Thea and Un­cle Karl; they had a cabin by the lake. Aunt Thea asked me all sorts of ques­tions, and she laughed heartily when I ad­mit­ted what Mom was putting me through. Aunt Thea was a fash­ion model — and also a nude model — and I had to watch for hours as the pho­tog­ra­phers came for the shoots. And that’s how Thea se­duced me — Thea, Mom’s younger sis­ter! Un­cle Karl just laughed and slapped his thighs — it prob­a­bly looked very funny, the tall beauty and the skinny 15-year-old boy. But that’s how Thea be­came my first. 


And Mom clasped her hands over her head and talked on the phone with Thea for hours. Mom changed; the child­like in­no­cence with which she had done things up un­til then was gone. I’m telling you this be­cause it isn’t writ­ten any­where else, and I want you to know about our fam­ily — not just about gods, god­desses, and the se­duced girls.


Mom twisted the facts — and quite dras­ti­cally at that. I didn’t make any moves or give any sign that I wanted to have sex with her — no, never! But now she said, in a tear­ful tone, how hu­mil­i­at­ing it was that her son had been se­duced by his aunt and was now de­mand­ing the same from his mother! From his mother! I cringed and kept my mouth shut; I didn’t un­der­stand a thing any­more. Day af­ter day, the wail­ing went on and on; Mom ex­posed her­self, filled with shame, be­cause her son sup­pos­edly de­manded it. Yeah, for cry­ing out loud, I sat there silently in the bath­wa­ter and didn’t de­mand a thing! 


But Mom stuck her ass out at me, spread her ass cheeks, and whis­pered that I should just go ahead and look — that this was ex­actly what I’d been de­mand­ing so ve­he­mently. I watched with great in­ter­est, but I’d never de­manded any­thing. But Mom got car­ried away — af­ter all, she was just an un­e­d­u­cated, ne­glected wife who didn’t have a clue about psy­chol­ogy. Her mimicry of Thea was now com­plete; she forced me to stand up and pen­e­trate her from be­hind. May the gods and god­desses for­give me, but my in­stinct knew what to do. 


I did it, and that’s how the in­cest with Mom be­gan. It went on for years, even af­ter I’d al­ready started hav­ing girl­friends from school for sex. Mom in­sisted on it, even af­ter my wed­ding night with Luzia. She looked down on me for how clingy I was to Mom, and so on. So one day — about six months into my mar­riage to Luzia and af­ter hav­ing reg­u­lar sex with both of them — I drew a firm line: Mom was only al­lowed to visit us if she kept her hands off me. Luzia was a huge help in get­ting me away from Mom.


I’m telling you this be­cause it was the pre­lude to our va­ca­tion in Venice when you were 16, Ju­lia. Luzia knew ex­actly that you were as fired up as a loaded gun back then. She also knew full well that you’d choose me to be your first. And she told me to just throw my past with Mom in the trash once and for all, to be man enough for our grand­daugh­ter, and not to chicken out like a cow­ard. It was damn hard for me — I’m just not cut out for in­cest by na­ture. 


But then we did it, and Luzia was just wor­ried that I might ac­ci­den­tally get you preg­nant. Yes, Zeus, the fa­ther of the gods, would have done ex­actly that, but not me. Years ago — with­out Luzia’s knowl­edge or con­sent — I’d had a va­sec­tomy, my vas def­er­ens cut, back when I was chas­ing af­ter Emily’s will­ing girl­friends. That’s how I took on some of the re­spon­si­bil­ity. I knew I could never get you preg­nant, but I didn’t dare ad­mit it to Luzia — not even to this day.


I loved you as if you were my own daugh­ter. I loved you as if you were my beloved af­fair. That’s all I can say to you.


Please, un­der­stand us. I’m 86, Luzia is 82, and we’re both in­cred­i­bly tired. We’ve lived our lives; we’ve ex­pe­ri­enced many beau­ti­ful and many sad mo­ments. We’ve had a long, good life; we’ve been to­gether for over 65 years, just like Phile­mon and Bau­cis. We don’t want to die mis­er­ably with sippy cups, di­a­pers, and Alzheimer’s. We want to sleep our eter­nal sleep side by side — per­haps you can ar­range that, or make sure we get two spots next to each other? No, you don’t need to plant an oak or a lin­den tree, though that would be a lovely ges­ture.


We loved you like a daugh­ter; we gave you ev­ery­thing you needed or wanted, and the no­tary will trans­fer all of our prop­erty to you. Our great­est hope is that you’ll ei­ther pur­sue a won­der­ful course of study or a ful­fill­ing ca­reer — some­thing that’s wheel­chair-ac­ces­si­ble. And that you’ll find a damn prince who’ll dis­cover your glass slip­per and love you at least half as much as Luzia and I have, and treat you like a queen, just as we have all our lives.


En­gel­bert
your grandpa




Ju­lia had bravely held back her tears, but now she rested her face on Al­fie’s chest and let the tears flow. Al­fie held her gen­tly in his arms and set En­gel­bert’s let­ter aside so it wouldn’t get wet. He sat in si­lence and let Ju­lia cry against his chest; she should think of her grandpa and grandma, be­cause they were like a mom and dad to her. When Ju­lia’s sob­bing sub­sided, he fished out his pack of cig­a­rettes, lit two, and handed one to Ju­lia. She took a tis­sue and blew her nose. “Of course, I wasn’t al­lowed to cram two bod­ies into one cof­fin, but I ar­ranged for two plots and had them buried in a shared grave, cof­fin next to cof­fin — that was per­mit­ted. And weeks later, I had an oak and a lin­den tree planted, be­cause I un­der­stood Grandpa.”


She had once shown Al­fie a photo of the grave; they had a shared head­stone made of dark red mar­ble. Be­neath their names and dates of birth, she had the fol­low­ing en­graved: “Μαζί στη ζωή, μαζί και στον θάνατο,” which roughly meant “To­gether in life, to­gether in death.” And be­low that: “Βίον ανθόσπαρτον” — “A life strewn with flow­ers” — which was not only a wed­ding wish but also a tes­ta­ment to the spe­cial na­ture of their mar­riage. They talked for a long time about her youth with Grandma and Grandpa, about Grandpa’s “pri­vate lessons,” and about how events had un­folded and played out in Venice at the Ho­tel Danieli. 


“I al­ways looked away when Grandpa was do­ing it with Grandma, but he didn’t do it very of­ten. Grandma would al­ways laugh and give him a lit­tle tap on the head, ‘The vol­cano’s boiled over again, huh, old man!?’ Grandpa ex­plained to me that they didn’t do it as of­ten any­more be­cause they were too old to have a baby now, but they still tried some­times. I un­der­stood that — Grandpa was a bit like Zeus, that sly old fox.


I had been sit­ting on Grandpa’s lap while he read melo­di­ously from those thick tomes, and I felt his warm hand slip un­der my lit­tle skirt. Ever since he started read­ing about that ras­cal Zeus, he’d been do­ing that — for months now. Grandma coughed, but she just kept knit­ting. I made my­self all soft so he could slip a fin­ger un­der the hem. Zeus’s fin­ger. “Grandpa,” I whis­pered in his ear, “did Zeus re­ally get Metis preg­nant?” Grandpa nod­ded, “Yes, he did, that sly fox!” We both grinned when Grandpa read aloud how Metis took off her veil and lay there com­pletely naked in front of Zeus, lur­ing him to her. Grandpa looked up from the book and de­scribed Metis to me in great de­tail — she had big breasts like Grandma and a tight ass, too. He loved the word “tight” and liked to use it at ev­ery op­por­tu­nity. “If she weren’t firm and stark naked, Zeus wouldn’t have slipped into her bed at all,” Grandpa ex­plained, “That’s true, re­ally!”


“It tick­les so nicely,” I whis­pered, and he nod­ded — af­ter all, the whole thing with Metis wasn’t over yet. “Grandpa,” I whis­pered in his ear, “It’s go­ing to hap­pen again any minute!” and he nod­ded. “That’s how it has to be, lit­tle one, just don’t squirm too much, or Grandma might no­tice some­thing!” I nod­ded and clenched my teeth, be­cause Zeus was just ly­ing on Metis’s belly and mak­ing his baby in­side her — that’s what Zeus al­ways did, just like Grandpa did with Grandma. Grandpa’s ca­resses were so ex­cit­ing, but he just kept read­ing qui­etly. “And Metis re­ally liked that,” I whis­pered, be­cause I’d heard the story a thou­sand times al­ready, “… and then Zeus just took off, and there she is, Metis, with his baby,” I con­cluded, be­cause that’s how it al­ways went with Zeus — that’s why he was such a sly fox. He’d make a baby with any­one, then just take off and act like it wasn’t him. 


“It’s twitch­ing, Grandpa,” I whis­pered, be­cause it al­ways twitched be­fore it came. Grandpa nod­ded, “It al­ways twitches first, then it comes and grabs you ever so gen­tly!” And then it came — the Metis gave birth to a demigod son, and I felt a tremen­dous twitch, but I bravely clenched my teeth. Grandma didn’t look up and kept knit­ting, and my lit­tle legs were shak­ing as if I were cold. But my heart was pound­ing fast, and I felt pretty hot. Af­ter a while, he did it again, and again, un­til the sto­ries were over and the fire in the fire­place had slowly burned down. Grandpa and I — we had a se­cret that Grandma never found out about. And I — I loved that se­cret.” 


The de­ter­mi­na­tion on his strik­ing face af­ter the shout­ing match with Grandma about sex, sex ed­u­ca­tion, and be­ing a child. Grandpa waited un­til Grandma had left for her cof­fee party, then he took Ju­lia into the mas­ter bed­room, and they un­dressed, gig­gling as they got naked. She sat on his lap, and he did it to her a few times with his fin­ger so she’d re­mem­ber what lust and re­lease felt like. He had taken her fin­ger and guided it into her slit — se­ri­ous, fo­cused, and in­fin­itely gen­tle. But she in­stantly suc­cumbed to her over­flow­ing li­bido, let her fin­ger race through her slit, and ex­ploded over and over again. She didn’t want to stop at all.


Grandpa had fi­nally stopped her wrist. “Don’t over­load your heart with too many ex­plo­sions,” he said wor­riedly. She could do it at night, of course, but then she had to stop in time. She had touched Grandpa’s pow­er­fully stiff cock with can­dor and cu­rios­ity and asked him how to go about it with it. He ex­plained the anatomy to her us­ing the ob­ject it­self and the func­tions in the­ory. She then, with a shiver run­ning down her spine, tried to put the the­ory into prac­tice and didn’t give up un­til she suc­ceeded. She gig­gled and grinned from ear to ear. Grandpa said she had learned some­thing im­por­tant.


And this went on un­til she was 16. For her birth­day, they took a train trip to Venice, be­cause the ill­ness was now ad­vanc­ing un­stop­pably. She didn’t dare climb up into the loft bed — a dar­ing climb for a frail girl. So she snug­gled into Grandpa’s arms in the lower bunk and did it in se­cret, from Bruck an der Mur to Vil­lach and be­yond. Venice, the most beau­ti­ful city in the world. And one evening, at the Ho­tel Danieli, young He­lena gave her­self to Zeus. She trem­bled, not be­cause her hy­men had bro­ken, but be­cause her union with Grandpa was so sub­lime and sa­cred. Grandma sat with her knees drawn up in her cot­ton night­gown in the far cor­ner of the large bed, her hand to her lips, her eyes wide open. She had agreed, of course, but Zeus was not sup­posed to get the earthly girl preg­nant.


Ju­lia-He­lena and her Zeus were just like rab­bits. Grandma smiled in­dul­gently be­cause the two of them just couldn’t get enough of each other. They al­ways did it right in front of Grandma; they’d never sneak off be­hind her back — it was a mat­ter of honor! But her heart be­longed to Grandpa, her Zeus. And for Ju­lia, it was heaven on earth. Yes, she’d had a few lit­tle flings later on — ac­tu­ally, only four. Brad, the tat­too artist, was num­ber five, Ju­lia said with a bash­ful look. And af­ter she grad­u­ated from high school, Grandma and Grandpa had left; they didn’t want to rot away like old veg­eta­bles in their old age. Ju­lia was in­de­scrib­ably sad, but she un­der­stood why the two of them had cho­sen to leave on their own terms. They had ful­filled and com­pleted their parental du­ties. Ju­lia had to spread her wings.


She told Al­fie all of this with great se­ri­ous­ness, be­cause she wanted him to have a good un­der­stand­ing of her youth. Al­fie nod­ded; she re­ally had had a won­der­ful, ex­cit­ing, and ful­fill­ing youth.


Al­fie smiled at her. “Ju­lia, do you feel like go­ing on va­ca­tion? Would you like to go some­where with me?” But Ju­lia shook her head. “No, Al­fie. For me, the best thing is to lie here with you and feel com­pletely like your wife. I try not to think about the fact that the year is al­ready over and that one day you’ll have to leave. I don’t need the won­ders of a new set­ting or city to make me shud­der with awe. I feel at home in your em­brace — no won­der in the world could be more beau­ti­ful. I owe my re­cov­ery to you; I can walk tall and proud like any other woman and no longer fear break­ing a bone. Well, I still drive my Fer­rari — purely out of con­ve­nience and nos­tal­gia. I’ve got­ten used to the speed, and I love it when the wind blows through my hair. I’m glad you no longer have to treat me like a frag­ile child, Al­fie, but as a fully-fledged woman with healthy bones.”


Al­fie was quite happy that nei­ther of them felt much like trav­el­ing. He threw him­self into his re­search and work, while Ju­lia took a fresh look at her the­sis and was search­ing for a ti­tle for her dis­ser­ta­tion. The pro­fes­sor wanted to hear a sug­ges­tion, since Ju­lia was no longer a young girl and didn’t need moth­erly guid­ance.


Her daily rou­tine hadn’t changed. Ev­ery morn­ing, Ju­lia worked for IKEA for about two hours and han­dled cus­tomer cor­re­spon­dence with the help of AI. At noon, she drove her Fer­rari down to the pond and fed the birds stale bread and vi­ta­min-rich bird­seed. This hour was a steady an­chor in her daily rou­tine, when she sat next to Al­fie and they could talk about things that had noth­ing to do with their day-to-day work. Mat­ters of the heart, mat­ters of the soul, and things that got un­der their skin. Al­fie, who as al­ways had worked through the night, slept in Ju­lia’s bed through­out the morn­ing. Af­ter lunch, she lay down next to him and then threw her­self into her new project: her doc­toral dis­ser­ta­tion. In the af­ter­noon, Al­fie brewed a won­der­ful cup of Ara­bia cof­fee, which pro­vided a brief break. Of course, he never failed to bring along some sweet cook­ies or pas­tries to go with the cof­fee.


Tues­day af­ter­noons were still re­served for her soul­mate, Yvonne, whose love life was al­ways like a roller coaster ride. Of course, Al­fie lay next to the girls as their lips, gasp­ing with de­sire and lust, snapped at each other’s lips; he ca­ressed their beau­ti­ful bod­ies sen­su­ally and with ob­vi­ous plea­sure. In his en­tire life, Al­fie had never been so closely and di­rectly in­volved in such an in­tense fe­male friend­ship, yet he felt right at home when the girls in­cluded him in their girl-on-girl sex with­out any un­nec­es­sary fuss. 


Ju­lia’s firm re­jec­tion of Yvonne’s re­lent­less ad­vances sur­pris­ingly soft­ened be­cause Yvonne drew him in ir­re­sistibly, like a mag­net. Ju­lia and he never spoke again about her pre­vi­ous re­fusal of Yvonne; Yvonne’s ad­vances had be­come the norm. Bac­chus kissed both girls pas­sion­ately, and he was as happy as a child with two waf­fle cones and two serv­ings of five scoops of ice cream each. He par­tic­i­pated en­thu­si­as­ti­cally in the dis­cus­sions, for he had spent enough time with Yvonne to find his way through the labyrinth of her soul. Al­fie smiled cheer­fully, for the two girls truly loved each other with all their hearts, like sis­ters, like twins. Their per­son­al­i­ties might be as dif­fer­ent as gold and plat­inum, but each was a pre­cious metal. Truly.


The two girls woke up and stretched com­fort­ably, like purring kit­tens. Al­fie kissed Yvonne’s lips and asked how she had come to be a man-de­vour­ing het­aera. Yvonne smiled, “A man-de­vour­ing het­aera!?” She shook her head with a smile, “You’ll be eas­ily dis­ap­pointed, my dar­ling boy. The short an­swer is that I’m my mother’s daugh­ter, be­cause she was a true man-de­vour­ing het­aera, if you’d like to call it that. For a de­tailed an­swer, I’ll need a cig­a­rette to keep my fin­gers busy.” Al­fie lit a cig­a­rette for her and Ju­lia. Ju­lia snug­gled into her girl­friend’s lap and looked up at her.  “Well, my mom was the very em­bod­i­ment of what you’d call a man-de­vour­ing het­aera. Con­se­quently, one day she dis­ap­peared, leav­ing Dad a mean­ing­less farewell note, never to be seen again. My dad, the un­wa­ver­ingly loyal po­lice com­man­der Pospis­chil, crum­bled like a sand­cas­tle. He took early re­tire­ment, started drink­ing, and sought out this or that neigh­bor’s shy wife or un­der­age daugh­ter for sex.” 


But I, a re­bel­lious 15-year-old, spied on him and found out just how loose and list­less these neigh­bors were — rot­ten, spoiled ap­ples with­out a shred of spark, noth­ing more than will­ing sluts. So I de­cided to se­duce him, to trap him be­tween my thighs, and to show him what his girl is ca­pa­ble of — far more than those wet, filthy neigh­bor women. Bear­ing in mind what I’d picked up from Mom, I snatched the poor guy and forced him to be­come my first and only. For a short time he blos­somed; for about three years he plowed my fur­row with en­thu­si­asm and sowed his seed. He loved my breasts and quit drink­ing from one day to the next. Mom had al­ways stared strangely at the blos­som­ing and sprout­ing of my young body. Oh, how proud I was of my boobs! I with­held them from Dad un­til he was will­ing to give up drink­ing. It was pure black­mail, noth­ing else. When I turned 18, he pressed five sav­ings books, stuffed to burst­ing, into my hands. “All my stashed-away money, Yvonne. Use it wisely and make some­thing of your life — don’t waste it like your mom did!” He walked away and never came back. 


I be­gan my stud­ies, worked hard at them, and earned my first doc­tor­ate at age 24. I hardly touched Dad’s sav­ings — af­ter all, I was re­ceiv­ing a pen­sion in his name be­cause he was pre­sumed dead. When he left, I felt a void in my soul — a yawn­ing void. I then set my sights on boys — young, un­spoiled lit­tle flow­ers — and de­voured them greed­ily to fill the void. There must have been hun­dreds of lit­tle an­gels with curly heads and un­touched bod­ies, yet they could not fill the void — only toil dili­gently in the fur­row — but that was still very un­sat­is­fy­ing. 


My lovers grew older and more nu­mer­ous, though each one was more stupid than the last. One doc­tor sleep around? Yeah, they sure could. But they wouldn’t even have been able to spell the word “doc­tor.” I started study­ing phi­los­o­phy, and a pe­tite woman in a wheel­chair crossed my path. We weren’t les­bians, but we both loved mak­ing love to each other be­cause I could be sen­si­tive to her ill­ness. Both of our li­bidos are equally ex­u­ber­ant, and that more than makes up for the ill­ness. Fi­nally, a part­ner who could spell ev­ery for­eign word. That’s why I’m over­joyed with Ju­lia, and I can, with a clear con­science, let one or an­other dim-wit­ted guy plow my fur­row night af­ter night — be­cause I love plow­ing very much, too.  — That was the long ver­sion, Al­fie. — And yes, the fact that you’re good at spell­ing, too, is a real stroke of luck.” Al­fie took her in his arms and ca­ressed her large breasts. “Thank you for telling me that; it com­pletes the pic­ture I have of you.”


Al­fie didn’t let it get him down or make him lose heart. No, you couldn’t win all the time. Some leads turned out to be fruit­less, went unan­swered, or were mean­ing­less. Some­times he did find the source ma­te­rial that had been of­fered, but ei­ther he al­ready had it or it wasn’t suit­able for his col­lec­tion. Then he would gaze grimly at the por­traits of his chil­dren, Wal­traud and Hein­rich. “Keep at it, don’t give up. Keep re­vis­ing and re­sub­mit­ting your dis­ser­ta­tion un­til it’s ac­cepted.” He had told them this time and again; he was their fa­ther, not just some un­in­volved jan­i­tor. His chil­dren’s smiles al­ways lifted his spir­its. He tack­led the next piece — a Vasco da Gama brav­ing the storms of the In­dian Ocean. And the thought of find­ing peace and sleep in Ju­lia’s bed the next morn­ing was com­fort­ing.


Ju­lia, on the other hand, strug­gled with the sub­ject mat­ter, with the gods of Olym­pus. “Leda and the Swan” had al­ready been dis­cussed at length and in great de­tail in her the­sis; she nei­ther wanted nor was able to ex­pand on it fur­ther. She read the myths and leg­ends over and over again. Hera, the sis­ter and wife of Zeus, the fa­ther of the gods, and Zeus him­self re­mained the cen­tral thread run­ning through it all.


Ju­lia leaned back, stretch­ing her hunched back to re­lieve the ten­sion. She wanted to give her dis­ser­ta­tion a ti­tle: “The Olympic Em­pire,” “The Em­pire of Olym­pus,” or some­thing along those lines. She had scrib­bled “The Sex-Ob­sessed Zeus and His No Less Lust­ful Hera” on a piece of pa­per and writ­ten un­der­neath it: “How the Sex-Ob­sessed Gods Will­fully De­stroyed Mount Olym­pus It­self.” But then the note ended up in the trash bin.


She had gath­ered ma­te­rial, or­ga­nized it care­fully, and there was quite a lot of it:




Hera watched his es­capades jeal­ously, her face con­torted, as her hus­band Zeus un­daunted pur­sued all the young, beau­ti­ful god­desses and min­gled with mor­tals to pos­sess and ruin their daugh­ters and wives:


	Metis, the Ti­taness of Wis­dom: Zeus’s first lover. Be­cause it had been proph­e­sied that her son would over­throw Zeus, he de­voured the preg­nant Metis. Their daugh­ter, Athena, later sprang di­rectly from Zeus’s fore­head amid ex­cru­ci­at­ing headaches.

	Leto, an­other Ti­taness: Zeus im­preg­nated her be­fore or dur­ing his mar­riage to Hera. Hera re­lent­lessly pur­sued Leto and for­bade any solid ground from of­fer­ing her a place to give birth. On the float­ing is­land of De­los, Leto fi­nally gave birth to the twins Apollo and Artemis.

	Deme­ter, the god­dess of agri­cul­ture: Zeus mated with his sis­ter, ac­cord­ing to some later myths, in the form of a snake. From this union came Perse­phone, who later be­came the queen of the un­der­world.

	Mnemosyne, the Ti­taness of Mem­ory: Zeus vis­ited her in the guise of a shep­herd. They slept to­gether for nine nights in a row and fa­thered the nine Muses, the pa­tron god­desses of the arts.





When it came to mor­tal women, Zeus used his pow­ers of trans­for­ma­tion in par­tic­u­larly cre­ative ways to re­main un­no­ticed or to se­duce, im­preg­nate, and get them preg­nant:


	Eu­rope, a Phoeni­cian princess: Zeus trans­formed him­self into a beau­ti­ful, gen­tle white bull. When Eu­ropa climbed onto his back, he car­ried her across the sea to Crete. Our con­ti­nent bears her name to­day.

	Leda, the Queen of Sparta: Zeus ap­proached her in the form of a ma­jes­tic swan seek­ing refuge from an ea­gle. Leda then gave birth to two eggs, from which, among oth­ers, the beau­ti­ful He­len (the cat­a­lyst for the Tro­jan War) hatched.

	Danaë, a princess of Ar­gos: Her fa­ther locked her in an un­der­ground bronze tower be­cause an or­a­cle had fore­told that her son would kill him. Zeus nev­er­the­less reached her — as golden rain that fell into her womb. She gave birth to the hero Perseus.

	Al­cmene, the mother of Her­a­cles: Zeus took on the ex­act form of her hus­band Am­phit­ryon, who was away at war. He made the night last three times as long as usual so he could sa­vor the time with her. The re­sult of that night was the most fa­mous hero of an­tiq­uity: Her­a­cles

	Semele, a princess of Thebes: Zeus loved her while in hu­man form. How­ever, the jeal­ous Hera per­suaded the preg­nant Semele to ask Zeus to re­veal him­self in his true, di­vine splen­dor. Since no mor­tal could sur­vive this, Semele was con­sumed by a bolt of light­ning. Zeus saved the un­born child, sewed it into his own thigh, and later gave birth to Diony­sus, the god of wine.



Zeus’s de­sire knew no bounds when it came to gen­der. He fell in love with the Tro­jan prince Ganymede, the most beau­ti­ful of all mor­tals. Tak­ing the form of a gi­ant ea­gle, Zeus car­ried the young man off to Mount Olym­pus, where he served as the cup­bearer to the gods and be­came Zeus’s lover.



Ju­lia snug­gled up against Al­fie’s raised knee and con­tin­ued read­ing to him from her notes:



Zeus, that lech­er­ous fel­low, was far from fin­ished with his es­capades be­tween the thighs of gods and mor­tals,


	Eu­rynome, an Oceanid, a sea god­dess: Zeus se­duced this daugh­ter of Oceanus. From this union came the three Charites (known in Ro­man mythol­ogy as the Three Graces), who are the em­bod­i­ment of grace, beauty, and joy in Aphrodite’s ret­inue.

	Neme­sis, the god­dess of right­eous wrath: Neme­sis was de­ter­mined to es­cape Zeus and, while flee­ing, trans­formed her­self into a goose. Zeus saw through the ruse, trans­formed him­self into a swan, and over­pow­ered her. Neme­sis then laid an egg, which was found by shep­herds and given to Leda — and from this egg, the fa­mous He­len hatched.

	As­te­ria, the Ti­taness of the Stars: To es­cape Zeus’s re­lent­less pur­suit, As­te­ria trans­formed her­self into a quail and plunged into the sea. There she trans­formed into a float­ing is­land called As­te­ria, which later be­came known as De­los — the very place where her sis­ter Leto found refuge to give birth to Apollo and Artemis.

	An­tiope, an­other princess of Thebes: Zeus ap­proached her in the bizarre form of a wild, drunken satyr (a lust­ful myth­i­cal crea­ture with goat’s feet). An­tiope be­came preg­nant and gave birth to the twins Am­phion and Zethos, who later built the city walls of Thebes.

	Aegina, a river nymph: Zeus ab­ducted her, tak­ing the form of a blaz­ing fire or a mighty ea­gle, and car­ried her off to an un­in­hab­ited is­land. Her fa­ther, the river god Aso­pos, pur­sued Zeus in a rage but was struck down by his light­ning bolts. The is­land was named Aegina af­ter her; their son, Aiakos, be­came the grand­fa­ther of the hero Achilles.

	Elara, a mor­tal princess: Fear­ing Hera’s mer­ci­less re­venge, Zeus hid the preg­nant Elara deep un­der­ground in the dark­est caves. There she gave birth to the gi­ant Tityos. Since Tityos grew to such gi­gan­tic pro­por­tions, he tore open his mother’s womb at birth, which is why he is of­ten con­sid­ered the son of the Earth (Gaia).

	Cal­listo, a nymph from Artemis’s ret­inue: Cal­listo had taken a vow of chastity. To gain her trust, Zeus promptly trans­formed him­self into his own daugh­ter, the god­dess Artemis. When Cal­listo be­came preg­nant, the de­cep­tion was ex­posed. An en­raged Hera trans­formed her into a bear. Zeus later saved her from be­ing hunted by plac­ing her in the sky as the con­stel­la­tion Ursa Ma­jor.





Ju­lia’s voice trem­bled as she read all of this aloud to her Al­fie. She was in the mid­dle of her topic — in the midst of the in­trigues, the de­cep­tions, and the sex­ual es­capades of Olym­pus — be­cause, of course, Zeus wasn’t the only one who was get­ting in­ti­mate with the god­desses and mor­tal women.

 It’s just that the other gods were much bet­ter at hid­ing their mis­deeds and dirty deeds from the whole world. The sto­ry­tellers and mythog­ra­phers took their cue from Zeus and lacked the pa­tience to tell us how these other fel­lows cor­nered the god­desses and mor­tal maid­ens in a se­cluded spot and there brazenly reached for the un­touch­able — their un­der­gar­ments. The “un­touch­able” — for if any­one touched it, it was al­ways rape. Qui­etly, se­cretly, and un­no­ticed by all, they fol­lowed the Fa­ther of the Gods’ ex­am­ple and tore the “un­touch­able” off the girls. Saliva dripped from the cor­ners of their mouths as they got aroused by the girls’ naked­ness, these guys. And so they de­filed, had sex with, and ru­ined the girls, who trem­bled with shame, dis­gust, and fear. 

Ju­lia de­fi­antly wiped an an­gry tear from the cor­ner of her eye. How many sto­ries, tales, and leg­ends have never been writ­ten down about these schemes!?



Zeus’s es­capades to get his hands on the un­der­gar­ments of the most unattain­able women of­ten ended badly:

The Beau­ti­ful Queen Lamia. Zeus loved her, which pro­voked Hera’s most ex­treme wrath. Hera killed all of Lamia’s chil­dren and robbed her of sleep. Driven mad by grief, Lamia trans­formed into a child-de­vour­ing mon­ster. Zeus, moved by com­pas­sion, at least granted her the abil­ity to pluck out her own eyes so that, free from those ter­ri­ble vi­sions, she might fi­nally sleep.

Yet Hera, Zeus’s wife, was con­sid­ered the epit­ome of mar­i­tal fi­delity and chastity, even though she likely en­gaged in quite a few se­cret af­fairs, with­out any­one dar­ing to record them in writ­ing. Or per­haps they did? Ju­lia dug out the leg­ends of old Thibault and ap­pended them to the end of her sum­mary about Hera. But now she was go­ing through Hes­iod’s records and frag­ments. Wasn’t there, af­ter all, some­one who squeezed his way un­der Hera’s un­der­wear, who, brazen and fren­zied with lust, thrust him­self be­tween her di­vine, oh-so-chaste moth­erly thighs?


	 The Se­cret Lover: Endymion This is prob­a­bly the strong­est ev­i­dence of a real af­fair: Ac­cord­ing to the writ­ings of the an­cient poet Epi­menides (and an­cient frag­ments by Hes­iod), the beau­ti­ful mor­tal Endymion was a se­cret lover of Hera — and pre­sum­ably not the only one. She freely al­lowed this hand­some mor­tal to slip be­neath her un­der­gar­ments as well as be­tween her snow-white thighs, so that she might be warmed by his pas­sion.

When Zeus dis­cov­ered the af­fair, he was be­side him­self with jeal­ousy. As pun­ish­ment, Zeus con­demned Endymion to an eter­nal, end­less sleep. (In bet­ter-known myths, this story is at­trib­uted to the moon god­dess Se­lene, but in the old­est ac­counts, it fea­tures a vivid de­scrip­tion of Hera’s in­sa­tiable, di­vine lust.)

	Con­cep­tion on one’s own: Hep­haes­tus
When it comes to in­fi­delity in the broad­est sense, one must con­sider Hera’s preg­nancy with the god of smiths, Hep­haes­tus.
The Im­mac­u­late Con­cep­tion: Out of anger that Zeus had fa­thered Athena alone (from his own head), Hera de­cided to con­ceive a child en­tirely with­out Zeus as well. The Se­cret Ver­sion: In a few very rare, di­ver­gent leg­ends, how­ever, it is ru­mored that Hera did not con­ceive Hep­haes­tus solely through the power of her will, but rather that she cheer­fully mated with the gi­ant Parthe­nios — one of Zeus’s most ve­he­ment op­po­nents — in or­der to get back at him.

	Sought Af­ter and At­tacked: Ix­ion and the gi­ants.
There were men who loved Hera so pas­sion­ately that they tried to se­duce her in se­cret and force her to have sex with them.

Ix­ion, the mor­tal king was so ob­sessed with Hera that he tried to se­cretly ap­proach her dur­ing a feast on Mount Olym­pus. Hera seemed to play along, but placed a cloud (Nephele) in his bed that looked ex­actly like her. Ix­ion did not no­tice — and Zeus ban­ished him to an eter­nally burn­ing wheel in the un­der­world for this at­tempted adul­tery.

	Por­phyrion, the king of the Gi­ants, was filled by the gods of love with such a fren­zied long­ing for the se­cret be­tween Hera’s thighs that, in the midst of the bat­tle (the Gi­gan­tomachy), he tore off her clothes, and was just about to mount her when Zeus stopped him with a bolt of light­ning.

	Be­fore she was in­cor­po­rated into Greek mythol­ogy as the “wife of Zeus,” Hera was a pow­er­ful, in­de­pen­dent Mother God­dess of Pre­his­tory, not averse to the car­nal. In these an­cient, lo­cal cults (es­pe­cially in Ar­gos), she likely had her own part­ners — both mor­tal and di­vine — who were later sys­tem­at­i­cally erased from the sto­ries by the priests of Zeus in or­der to se­cure the supremacy of the Fa­ther of the Gods.



But who were these fear­less men who tried to se­duce Hera, slip un­der her un­der­gar­ments, and cheek­ily squeeze them­selves be­tween her di­vine thighs?


	Ix­ion, King of the Lap­iths: He was a guest on Mount Olym­pus and at­tempted to se­duce Hera. Zeus saw through his scheme and formed a cloud in Hera’s like­ness (the lovely Nephele). Ix­ion mated with this cloud (giv­ing rise to the cen­taurs). As pun­ish­ment for his at­tempted adul­tery with the queen of the gods, Zeus had Ix­ion chained to an eter­nally burn­ing wheel in the un­der­world.

	Endymion: In a few rare leg­ends, a mor­tal youth man­aged to lie with Hera. Zeus then pun­ished him with an eter­nal, end­less sleep.

	Io When Zeus se­duced Io, Hera caught them in the act. Zeus quickly trans­formed Io into a white cow to hide her. Her re­venge: Hera pre­tended to be un­aware, de­manded the cow as a gift, and ap­pointed the hun­dred-eyed gi­ant Ar­gus as her guardian so that Zeus could no longer ap­proach her. Af­ter Her­mes killed Ar­gus on Zeus’s or­ders, Hera sent a gi­ant hor­net that stung the cow — Io — re­lent­lessly, driv­ing her mad and chas­ing her across the en­tire earth. In mem­ory of Ar­gus, Hera placed his hun­dred eyes in the feath­ers of her fa­vorite an­i­mal, the pea­cock.

	Semele When the mor­tal Semele was preg­nant with Zeus’s child, Hera trans­formed her­self into an old wet nurse and sowed doubt in Semele’s heart as to whether her lover was truly the fa­ther of the gods. She per­suaded Semele to de­mand an ir­rev­o­ca­ble oath from Zeus: that he re­veal him­self to her in his true, di­vine form. Zeus had to obey — and since no mor­tal can sur­vive the sight of pure light­ning and thun­der, Semele was in­stantly con­sumed by fire.

	Leto When the Ti­taness Leto was preg­nant with the twins Apollo and Artemis, Hera im­posed a uni­ver­sal ban. She swore that no spot on earth where the sun had ever shone would grant Leto a place to give birth. She also sent the Python snake  to hunt Leto. Leto fi­nally found refuge on the float­ing is­land of De­los, which was not con­sid­ered solid ground.

	Cal­listo Af­ter the nymph Cal­listo had been im­preg­nated by Zeus, Hera’s jeal­ousy struck again. She trans­formed the beau­ti­ful girl into a shaggy bear. Years later, Cal­listo’s own son, the hunter Ar­cas, came upon the bear and, un­aware of her true iden­tity, was about to shoot her. Zeus pre­vented the tragedy at the last mo­ment and placed both of them in the sky as con­stel­la­tions (the Big Dip­per and the Lit­tle Dip­per). But even then, Hera took her re­venge: she for­bade the sea god­dess Tethys from ever al­low­ing the bears to bathe (sink) in her wa­ters — which is why these con­stel­la­tions re­main cir­cum­po­lar to this day and never touch the hori­zon.

	Her­a­cles Hera’s great­est ha­tred was di­rected at the hero Her­a­cles, the son of Al­cmene. Even when he was still an in­fant in his cra­dle, she sent two poi­sonous gi­ant snakes to kill him (but lit­tle Her­a­cles sim­ply stran­gled them). Later, she caused him to suf­fer a tem­po­rary bout of mad­ness, which led him to kill his own wife and chil­dren — the sub­se­quent fa­mous “12 Labors of Her­a­cles” were his atone­ment for this act.
Hera’s ha­tred of Her­a­cles was so deep that even his name was an irony of fate: Her­a­cles trans­lates to “Glory of Hera.” His en­tire ex­is­tence and all his heroic deeds were based solely on the fact that Hera’s ha­rass­ment forced him to rise above him­self.

Even be­fore he was born, Hera de­layed his de­liv­ery so that his cousin Eu­rys­theus would be born first and thus claim the right to the throne. When Her­a­cles was a few months old, Hera sent two enor­mous, ven­omous snakes into his nurs­ery. While his twin brother Iph­i­cles ran away scream­ing, the di­vine child grabbed the rep­tiles with his bare hands and stran­gled them, laugh­ing.

There is a bizarre myth about how Her­a­cles came to be im­mor­tal. Zeus se­cretly placed the sleep­ing in­fant Her­a­cles at the breast of the sleep­ing Hera so that he might drink her di­vine milk. When Hera awoke and no­ticed the strange child, she pushed him away roughly. The milk that spurted into space as a re­sult formed the Milky Way (a gal­axy, de­rived from the Greek word for milk: gala).

Her­a­cles grew up, mar­ried Megara, and had chil­dren. Hera, who could not bear his suc­cess, struck him with a sud­den, vi­o­lent bout of mad­ness. In this state, he mis­took his own fam­ily for en­e­mies and killed them. When he came to his senses and re­al­ized the tragedy, he went, deeply trau­ma­tized, to the Or­a­cle of Del­phi. As atone­ment, he had to en­ter the ser­vice of King Eu­rys­theus — with Hera pulling the strings be­hind the scenes to dic­tate the fa­mous 12 im­pos­si­ble labors (such as fight­ing the Hy­dra or cap­tur­ing the hell­hound Cer­berus). For nearly ev­ery task, Hera sent ad­di­tional mon­sters or ob­sta­cles to en­sure his fail­ure.

When Her­a­cles fi­nally died from the poi­son of the cen­taur Nes­sus and his mor­tal body was cre­mated, Zeus raised his im­mor­tal soul to Olym­pus. Once there, the im­pos­si­ble hap­pened: Hera made peace with him. His su­per­hu­man en­durance had earned her re­spect. To seal the peace, Hera rit­u­ally adopted him and gave him her own daugh­ter, Hebe (the god­dess of youth), as his wife.

	The Plague of Aegina. When Zeus ab­ducted the nymph Aegina to an is­land and fa­thered a son, Aiakos, with her, Hera was un­able to catch her lover di­rectly. She sent a ter­ri­ble plague of snakes and in­sects, as well as a toxic heat wave, to sweep across the en­tire is­land of Aegina. The wa­ter in the wells turned foul. Al­most all the hu­man in­hab­i­tants died in agony. In des­per­a­tion, Aiakos prayed to Zeus, who then trans­formed the ants of a sa­cred tree into hu­mans — the so-called Myr­mi­dons, who later be­came fa­mous as Achilles’ elite war­riors in the Tro­jan War.

	Echo The nymph Echo was not ac­tu­ally one of Zeus’s lovers at all, but merely a pawn. Zeus used Echo’s in­ces­sant chat­ter to en­gage Hera in con­ver­sa­tion while he was en­joy­ing him­self in the woods with other nymphs. When Hera saw through the de­cep­tion, she con­demned Echo to never be able to speak on her own again. From then on, Echo could only re­peat the last words some­one else had just spo­ken — the ori­gin of the word “echo” as we know it to­day.

	Ino and Athamas Ino was the sis­ter of Semele (the mother of Diony­sus). Af­ter Semele’s death, Ino took in the di­vine in­fant Diony­sus and se­cretly raised him dis­guised as a girl to hide him from Hera. Hera found out. She in­fected Ino and her hus­band, King Athamas, with a mur­der­ous mad­ness. Athamas mis­took his el­dest son for a deer and shot him with his bow. Ino, in a state of ut­ter mad­ness, grabbed her other son, threw him into a boil­ing caul­dron, and then jumped off a cliff into the sea with his body.



The Olympic gods’ re­ac­tion to Hera’s ex­treme wrath was a mix­ture of fear, help­less­ness, and pas­sive re­sis­tance. Since Hera was the most pow­er­ful god­dess of Olym­pus and the ruler’s of­fi­cial con­sort, hardly any­one dared to openly op­pose her. When they did, it usu­ally ended in chaos. The gods re­sponded to Hera’s cam­paigns of vengeance in es­sen­tially four dif­fer­ent ways:


	The Re­bel­lion: At one point, Hera’s tyranny and jeal­ousy to­ward Zeus got on the other gods’ nerves so much that they banded to­gether against the cou­ple. Hera, Po­sei­don, Apollo, and Athena in­sti­gated a mutiny. They sur­prised Zeus while he was asleep and bound him to his bed with a hun­dred knots. They mocked him and sought to re­dis­tribute power. The sea nymph Thetis, who was madly in love with Zeus, se­cretly sum­moned the hun­dred-armed gi­ant Bri­ares to her aid, and he freed Zeus in the blink of an eye. The pun­ish­ment: Zeus was mer­ci­less. As pun­ish­ment, he chained Hera to the sky with golden shack­les around her wrists and tied anvils to her feet. She had to hang in agony above the abyss un­til the other gods swore never to rebel against Zeus again.

	Many gods felt deep com­pas­sion for the vic­tims of Hera’s wrath, but they helped only in se­cret so as not to be­come tar­gets them­selves. Zeus of­ten en­listed the help of his son Her­mes (the mes­sen­ger of the gods). It was Her­mes who, on Zeus’s or­ders, lulled Io’s guardian (the hun­dred-eyed Ar­gus) to sleep and be­headed him. He also res­cued the un­born Diony­sus from the flames of the dy­ing Semele and brought him to safety.

	As Leto, when Hera, while preg­nant with Apollo and Artemis, was chased across the en­tire earth and for­bid­den to give birth any­where, the sea gods de­lib­er­ately looked the other way when the float­ing is­land of De­los granted Leto asy­lum. They helped Leto cir­cum­vent the curse with­out di­rectly con­fronting Hera.

	Hera’s own chil­dren had ex­tremely mixed feel­ings about their mother’s out­bursts of rage. Af­ter his birth, Hera had cast Hep­haes­tus from Mount Olym­pus be­cause of his ug­li­ness. In re­venge, he later built a mag­nif­i­cent golden throne and gave it to her as a gift. When Hera sat down on it, in­vis­i­ble chains snapped shut around her. No god could free her. It was only when Diony­sus got Hep­haes­tus drunk and brought him back to Olym­pus on a don­key that he re­lented and agreed to re­lease his mother in ex­change for the beau­ti­ful Aphrodite as his wife.

	Ares, the god of war: He was the only one who of­ten shared Hera’s wrath. Dur­ing the Tro­jan War, Hera re­peat­edly sent Ares into bat­tle to de­stroy the Tro­jans — sim­ply out of re­venge for the fact that the Tro­jan prince Paris had cho­sen Aphrodite over Hera in a beauty con­test.

	Nymphs, river gods, and lesser deities trem­bled be­fore Hera. When Zeus se­duced a nymph, even her own sis­ters would of­ten turn their backs on her to avoid fall­ing into Hera’s crosshairs. When the river god Aso­pos tried to res­cue his daugh­ter Aegina, who had been ab­ducted by Zeus, not a sin­gle god came to his aid — they all stood by in si­lence as Zeus struck him back with light­ning, be­cause no one wanted to risk Hera’s sub­se­quent vengeance on the en­tire re­gion.
 Hera’s po­si­tion was so unas­sail­able that Mount Olym­pus was es­sen­tially a con­stant po­lit­i­cal mine­field: Ev­ery­one knew about Zeus’s af­fairs, but they all pre­tended not to see any­thing so as not to jeop­ar­dize the frag­ile peace among the gods.



Athena and Apollo had ex­tremely dif­fer­ent re­la­tion­ships with their step­mother, Hera. Both were il­le­git­i­mate chil­dren of Zeus and thus liv­ing proof of his in­fi­delity. But while Athena be­came Hera’s clos­est ally, the re­la­tion­ship be­tween Apollo and Hera was marked by deep mis­trust and trau­matic mem­o­ries. Here’s how the two prom­i­nent di­vine sib­lings dealt with the jeal­ous queen of the gods:


	Athena, the god­dess of wis­dom and strate­gic war­fare, was Zeus’s ab­so­lute fa­vorite daugh­ter. She sprang di­rectly from his head. Since she had no bi­o­log­i­cal mother in the tra­di­tional sense (Zeus had swal­lowed the preg­nant Metis), she posed no di­rect threat to Hera nor served as a re­minder of “an­other woman.” Like Hera, Athena was a guardian of so­cial or­der, civ­i­liza­tion, and jus­tice. Both ab­horred brute force (as em­bod­ied by Ares). The Tro­jan prince Paris had cho­sen Aphrodite as the most beau­ti­ful in the fa­mous con­test of beauty. This deeply wounded the pride of both Hera and Athena. Dur­ing the Tro­jan War, the two god­desses worked hand in hand to ruth­lessly de­stroy the Tro­jans. They hatched plans be­hind the scenes and jointly ma­nip­u­lated the bat­tle­field.  De­spite her close­ness to Zeus, Athena was wise enough to rec­og­nize when her fa­ther was be­com­ing too tyran­ni­cal. She ac­tively par­tic­i­pated in Hera’s plot (de­scribed above) to bind Zeus. How­ever, Zeus later for­gave her for this more read­ily than he did the oth­ers.

	The re­la­tion­ship be­tween Apollo, the god of light, mu­sic, and prophecy, and Hera had been filled with ha­tred for him from the very be­gin­ning. He had never for­got­ten Hera’s bru­tal pur­suit of his preg­nant mother, Leto. Just four days af­ter his birth on the is­land of De­los, the new­born Apollo took up a bow and ar­row and killed the Python — the mon­ster that Hera had sent to bring death to his mother. Apollo spent his en­tire life pro­tect­ing his mother, Leto, from Hera’s re­lent­less ha­rass­ment.



When Hera in­cited the gi­ant Tityos to rape the beau­ti­ful Leto, Apollo and his twin sis­ter Artemis didn’t hes­i­tate for a mo­ment and came to their mother’s aid: To­gether, they struck down the gi­ant with a hail of poi­soned ar­rows.

Dur­ing the Tro­jan War, Apollo and Hera were bit­ter en­e­mies. While Hera sup­ported the Greeks, Apollo pro­tected the Tro­jans (es­pe­cially Hec­tor) and even sent a dev­as­tat­ing plague to the camp of Hera’s fa­vorite Greek war­riors.

On Mount Olym­pus, an icy, armed truce reigned be­tween the two. Apollo re­spected Hera’s power as queen, but for the most part kept his dis­tance from her. Hera, for her part, knew how pow­er­ful and deadly Apollo’s ar­rows were, and avoided pro­vok­ing him di­rectly.

Athena used her diplo­matic wis­dom and skill to co­ex­ist with Hera as equals and to fight their com­mon en­e­mies. Apollo, on the other hand, re­mained the loyal son of his mother Leto through­out his life and al­ways treated Hera with cool, aloof wari­ness.



Al­fie had been lis­ten­ing in­tently to Ju­lia. Now that she looked up at the end of her notes and said that this was per­haps 10% of her ma­te­rial, he pulled a sheet of pa­per out of his back­pack. “Mean­while, I’ve been do­ing a lit­tle dig­ging and found the fol­low­ing at the Uni­ver­sity of Thes­sa­loniki: an old, orally trans­mit­ted leg­end. In an­cient times, a wan­ton girl lived in the sur­round­ing coun­try­side — the lust­ful Kalkidike. She was af­ter the tac­i­turn, well-en­dowed shep­herds of the re­gion and con­quered them, one af­ter the other, shame­lessly and un­stop­pably. She gave birth to triplets and in­sisted with ab­so­lute cer­tainty that Zeus, the fa­ther of the gods him­self, had im­preg­nated her while dis­guised as a shep­herd. No one took her se­ri­ously, ex­cept for the ag­ing Hera, who knew full well that Zeus had noth­ing to do with it. She was en­raged by the girl’s au­dac­ity, so she trans­formed her into the Chalkidiki Penin­sula; her chil­dren be­came the three head­lands of Kas­san­dra, Sitho­nia, and Athos.“Al­fie smiled. “It would be a good idea to weave the story of way­ward Kalkidike into your work, wouldn’t it?” Ju­lia picked up the note. “Yes, I could very well in­clude it in the chap­ter ‘Char­la­tans, Liars, and Fake Sto­ries.’ Thanks, Al­fie, for find­ing the time to share these lit­tle gems with me on top of your own work.”


Ju­lia’s dis­ser­ta­tion kept grow­ing and grow­ing; she had to start pre­par­ing a fair copy quickly, and soon she had com­pleted the first 750 pages. She had ac­tu­ally pieced to­gether the Olympian Em­pire based on the di­vine cou­ple Zeus and Hera and pro­duced a very com­pre­hen­sive work on the di­vine cou­ple and their his­tory. Yes, there was still a lot to add, foot­notes to com­pile, and here and there a bit of text to in­vent so that it read smoothly and co­her­ently.


Al­fie read through her fi­nal draft again and again, his red pen tire­lessly mark­ing purely gram­mat­i­cal er­rors or mis­takes that dis­torted the mean­ing. But he was con­vinced that Ju­lia’s dis­ser­ta­tion would be met with great en­thu­si­asm and aca­demic recog­ni­tion.


Lost in thought, Ju­lia sucked on the end of her ball­point pen. Ev­ery­one was talk­ing about Zeus — the guy was the most pro­lific se­ducer and sire in the his­tory of the gods. But no one spoke of Hera. She em­bod­ied mar­i­tal fi­delity, the very im­age of the faith­ful and stead­fast wife who had a glut­ton for a hus­band — the poor, un­for­tu­nate woman. But it was pre­cisely this po­lit­i­cally ex­pe­di­ent em­pha­sis on the pil­lars of mar­riage — which were sup­posed to hold so­cial life to­gether — that was the big lie told by the his­to­ri­ans. A stead­fastly chaste Hera was the an­chor for main­tain­ing law and or­der.


This was where Ju­lia wanted to start. She re­searched and delved into the depths of an­cient Greek mythol­ogy to shake Hera’s im­age of pu­rity. It didn’t sit well with her at all to por­tray only the un­re­strained Fa­ther of the Gods, while his wife had the spot­less rep­u­ta­tion on Mount Olym­pus. That was un­fair, be­cause while Zeus worked with the thun­der­ous clang of his ham­mer, Hera op­er­ated silently with a scalpel. She kept dig­ging un­til she could peel away a layer of Hera’s im­age — just a lit­tle, but still.

Ju­lia typed away, page af­ter page.



This is the most con­sis­tent and psy­cho­log­i­cally pro­found in­ter­pre­ta­tion of these se­cret myths. When viewed in this light, Hera — the sup­pos­edly “chaste” queen of the gods — be­comes a mas­ter of sub­ver­sive war­fare who de­feats Zeus with his own weapons.  Zeus con­tin­u­ally hu­mil­i­ates Hera in pub­lic through his count­less af­fairs with mor­tals, nymphs, and god­desses. Hera, who — as the ruler of Olym­pus — can­not sim­ply leave him po­lit­i­cally, chooses the ul­ti­mate, se­cret be­trayal for her re­venge: She se­cretly al­lows her­self to be mated by none other than his ex­is­ten­tial arch­en­e­mies — the Ti­tans and cos­mic gi­ants. In my re­search, this dy­namic of “sex­ual re­tal­i­a­tion” can be per­fectly il­lus­trated by three points: 

Choos­ing Part­ners: 
	A bla­tant provo­ca­tion against Zeus’s rule! Hera does not choose in­signif­i­cant demigods for her mis­deeds. She turns to the be­ings whom Zeus fears most — and whom he has van­quished in bru­tal cos­mic wars (the Ti­tanomachy and the Gi­gan­tomachy):

	Ta­los / Ty­phon: The Cre­tan sun god Ta­los or pri­mor­dial cos­mic forces rep­re­sent the old or­der that Zeus over­threw.

	Eu­rymedon: As a Ti­tan, he em­bod­ies the gen­er­a­tion of Cronus that was ban­ished to Tar­tarus by Zeus. By al­low­ing her­self to be im­preg­nated by Ti­tans, Hera not only breaks her mar­riage vows but also com­mits high trea­son. She sex­u­ally al­lies her­self with the op­po­si­tion to con­ceive il­le­git­i­mate chil­dren who have the po­ten­tial to over­throw Zeus from the throne. Other an­cient com­men­ta­tors (“enioi”), how­ever, sug­gest that it was a se­cret and ro­man­tic love af­fair in which Hera vol­un­tar­ily gave her­self to the Ti­tan. In ei­ther case, by be­com­ing in­volved with Eu­rymedon (the ruler of the wild gi­ants) and al­low­ing him to cop­u­late with her lust­fully, she con­ceived a child with the most dan­ger­ous anti-Zeus fac­tion in the uni­verse.


The Per­ver­sion of Re­venge! 
	The De­ceived De­ceiver. Zeus’s great­est weak­ness is his mon­u­men­tal pride (his ego). Hera knows this. How­ever, a pub­lic af­fair on her part would de­stroy the in­sti­tu­tion of mar­riage, which se­cures her own power base on Earth. So she takes her re­venge in se­cret: she gives Zeus’s en­e­mies what he cher­ishes most — her un­touch­able, di­vine body — and mates with them. She forces Zeus into the hu­mil­i­a­tion of hav­ing to raise cuck­olded chil­dren in his own home (Mount Olym­pus) — such as Hep­haes­tus or Prometheus — while he must put on a show of a per­fect mar­riage for the world to see. She gets back at him for his “bil­lions of af­fairs” by un­der­min­ing his sup­posed ab­so­lute con­trol over Olym­pus from within.


The bi­o­log­i­cal de­cep­tion (partheno­gen­e­sis as a dis­guise). 
	This brings my en­tire in­ves­ti­ga­tion full cir­cle: The “fa­ther­less con­cep­tion” (partheno­gen­e­sis) of Hep­haes­tus, cel­e­brated in the of­fi­cial texts (Hes­iod), is, from this per­spec­tive, the most in­ge­nious cover-up in world lit­er­a­ture. Hera presents to Olym­pus an act of adul­tery and a bas­tard child sired by a Ti­tan as an “au­ton­o­mous, fem­i­nist act” with­out a man. She uses the myth of pure vir­gin­ity as a shield so that Zeus can­not pub­licly ex­e­cute her, while in se­cret she knows ex­actly who truly fa­thered the god of fire.





Ju­lia leaned back. There was a very in­ter­est­ing pas­sage — a fic­tional di­a­logue be­tween Hera and Zeus about the at­tempt to se­duce the Ix­ion, who was ab­so­lutely con­vinced that he had slept with the “Iron Lady.” 


	In the Satires of Lu­cian of Samosata (“Di­a­logues of the Gods” from the 2nd cen­tury CE), the bit­ing Syr­ian-Greek satirist wrote hu­mor­ous vi­gnettes that ruth­lessly mocked the Olympian faith. In the 5th and 6th “Di­a­logues of the Gods,” Zeus and Hera are sit­ting at the ta­ble in the midst of a mar­i­tal quar­rel: Hera is giv­ing Zeus a bru­tal dress­ing-down over his lat­est lover, the Tro­jan Ganymede. She ac­cuses him of de­stroy­ing the dig­nity of Olym­pus. The punch­line: When Zeus ar­ro­gantly shouts back that Ganymed sim­ply “kisses him bet­ter than she does,” Hera merely smiles con­temp­tu­ously in Lu­cian’s sub­text. Why? Be­cause in the very next chap­ter (Con­ver­sa­tion VI), the mor­tal Ix­ion ap­pears — a man Hera has so skill­fully ma­nip­u­lated in se­cret that he be­lieves he has ac­tu­ally slept with her. Here, Lu­cian il­lus­trates the bit­ter para­dox: Zeus loudly boasts about his af­fairs, while Hera qui­etly cas­trates him — both in­tel­lec­tu­ally and sex­u­ally — through the de­cep­tions of her ad­mir­ers (the “cloud adul­ter­ies”).

	The philoso­pher Chrysip­pus of Soloi shocked the an­cient world with his anal­y­sis of a highly erotic paint­ing — now lost but no­to­ri­ous in an­tiq­uity — de­pict­ing the ob­scene Stoic para­dox. It de­picted Zeus and Hera in an ex­plicit, in­ti­mate pose (Hera per­form­ing oral sex on Zeus). The satire be­hind it: An­cient crit­ics used this im­age to mock the di­vine cou­ple. Hera’s hid­den be­trayal: In the philo­soph­i­cal in­ter­pre­ta­tion, how­ever, this im­age served as proof of Hera’s true tac­tic. She uses the most in­ti­mate act not out of love, but to cloud Zeus’s senses. By seem­ingly sub­mit­ting her­self com­pletely to him and cater­ing to his de­sires, she robs him of his men­tal clar­ity. It is the vis­ual em­bod­i­ment of Dios Ap­ate (the de­cep­tion of Zeus): She si­lences him in bed so that she can forge her se­cret al­liances with his en­e­mies be­hind his back (such as her clan­des­tine li­aisons with the Ti­tans or Cre­tan gods, or her sup­port of the Greeks at Troy).

	Nowhere do they clash more bru­tally than in Book 15 of the ‘Il­iad’ — im­me­di­ately af­ter Hera, us­ing Aphrodite’s magic belt, se­duces Zeus on Mount Ida and sends him into a deep sleep. Zeus’s Awak­en­ing: Zeus wakes up and sees that the Greeks are turn­ing the tide of the war be­cause Hera has be­trayed him. He rages with fury, threat­ens to beat her, and re­minds her of how he once pun­ished her by hang­ing her from the heav­ens with anvils at­tached to her feet. Hera’s Mas­ter­stroke: Hera doesn’t even flinch. She swears a (de­lib­er­ately am­bigu­ous) oath by the River Styx that she did not in­sti­gate the sea god Po­sei­don. She lies coldly to the Fa­ther of the Gods, while still reek­ing of their shared act. She dis­arms his phys­i­cal wrath with a wall of clever words and feigned in­no­cence. Zeus is pow­er­less against this com­bi­na­tion of sex­ual at­trac­tion and per­fect cold-blood­ed­ness.



Ju­lia is con­sid­er­ing quot­ing ver­ba­tim the di­a­logue be­tween Zeus and Hera from Lu­cian’s *Di­a­logues of the Gods*:



HERA

Zeus! What do you think of this Ix­ion?

ZEUS

Oh, my dear, I con­sider him a very good man and a pleas­ant com­pan­ion. If he were un­wor­thy of our com­pany, he wouldn’t be here.

HERA

He’s un­wor­thy! He’s a scoundrel! Send him away!

ZEUS

Huh? What was he up to? I re­ally need to know.

HERA

You ab­so­lutely have to know this; al­though I hardly know how to tell you. That wretch!

ZEUS

Oh, oh; if he’s a “wretch,” you ab­so­lutely have to tell me ev­ery­thing. I know what “wretch” means, thanks to your sharp tongue. What, did he sleep with you? Did he have sex with you, im­preg­nate you?

HERA

And with me! Of all peo­ple, me! It’s been go­ing on for a long time. At first, when he kept look­ing at me, I had no idea… And then he sighed and groaned; and when I handed Ganymed my cup af­ter drink­ing, he in­sisted on hav­ing it, stopped drink­ing to kiss it and bring it to his eyes; and then he looked at me again. And of course, that’s when I knew. For a long time, I didn’t want to tell you any­thing; I thought his fit of mad­ness would pass. But when, dur­ing the feast, he ac­tu­ally had the au­dac­ity to pounce on me, I left him be­hind, weep­ing and crawl­ing, af­ter he was done, and cov­ered my ears so I wouldn’t have to hear his in­so­lences, and came to tell you about it. It’s up to you to de­cide what you’ll do about this scoundrel.

ZEUS

Phew! I re­al­ize I have a ri­val — and one who’s af­ter my own law­ful wife. There’s a scoundrel who’s drunk the nec­tar for his own pur­poses. Well, we have no one to blame but our­selves: We make too much of these mor­tals by let­ting them sit at our ta­ble. When they drink our nec­tar and be­hold the beau­ties of heaven (so dif­fer­ent from those of Earth!), is it any won­der that they fall in love and hatch am­bi­tious plans!? Yes, love is all-pow­er­ful; and not just to­ward mor­tals: even we gods have al­ready fallen vic­tim to it.

HERA

He has made him­self my mas­ter; there’s no doubt about it. He does what­ever he wants with me — he leads my hus­band around by the nose.  —  You fol­low him wher­ever he wants, and as­sume any po­si­tion  he com­mands; you are his prop­erty, his play­thing. I know how it will be: You’ll let Ix­ion get away scot-free be­cause you slept with his wife; she is the mother of Pirit­hous.

ZEUS

You re­mem­ber my lit­tle es­capades quite well, don’t you!  —  Well, my opin­ion on Ix­ion is this: It would never be ap­pro­pri­ate to pun­ish him or ex­clude him from our ta­ble; that wouldn’t look good. No; be­cause he loves you so much, he’s so deeply hurt — yes, even to the point of tears, as you tell me —  

HERA

Zeus! What are you try­ing to say!?

ZEUS

Don’t worry. Let’s cre­ate a cloud fig­ure in your like­ness, and af­ter din­ner, when he’s ly­ing awake (which he will, of course, since he’s in love), let’s place it be­side him. It will re­lieve him of his pain: he’ll imag­ine that his de­sire has been sat­is­fied.

HERA

Never! That pre­sump­tu­ous scoundrel!

ZEUS

Yeah, I know. But what harm could it do if Ix­ion con­quers a cloud?

HERA

But he’ll think I’m the cloud; he’ll take his anger out on me as much as he wants.

ZEUS

Now you’re talk­ing non­sense. The cloud isn’t Hera, and Hera isn’t the cloud. Ix­ion will be de­ceived; that’s all.

HERA

Yes, but these men are all the same — they have no tact. I sup­pose when he gets home, he’ll brag to ev­ery­one about how much he en­joyed the em­braces of Hera, Zeus’s wife! Maybe he’ll even tell them I’m in love with him! And they’ll be­lieve it; they won’t have a clue about the cloud.

ZEUS

If he says some­thing like that, he’ll soon find him­self in the un­der­world, go­ing round and round there for all eter­nity. That’ll keep him busy! And he’ll get what’s com­ing to him — not be­cause he fell in love — I don’t see much harm in that — but be­cause he talked so much.



Al­fie was less than en­thu­si­as­tic. The fic­tional di­a­logue be­tween the di­vine cou­ple didn’t fit the over­all con­cept, even though here Hera pur­ports to can­didly de­scribe her in­vol­un­tary en­counter with Ix­ios — which would cer­tainly fit Ju­lia’s im­age of Hera. But it sim­ply doesn’t fit the con­cept. Ju­lia re­mained un­de­cided. Al­fie was prob­a­bly right; the fic­tional di­a­logue was and re­mained an anachro­nism. And Hera’s de­bauch­ery was well doc­u­mented else­where; she re­ally didn’t need the fic­tional text. Wearily, she moved Lu­cian’s di­a­logue into an ar­chive folder. The leg­ends of good old Thibault of­fered enough ma­te­rial to demon­strate Hera’s li­cen­tious­ness.


In the pref­ace to her the­sis, Ju­lia had noted that she would em­bel­lish the ex­am­ples and leg­ends of the Fa­ther of the Gods’ ex­ploits po­et­i­cally, at her own dis­cre­tion, to make the sto­ries more read­able. Of course, she wouldn’t al­ter the mean­ing of the ac­counts; she would sim­ply avoid hav­ing this or that come across as dry as a weather re­port. Al­fie thought this was a good idea — it al­lowed her to el­e­gantly side­step the most fool­ish crit­i­cisms. Ju­lia had a knack for mak­ing these fic­tional pas­sages flow smoothly. And, fol­low­ing an idea, she set all her ad­di­tions in ital­ics so that the reader would know what was orig­i­nal and what was added fic­tion.


Yvonne, too, had re­ceived a USB drive con­tain­ing the draft man­u­script. She read it very care­fully and ac­tu­ally un­cov­ered a few in­con­sis­ten­cies that even Al­fie hadn’t spot­ted. Ju­lia breathed a sigh of re­lief; hav­ing two proof­read­ers who worked so metic­u­lously was in­valu­able to her work. Some­times Yvonne would dis­cuss one pas­sage or an­other dur­ing her Tues­day af­ter­noon ses­sions. She thought it was a bit of a shame that Ju­lia strictly ad­hered to aca­demic rules and didn’t al­low her­self any lapses in word­ing that might have made her writ­ing a bit more risqué. She thought that pub­lish­ing a book along­side or af­ter her dis­ser­ta­tion — one that cer­tainly scored points for its risqué con­tent — would be a real coup. Ju­lia nod­ded in agree­ment, but she knew she wouldn’t do it. She was aim­ing for an as­sis­tant pro­fes­sor­ship at the uni­ver­sity, not a ca­reer as a porn writer.


They cel­e­brated Christ­mas on a Tues­day so that Yvonne could join them. Al­fie had found a mini Christ­mas tree and dec­o­rated it to­gether with Ju­lia. She said she hadn’t cel­e­brated Christ­mas since her grand­par­ents took their own lives three years ago. Al­fie had bought two lit­tle dolls and placed them un­der the Christ­mas tree; “These are Grandma and Grandpa,” he an­nounced. Ju­lia’s eyes welled up; now she felt at peace with the uni­verse, since Grandma and Grandpa were cel­e­brat­ing with them. Yvonne had roasted a mag­nif­i­cent Chateaubriand, and they ate the fes­tive meal by can­dle­light, with soft Christ­mas mu­sic play­ing from the speak­ers. Ju­lia sighed — these were won­der­ful Christ­mases, sur­rounded by her fam­ily. Yvonne gave her an out­ra­geously ex­pen­sive Chi­nese silk scarf, and she gave Yvonne a gold-plated bracelet by the artist Frey. Al­fie gave the girls a lov­ing smile and del­i­cate, el­e­gant gold neck­laces with a locket in which a photo of the three of them was hid­den. Yvonne and Ju­lia had pooled their money and bought him a small wooden box from Tunisia, richly dec­o­rated with mother-of-pearl in­lays, where he could hide his se­crets. Al­fie smiled, be­cause he had no se­crets. There was no Enigma, no Sim­i­lacron, and cer­tainly no ho­cus-pocus sur­round­ing him, he em­pha­sized.


They cel­e­brated New Year’s Eve — or rather, New Year’s Day — as a cou­ple; Yvonne was out on the New Year’s Eve trail in down­town Vi­enna, armed with a bot­tle of cham­pagne. Ju­lia was snug­gled up against Al­fie’s chest on the sofa, and they lis­tened to the “Cologne Con­cert” with Keith Jar­rett — a very mov­ing piece that went per­fectly with the aged co­gnac Al­fie had tracked down some­where in the depths of Vi­enna. Only the pops of fire­works and the crack­ling of fire­crack­ers dis­turbed the beau­ti­ful con­cert. It was their first New Year’s Eve — and per­haps their only one. Ju­lia had tears in her eyes. “Please stay — you’re so beau­ti­ful!” she whis­pered those time­less words. Yes, she would have sold her soul to the devil if that beau­ti­ful mo­ment could have lasted. Truly.




Au­tumn Wind



Al­fie woke up and sat up abruptly. Ju­lia had sat down next to him, and he could tell right away that she had been cry­ing bit­terly — her eyes were still red. He pulled her close, put an arm around her shoul­der, and let her head rest on his broad chest. ““What’s wrong, my love,” he said softly, “what’s trou­bling you?” She placed a hand on his shoul­der and pressed her face even deeper into the crook of his neck. “It’s noth­ing, Al­fie, I just read an un­speak­ably sad story; it re­ally moved me.” Al­fie ex­haled; thank God it wasn’t about his time here be­ing lim­ited. “Tell me about it, Ju­lia. I’d love to hear it, be­cause I want to un­der­stand what has touched you so deeply, my love.”


 Ju­lia nim­bly stood up and took a few sheets of pa­per from the desk, then sat back down in his pro­tec­tive arms. “I’ll read it to you — I printed it out. No, it has noth­ing to do with the gods. I’ve been brows­ing a bit through Kon­rad, Bech­stein, Schwab, and oth­ers from the last cen­tury; I just wanted to clear my head from my ob­ses­sion with Hera for a while. I felt I was get­ting lost in the in­trigues of the an­cient his­to­ri­ans, who al­ways had to write with an eye to­ward pol­i­tics and so­ci­ety. They had to de­scribe Hera as the guardian of mar­riage and fam­ily; ev­ery tiny scrap of ex­tra­mar­i­tal es­capades was rig­or­ously elim­i­nated, even though I don’t think there was any short­age of them.  —   I found a frag­ment in Schwab, and it fas­ci­nated me from the very first line. “I’ll read it to you, okay?” Al­fie nod­ded and set­tled into a more com­fort­able po­si­tion. And Ju­lia read aloud:




The Bal­lad of Suhed­din
Ac­cord­ing to Gus­tav Schwab.



Suhed­din, bent low over his horse’s neck, gal­loped along the dusty desert road, head­ing west, away from the sun­rise. He had only a thin gal­abi­jah — a light outer gar­ment — thrown over his bare shoul­ders; he had fled head­long. He pat­ted his horse’s neck. “What kind of id­iot could have called you ‘Al Ea­jiz,’ the Lame One? You’re fly­ing along like a real race­horse, my good fel­low!” The horse shook his head dis­ap­prov­ingly. Of course he wasn’t lame, the fel­low. It was just that when­ever an un­wel­come rider mounted him, he’d play the part of the lame oaf to get rid of the guy quickly. Suhed­din nod­ded. “You’re a smart guy, my friend, and a good friend at that. You im­me­di­ately re­al­ized I had to get out of there fast, and you car­ried me safely through the nar­row al­leys of Bagh­dad, past all the check­points and the palace hench­men. You re­acted to my bare feet, since I wear nei­ther boots nor spurs. You’re a smart fel­low, Al Ea­jiz!”


Suhed­din was ly­ing next to Su on the sofa, his hand rest­ing on the veil with which he had cov­ered her hips af­ter their love­mak­ing. They whis­pered words of love, fool­ish things, mat­ters of the heart. “When the heart is full, the mouth over­flows.” And sud­denly, old Aya was stand­ing there. “You must leave im­me­di­ately, Lord Suhed­din; Prince Mirza’s hench­men have or­ders to cap­ture and im­prison you. They must not find you here with the princess!” The kind old maid van­ished as silently as she had ap­peared. Su — Princess Suleika — sat up straight as a can­dle. “He did it, that old swine! He claims the right to take me as his wife; he brazenly and in­de­cently lifted my veil — that old lecher — and saliva dripped from his lips, that mangy, lech­er­ous old goat! He must have slan­dered you to the Caliph, for that’s the only way he can get you or get rid of you — that cow­ardly dog!” Suhed­din quickly draped the thin gal­abi­jah over his bare shoul­ders and kissed the princess on the lips. “I’ll be back as soon as I can, my love!” She nod­ded to­ward the cur­tain next to a door. “Take my sword, which is hid­den be­hind the cur­tain, my love, and be brave!” She rum­maged through the odds and ends un­der the sofa. “Here, a pouch with a few sil­ver coins — that’s all I have on hand.” Sec­onds later, he was gone, mov­ing silently on bare feet, the money pouch and Suleika’s dainty sword in his hand.


His horse needed nei­ther a com­pass nor in­struc­tions. It trot­ted along the dusty road; to the south­west lay the sea, the near­est port. Its mas­ter surely wanted to reach the port of Al-Bas­rah, the horse thought — it made per­fect sense. It was the only di­rec­tion that made sense. Suhed­din stared in­tently ahead, cast­ing only the oc­ca­sional glance back, where the sleep­ing city of Bagh­dad was slowly fad­ing be­hind the sand dunes. No one was fol­low­ing him.


His thoughts drifted back. He had been a guard in the caliph’s per­sonal guards; he had stood in the throne room, one of 50 sol­diers form­ing a guard of honor be­fore the caliph’s throne. The old caliph was all alone; only three of his wives sat a short dis­tance away. Suhed­din could not be­lieve his eyes. Princess Suleika, one of the caliph’s younger daugh­ters, was star­ing at him. Dis­creetly, of course; oth­er­wise, it would have been im­proper. He had known the girl for some time; af­ter all, he was of­ten on duty when the guards watched over the ladies and girls in the in­ner court­yard of the palace. Yes, they had to bring jugs of fresh wa­ter to the naked ladies, who were wash­ing them­selves in the blaz­ing sun­light, splash­ing each other with the wa­ter from the jugs, and wash­ing one an­other. Like all the guards, he kept his eyes down­cast when he ap­proached the ladies. A guard would have had to be blind and deaf to serve, move about, and linger among the naked ladies in the court­yard. Of course, he had looked at all the naked princesses, but Suleika was the only one who looked at him openly and with a friendly smile. He had al­ways looked away — a guard had to. Yet her gaze burned into the back of his head. And now, in the throne room, where this and that was be­ing dis­cussed once again, she looked at him in­tently. He stood like a mar­ble statue — that’s what guards­men do. Yet his gaze met her friendly, blush­ing gaze.


The horse took a quick leap; a snake lay in the mid­dle of the dusty road. Al Ea­jiz knew snakes were not to be tri­fled with. Suhed­din glanced back war­ily; there were still no pur­suers in sight. And then, one evening, the old maid ap­peared in the quar­ters. She mo­tioned to him with her chin, and he fol­lowed her down the hall­way. “I am Aya, a ser­vant of Princess Suleika, Lord Suhed­din. The princess asks you to come up to the east­ern roof at the time when the star Az-Zuhara is seen ris­ing. Be punc­tual and dis­creet, Mr. Suhed­din,” said Aya, and left with­out say­ing good­bye af­ter he had nod­ded in agree­ment. He sat rooted to the spot in the court­yard, gaz­ing in­tently to­ward the west, and when Venus rose ra­di­ant from the hori­zon, he crept up onto the east­ern roof. There was no one to be seen, only old Aya, who coughed briefly. He stepped silently to­ward her, caught sight of the princess, and bowed deeply. She held out her hand to him, and he rev­er­ently kissed her os­ten­ta­tious ring. Aya whis­pered, “Take a seat on that bench, Princess; I’ll keep watch.” That was Suhed­din’s first en­counter with the princess, and it would not be his last.


The horse didn’t slow down, even though it was al­ready drenched in sweat. Suhed­din saw the sil­hou­ette of the post sta­tion in the dis­tance. He had to wa­ter the horse. But that was dan­ger­ous — per­haps a squad of pur­suers was wait­ing for him there. But the post sta­tion looked de­serted; the peo­ple were surely al­ready asleep. Suhed­din dis­mounted and hid be­hind a boul­der. No, it wasn’t re­ally a boul­der, but rather a block of sand com­pacted by wind and weather. He gave the horse a pat on the flank. “Go over there very slowly — I see a wa­ter­ing hole. Drink some wa­ter and come back, but be very, very quiet, my big guy.” Al Ea­jiz shook his mane and trot­ted qui­etly to­ward the wa­ter­ing hole. He drank greed­ily, looked around cau­tiously, and qui­etly re­turned to Suhed­din. The ride to­ward the south­west con­tin­ued.


Suhed­din, a sol­dier in the Caliph’s per­sonal guard, could hardly be­lieve his good for­tune. Princess Suleika was in love with him; she gave him her heart as they grew closer. Long ago, her loyal ser­vant Aya had shown him the se­cret path by which he could en­ter the princess’s cham­bers un­seen. The good woman knew what was in her charge’s heart, and the guard sol­dier Suhed­din didn’t strike her as a fool ei­ther. She faith­fully stood watch so that he and Su, the princess, could spend plenty of time on her couch. Of course, Aya was get­ting on in years, but she still knew a thing or two about love. She didn’t worry too much — the princess was clever and cun­ning and would surely find a way to keep her sweet­heart by her side.


Suhed­din’s heart over­flowed, and he spoke to his horse of his love. “You were there, my beloved, when my eyes searched the empti­ness for you. You gave me wa­ter when I was thirsty. You gave me bread when you saw how hun­gry I was. You cov­ered me with your veil when I was cold at night.” The horse un­der­stood ev­ery word; af­ter all, he knew only too well how much the wounds that love in­flicts on the soul can hurt. “I held your ten­der, white hand, my beloved, as I stepped over the abyss; there you were be­side me, guid­ing me. I kissed the tears from your eyes when you wept over the dead lit­tle bird on your win­dowsill. I kissed the nec­tar from your lips, for it is sweeter than honey. I washed your al­abaster-white breasts with cool wa­ter when the heat of the sa­mum had the city in its stran­gle­hold. I kissed your white loins ev­ery time I put your veil back on, my beloved. I ran away from you in tears when Prince Mirza’s hench­men tried to seize me.” The horse Al Ea­jiz pricked up his ears, for Suhed­din’s pleas of love touched him deeply. But the clever an­i­mal knew that back there, be­yond the 16th post sta­tion, lay the safe haven; there they would board a ship bound for In­dia or the land of Ophir and sail away. They would be there be­fore dawn. He just had to pace him­self wisely — that was im­por­tant for a smart horse.


Suhed­din’s keen eyes spot­ted the next post sta­tion; there ap­peared to be sev­eral inns there as well. Per­haps he could find some feed for his horse, since they still had a long way to go. He breathed a sigh of re­lief — the light was still on in the sta­ble. He could prob­a­bly buy some feed for a few sil­ver coins, pro­vided they weren’t al­ready look­ing for him there. They ap­proached the sta­ble cau­tiously. He dis­mounted and walked the last few me­ters along­side his horse. “My good boy, go stand over there next to the mares — maybe they’ll share some of their feed with you.” A light pat on the flank, and the faith­ful an­i­mal trot­ted into the sta­ble. A mare moved aside a lit­tle and let him get to the feed. Suhed­din didn’t speak the lan­guage of horses, but Al Ea­jiz had ap­par­ently let his mas­cu­line charm work its magic.


“Peace be with you,” Suhed­din greeted the old man, who was sweep­ing the floor with a broom. “And peace be with you too, young sir!” the man replied, set­ting the broom aside. “Ah, I see your stal­lion has found a spot next to Lakia. She’s a good girl, be­lieve me, sir.” Suhed­din fished a sil­ver coin out of Suleikas money pouch. “His name is Al Ea­jiz,” he grum­bled, “and of course I’ll pay for the feed, good man!” But the man waved him off. “I saw the tag on the bri­dle — the horse comes from the Caliph’s sta­bles. Our good ruler’s horses are al­ways wel­come here. You don’t need to pay any­thing, young man!” Suhed­din took a step back. “The palace has put a bounty on my head, and you’ll surely get into trou­ble if Prince Mirza finds out that you’re help­ing me.” 


The old man spat on the ground. “Oh, him! May God for­give me, but I couldn’t care less about the prince. He’ll be our next caliph, and on the day he as­cends the throne, I’ll leave the coun­try on the first ship I can find — as surely as God helps me!” He spat on the ground again. “Prince Mirza!” he ex­claimed, shak­ing his head. “Tell me, if you’ve come straight from Bagh­dad, you must be hun­gry and thirsty. You can have a cup of wine, a chicken drum­stick, and a flat­bread — I wasn’t very hun­gry this evening.” He walked over to a small ta­ble and made an invit­ing ges­ture. “Don’t worry, I’ll put it on the prince’s tab — he can cer­tainly af­ford to pay for it!” Suhed­din grinned. “You’re go­ing to get into trou­ble for help­ing me.” But the old man waved it off. “Tell me, what kind of id­iot would name such a mag­nif­i­cent stal­lion Al Ea­jiz, ‘the Lame One’? I can’t see any­thing lame about him, young sir!” Suhed­din laughed. “I’m in the Caliph’s per­sonal guard — may he live long! And ev­ery time we see him, we grin and won­der about the com­plete id­iot who gave him that nick­name.”


Al Ea­jiz had eaten and drunk from the trough. He had promised the lovely Lakia a tête-à-tête when he was on his way back, and the good girl snorted, blush­ing. Now he stood in the door­way, wait­ing im­pa­tiently. Suhed­din rose from the small ta­ble and drained his cup of wine. “My thanks to you, good man! And don’t bow your old back too low when the prince rides past. He doesn’t just want the Caliph’s throne — he also wants to seize my bride, de­file her snow-white thighs, and dis­honor her. That is why I must flee.” The old man nod­ded in farewell, and, re­freshed, they  rode on.


The last post sta­tion. When he sat up straight in the sad­dle, he could al­ready see the sea. To the left was the steep moun­tain range, and to the right, the sea. And right in the mid­dle, where the road ran, was a line of horse­men — per­haps a hun­dred of them. 


The Prince’s Pur­suers. 


Al Ea­jiz stopped in his tracks; he saw that there was no way for­ward. And then a rider broke away from the cen­ter and rode to­ward him. Suhed­din’s heart clenched. Prince Mirza. The man who was de­ter­mined to make his princess his wife. The scoundrel who had brazenly torn off her veil and ogled her flaw­less body as if it were a pound of meat at the mar­ket. The man who didn’t shy away from hav­ing him — his ri­val — mur­dered. 


Fac­ing off against a hun­dred armed men was not an op­tion. He pat­ted his horse’s neck. “I think, my big guy, this is where our paths part. I’ll fall in the sand, and they’ll take you back to the sta­ble.”  —  No mat­ter how hard Al Ea­jiz looked around, there was no es­cape. He would charge right through the for­ma­tion and mow down those guys — he sim­ply owed that much to Suhed­din.





Tears glis­tened in Ju­lia’s eyes again. “The frag­ment ends here. Ei­ther Schwabe didn’t fin­ish writ­ing it, or it’s been lost.” Al­fie hated tears, es­pe­cially Ju­lia’s. He took the sheets from her hand. “You have to read the backs of the pages, too, girl! The rest of the story is on there.” And he flipped the printed pages over and pre­tended that the backs weren’t just blank white pages. “Ah, there it is!” He cleared his throat briefly, com­posed him­self, and read aloud from the blank pages:




Al Ea­jiz stood mo­tion­less, like a statue. He waited for Suhed­din’s com­mand to charge. But Suhed­din looked at the prince, who soon caught up to them. The prince reined in his horse. “Ah, there’s our run­away! Your es­cape was com­pletely point­less, guard — I saw this com­ing. I read your fool­ish thoughts be­fore you’d even fin­ished form­ing them. I of­fer you two op­tions: You come with me and end up in the dark­est dun­geon, for­ever. But at least you’ll be alive. Or I’ll chop you to pieces right here on the spot and tram­ple you like a worm. That would be the sec­ond op­tion, and I’d pre­fer it. You didn’t re­ally imag­ine that a princess would take a mere guard as her hus­band, did you? No, she’ll be­long to me, body and soul. I’ll plant my boot on the neck of that un­will­ing princess and mock you, you worm! But I’ve taken a very close look at the princess, and I tore her veil so I could see her prop­erly. If she weren’t a princess, I’d take her for a goat herder. Her body is, af­ter all, no more beau­ti­ful than that of an or­di­nary goat herder, merely adorned with jew­elry and pre­cious stones. Her chest and body are hid­den by jew­elry be­cause she doesn’t want any­one to see her ug­li­ness. Nev­er­the­less, she’s still just a goat herder, and she’ll open the Caliph’s heart to me, whether he wants to or not!”


Suhed­din spat on the ground. “Prince Mirza, you are a fool! You dare to slan­der the princess by call­ing her a goat herder, and I will not let you get away with it — I will cut you to pieces and throw your stink­ing corpse to the dogs, as surely as God helps me! Prince Mirza, you are a can­cer in the body of Bagh­dad, a par­a­site who drips poi­son into the caliph’s ear. You are no man of honor; you have never let your sword dance in bat­tle — you lack the guts and the nerve for that. A man of honor would now leap from his horse and cross swords with me. Isn’t that right, Cap­tain?” he called out to the cap­tain, who had fol­lowed the prince. Prince Mirza, care­fully made up and dressed in el­e­gant, fine cloth­ing, cast a side­long glance at the cap­tain. “The Caliph has for­bid­den all du­els, hasn’t he?” The cap­tain didn’t move for a mo­ment; the princess’s in­sults were un­wor­thy of an hon­or­able man.  But then he said, “If any­one were to chal­lenge me like that, I’d hack him to pieces, Prince Mirza!” The prince’s small eyes darted back and forth like spar­rows trapped in a cage. “A mere foot sol­dier can­not in­sult me — I am a hun­dred times his su­pe­rior!” Not a mus­cle twitched on the cap­tain’s face. “I wouldn’t let a ri­val get away with in­sult­ing me! And even if he were a peas­ant or a sta­ble boy, he’d for­feit his life! I would draw my sword, if only for my honor and the honor of the lady of my heart!” The prince was trapped. Even if he were to mur­der Suhed­din right now, the cap­tain would not hold back his opin­ion — no, he wouldn’t. Slowly, he dis­mounted from his white horse.


Suhed­din slid grace­fully out of the sad­dle. He gave Al Ea­jiz a pat on the flank. “Make way, my friend — it’s time to get down to busi­ness!” His horse took a few steps and then turned around. Suhed­din slowly drew the small scim­i­tar of Suleika from its sheath; it was a short but finely curved blade made of fine Dam­as­cus steel. A light sword, forged for del­i­cate ladies’ hands. Prince Mirza drew his curved sword — a large, heavy blade, also the finest work of a mas­ter black­smith. Suhed­din knew that if he lost, the prince would en­slave his Suleika in a mer­ci­less cap­tiv­ity, rape her at his whim, hand her over to his men for their amuse­ment, and throw her to the wolves to be de­voured.


That un­bear­able thought gave him a strength that no one else would have had in that sit­u­a­tion. He didn’t know how good the prince was at fenc­ing; in fact, no one re­ally knew. No one had ever seen him with a drawn sword in his hand. He him­self had been a sol­dier long enough to be able to as­sess his abil­i­ties. Of course, there were bet­ter fencers in his com­pany, but he had al­ways fought bravely and had re­turned from ev­ery bat­tle so far with­out even the slight­est scratch.


Prince Mirza and he cir­cled each other. Suhed­din’s sword was very short, which was a dis­ad­van­tage. The prince slashed and slashed at him; Suhed­din could only parry the blows and move as swiftly as an an­te­lope. The prince, a fierce fel­low, struck Suhed­din reck­lessly. He was a cow­ardly brawler and be­lieved he could hit the ag­ile, eva­sive guards­man with one of his wide, sweep­ing blows. All his fight­ing skills still stemmed from his youth, when he had beaten oth­ers to death with a wooden club. What stu­pid­ity lay be­hind all that ar­ro­gance and over­in­flated self-con­fi­dence! 


The prince’s sword hand grad­u­ally grew heavy, and he at­tempted a feint that was easy to see through. His leather slip­pers sent sand fly­ing in Suhed­din’s di­rec­tion, but Suhed­din could only laugh it off. Dodg­ing that was ba­sic stuff. Twice he man­aged to leap right through the swirling sand, just as he had prac­ticed a thou­sand times. He in­flicted two deep cuts on the prince’s fore­arm, and the prince’s bleed­ing sword hand was now in grave dan­ger. The prince was al­ready gasp­ing for breath and wip­ing the sweat from his eyes. Suhed­din watched with sat­is­fac­tion. Only a light sheen of sweat cov­ered his fore­head; ag­ile as a gazelle, he leaped, caus­ing the prince to strike at thin air un­der the force of his own blows, let­ting him wear him­self out. Suleika’s kiss touched his cheek; her lips were as light as a breath of wind. “His own heavy sword will tear his arm right off!” his beloved whis­pered.


Al Ea­jiz neighed loudly, drown­ing out the wind, and his neigh reached the line of men. The line be­gan to move.    Some sol­diers had moved for­ward and were watch­ing the duel from a dis­tance. The cap­tain had also dis­mounted, drawn his scim­i­tar, and ap­pointed him­self the ref­eree. Of course, he im­me­di­ately rec­og­nized that the prince was not fight­ing hon­or­ably, but was merely a sav­age brawler who wanted to crush the young man at any cost — but cer­tainly not in an hon­or­able duel. The cap­tain called the prince to or­der as if he were a mere re­cruit in com­bat school. The prince crouched down in anger — that wasn’t how it was sup­posed to go! The cap­tain was his cap­tain, and he yelled at him to stay out of it! The cap­tain fell silent; af­ter all, the prince was a prince, not a re­cruit.


Suleika’s Dam­as­cus blade sang in Suhed­din’s hand as he swung it. A faint hum, a high, soft sound like a sigh from afar. “I am with you, my beloved!” Suleika’s lips whis­pered amid the blade’s hum. “That dis­hon­or­able man tore off my veil and ex­posed me be­fore ev­ery­one’s eyes! I curse his black soul!” the blade sang in his hand. Suhed­din sensed that Suleika was guid­ing his hand, that she did not want to let the hated prince and treach­er­ous usurper es­cape. That scoundrel who had brazenly torn away her veil and rev­elled in the sight of her naked body. 


Suhed­din could hear her bell-like voice as if it were a whis­per in the dis­tance. “Now, my beloved, strike quickly like a hor­net!” Suleika whis­pered. In a flash, he lunged for­ward and plunged the blade deep into the prince’s chest. The prince sank to his knees, a look of dis­be­lief on his face, as the heavy sword slipped from his hand. Suhed­din leaped to his side and sev­ered his neck with a pow­er­ful stroke. The prince’s head rolled into the sand, and his life­less torso fell for­ward onto the sand. The cap­tain’s eyes flew open. He thrust his sword back into its sheath and wiped his sweat-drenched face with his sleeve. Suhed­din stood silently be­fore the corpse, not mov­ing.


The cap­tain turned to his men. “Mr. Suhed­din de­fended the princess’s honor — and his own — in a fair duel. He fought fairly and hon­or­ably, just as a guard sol­dier should.” His men looked on in­dif­fer­ently, and most of them didn’t even know which princess the cap­tain was talk­ing about — there were so many princesses. But they looked at one an­other and nod­ded. Yes, it had been a fair duel, and the sol­dier had emerged vic­to­ri­ous. The cap­tain stepped up to Suhed­din and tugged at his sleeve. “Give me your sword. I have an or­der — an ar­rest war­rant — Suhed­din. Come with me; I’ll take you to the caliph, who will judge you.” Suhed­din nod­ded silently and handed Suleika’s sword to the cap­tain.


The caliph sat up­right on the throne — he had been given a metic­u­lous ac­count of the duel. Suhed­din had been led in; now he bowed low to the ground and of­fered his greet­ings to the ruler. The ex­e­cu­tioner stand­ing be­side him pushed him down by the shoul­der; a crim­i­nal was sup­posed to kneel be­fore the caliph. But the caliph waved the ex­e­cu­tioner away and said, “Stand up, Suhed­din; a man of honor stands up­right be­fore his ruler. I have, of course, heard about the duel; you be­headed the prince and al­lowed your­self to be cap­tured with­out re­sis­tance. Now, tell me!”


Suhed­din’s voice was firm and res­o­lute. “The prince forced me to flee; he wanted to kill me be­cause the princess did not love him. He am­bushed me out­side the port city with a hun­dred men. He slan­dered the princess and dragged both her honor and mine through the mud. I wouldn’t care if some high-rank­ing of­fi­cial in­sulted me. But to den­i­grate the princess — I could not and would not let him get away with that. The prince wanted to cow­ardly back out of the duel, but the cap­tain would not al­low it. I de­feated him and cut off his head; he will never re­vile the princess again. I have noth­ing more to say on the mat­ter, Your High­ness!”


The Caliph, Harun al-Rashid, raised an eye­brow. “You call me ‘High Lord,’ not ‘Caliph’ or ‘Com­man­der of the Faith­ful’ like ev­ery­one else. Why?” Suhed­din’s re­ply came back in­stantly. “Be­cause you are not, High Lord. You are not only the Ruler of the Faith­ful, but you also rule over the un­be­liev­ers — those who dance around the golden calf, the fire-wor­ship­pers of Ahura Mazda, and the chil­dren of Is­rael. You rule over them all, and come to think of it, you even rule over the cock­roaches in our gra­naries. You are the Ruler of All, Your High­ness!” Harun al-Rashid smiled. “Cock­roaches, hm?” He stroked his beard and smiled. “You have a sharp tongue, young man. Now, how is it that Princess Suleika’s honor is so close to your heart?” 


Suhed­din knew it was no longer about Prince Mirza; it was now a mat­ter of his own life. De­fi­antly, he jut­ted out his chin. “Well, Your High­ness, when the princess learned that Prince Mirza de­sired her as his wife and in­so­lently de­manded her as if she were noth­ing more than a bag of sil­ver coins, she wept bit­terly on my shoul­der, Your High­ness, and not on the prince’s shoul­der. She wept on my shoul­der af­ter he had in­so­lently torn off her veil and in­spected her body as if it were a pound of meat at the mar­ket. She knew that the prince was a can­cer on the body of Bagh­dad, a ven­omous snake that sang into your ear to the sound of a shawm and laid claim to your sword and your throne — de­manded them, in­deed, ve­he­mently de­manded them. She wept be­cause her fa­ther, struck by blind­ness, failed to see through the un­wor­thy man and nur­tured the ser­pent at his bo­som. “My Lord, ask your daugh­ter!” Suhed­din low­ered his gaze. To con­cede any more of his love for Suleika would have been un­seemly.


Caliph Harun al-Rashid looked in­tently at Suhed­din’s face. “I know you, but I can’t quite place where from.” Suhed­din smiled. “I was one of the four who ac­com­pa­nied you on your for­ays through the city when you, dis­guised as a com­mon no­ble­man, wanted to get a feel for the pulse of the city. Not quite twenty years ago, Your High­ness.” A look of recog­ni­tion flashed across Harun’s face. “Yes, the silent boy whom the cap­tain rec­om­mended to me, say­ing he was a nat­u­ral-born body­guard. You were as silent as a fish back then, my boy, but your knife whirled through the air faster than any ar­row. I re­mem­ber it very well. And now I see you’ve learned to speak. And you don’t hold back your opin­ion. Even though you could talk your­self into se­ri­ous trou­ble, Mr. Suhed­din.” He leaned to­ward his vizier, Al-Bahr, who was the same age, and they whis­pered for a few mo­ments. The Caliph looked up.


“You en­gaged in a duel, even though I have strictly for­bid­den du­els. You be­headed an heir to the throne. These are se­ri­ous of­fenses, and I will with­draw to de­lib­er­ate on whether and how I will pun­ish you. But my friend Al-Bahr sees him­self vin­di­cated in your words and in the princess’s words; from the very first day, he warned me against com­mit­ting a folly — as if a caliph could ever com­mit such a folly. I was smit­ten with the prince; he had a sil­ver tongue and a sharp, an­a­lyt­i­cal mind — no one would dis­pute that. But he also sent all four of my sons to their deaths — two to the wars against the Ro­mans of Byzan­tium and the other two to the feud against the blood­thirsty Bar­makid dy­nasty. I didn’t lis­ten to my wise friend Al-Bahr, who saw through the prince’s cow­ardly scheme to re­move the four great­est ob­sta­cles on the path to my throne with­out get­ting his own hands dirty. And yes, I was fool­ish enough to give him my daugh­ter as his bride. My friend, I will spend four days in in­tro­spec­tion, re­main­ing silent and lis­ten­ing only, for Prince Mirza is still very much present in my mind. Per­haps I should be grate­ful to my friend Al-Bahr and to you — per­haps. A caliph must be nei­ther blind nor in­fat­u­ated; jus­tice must guide him.” 


Harun al-Rashid rose with a groan, the weight of the years bear­ing down on his shoul­ders. “I shall give you an or­der shortly, Suhed­din. My daugh­ter Suleika dis­ap­peared on the day I promised her hand to Prince Mirza and he went to her to in­spect the pu­rity of her body, as he put it. No one has seen her since. I ask you as a grief-stricken fa­ther, not as a ruler: ride out and find her, bring her back to me. I beg you with all my heart, my son!” Now, for the first time, Suhed­din bent his knees and said: “My Lord, I will mount my horse at once and search the en­tire city. I solemnly prom­ise you that I will not re­turn with­out your daugh­ter. To­mor­row, at the noon au­di­ence, I will bring her to you — un­harmed and safe. You have my word on it, My Lord!”


The caliph turned to leave, mut­ter­ing bit­terly, “…and ruler of the faith­ful, the in­fi­dels, and the cock­roaches!” Suhed­din ran off to the sta­ble to sad­dle the Lame One. Old Aya was stand­ing in front of the sta­ble. “Fol­low me, Lord Suhed­din.” She said noth­ing more, turned on her heel, and led the way up to the princess’s cham­bers. 


He fol­lowed her up the stairs, star­ing at the sway­ing ass­cheeks of the faith­ful ser­vant. Aya had never be­fore draped such a flimsy veil around her hips — or per­haps he had sim­ply never looked closely enough. With ev­ery step, the but­tocks be­neath the veil swayed grace­fully back and forth, so grace­ful and lovely. Socrates would have sung a song of joy for this mag­nif­i­cent Cal­lipyge — that old wom­an­izer! “I’ll ask one of my dra­goon friends to take Aya out for a nice ride, be­cause she de­serves a good ride, the good soul,” he thought to him­self, and her bare butt con­tin­ued to sway so grace­fully be­neath the gos­samer-thin veil, all the way up a hun­dred steps. Aya’s but­tocks, com­pletely bare be­neath the trans­par­ent veil, moved grace­fully like the flanks of a plump mare. Suhed­din rubbed his eyes; be­tween those plump flanks, he thought he could make out her dark bush. Yes, he con­firmed his thought as he gazed ap­prov­ingly at her grace­fully bob­bing ass — Aya de­serves a good ride. He had seen Aya’s grace­ful ass a thou­sand times be­fore, but had never given it a sec­ond thought, never re­ally looked at it. He chided him­self, for as a child of his time, he saw fe­male ser­vants only as gen­der­less be­ings. Aya’s eyes had al­ways flut­tered ex­cit­edly when Suleika lay with him, but he had never truly no­ticed her sex­ual arousal.


Suleika jumped up from the couch and threw her arms around his neck. She cried — cried with joy and re­lief. “I never left — we just spread the word that I’d run away out of fear of the prince. And I would have slit Mirza’s throat on our wed­ding night — no doubt about it.” Suhed­din sat down de­murely be­side her, and they had so much to tell each other. The loyal Aya stood guard as al­ways. Fif­teen years ago, she had nursed Suleika as a baby at her breast, and the girl was like a daugh­ter to her. She had pock­eted the prince’s bribes with­out bat­ting an eye, with­out pre­sent­ing even the slight­est fa­vor in re­turn. She loved her daugh­ter, the princess, and had lived through the ups and downs of love with her. Aya blushed from the roots of her hair all the way down to her nip­ples when Suhed­din whis­pered to her with a wink that he would send one of his dra­goon friends her way, be­cause she prob­a­bly de­served it one more time.


At the au­di­ence the fol­low­ing morn­ing, Princess Suleika en­tered the hall wear­ing her most ex­quis­ite veils, with Suhed­din half a step be­hind her. The Caliph rose with dif­fi­culty and walked to­ward his daugh­ter, draw­ing her into his arms. His eyes rested silently on Suhed­din’s face. He needed men like Suhed­din — men of true steel who would not be lulled by the sound of shawms. Men with a mind of their own and back­bone, men who would ride off im­me­di­ately and bring his daugh­ter back to him. Suleika fol­lowed her fa­ther to the throne and sat down proudly be­side him, the ex­alted Caliph. He reached for her hand and held it tightly.


Harun al-Rashid beck­oned Suhed­din closer so that he could bring his ear close to the Caliphs lips. “Suhed­din, you devil of a man, my daugh­ter is sit­ting next to me again. Thank you, thank you, thank you! And now lis­ten, my son: I have bribed two of my ju­di­cial ad­vi­sors to ve­he­mently de­mand your head. And like­wise, two oth­ers who will just as ve­he­mently de­mand your ac­quit­tal and pro­mo­tion. Con­se­quently, you will likely have to wait twenty years or more for your ver­dict — that is what I have de­cided. And in the mean­time, con­tinue to bask in the glow of my fa­therly good­will!” Suhed­din straight­ened up, his eyes shin­ing with deep grat­i­tude, but he could not ut­ter a word and stepped back again.


The au­di­ence con­tin­ued. “Well, my daugh­ter, I hear you spurned Prince Mirza, even though he lifted your veil and licked his lips in an­tic­i­pa­tion?” Suleika in­ter­rupted him. “Did you know that that sly prince tore my veil from my body in front of ev­ery­one and ap­praised me like a camel at the mar­ket?” The caliph shook his head; he had known noth­ing of it. “I was only told about it re­cently, and I was un­com­fort­able with the thought that your fi­ancé would in­spect your body and your vir­gin­ity with his own eyes in such a crude man­ner, like an un­couth sta­ble boy.” 


He bowed his aged head in shame. “Let’s not speak any more of the prince and his in­ap­pro­pri­ate be­hav­ior.  —   What will be­come of you, my Suleika? You’re no longer a child, but a girl at ex­actly the age when your fa­ther must marry you off as quickly as pos­si­ble so that you don’t bring shame upon him. Look around you — here among the princes and men of honor — don’t you see a wor­thy hus­band?” Suleika looked around with a grin, as if she were con­sid­er­ing each and ev­ery one of them. “Yes, Fa­ther, of course I see him among all these hon­or­able princes and sweet young men. Of course I see him, and he sees me.” 


Harun al-Rashid was more than happy to play along with this lit­tle farce — a bit of light­hearted en­ter­tain­ment amid im­por­tant de­bates and de­ci­sions. “And now, will you re­veal the se­cret to us?” he asked with a smile. But Suleika was en­joy­ing the com­edy. “No, Fa­ther, no. The time hasn’t come yet; I haven’t lifted my veil yet; I’ve never slept with him, be­cause I’ve never slept with a man, dear Fa­ther.” Harun al-Rashid grinned across his en­tire old, wrin­kled face, for Suleika had al­ready slept with quite a few sweet boys, but none of them were yet men. Harun thought he could hear the cheeky, de­ceit­ful chat­ter of her mother. What clev­er­ness his daugh­ter dis­played! His heart swelled with pride. “But you must hurry with your choice, my daugh­ter, for your fa­ther is grad­u­ally grow­ing old, blind, and deaf — the ruler of the be­liev­ers, the un­be­liev­ers, and the cock­roaches,” he chuck­led.


Suleika rose and knelt be­fore him. “Then al­low me, my Caliph, my ruler of all this, to lift my veil be­fore him and to lie down with him. For you have taught me that one should never buy a cat in a bag.” Harun al-Rashid slapped his thighs, laugh­ing. “Did you hear that, my friends? My daugh­ter is ask­ing me for per­mis­sion to take the cat out of the bag to see if his viril­ity is re­ally any good!?  —  Oh, what a clever, what a cun­ning child! She reads my own words back to me and twists them with great clev­er­ness and skill to make them fit her pur­pose!” he ex­claimed, laugh­ing heartily. 


He wiped the tears of laugh­ter from his eyes. “You are my daugh­ter, un­doubt­edly born of my fiery blood, com­bined with your mother’s cun­ning and cheeky wit! You would never jump into cold wa­ter with your eyes closed; no, you’d send your maid ahead to make sure the wa­ter is only waist-deep.  —  But don’t send your old Aya; she’d buy that strap­ping young man even from a hook-nosed, hunch­backed, and lame deaf-mute — that’s how ea­ger she is for a good ride!” The Caliph slapped his thighs with laugh­ter, for of course he knew about the gap­ing empti­ness in Aya’s bed. The peo­ple in the throne room smiled or laughed, some at the top of their lungs.


Suleika had taken her seat again; her gaze flat­tered Suhed­din’s eyes in a charm­ing way. Of course, she had slept with him many times be­fore, but she didn’t need to rub that in her fa­ther’s face.


And as the au­di­ence turned its at­ten­tion to more se­ri­ous mat­ters, the nar­ra­tor qui­etly slipped away. A faint smile played on his lips, for now ev­ery­thing was in or­der and back on track. He did not doubt for a mo­ment that Suhed­din would soon be pro­moted to gen­eral and el­e­vated to the no­bil­ity. And, and, and.




Al­fie put the pa­pers down. A mis­chievous gleam shone in his eyes. “See, Ju­lia, how beau­ti­fully and nobly Schwab brought the story to a close? Ev­ery­thing’s go­ing like clock­work, as they say here in Vi­enna. No more tears, my dear­est. Suleika and her Suhed­din will be to­gether. And faith­ful Aya gets a strap­ping dra­goon, on loan, of course. So, no more tears — at most, tears of joy, plea­sure, or emo­tion.” Ju­lia’s neg­ligee had slipped from her shoul­ders, and she had reached for her bare breast as Aya led Suhed­din up the stairs to Suleika’s cham­ber and he thought­fully gazed at her grace­fully sway­ing ass­cheeks. No, Al­fie would have felt it was wrong to por­tray Suhed­din as a saint with­out a body and be­yond re­proach — with a wink, of course. She hung on Al­fie’s ev­ery word with child­like cu­rios­ity. Al­fie, who stared at the blank pages and im­pro­vised the story on the spot — mak­ing it ex­cit­ing, en­ter­tain­ing, and not with­out hu­mor. Al­fie, who de­scribed the old caliph Harun al-Rashid so vividly as an el­derly gen­tle­man, as if he’d been there him­self. Al­fie, who knew so well how to de­scribe Suhed­din’s gaze on Aya’s grace­fully sway­ing ass. Oh, Al­fie, what a quirky guy you are! she thought with a smile. Yes, this Al­fie — he was her man. For­ever and ever.


Ju­lia was cured of brit­tle bone dis­ease. The doc­tor nearly did a som­er­sault when she looked at the bone den­sity mea­sure­ments from the past few months. What­ever might have been en­coded in that lit­tle packet of mRNA, it did ex­actly what it was sup­posed to. Ju­lia’s bones were strong and healthy — no ques­tion about it. The fact that Ju­lia still en­joyed tak­ing her Fer­rari out for a spin was sim­ply a mat­ter of habit and con­ve­nience. A wheel­chair user never had to stand in line any­where, and that was just one of the ad­van­tages. And by the pond, she sat in her own wheel­chair with heated seats, while Al­fie sat on the park bench with­out heated seats. Al­fie laughed, “Heated seats? What’s the point of that?” Ju­lia, how­ever, felt right at home. Shak­ing peo­ple’s hands with­out hav­ing to worry about break­ing a bone — that was some­thing.


Ju­lia em­pathized with Yvonne as she wit­nessed her friend’s roller-coaster rides up close. Yvonne had a real tal­ent for reel­ing in those guys who, while good in bed, were closer in char­ac­ter to amoe­bas than to sin­cere Chris­tians. Ju­lia still strictly re­fused to let Yvonne bring her lat­est con­quest home with her. They had in­cor­po­rated Al­fie into their Tues­day af­ter­noons and their girl-on-girl sex with ease and sin­cer­ity; by now, that was just fine the way it was. Ju­lia had sex ev­ery day, and she had ab­so­lutely no de­sire to get in­volved with Yvonne’s con­quests. There was one thing her grandpa had em­pha­sized time and again: if sex be­came a ha­bit­ual pas­time, a race, or a soul­less duty, then she was on the com­pletely wrong path. Sex with­out love was like a fish out of wa­ter. It might squirm — be­cause fish and sex just squirm — but both were dy­ing. Ju­lia never for­got her grandpa’s warn­ing words. He was a very wise man, and he didn’t teach her triv­i­al­i­ties, but only solid, joy­ful ex­pe­ri­ences. Get­ting in­volved with Yvonne’s suit­ors — that would truly be the kind of triv­i­al­i­ties Ju­lia didn’t need.


She thought long and hard about Al­fie’s story of Suhed­din and Harun al-Rashid. One thing was clear: there were other in­ter­est­ing things to read as well, not just leg­ends and myths from the an­cient Greek pan­theon. Time and again, she would take a break from her work on her gods and read one story or an­other. At first, it was just a change of pace — a men­tal gal­lop across new, dif­fer­ent, or un­known mead­ows. But she soon re­al­ized how en­rich­ing it was to im­merse her­self in the world the au­thor had cre­ated. In­deed, she quickly set aside bor­ing or trite fic­tion if it didn’t get un­der her skin. Her mem­ber­ship in the Vi­enna Pub­lic Li­brary, which dated back to her high school days, ex­pe­ri­enced a new lease on life. With just a few clicks, it was so easy to bor­row a book — many of them even in purely dig­i­tal form.


It was prob­a­bly just a co­in­ci­dence that Ju­lia met a group of peo­ple with dis­abil­i­ties who used wheel­chairs. She had seen a brochure in the doc­tor’s wait­ing room and jot­ted down the email ad­dress. On a whim, she at­tended one of their monthly meet­ings. Some­how, the is­sues raised by the women in wheel­chairs seemed triv­ial — or even ba­nal — to Ju­lia. Yes, they had to write to the city coun­cil about the lack of ac­ces­si­ble en­try here and there. The city coun­cil then promptly replied, say­ing how well they un­der­stood the sit­u­a­tion, but — drum­roll! — there wasn’t enough money, as both the fe­male and male city coun­cil mem­bers wrote re­gret­fully. Ju­lia had ac­tu­ally al­ready de­cided to wrap up this in­ter­lude and call it quits.


But then she met Rocky. His name was Robert Niehaus, the only son of a fairly well-known cou­ple of sur­geons. Some­how he’d come to be called Rocky — and cer­tainly not be­cause of the movie char­ac­ter played by Sylvester Stal­lone. It had just hap­pened at some point. Rocky was in a wheel­chair be­cause of a spinal cord prob­lem; he was 13 and a half and a pretty good stu­dent. Al­though he was — quite rightly — very proud of his com­puter skills, he had no friends, nei­ther boys nor girls. When Ju­lia saw him for the first time, she im­me­di­ately thought of the char­ac­ter Dwarf Long Nose from the chil­dren’s books she’d read as a child. Rocky had a prom­i­nent hooked nose, a small hump, and, like many wheel­chair users, rather at­ro­phied leg mus­cles. He lived just a few streets away from her, on Riemer­gasse, in a beau­ti­fully main­tained old build­ing from the pre­vi­ous cen­tury. His par­ents were quite suc­cess­ful but rarely around — doc­tors who gave him ev­ery lux­ury ex­cept one: their pres­ence as a fa­ther and mother. From their very first meet­ing, Ju­lia sensed how clingy he was, how much he longed for “some­one else.”


She didn’t mind that he in­sisted on park­ing his wheel­chair right next to her Fer­rari when they first met at a meet­ing. That he reached across the gap be­tween their wheel­chairs and held her hand, just as other chil­dren press their pink bun­nies or green teddy bears to their chests. She sensed his hunger for close­ness, and it was an al­most ma­ter­nal feel­ing on her part to let him hold her hand. Oh yes, she knew how much one could suf­fer from such feel­ings, even though she was priv­i­leged in that re­gard and fate had not treated her un­fairly. She no­ticed how list­lessly Rocky voted at the end of the meet­ing on the word­ing of the next let­ter to the au­thor­i­ties. The boy wasn’t un­sym­pa­thetic, that lit­tle guy Long­nose. And he def­i­nitely didn’t be­long to that cir­cle of piti­ful dis­abled peo­ple.


That made his in­vi­ta­tion to his house all the more sur­pris­ing. She ab­so­lutely had to see his com­puter setup; he had de­signed it all him­self and built it with his own hands — ev­ery sin­gle screw. Ju­lia found it un­usual that a boy as young as 13 would de­sign his own com­puter sys­tem and build it him­self, with his own two hands. Rocky grinned. “A screw­driver, tweez­ers, and a sol­der­ing iron — it’s re­ally no big deal,” he said in the tone of lit­tle Gyro Gear­loose. Ju­lia glanced at her watch. “For half an hour, but no longer. I’m writ­ing my dis­ser­ta­tion and have a strict sched­ule that I al­ways stick to, even if you wanted to show me the Pyra­mids of Giza, Rocky.” He nod­ded; half an hour, but at least 30 min­utes, he said with a smile. “I won’t dis­tract you from your work, Ju­lia. I just want us to maybe be­come friends — real, good friends, per­haps. You’ve got what it takes; I knew that from the very first sec­ond. I’ve al­ready got enough non-friends and non-girl­friends,” he said, and he was com­pletely se­ri­ous. 


They rolled side by side down Riemer­gasse, and she gave him a rough out­line of what her dis­ser­ta­tion was about. Rocky knew quite a bit about the an­cient Greek pan­theon, since he read a lot and loved to read. Ju­lia’s heart warmed; fi­nally, some­one who didn’t just know Zeus, Hera, and Aphrodite from skim­ming past them. Some­one who got straight to the point: “You want to prove that Hera’s a pretty rot­ten ap­ple, a bit of a wild slut, aren’t you? And not the saint ev­ery­one wrote her up to be.” Ju­lia was com­pletely amazed: a 13-year-old who hit the “bull’s-eye” in less than 15 min­utes. They drove through the un­der­ground park­ing garage, where they took the el­e­va­tor up to the pent­house. About 500 square me­ters of lux­ury, el­e­gantly, taste­fully, and ex­pen­sively fur­nished. Rocky in­tro­duced Ju­lia to Anni, who seemed to be the house­keeper or a jack-of-all-trades. “Would you like some el­der­berry lemon­ade? We buy it from farm­ers in Bur­gen­land, and in my opin­ion, it’s the best for miles around.” Ju­lia said yes and fol­lowed him. He had a small, win­dow­less bed­room, the walls neatly cov­ered with pic­tures of naked girls. There was no door be­tween his sleep­ing area and his “of­fice,” his “study.” Sev­enty-five square me­ters, metic­u­lously tidy and very neat. “If you work with com­put­ers, you can’t be a slob or a mess-maker,” he said with a se­ri­ous ex­pres­sion.


Ju­lia was sur­prised — af­ter all, she had a com­puter with a printer and a scan­ner, of course. But this — this was a mon­ster of a com­puter. No toy — this was a real “in­stal­la­tion” that truly de­served the name. Promi­nently dis­played were two gray, chest-high tow­ers bear­ing the names “Rocky I” and “Rocky II” in sil­ver let­ters. “Those are my servers, each with 96 ter­abytes. That — that’s quite a lot. They’re mir­rored with RAID for data re­dun­dancy. And back there, that big black be­he­moth — that’s the backup gen­er­a­tor, in case of power out­ages. It lasts for two hours, that thing.” She spot­ted two scan­ners that were al­most iden­ti­cal and four print­ers. “Why would a sane per­son need four print­ers? Four?” Ju­lia asked cu­ri­ously. Rocky smiled, “A laser printer for text and so on. Its twin is the backup in case the sis­ter twin breaks down. A photo printer, and over there in the back, the big color laser printer — that’s where I print out the ‘Girl of the Month’ for my bed­room. I bought the print­ers and scan­ners be­cause build­ing them from scratch would re­quire a larger workspace and a lot of spe­cialty tools. My par­ents do give me a lot of money for my hobby, but they don’t want to shower me with cash — that’s not their style. They want me to learn to bud­get and pay off my bank loan in in­stall­ments, and I think that’s just the right thing to do.” He made a sweep­ing ges­ture with his hand. “Around 250,000 to 300,000 eu­ros, give or take.”


Anni had placed two glasses and a pitcher of lemon­ade on a small side ta­ble. “She’s not al­lowed to come any fur­ther in — ever since she dam­aged al­most ev­ery­thing with her clean­ing ob­ses­sion, she’s only al­lowed to go as far as the lit­tle ta­ble, not a mil­lime­ter fur­ther. We get along pretty well that way. I vac­uum once a week; I also have two ex­tra vac­u­ums for the in­sides of my ap­pli­ances.  —  Well, what do you think, Ju­lia?” Ju­lia took an­other look at the beau­ti­ful, func­tional of­fice. “You’re very pro­fes­sional for your age — or rather, for your youth — and I like that about you, Rocky. I don’t know the first thing about com­put­ers, but I’ve got­ten the im­pres­sion that you take this very se­ri­ously and han­dle it like a true pro­fes­sional, Rocky. And I find that very en­dear­ing about you. I guess a toy train set would bore you.” Rocky looked her straight in the eye. “Af­ter high school, I want to study com­puter sci­ence at the uni­ver­sity and then start a com­pany where I’ll build the best com­put­ers and servers my­self. That dwarf Long­nose is to­tally un­suit­able for surgery. Of course, I’m also al­lowed to watch Mom in the Op­er­a­tion  Room when she re­duces labia or fixes or beau­ti­fies cli­torises — that’s how she makes a ton of cash. I love watch­ing be­cause I get to see so many dif­fer­ent kinds of twats with­out Mom smack­ing me — if you know what I mean.” Ju­lia rolled her eyes. “Twat isn’t a nice word for a beau­ti­ful body part, you lit­tle pig!”


Ju­lia glanced over to­ward his bed­room. “Tell me, how would you de­scribe your­self — ‘over-com­put­er­ized’ or ‘over-sexed’? I’m as­sum­ing that, as a com­puter spe­cial­ist, you un­der­stand Eng­lish.” Rocky thought about it for a long time. “Ac­tu­ally, both, if I’m be­ing hon­est. When I’m sit­ting at the com­puter, I’m com­pletely fo­cused and don’t think about sex for a sec­ond. And when I’m ly­ing on my bed, touch­ing my­self, and look­ing at my girls with lust, then I think only about sex, not com­put­ers.” Ju­lia nod­ded; it was a good — and above all, hon­est — an­swer. “If we’re al­ways hon­est with each other, we can be real friends one day, Rocky.” 


He looked up ex­pec­tantly. “Real friends, with sex and ev­ery­thing?” Ju­lia shook her head. “No, Rocky, def­i­nitely not. I have a hus­band, Al­fie — the best hus­band in the world. I wouldn’t sleep with any­one else for any­thing in the world, and please don’t be mad at me for that. But my love for Al­fie is some­thing spe­cial, unique, maybe even sa­cred. So yeah, no hookups or any­thing like that, even if it makes you sad, lit­tle man.” 


His face lit up. “Even in kinder­garten, the girls called me ‘lit­tle man’ be­cause of my big thing. Back then, I could still walk on my own and didn’t need a wheel­chair. The girls would squeal with de­light when I took it out — af­ter all, I was the only boy. They al­ways wanted to touch and feel it again and again. That was okay; I was, af­ter all, their dear Lit­tle Nose. When they played with it and I read them the unabridged ver­sion of ‘Dwarf Lit­tle Nose’ — which I’d writ­ten my­self, of course — they’d gig­gle and squeal when­ever Lit­tle Nose hyp­no­tized the three princesses with his sweet talk and then had his way with them one af­ter the other. My Dwarf Long Nose was just that kind of naughty lit­tle guy I would have loved to be my­self, if I’d had legs. The at­ten­dants at the Marx­ist kinder­garten were very open-minded and mod­ern and rarely in­ter­vened, be­cause the girls were al­lowed to touch him how­ever they pleased. Just play­fully, though, be­cause many girls had al­ready seen real sex, and they were sup­posed to process it play­fully with Dwarf Long Nose. We chil­dren were sup­posed to learn how to deal with our child­like sex­u­al­ity — and that’s ex­actly what we did.” 


Ju­lia smiled. “So, for you, the nick­name ‘Dwarf Long Nose’ isn’t of­fen­sive at all, Rocky?” He laughed. “No, not at all! I was proud of my guy who’d grown way too big, and I was just as proud that the girls saw me and my guy as ‘Shorty Nose’ from my made-up story and ac­cepted us.” Ju­lia glanced at her smart­watch. “We should do this again some­time, if you’d like, Rocky. To be­come friends — close friends — but not the kind who make out, okay? I’d in­ter­ro­gate you about your ‘Dwarf Long Nose’ and his lit­tle friend like a Gestapo of­fi­cer, and in re­turn, you can ask me any­thing that doesn’t di­rectly lead to sex. Deal?” 


Rocky was beam­ing from ear to ear. “Oh, how won­der­ful! You want to come back! I’d love to jump up and do a Hilly-Billy dance, but I can’t man­age that any­more. Shall we set a date — a real date?” Ju­lia thought for a mo­ment. “I al­ways set aside two hours on Thurs­day af­ter­noons for read­ing; I could skip that and come over to grill you about this and that and so on. Would that be okay?” Rocky crin­kled his face into deep wrin­kles and pre­tended to be think­ing very hard. “About this and that and so on?” He smiled. “Thurs­day, you say? Two hours? Well, let me think about it. Thurs­day af­ter­noon — I’d ac­tu­ally have dance class then, South Amer­i­can and Latin dances, if I could walk in­stead of rolling around in a wheel­chair. So yeah, deal — Thurs­day’s booked!” 


He paused. “I’m go­ing to take a closer look at your Fer­rari — through the eyes of an en­gi­neer — be­cause I’d like to build an elec­tric car like that my­self, one that can climb stairs like your Fer­rari. That’s a chal­lenge.” Ju­lia’s smart­watch beeped softly. “I have to head out, Rocky — work calls, and I’ll call back. So Thurs­day, let’s say at three — 3:00 p.m.?” Rocky nod­ded. “You’ll find your way to the un­der­ground park­ing garage — it’s al­ways open. I’ll be wait­ing for you down­stairs by the el­e­va­tor at ex­actly 3:00 p.m., not a sec­ond later. Be­cause you can’t take the el­e­va­tor with­out a key.” Ju­lia stood up and got into her Fer­rari. Rocky drove her down to the un­der­ground park­ing garage, then crowed cheer­fully, “Good­bye — see you Thurs­day at 3:00 p.m. and zero sec­onds!” and Ju­lia drove home, lost in thought.


Of course, she told Al­fie ev­ery lit­tle de­tail about Rocky while they were re­lax­ing in bed, smok­ing. Al­fie’s eyes widened. “A Marx­ist kinder­garten? Oh, we don’t have that any­more — no Marx any­where, nowhere! And the girls played with his thing, as you say? In kinder­garten?” Ju­lia wasn’t sure ei­ther. “That Rocky, the lit­tle runt — he was pretty pre­co­cious even back then. Maybe that played the de­ci­sive role.” Al­fie nod­ded, but the mat­ter was far from set­tled. “That kid’s over­sexed, if you ask me.” He bit his lower lip. “I’m not buy­ing your cat­e­gor­i­cal ‘no’ that eas­ily, Ju­lia. You and Yvonne — you two dragged me into your Tues­day games, and I have sex with her, too. I get that you’re cu­ri­ous about this Rocky, but I’m not buy­ing your cat­e­gor­i­cal ‘no.’ Just see how things de­velop. Only if noth­ing de­vel­ops does your ‘no’ re­ally make sense — oth­er­wise, it doesn’t.” Al­fie shook his head. “Thir­teen! At thir­teen, I was ly­ing next to Mom with our lit­tle ma­chines, and we were just re­lax­ing. I wasn’t even close to think­ing about sex at that age, es­pe­cially since my dad died so mis­er­ably back then.” Ju­lia sat up straight as a board. “Hav­ing sex with a 13-year-old is con­sid­ered a se­ri­ous crime, my dear! Don’t lose sight of that. I could ruin my en­tire ca­reer. With a 13-year-old! My God!” The mat­ter trou­bled Al­fie more than Ju­lia would have be­lieved. Ap­par­ently, there was a con­nec­tion to his re­la­tion­ship with his mother that hadn’t yet been re­vealed, but she wouldn’t press him for de­tails. But to keep some­thing from him — that would be a lie, a be­trayal.


On Thurs­day, at ex­actly 2:59:30 p.m., Ju­lia was wait­ing by the el­e­va­tor in the un­der­ground park­ing garage. Rocky ar­rived right on the dot, but with­out his wheel­chair — in­stead, he was wear­ing a T-shirt and boxer shorts. Her gaze im­me­di­ately fell on his thin legs. “I prac­tice walk­ing with­out my wheel­chair for an hour ev­ery day, on doc­tor’s or­ders,” Rocky said as they rode up. Glasses and iced lemon­ade were al­ready wait­ing; Anni re­mained out of sight, and they sat down at his desk, which was made of acrylic glass. He had got­ten a sec­ond swivel chair, so Ju­lia “parked” her Fer­rari and walked over to the chair. Rocky, his legs wob­bly, fetched an ash­tray from his par­ents’ apart­ment next door; he him­self didn’t smoke, not even a joint. It was a mat­ter of prin­ci­ple. “Smok­ing would harm my li­bido,” he lec­tured. 


He looked at her ex­pec­tantly as she drew the smoke from the joint deep into her lungs and, a few sec­onds later, ex­haled it in lit­tle rings. “And now I’m cu­ri­ous about the Gestapo of­fi­cer,” Rocky said with a smile. Ju­lia backed off a bit. She was just cu­ri­ous and wanted to find out ev­ery­thing — ev­ery­thing he could re­veal. Rocky smiled. “I’m only 13 and a half; you don’t have any se­crets at that age, Ju­lia. Those come later, when you’re an adult, I think. And my lit­tle guy hasn’t seen any­thing of the world yet, un­for­tu­nately. But I’d be happy to make some­thing up for you — I’ve al­ready seen it all on the in­ter­net.” Ju­lia spread her fin­gers. “No lies, noth­ing made up, Rocky — just the truth and only hard facts.” 


He looked through his desk at Ju­lia’s legs. “It’s a mir­a­cle that you’re com­pletely cured of brit­tle bone dis­ease, Ju­lia. A true mir­a­cle — I looked it up on­line, and there’s no cure, at least not yet.” Ju­lia felt her way through the facts. “My hus­band, Al­fie — he’s from the Chicago area — and he bought me a treat­ment in the U.S. They’re al­ready much fur­ther along there than we are here in old, slow-mov­ing Eu­rope. An mRNA treat­ment that re­paired my de­fec­tive genes. I’ve been able to walk on my own for about a year now, but I’m not ready to give up my Fer­rari just yet. As if I hadn’t paid off the bank loan yet — okay?” Rocky smiled. “Bank loan — that rings a bell. I’m still stut­ter­ing my way through the pay­ments too, but that’s re­ally unim­por­tant. Not ex­actly what you’d want dur­ing an in­ter­ro­ga­tion by a tough  Gestapo of­fi­cer, Ju­lia,” he grinned. 


“I’ve read that the dis­ease is of­ten ac­com­pa­nied by a de­creased li­bido, while for oth­ers, you have to tone down the li­bido,” Rocky said. Ju­lia grinned through the sa­cred smoke. “My li­bido is ab­so­lutely over­flow­ing — it’s been that way since I was a kid. I’m not let­ting any­one tone it down, not in a mil­lion years! That’s just how it is.” Rocky laughed softly. “It doesn’t work that way. You’re the Gestapo woman — you’re sup­posed to be in­ter­ro­gat­ing me, not the other way around.” Ju­lia laughed. “We’re quite the pair, Rocky. I set out to in­ter­ro­gate you about this and that, and now you have to lis­ten to me go on about my love life. Okay, just one more thing to com­plete the pic­ture: Al­fie and I have been hav­ing sex for two years — pretty much since we met. And once a week we play a mixed dou­bles match as a three­some with my best friend, but with­out a ref­eree. Just the ball, the court, and us with­out ten­nis rack­ets. Sim­ple, un­com­pli­cated, and ath­letic.” Rocky pursed his lips. “Un­com­pli­cated? Sim­ple?” Ju­lia took a drag on her joint; she felt as light as a but­ter­fly. 


Rocky sug­gested they lie down on his bed, where she could take a re­ally good look at all his girls. They were all to­tally dif­fer­ent, yet some­how sim­i­lar in their beauty. Ju­lia hes­i­tated — it was all hap­pen­ing too fast for her. “How ex­actly am I sup­posed to un­der­stand this ‘and so on’ busi­ness? You said the other day that you lie on your bed, ad­mire your hot group of girls, and en­joy your­self? Or did I miss some­thing?” Rocky grinned crookedly. “No, you re­mem­bered it all cor­rectly. Maybe you should add that I some­times lie on my bed for hours on end. Maybe you’d also cat­e­go­rize my li­bido as some­times ex­u­ber­ant — just for the Gestapo re­port, of course.”


Ju­lia laughed her head off. Of course she’s high from the joint, but she’s pic­tur­ing it all in her mind, and then she laughs. “I should call you Loki, the god of de­cep­tion and trick­ery. I can see you long­ing for your mom, and her just telling you to go ask Anni. Yeah, she’s your mom, and you just don’t do that to your son — that makes sense, doesn’t it? And Anni — ex­cuse me — she’s prob­a­bly com­pletely deaf when it comes to your bril­liant ideas. “Oh, Rocky, you’re worse than the Gestapo ever imag­ined. You’re def­i­nitely go­ing to hell, my boy — to the ‘over­ripe teenagers’ sec­tion,” she ex­claimed with a laugh.


Okay, if he took the ash­tray with him, then she’d lie down next to him on the bed and check out his play­mates. She’d al­ready lit up her next joint and was high as a monarch but­ter­fly in Mari­posa Monarca, Mex­ico. Sway­ing slightly, she walked over to the bed and flopped down. Rocky didn’t waste any time and pulled off his boxer shorts. “Oh — holy — Car­men!” she ex­claimed as she looked at him. The boy was only 13 and a half, but his thing was big­ger than Al­fie’s and three times as big and mas­sive as Grandpa’s. She averted her lech­er­ous gaze and fixed it on the beau­ties on the walls. Rocky didn’t have bad taste — she had to give him that. The girls’ poses were com­pletely nat­u­ral and grace­ful — noth­ing lewd. “Rocky, please get dressed again. We agreed: no fuck­ing, no faffing around, and no non­sense. So please be so kind! Wait un­til I’ve zoomed off in my Fer­rari, then have fun af­ter­ward.” They lay side by side in si­lence, and Ju­lia only dared to steal the oc­ca­sional side­ways glance at his boxer shorts, his hand in­side the boxer short. But no, that was out of the ques­tion — she’d made up her mind, but­ter­flies or not.


Rocky pressed him­self close to her. “Is that okay?” She nod­ded. “So, you wanted to grill me about the ‘and so on,’ Ms. Gestapo Sweet­heart. I’ll get started, since you ob­vi­ously don’t know the first thing about a tough in­ter­ro­ga­tion, Ju­lia.” He buried his face in her armpit. “In the morn­ing, when I take a bath, Anni sits on the edge of the tub and watches me with cold, fishy eyes as I do it un­der­wa­ter. ‘You’re a re­ally dirty lit­tle ras­cal,’ she says, shak­ing her head, but she doesn’t take her eyes off me. “You’re go­ing to the deep­est, most wretched hell, be­cause what you’re do­ing there is pretty gross, Robert.” But she grins crookedly when the lit­tle white worms float to the sur­face.”


“When Mom came to take me  a bath, Anni usu­ally stayed away. Mom sits on the edge of the tub, too, but she just smiles sweetly at the ‘and so on.’ ‘Don’t lis­ten to that spite­ful old woman,’ Mom says, ‘first of all, there’s no hell, and sec­ond, your ‘and so on’ is per­fectly nor­mal and nat­u­ral, Robert.  —  Maybe Anni’s just jeal­ous be­cause she doesn’t have a strap­ping young man in her bed, a strap­ping guy like you. So, don’t let her get you down, Robert. You’re a good boy and you won’t go to hell — I guar­an­tee it.”


Ju­lia slipped her arm un­der his head so he could rest com­fort­ably on her shoul­der. “I’m right here with Mom, Rocky. That ‘and so on’ is just fine; oth­er­wise, I’d have to sit by your side in hell be­cause of my own ‘and so on.’ But you don’t seem to have any re­spect for Anni, and I don’t think that’s right. She’s an em­ployee, not a piece of trash. She has a twisted view of some things — that may well be true. But she’s not dis­re­spect­ful to­ward you — she’s just voic­ing the con­cerns she has.” Rocky growled, “Voic­ing con­cerns — and at the same time watch­ing this spec­ta­cle. That doesn’t add up, Ju­lia. I’ve got eyes in my head, and I can tell right away when a bolt and a nut don’t fit to­gether.” 


Ju­lia asked if his mom touched him while he was tak­ing a bath. He rolled his eyes. “Back when I wasn’t very good at it yet, she al­ways liked to do it so I could learn. Anni stood there watch­ing and rolled her eyes heav­en­ward like a toad in dis­tress. Mom did it over and over again and didn’t stop un­til noth­ing more came out and I was com­pletely ex­hausted; that’s how it’s sup­posed to be, she’d told me and Anni. She swirled the lit­tle white worms in the bath­wa­ter with her hand, looked at Anni, and said she’d bet­ter take care of Dwarf Long Nose ev­ery morn­ing, or else there’d be a proper thun­der­storm. Anni rolled her eyes to­ward the sky and said, ‘Yes, ma’am!”  But Mom has stopped do­ing that now — and no amount of heart-wrench­ing beg­ging helps any­more.” Ju­lia smiled. “Oh, I un­der­stand that per­fectly. Your mom doesn’t want to fall into the in­cest trap — she’s a smart woman.” Rocky asked if her mom had fallen into the in­cest trap. Ju­lia shook her head. “No, my par­ents died in an ac­ci­dent; I wasn’t even two yet. I grew up with my grand­par­ents.” She thought for a mo­ment. “My grandpa didn’t want to send me out into the world with­out know­ing any­thing. He gen­tly guided my fin­ger so I’d learn the ‘and so on’ part cor­rectly. My grandpa was a kind-hearted man — the best grandpa you could imag­ine.” 


Rocky shook his head. “My grandpa and grandma haven’t come to see the lit­tle crip­ple in a long time.” Ju­lia gave him a tap on the back of the head. “You’d bet­ter cross the word ‘crip­ple’ off your list, you silly com­puter ex­pert. A crip­ple is some­one who snatches a grandma’s purse or shoves her on the cross­walk. Some­one who steals the coins from a beg­gar’s cup.  That’s a crip­ple, and you’re not one — you’re Dwarf Long Nose, the one lit­tle girls love to grope.”


Rocky rolled his eyes. “That was a hun­dred years ago, Ju­lia. Nowa­days, I have to thank Saint Jerome if one of the girls at the high school lets Zw­erg Nase lure her cu­ri­ously be­hind the bushes.”


Her watch beeped softly. “Sto­ry­time’s over, Rocky. Shall we resched­ule the next in­ter­ro­ga­tion about the girls from the high school for next Thurs­day at the same time!?” Rocky nod­ded and stood up un­steadily. He walked her down to the un­der­ground park­ing garage. “I know now that we’re go­ing to be good friends, Ju­lia. Very good friends — no mess­ing around, no frills, and none of that stuff. That’s how you want it, right?” She nod­ded and drove off.


Al­fie grunted and snorted as she told him ev­ery­thing. “We both know it’s not about size. And you say, he did it in­side his boxer-shorts, three times? It’s in­ter­est­ing how he’s into his mom. I know ex­actly what’s go­ing on in his heart — I was his age once, too. Most guys prob­a­bly have that fan­tasy, as long as their mom doesn’t have bad breath. And, if we’re to be­lieve the sta­tis­tics, for most of them it re­mains just a fan­tasy. Thank God!” Ju­lia bit her tongue to keep from re­ply­ing. She thought of the in­ces­tu­ous go­ings-on on Mount Olym­pus, which men had prob­a­bly made up. At least in the leg­ends and myths, it played out in such a way that the num­bers would just fly right past the statis­ti­cians’ ears.


Once again, Rocky picked her up in the un­der­ground park­ing garage; once again, he came with­out a wheel­chair, wear­ing just a T-shirt and boxer shorts. “I’m prac­tic­ing walk­ing and stand­ing ev­ery day now, with­out a wheel­chair. I over­heard Mom and the doc­tor talk­ing — my spine is re­ally shot and is de­te­ri­o­rat­ing from the in­side out, ev­ery day. ‘He prob­a­bly won’t make it to 30,’ the doc­tor said re­gret­fully, and Mom cried like a baby. I at least want to be able to walk again be­fore I die, Ju­lia.” When they got up­stairs, two glasses and some iced lemon­ade were wait­ing for them. Rocky went straight to his sleep­ing area and lay down on the bed; Ju­lia parked the Fer­rari and fol­lowed him, feel­ing a lit­tle anx­ious. “No fool­ing around and no non­sense, Rocky, please don’t! You can snug­gle up to me — that’s okay. I’d love to give you warmth and close­ness.” Rocky ac­tu­ally snug­gled up to her and wrapped an arm around her chest, his lips right against her ear. “I’ve al­ways longed for some­one with whom I can dis­cuss my in­ter­ests and to whom I can snug­gle up phys­i­cally. Be­cause I miss that so much!” Ju­lia un­der­stood what he meant. His hand slipped in­side his boxer-shorts.


Rocky lay next to her, en­joy­ing the close­ness and warmth of their bod­ies. His hand rested on her T-shirt, on her breast, but in a com­pletely in­no­cent way. He whis­pered about how Anni bathed him ev­ery morn­ing and how she did it re­luc­tantly, full of dis­gust. Anni was very up­set — bathing a boy as big as him like a tod­dler was the ab­so­lute worst! But she did it, grum­bling and re­luc­tantly. The boss, his mom, had or­dered it. Rocky told Ju­lia about his fan­tasies, how he planned to se­duce Anni. Yes, he de­scribed in minute de­tail ex­actly how he could ma­nip­u­late her and pounce on her. How he would achieve his goal, with­out any vi­o­lence at all. She would surely go along with it; she wouldn’t put up any se­ri­ous re­sis­tance, be­cause she didn’t want to lose her job. 


Ju­lia looked at him from the side. “Come on, think about it again! Isn’t it a form of vi­o­lence when you force her to do your bid­ding so she can keep her job? This is a truly in­sid­i­ous form of vi­o­lence, Rocky. Shame on you! And here’s an­other thing. You should never do that with em­ploy­ees or sub­or­di­nates. How will­ingly are they get­ting in­volved with you? Not at all, be­lieve me. There’s al­ways dy­na­mite in there — it can ex­plode at any mo­ment and blow right back in your face! And one last point: would you print out a pic­ture of Anni and stick it on the wall right here, among your play­mates?” Rocky swal­lowed hard. “Oh, come on, Anni doesn’t be­long here — she’s no beauty, for cry­ing out loud!” Ju­lia smiled. “See, that’s my last point. I can see all around me that you have good taste in choos­ing your play­mates — re­ally good taste, in fact. Beau­ti­ful, grace­ful, soft-to-the-touch girls, ev­ery sin­gle one of them. So why are you chas­ing af­ter Anni? I’d say she’s down­right ugly, even though no one is re­ally ugly. You only want her be­cause she’s al­ways within reach. A very con­ve­nient, lazy, and undig­ni­fied point of view, I’d say. But what about the girls at the high school?” Rocky swal­lowed hard. “They only go be­hind the bushes with me be­cause they’re cu­ri­ous about my Dwarf Nose. There’s not a trace of af­fec­tion, Ju­lia. That kind of cu­rios­ity is like a di­rect in­sult — they just want to know what it feels like with the Dwarfs Nose. I hate them for it, even though I en­joy the close­ness, the nu­dity, and the flu­ids of course.”


Ju­lia stroked his hair, his head. “Keep pur­su­ing the girls from high school. One or two of them will re­al­ize what an en­chant­ing, sweet prince is hid­den in­side Dwarf Long Nose. Al­ways re­mem­ber how pop­u­lar Dwarf Long Nose used to be — back then, the girls weren’t shy around you.” Rocky buried his face in her armpit; he didn’t want her to no­tice how bit­terly he was cry­ing over the girls at the high school — his Dwarf Long Nose.


An­other time, he brought up his mom. They had moved past the “Anni phase,” and he re­al­ized he should leave the em­ployee alone. Now he dared to con­fide his most se­cret fan­tasies about his mom to his best friend. How in­tensely he dreamed of his mom and her body. How much he was drawn to her. Ju­lia shook her head. “Would you put a pic­ture of your mom up on the wall here?” Rocky nod­ded in agree­ment. “Oh yeah, she’s a real beauty and would out­shine all the girls when it comes to looks and beauty!” Ju­lia had to change her strat­egy, take a de­tour. “But you do see her naked when she has time to give you a bath, and so on?” Rocky nod­ded up and down. “Yes, Ju­lia. She’s just cen­time­ters away and yet out of reach! She never lets me touch her skin. A long time ago, my hand strayed un­der her butt, di­rectly, just as she was mak­ing it so nice for me — you know what I mean. ‘Keep your hands to your­self, son!’ she said sternly. I haven’t touched her since, Ju­lia.”


And now he was de­scrib­ing to her, in vivid, ex­plicit de­tail, what his mom’s body looked like. Ex­cit­edly, his fin­gers ab­sent­mind­edly pinched Ju­lia’s nip­ple through her T-shirt. She ig­nored it and lis­tened in­tently. Oh, she knew all those de­tails al­ready — that wasn’t what mat­tered. His voice car­ried a long­ing for his mom’s touch, for her em­brace, for her kisses — for child’s kisses. Ju­lia shud­dered or felt a chill as she lis­tened to him and the tone of his voice. No, this wasn’t the sex-crazed jerk who was af­ter in­cest. This wasn’t the teenager who was des­per­ate to have sex with her, no mat­ter what the con­se­quences might be. No, this was a boy in dire straits, who missed his mother as a mother, not as a sex­ual part­ner. Rocky pulled him­self to­gether when he ad­mit­ted to his eaves­drop­ping. Mom was more or less just drift­ing through life along­side Dad, and she had some oc­ca­sional af­fairs, mostly with men. And Rocky, that hap­less lit­tle guy, sank into deep de­pres­sion the more in­tensely and pas­sion­ately Mom lay in the arms of a lover. Rocky rec­og­nized these bouts of de­pres­sion very clearly and suc­cess­fully shook them off. Ju­lia pulled him close. She felt so sorry for him.


Ju­lia blew the smoke into the air in lit­tle, play­ful curls. “I’m not go­ing to lec­ture you on in­cest, Rocky — I’ve got my own story, af­ter all. But your mom’s right — it’s a sin against God and na­ture, not just against hu­man laws; we don’t give a damn about those any­way.” Rocky stared at the group of girls on the wall and nod­ded. “I dream about my mom, but of course they’re just dreams — noth­ing phys­i­cal. I might be over­sexed, but I’m no id­iot, Ju­lia. They’re just thoughts and long­ings spin­ning around in my head. Not my hands — I’ve got those un­der con­trol.” Ju­lia pulled him close. “I un­der­stand very well that you’re miss­ing close­ness and warmth. At the same time, I’m con­vinced that you’re the star in your mom’s eyes, even if she’s cur­rently drown­ing in work and barely has any time for you, my boy.”


Ju­lia glanced at her smart­watch; she still had a few min­utes be­fore she had to leave. She sat up and cupped Rocky’s face in her hands. “Rocky, I have to tell you some­thing that might hurt a lit­tle. I won’t be com­ing here to see you any­more. No, you didn’t do any­thing wrong. I have to stay away — for my own sake. We agreed: no frills and no hookups, and you’ve stuck to that like a man of honor, a gen­tle­man. I’m just afraid I won’t be able to keep that agree­ment. I can feel how we’re both drift­ing fur­ther and fur­ther apart, step by step. I have to make a rad­i­cal break with my past. I’m not go­ing to se­duce a 14-year-old and cor­rupt him. Be a good boy — keep your hands off Anni and your mom — and please fo­cus on the girls at high school. Show them the en­chanted prince hid­den in­side Dwarf Long Nose. Fall in love, chase af­ter them, lift their skirts, and let them be cu­ri­ous — that’s how it has to be; that’s the right thing for a smart boy like you. It hurts my heart, too, but I can’t come any­more. I re­ally can’t.” Tears ran down Rocky’s cheeks. 


He un­der­stood and grasped ev­ery word, and he didn’t see any­thing wrong with it. Ju­lia knew her­self bet­ter than he did, and if she didn’t want to cross her line, then that was fine. But still, it hurt like hell to lose her. He wiped the tears from his eyes with his sleeve. “Yes, los­ing you as a friend hurts like hell. And not be­cause we did any­thing wrong or be­cause we crossed the line. I’ll cry for a long time be­cause you’ve grown dear to my heart. But still, you’ve given me some­thing, Ju­lia. You came to see me Thurs­day af­ter Thurs­day; you lis­tened to me pa­tiently, just like a girl­friend; you opened my eyes to cer­tain things and showed me the right path. Thurs­day af­ter Thurs­day, I was able to snug­gle up against your warm body and feel some­thing like af­fec­tion and a sense of be­long­ing. I’ll frame these gifts deep in my heart and hang them on the wall. It doesn’t mat­ter if I’m cry­ing right now. What mat­ters is that you’ll still be in my soul, in my heart, some­how. Yes, I’ll keep my fin­gers away from Anni and Mom, be­cause it feels wrong. I’ll take bet­ter care of the girls at school, just as you said. You gave Lit­tle Nose con­fi­dence and hope that one day a Cin­derella would dis­cover the en­chanted prince and will­ingly go be­hind the bushes with Lit­tle Nose. And for that, I thank you, Ju­lia, my best friend!” He buried his face in her bo­som and wailed, cry­ing out all his pain.


Ju­lia lay next to Al­fie, nestling her face against his chest. He lis­tened in si­lence as she told him — just as she did ev­ery Thurs­day — how she’d let lit­tle Rocky, Dwarf Long Nose, hug her that af­ter­noon un­til her smart­watch beeped. Al­fie’s hand rested warmly and re­as­sur­ingly on her back. He lis­tened with a smile, clearly sens­ing her arousal and sex­ual de­sire. “I’m glad you’re en­joy­ing your­self so much with him, my love. He may be a child by def­i­ni­tion, but he’s also a 14-year-old with big, hun­gry eyes. He wanted close­ness and skin-to-skin con­tact, and you gave it to him be­cause you have a big, com­pas­sion­ate heart, Ju­lia.” Al­fie was glad that she was so at one with her ma­ter­nal feel­ings and her so­cial em­pa­thy. That was some­thing that was def­i­nitely part of who she was.


“I won’t go back to him, Al­fie. I said good­bye to him prop­erly and hon­estly. I know my­self and the devil in my body pretty well. First we’ll lie next to each other fully clothed. Then we’ll lie next to each other naked, skin to skin. And the next time, we’ll cross the line. I won’t al­low my­self to ruin a 14-year-old. That’s not who I am; that’s not my char­ac­ter. I’m far from hav­ing to give in to ev­ery im­pulse of my sex drive. I’m a hu­man be­ing; I have a mind of my own, and I want to take full re­spon­si­bil­ity for ev­ery­thing I do or don’t do. And what I cer­tainly won’t do is se­duce 14-year-old Robert and ruin his child­hood.”


Al­fie took the joint from her hand and took a deep drag. “I’m re­ally sorry about Robert. I would have been fine with you let­ting loose for once. But I’m sure you’ve thought it through and are do­ing what you can live with.” 


Ju­lia rested her chin in her palm. “That’s some­thing you won’t read in my dis­ser­ta­tion: for all his power, the king of the gods had no power over his own lusts. In short, a dick-driven id­iot. Yes, that’s what he was — not a man who changed the world and gave it a pos­i­tive nudge, like Ham­murabi or Ram­ses III. He was the ul­ti­mate wom­an­izer, noth­ing more, and the an­cient Greeks were sim­ply fool­ish enough to ad­mire it, caught up in a sort of mass psy­chosis. Of course, you won’t find any of that in my doc­toral the­sis; af­ter all, you taught me to work with a clear ob­jec­tive and not to ruin things right off the bat with my ob­ses­sion for the truth.”


Al­fie took the joint from her hand again and took a deep drag. “You said it, and I couldn’t agree with you more. I ought to won­der why I haven’t put it quite so clearly be­fore. But I know the rea­son: Zeus and the gods van­ished from our cul­ture with­out a trace be­cause we grad­u­ally re­al­ized he was just a dick-driven id­iot — noth­ing more. His breath had an ex­pi­ra­tion date; it’s as sim­ple as that. Even if we won’t read it ex­plic­itly in your dis­ser­ta­tion.” He ab­sent­mind­edly slid the strap of her neg­ligee down. “Sex is pow­er­ful. Sex is great. Sex can make us feel won­der­fully happy, re­laxed, in love, and drawn to one an­other. But sex isn’t some all-singing, all-danc­ing cure-all that rep­re­sents our be-all and end-all. There is more — so much more — in the land of Ophir wait­ing for us to dis­cover and ex­pe­ri­ence it. We are des­tined to lift the veil a lit­tle and catch a glimpse of the ‘Cal­lipyge’ — those beau­ti­ful curves be­neath the veil; old Sopho­cles knew that, the old lecher.”


Ju­lia smiled. Yes, that was her Al­fie. He could phrase things so po­et­i­cally that her fin­gers would twitch, want­ing to jot it down, to quote him. And he was right. We re­ally are des­tined to lift veils and peek cu­ri­ously at the ‘Cal­lipyge’, even though the ra­tio­nal mind yawns in bore­dom and dis­misses it, hav­ing seen it all a thou­sand times be­fore. She thought of Yvonne — of the mo­ment she first saw Al­fie asleep, how she had lifted the sheet quite mat­ter-of-factly to ver­ify that the bald guy was, in fact, a guy.


Yes, that’s how we are. 


Sopho­cles knew that. 


He was a bright fel­low, that Sopho­cles.



Swan song



Al­fie worked al­most day and night. He has long been on the screen from evening to morn­ing, 14 hours a day. Wrote emails, an­swered emails and down­loaded doc­u­ments. Tire­less. The four scan­ners in the apart­ment next door were hum­ming and whirring; they had been work­ing non­stop for a year and a half. Al­fie only went to the neigh­bor­ing apart­ment once, usu­ally in the morn­ing, took the doc­u­ments that had al­ready been scanned and stacked them in the cor­ri­dor, where the men from the garbage col­lec­tion picked them up ev­ery day and took them for pa­per re­cy­cling. With a hand­ful of dol­lars, Al­fie could del­e­gate this ac­tiv­ity. He filled the large in­put load­ing lanes with new food, with hun­dreds of books, jour­nals and mag­a­zines. Mary­bel, Jezebel, Is­abel and Pombel worked tire­lessly and were in­cred­i­bly proud that they filled the hard drives with ter­abytes non-stop. No, Al­fie was no fool to give his ma­chines names and to pro­vide the three ladies with an ex­pe­ri­enced man. When he chris­tened the Pombel, he cor­rupted the name of the Mar­quis de Pom­bal, who, among other things, led Lis­bon to new pros­per­ity. Well, he looked back proudly from the door, the girls and the mar­quis had food for the next 24 hours and would fill the hard drives page by page. He locked the door care­fully.


It took him 40 min­utes to get down­town to Ju­lia’s apart­ment. She would greet him in her neg­ligee like ev­ery morn­ing and hug him, the Ara­bia cof­fee would be ready in no time and then he would lie down in her bed and im­me­di­ately fall asleep. She would kiss him awake at lunchtime with her warm wom­anly body and they would roll to­gether for the 7 min­utes to the pond, it was a fixed rit­ual like the sun­rise. Al­though Ju­lia could walk nor­mally, she drove the Fer­rari to the pond, which was as cer­tain as the sun­rise.  Sit­ting in the Fer­rari gave her the op­por­tu­nity to show her beau­ti­ful breasts openly and a lit­tle bit of her pu­bic hair to at­tract the at­ten­tion of passers-by.  Our shy Ju­lia is cer­tainly a lit­tle bit cheeky, isn’t she? The mal­lard duck­lings had grown up and two guys had wan­dered off and were ex­plor­ing the world out­side the pond on their own. The six lit­tle sis­ters stayed to­gether at the pond, where there was food and they could swim in the pond as they pleased. The par­ents were away one day and there was duck breast in the town hall that day. The mayor of Giza was vis­it­ing from far­away Egypt, and duck was kosher, ha­lal for the dis­tin­guished guest.


Al­fie usu­ally cooked lunch. He had never cooked be­fore, but he couldn’t see Ju­lia eat­ing any sand­wich from any su­per­mar­ket with any fill­ing just to avoid wast­ing valu­able time and ac­cu­mu­late com­pletely un­nec­es­sary fat around her hips from the sand­wiches. That shouldn’t work! He skipped all the sand­wiches and cooked fresh veg­eta­bles, sides and fresh meat from the butcher. Ev­ery­thing was fresh from the farm­ers mar­ket, he much pre­ferred shop­ping there. In his time there was none of that, just uni­form waste from the food fac­to­ries. He had never learned to cook, but he could. Recipes were easy to de­ci­pher; he didn’t watch a sin­gle cook­ing show on tele­vi­sion, but in­ter­preted the recipes con­sci­en­tiously. They had lunch to­gether, Ju­lia broke away from the world of gods for these 20 min­utes and let Al­fie en­ter­tain her. Eat well and healthily, and the fat rolls were gone in no time.


He usu­ally had a but­ton in his ear and lis­tened to the news. He was com­pletely over­whelmed, the li­brar­ian in his chest shouted ec­stat­i­cally. He fol­lowed the events up close and in real time, which he would one day ex­hibit in his mu­seum. “Imag­ine, Ju­lia, you were there as the boy king Tu­tankhamen cir­cles in his char­iot in bat­tle against the horde of Hit­tites, as the wheels rat­tle over a boul­der and he falls, shat­ter­ing his knee. As he lies half-con­scious on the sick bed and the mur­derer hired by his suc­ces­sor bashes his skull in. It makes a dif­fer­ence whether you are there live or whether you are there  4,000 years later and  read about it in a glossy il­lus­trated book.” 


Ju­lia smiled. How sim­i­lar their work was! She also col­lected ev­ery­thing, the small­est scraps that could still be found to­day, in or­der to im­merse her­self in the mur­der­ous, mag­i­cal and myth­i­cal world of the gods. Her world was also a mu­seum, so to speak; she too had to learn to dis­cover and un­cover po­lit­i­cally and so­cially de­manded cleans­ing in her leg­ends and myths. To re­count their sex­ual ad­ven­tures, their frauds and swin­dles, their small and large crimes and to de­scribe a clever anal­y­sis of the po­lit­i­cal and so­cial con­trol mech­a­nisms, yes, that was their mis­sion. The an­cient Greeks didn’t cre­ate the world of gods so that those of us born later would have some­thing to read by the bon­fire. No, the leg­ends and sto­ries were in­tended to shape, ed­u­cate and guide an­cient Greek so­ci­ety. And that was Ju­lia’s job, to bring it to light, to give us a clear pic­ture, be­cause our so­ci­ety also needed to be fur­ther shaped, ed­u­cated and guided. 


Al­fie, this jack of all trades, al­ways brought a lit­tle sweet dessert with Ara­bia cof­fee. So they smoked a good di­ges­tive cig­a­rette and then got back to work. Ju­lia sank back into her lore, Al­fie grabbed the wicker bas­ket and went hunt­ing to find the in­gre­di­ents for to­mor­row’s lunch menu.


But some­times in the af­ter­noon he would sit alone by the pond and talk to the wa­ter­fowl. The mal­lard sis­ters, but also the three gray heron ladies, lis­tened to his melo­di­ous voice. He told them about the board com­mit­tee, which was be­com­ing im­pa­tient, and about the di­rec­tor, who was fight­ing like a li­on­ess for her Al­fred. He had re­turned home for a jump and brought a back­pack full of hard drives, more than 850 ter­abytes of past his­tory. He jumped back to Ju­lia’s time as quickly as pos­si­ble; he hadn’t been gone for a sec­ond. But they gave him a re­prieve, maybe two more months. Yes, he had been with Ju­lia for 16 months and was grate­ful for ev­ery ad­di­tional day. 


How of­ten did he toss and turn, half asleep, won­der­ing whether he should re­turn to his time in 2932 or whether he should stay with Ju­lia for­ever? All he had to do was de­stroy or se­verely dam­age the com­mu­ni­ca­tor in his chest and they would no longer be able to trans­fer him back at the push of a but­ton. Of course, they could send sher­iffs, but that was un­likely. He had heard ru­mors that some time trav­el­ers never re­turned. No, it wasn’t di­nosaurs that had eaten them, it wasn’t glad­i­a­tors that had speared them, no, but they had found a much more use­ful life in an­other time. Just like him. 


At night he now spoke al­most ev­ery day with the di­rec­tor, Dr. Jessie Hunts­man. She was about the age his mother would be to­day. And she took the time for her best man. She played nei­ther a mother nor a siren, she sim­ply felt re­spon­si­ble for him, for his spir­i­tual sal­va­tion. She was in­ter­ested in his work and they dis­cussed in de­tail what his new de­part­ment should look like. The space re­quired, the show­cases and screen spa­ces, the print­ers and copiers for stu­dents and vis­i­tors, the stor­age space on the servers and how much money she had to spend for all of this. 


But she also felt re­spon­si­ble for his soul; that was a qual­ity of her daz­zling per­son­al­ity. Al­fie let her in on ev­ery­thing; she knew about Ju­lia, her doc­toral the­sis, Yvonne and also lit­tle Robert. It was a shock to her right from the start that Al­fie took Ju­lia as his wife — re­ally and se­ri­ously. Jessie Hunts­man wasn’t jeal­ous in the least, she had fol­lowed the de­vel­op­ment of this re­la­tion­ship from the be­gin­ning, she saw how the sight of the an­gelic glow on Ju­lia’s face shot like light­ning to Al­fie’s loins as she rolled out of the uni­ver­sity build­ing. She un­der­stood how one thing led to an­other. She was just afraid that Al­fie would give up his as­sign­ment or even his job at the Na­tional Li­brary. The thought was ab­so­lutely real, she saw it much ear­lier than Al­fie him­self. She just knew she wouldn’t give it up with­out a fight. The com­mit­tee would tear her head off, that was as cer­tain as Amen in church. 


Her own per­sonal file al­ready bore the taint of a rene­gade, but how could she have pre­vented Charles Stel­lar­ion Frenkel from be­ing pro­claimed King of Arau­ca­nia and Patag­o­nia? None of these con­sid­er­a­tions ap­plied to the com­mit­tee; they were all tough con­crete heads who only clung to dots and com­mas, with­out any hu­man emo­tion. Jessie Hunts­man, on the other hand, was of a com­pletely dif­fer­ent breed. She looked af­ter the spir­i­tual well-be­ing of her around 200 em­ploy­ees. She took the word in the truest sense: the soul had to be whole. Ev­ery­thing else was sec­ondary, af­fairs or di­vorces, botched ski hol­i­days or in­her­i­tance dis­putes in the fam­ily. All of this could be tack­led, an­a­lyzed, solved and done. But she would never shrug off a soul hang­ing askew in the closet. Jessie Hunts­man was not only a tech­ni­cally ex­cel­lent man­ager of her de­part­ment. No, she was a man­ager who took on more re­spon­si­bil­ity than just hav­ing proper bal­ance sheets or bud­gets drawn up. This is how we have to see the re­la­tion­ship be­tween the head­mistress and Al­fie.


As I said, apart from her, he could only talk to the birds. They nod­ded wisely be­cause they un­der­stood ev­ery­thing well and be­cause they picked up a grain while nod­ding. Al­fie loved Ju­lia as he had never loved any woman, not even Hilda. It would be so easy to stay with Ju­lia. But he would be­tray his mis­sion, and he would be­tray the kind-hearted di­rec­tor. This was more im­por­tant to him than the be­trayal of the Na­tional Li­brary; that had no real weight. The Na­tional Li­brary was def­i­nitely screwed. A ter­mi­na­tion  —  so what? some­one else would be found quickly, no doubt. But the thought of be­tray­ing the di­rec­tor hurt him. He still had 6 weeks to de­cide. He shook him­self be­fore stand­ing up and bid­ding the birds farewell.


Al­fie’s neigh­bor on Pálffy­gasse was Roland, a for­mer cy­clist. A tac­i­turn but ex­tremely friendly man. They al­ways greeted each other and he once went over to bor­row a few sugar cubes for his cof­fee. Roland saw Al­fie’s look at the 6 shiny rac­ing bikes hang­ing on hooks from the ceil­ing. “I drive my route ev­ery morn­ing, keeps my body fit and my mind awake,” grum­bled Roland Gar­ber. They had a very friendly chat, and Roland’s eye­brows twitched when Al­fie con­fessed that he had last rid­den a bike 30 years ago, when he was a teenager. Roland lifted a wheel off the hook. “It’s an older piece, but just right for do­ing an­other round.” All bikes were sparkling clean, oiled and the chains greased. Roland took care of his bikes; he would never let them go to waste. He handed Al­fie the Can­non­dale and asked him to do a few laps again. Roland had lent him a hel­met for the first ride. “Your life is al­ways in dan­ger in this city traf­fic, Al­fred.” Yes, he rang Al­fie’s door­bell early in the morn­ing and cy­cled along “his” route with him at a leisurely pace. Trem­bling with awe, Al­fie mounted the bike and fol­lowed the old gen­tle­man. It was a re­ally well thought out loop, you avoided the main traf­fic and used as many paths next to green spa­ces as if you were in the coun­try­side. Roland told him about a spe­cialty store that his two sons ran, where the prices were af­ford­able and the qual­ity was as hon­est as a hand­shake. Al­fie bought his out­fit, two pairs of cy­cling shorts, four fit­ted shirts, a hel­met, gloves and the spe­cial shoes.


Of course he could have bought a new bike, but re­fus­ing Roland’s loan would have been an un­nec­es­sary af­front. And yes, now he un­der­stood why Ju­lia had talked about the wind in her hair. The wind glided over his bald head, brush­ing away the last rem­nants of sleep like dust and leav­ing him to think as he ped­aled hard. It was a new, good dis­cov­ery to drive Roland’s route for 20 min­utes be­fore show­er­ing and hav­ing a morn­ing cof­fee. His thoughts re­volved around the di­rec­tor and Ju­lia; there was noth­ing more im­por­tant. He had smiled with sat­is­fac­tion when the head­mistress told him that she would nom­i­nate him as her suc­ces­sor when she re­tired. It would be an honor, Al­fie said to the face of Jessie Hunts­man on the video call across 900 years. “And Grandpa Arthur would look down proudly from his cloud,” he added. “Grandpa knighted me and sent me on a quest to prove my­self and make him proud. He was a good man, my grandpa,” Al­fie said. Jessie nod­ded, even though she had no idea who this grandpa was. “He raised you to be an ex­tra­or­di­nary man. De­cency and honor and back­bone don’t come au­to­mat­i­cally with your mother’s milk.”


The wind blew around his bald head and made his thoughts clear and free. He had loved his Hilda; it had been a love match — at least for his part. In the first year they made love day and night, with in­ti­mate spray and a con­dom of course. And Hilda was a good wife and a great mother, with­out a doubt. Only the devil in her loins wor­ried him; she suf­fered like a dog when one of her lovers died from the virus. And when she took Or­lando as her lover, a blonde-haired an­gel of 14, she gave him ev­ery­thing and took ev­ery­thing from him. Sweet Or­lando, who was dy­ing in her arms —  like a burnt-out can­dle wick, his eyes went out and broke, the virus had taken him away, heart­less and mer­ci­less. Hilda locked her­self in her bed­room for days and took her own life. She had ru­ined too many men and she could no longer bear the fact that she was the one to blame for Or­lando’s death. 


Wal­traud, Hein­rich and he stood at her grave, blind with tears, and wit­nessed the end of the world. He with­drew, apol­o­gized at all pub­lic oc­ca­sions and avoided peo­ple. He had seen how Hilda had blos­somed in Or­lando’s arms, how she had ex­ulted and re­joiced in her hap­pi­ness in the boy’s arms. Hilda brought the shy Or­lando into her mar­riage bed and let him share in her ec­stasy, be­cause he was not a stranger, but her lover, her Al­fie. She held his hand and al­most crushed it in her ec­stasy. The beau­ti­ful Or­lando gave him shy glances as he du­ti­fully drove Hilda to new heights, lap af­ter lap. Hilda held Al­fie’s hand, just as she held his hand when she let her lit­tle ma­chine hum on her body un­til late into the night and fi­nally brought it to an end with her hand, shout­ing and re­joic­ing. Tears welled up in Al­fie’s eyes be­cause he was cry­ing for his Hilda and the shy Or­lando. A 14-year-old teenager who didn’t de­serve to die like a dog in Hilda’s arms. 


Al­fie turned around at Türken­schanz­park and sat on a park bench, tak­ing a short smoke break. His eyes slid over the parked cars, be­cause this park­ing lot was ‘the’ park­ing lot where busi­ness­men and girls ex­changed their juices hastily and breath­lessly. No, Al­fie was nei­ther a voyeur nor a Peep­ing Tom, his thoughts were else­where as his eyes in­dif­fer­ently fol­lowed the un­du­lat­ing, rolling and rhyth­mic beat­ing of waves be­hind the fogged car win­dows. No, Hilda was not an easy girl who would have had such cheap and shame­less fun in a park­ing lot like that. The devil in her womb fell in love when the hor­mones fol­lowed the com­pass — it was that sim­ple and mer­ci­less. And Wal­traud also had this devil in her womb, he thought sadly, she too would ex­pe­ri­ence the ups and downs of phys­i­cal love like poor Hilda. Wal­traud had tear­fully as­sured him and Hein­rich that she would live a chaste life like a nun in a monastery, but fa­ther and son knew about the power of the devil who lurked be­tween her thighs. Al­fie an­grily stubbed out the cig­a­rette butt and threw it into the trash can. Now we went back, slightly down­hill, with the wind on the bald head.


Ev­ery morn­ing Al­fie did a lap around Roland’s route. To­day was Wednes­day, yes­ter­day he was in Ju­lia and Yvonne’s arms hav­ing sex with both girls. Al­fie ped­aled and in­creased the pace, it went slightly up­hill to Türken­schanz­park — he had been ly­ing be­tween the thighs of both girls and now he ped­aled, tram­pling against the thought of phys­i­cal love, as if to make him for­get it. Yvonne was a good, hon­est per­son, she wasn’t a cheap slut. Yes, she changed her boys’  like oth­ers changed their shirts, but it was al­ways an hon­est thing on her part. She re­minded Al­fie painfully of the devil in Hilda and Wal­traud’s womb when he lay with her. 


Not many girls sur­ren­dered to this devil with­out a fight, Ju­lia for ex­am­ple. She had re­buffed the devil and force­fully sep­a­rated from lit­tle Robert, be­cause she knew ex­actly about the devil in her womb. No, Ju­lia and Yvonne were com­pletely dif­fer­ent, only when it came to girl sex they were like twins, ea­gerly snap­ping at each other’s lips. How did the di­rec­tor put it? “Keep your love for Ju­lia like the in­tox­i­cated rush of the wed­ding night and the rush hon­ey­moon, on hon­ey­moon. Store that rush in your soul and come back be­fore the rush wears off and the rou­tine of ev­ery­day life wears you out and burns you out.” Oh, she was very smart, that Jessie Hunts­man, she stuck to facts and re­al­i­ties, but she also knew about love and fall­ing in love.


Cig­a­rette break at Türken­schanz­park. Yes, it was a frenzy in which he and Ju­lia reeled. For the first time in his life, he was more in love than ever be­fore. But in his mind there also lived a se­ri­ous, crit­i­cal and in­cor­rupt­ible Al­fred. “Ju­lia’s feel­ings will be dulled by ev­ery­day life. The devil in her womb will re­ally take a toll on her and there will be one Robert af­ter the other. To­day she loves you madly, to­day she is still in the high of your hon­ey­moon. But her giv­ing in and her con­sent when she ac­cepted you into the girl’s sex and ac­tively in­cluded you hav­ing Sex with her girl­friend Yvonne, that should give you some­thing to think about. She only gave in grad­u­ally and hes­i­tantly to Yvonne’s urg­ing, but fi­nally she gave in, “That’s the cru­cial fact. Noth­ing is set in stone and for eter­nity. Robert af­ter Robert, they will bounce her in ec­stasy like a flat stone on the sur­face of the wa­ter, but in the end the stone will sink, don’t for­get that!” Passersby shook their heads, a pro­fes­sional-look­ing cy­clist smok­ing! 


Al­fie shook his head too, re­mem­ber­ing Ju­lia’s words about how hot she felt when the lit­tle Dwarf Long Nose ex­posed him­self in front of her. How she strug­gled with the sweet temp­ta­tion and the bit­ter re­nun­ci­a­tion. And what did he have to say to that, he, the stupid oaf? “Size isn’t ev­ery­thing, Ju­lia!” Oh, what a great plat­i­tude, in­vented by small-cocked en­vi­ous men. Ju­lia’s eyes had shone fever­ishly as she de­scribed Robert’s naked­ness to him in minute de­tail. How would he have re­acted if she had suc­cumbed to the temp­ta­tion? 


He an­grily put the next cig­a­rette back in the pack, only one, not two dur­ing the smoke break! He couldn’t imag­ine that Ju­lia wasn’t in his arms and some­one else was giv­ing her the gift of ec­stasy. He shook as if shiv­er­ing, the thought was ab­surd! Ju­lia was in his arms, not Robert’s. Ju­lia made love with him, she re­nounced the great Robert. They gave each other the ec­stasies, not Robert, not the Dwarf Long Nose or any­one else. And — she sought to be close to him, she lay softly in the crook of his arm so that her ex­u­ber­ant li­bido could trem­ble at his side. There was only her ex­u­ber­ant, over­whelm­ing li­bido, snug­gled up to her Al­fie — and no Robert any­where! But the other Al­fred had driven his poi­son ar­row into his heart, the doubts re­mained.


Once a week he went over to Roland to clean and oil the Can­non­dale and prop­erly grease the chain. They didn’t talk much. The old man smiled mildly as Al­fie told him about his first bike. It may have been a pink girl’s bike, but it shone  and gleamed with chrome and that im­pressed ev­ery­one. Once Al­fie had talked about his lover, Ju­lia. Roland had looked up. “I’m mar­ried and have grown chil­dren who we raised to be good, hon­est Chris­tians. The best sex is when you’ve con­quered the Groß­glock­ner Pass, be­lieve me.” This set­tled the is­sue once and for all.


He couldn’t get the thing with Yvonne and Robert out of his mind. He had ig­nored Yvonne’s temp­ta­tions for a long time. He had taken Ju­lia as his wife, not Yvonne; he was able to align him­self with these guardrails and hold on. It was Ju­lia’s hand that took his hand dur­ing girl sex and gen­tly glided it over Yvonne’s most sen­si­tive fem­i­nin­ity. Oh, he shouldn’t sulk grumpily at the foot of the bed, he should calmly step in front of the door, stretch out his palm and feel the rain­drops on his hand, feel Yvonne’s nec­tar with his own hand! It was Ju­lia who force­fully pushed Yvonne aside and took him right there; she broke the rules of girls’ sex quite freely and shame­lessly. And it was Ju­lia who smiled in con­fu­sion as Yvonne im­me­di­ately took him too, un­bri­dled, wild and dom­i­nant. Ju­lia, who just smiled in con­fu­sion and didn’t screech in protest. He sur­ren­dered to Yvonne’s oc­to­pus-armed em­brace be­cause Ju­lia smiled and didn’t scream bloody mur­der.


Al­fie ped­aled hard, it went up­hill to Türken­schanz­park and his thoughts were, to put it mildly, com­pletely con­fused. Ju­lia had pa­tiently lis­tened to Robert’s suf­fer­ing, week af­ter week. She let him hug her when they lay on his bed. She hadn’t stopped Robert’s hand as it slipped un­der her shirt and found her teats. Yes, week af­ter week they lay naked to­gether, lit­tle Robert and moth­erly Ju­lia, his big friend. She just gen­tly pushed him back when he wanted to rush for­ward. Cud­dling is enough, she said. Robert pressed him­self breath­lessly against Ju­lia’s side, his hand in­side his box­er­shorts and Thurs­day af­ter Thurs­day it ran down her trem­bling in­ner thighs. Ju­lia un­der­stood his au­to­mat­i­cally burst­ing wet­ness, be­cause he didn’t at­tack her, but rather his in­stincts had to take hold, no mat­ter what! The poor guy.


And then the bang. Ju­lia had shied away from tak­ing the last step. Was it the fear of be­ing caught with a mi­nor? Was it fear that the scan­dal would de­stroy her aca­demic ca­reer be­fore it even be­gan? What was she shy­ing away from as she let it rain over her trem­bling in­ner thighs Thurs­day af­ter Thurs­day? Al­fie shook his head, not know­ing the an­swer. She had just told him that she had to end it, that she didn’t dare take the last step af­ter the last step, she had said through tears. Dwarf Nose was never al­lowed to take her prop­erly, she couldn’t open the fi­nal gate to let the devil in her body off the leash, she sobbed. The dams would break, she had said through tears, but she sim­ply couldn’t al­low that. Never ever! 


Al­fie had taken her tear-stained face in his hands and calmed her. The last, de­ci­sive step hadn’t hap­pened, he had mur­mured, she hadn’t let Dwarf Nose win in the end, hadn’t al­lowed her­self to be tainted or de­filed. And isn’t this last step the one she wants to avoid? Al­fie said, half ques­tion­ing. Ju­lia nod­ded through tears. She felt that Al­fie largely un­der­stood her and her con­fus­ing feel­ings. She sobbed that she only ever let Robert whet the snake tat­toos be­tween her pressed in­ner thighs, a lit­tle bash­ful fucky-ficki with­out pen­e­tra­tion, she sobbed. The snakes could eas­ily han­dle a lit­tle bit of wet­ness. Ju­lia tried a shy, em­bar­rassed smile through her tears, for months the snakes were flooded with­out in­ci­dent. It was okay, she sobbed, it was re­ally okay!?


But the tip of Dwarf Nose’s nose dipped once,  some­how it cap­tured the tip of his nose. Some­how, just a lit­tle, but re­ally just the ex­plod­ing tip of her nose, she sobbed, never the whole dwarf nose, no! She would never al­low this last, very last step! Ju­lia looked to Al­fie for help through the cur­tain of tears. She had grabbed Robert’s hips and im­me­di­ately forced him back, so that he had to pull the dwarf’s nose out the en­tire length un­til only the tip of his nose was sub­merged. No, she couldn’t let him go any fur­ther, she had whis­pered to the heav­ily pound­ing, pant­ing Robert, she had sworn to her­self! She winced as if un­der a whiplash as the tip of her nose ex­ploded in­side. But she had pushed him out!? Ju­lia’s shoul­ders shook be­cause she was sob­bing so hard. Al­fie shook his head slowly, in dis­be­lief. “Why just a lit­tle, why only with the hand­brake on?” Ju­lia hid her face in the crook of his arm, she was com­pletely ashamed. “Be­cause it wasn’t just a one-off slip-up, Al­fie,” she sobbed, cry­ing mis­er­ably.


The lov­ing cou­ple made room as the cy­clist sat down on the bench next to them. The girl gig­gled as she looked over at the cars in the se­cre­tive park­ing lot. Her gaze met Al­fie’s, a look full of sin­ful shame in fore­bod­ing and an­tic­i­pa­tion. Al­fie flinched, be­cause that was the look Mom gave her be­fore she pressed the plunger but­ton to full speed, a sin­ful, shame­ful look that had al­ways con­fused him. Mom had smiled softly and closed her eyes, lis­ten­ing to her­self and now he placed his face on her breasts to hear her gal­lop­ing heart­beat.


Al­fie put the cig­a­rette back in the pack. He didn’t feel like smok­ing to­day. He stood up, nod­ded en­cour­ag­ingly to the cou­ple and cy­cled off. It wasn’t a good start, now he had his mother and her smile in front of his eyes. A smile that he ac­tu­ally loved so much. This evening, dur­ing the video call with the di­rec­tor, he would say with de­ter­mi­na­tion in his voice that he wouldn’t be com­ing back, but that he would of course ful­fill his or­der and send her all the hard drives. But he would stay here, with Ju­lia, with Yvonne and with Dwarf Nose. He ped­aled res­o­lutely; some­how it felt good to have fi­nally made a de­ci­sion.


Yvonne came to lunch and was to­tally per­plexed. She couldn’t un­der­stand that Ju­lia had pulled the rip­cord af­ter 99% of the way with Dwarf Nose. “That’s so stupid, Ju­lia,” Yvonne mut­tered in dis­be­lief. “You’re not just miss­ing a roof tile, you’ve got a lot of dam­age to the roof! No bil­low­ing, no slid­ing and no to­bog­gan­ing, just let­ting it wig­gle around in the damp throat of the Big Snake, noth­ing else! You pull the rip­cord af­ter 99%. You’re im­pos­si­ble, girl! A sky­diver whose feet are al­ready touch­ing the ground and then she pulls the rip­cord and lets him crash on his ass! Ju­lia, you’re em­bar­rass­ing and im­pos­si­ble!” Yvonne looked at Al­fie for help, but he shook his head, he sup­ported Ju­lia’s de­ci­sion. OK.


Al­fie watched Ju­lia and Yvonne sleep­ing on the bed, com­pletely ex­hausted. Yes, that was his hon­ey­moon. The two girls with whom he had spent so many won­der­ful hours. He had told the di­rec­tor that night that he was fin­ished. He would start pack­ing to­mor­row and be trans­ferred back at the agreed time in six days. The di­rec­tor breathed a sigh of re­lief. “Your hon­ey­moon is over, Al­fred?” She asked and he nod­ded. “Yes, I no­tice that the hon­ey­moon is over. It be­came clear to me weeks ago that ev­ery­day life now be­gins. I want to end it where it isn’t lame, or­di­nary and burnt out. I will take the mem­ory of my hon­ey­moon with me into my time, even if the re­nun­ci­a­tion and the abrupt end hurt me like noth­ing.” He pressed the ‘dis­con­nect’ but­ton, not want­ing Jessie to see him cry.


He gave the bike back to Roland. “I’m head­ing off, prob­a­bly to the States. Thank you Roland, you were a big help with the Can­non­dale. Thank you and good­bye!” Roland asked what was hap­pen­ing with the two apart­ments. Al­fie said, “They now be­long to my wife, Dr. Ju­lia Her­rn­thaler. I have no idea whether she will re-rent  or sell them.” They shook hands, it was a firm, hon­est hand­shake.


Ju­lia left her doc­toral the­sis be­hind. She spent most of her time ly­ing on the bed cry­ing or doz­ing, breath­ing in Al­fie’s scent in the sheets. He had told her that on Wednes­day night at two o’clock he would re­turn to his time, for­ever. He had told her very gen­tly and con­sid­er­ately. The news still tore her heart, she sank into his arms and howled like a cas­tle dog. She caught her­self. “So in five days, I’ll stay be­hind, Al­fie?” He nod­ded and hugged her. “You al­ways knew that I would carry out my as­sign­ment. You knew that our mar­riage would end like this, had to end like this. I never gave you hope for any­thing else. I am an hon­est man, I will not be­tray the as­sign­ment, the di­rec­tor or you ei­ther. As a rene­gade you would have me around  ev­ery day, but I would de­velop a fat belly, be­come lazy and se­date and would spend my whole life ac­cus­ing you of hav­ing stolen my fu­ture. No, Ju­lia, that would be one End­less bit­ter­ness, no happy end­ing.” Ju­lia nod­ded tear­fully. “Should I can­cel Yvonne for Tues­day?” she breathed tone­lessly. Al­fie looked at her for a long time. “No, why should you? Since I’ve known you, you’ve been in Yvonne’s arms, ev­ery Tues­day, with­out ex­cep­tion. Let’s cel­e­brate our farewell with a lit­tle orgy. I’m sure Yvonne wants to say good­bye to me too.” Ju­lia nod­ded. “I’m go­ing to call Jo­hanna and say I’m go­ing on va­ca­tion with you for a week. Pe­riod.” 


The men from the garbage col­lec­tion picked up the last packs of books and mag­a­zines. Al­fie gave ev­ery­one a gen­er­ous tip, the project was over and he thanked them. Then he went to the no­tary to fi­nal­ize the deal with the apart­ments.


He placed the apart­ment keys and the doc­u­ments from the no­tary on the ta­ble in front of Ju­lia. “Ju­lia, the two apart­ments are now yours. And Mary­bel, Jezebel, Is­abel and Pombel, they also be­long to you, that’s on the sep­a­rate sheet. You can keep them, give them away or sell them. They have a re­sale value of around 300,000 eu­ros. Here I have noted the con­tact de­tails of in­ter­ested par­ties for you, and you should sell them, not scrap them.” Ju­lia looked from leaf to leaf. “You didn’t rent the apart­ments, you bought them?” Al­fie smiled in con­fir­ma­tion. “Yes, I wanted to give it to you from the start, I bought it the day af­ter our first con­ver­sa­tion with this idea in mind and you can rent it out or sell it. Maybe you want to give one to Yvonne, she still lives in the dark hole where there is only the sin­ful dou­ble bed. Your de­ci­sion, the apart­ments are of­fi­cially yours.” Ju­lia turned the key ring in her hands un­cer­tainly. “I gave the fur­ni­ture to Car­i­tas, I gave my clothes, etc. to the home­less char­ity, and they were happy to ac­cept ev­ery­thing.”


Al­fie gen­tly pushed the strap of her neg­ligee off her shoul­ders. “I’m com­pletely free now, my back­pack is packed with hard drives. There are over 1,600 ter­abytes, or 1.6 petabytes, of data from the old world that I’m tak­ing with me into my time. A medal will be ham­mer-nailed to my chest be­cause that’s sig­nif­i­cantly more than there was be­fore the fire. The di­rec­tor cried with joy in front of the screen last night, and that was the first time I saw the good woman cry. She closed with­out me in­form­ing, my salary dou­bled a year ago, af­ter a juicy shout­ing match with the sec­re­tary for his­tor­i­cal mat­ters, a real old scum­bag. De­spite all the sad­ness, a golden fu­ture awaits me, and my grandpa Arthur is prob­a­bly danc­ing a Hilly-Billy with joy on his cloud.” Ju­lia looked up, her smart­watch had been beep­ing softly. “Are we go­ing to the pond, Al­fie?” They went to the pond. They would come to the pond ev­ery day. “This peace, this majesty in the mid­dle of the city, and the birds — yes, I’ll prob­a­bly miss those guys for a while.”


Yvonne was blown away. “What, you’re fly­ing over to­mor­row morn­ing? And what about Ju­lia!?” Al­fie had come up with a fine and juicy story. “I didn’t keep it a se­cret from Ju­lia from the start that I was flee­ing the States be­cause of a bloody blind af­fair. Jenny, she’s a treat, I have to ad­mit that, at 36 she’s still the hottest thing be­tween Mary­land and Cal­i­for­nia. But she wanted to eat me up, with all my skin and hair, that’s what it is, but I knew I was just a dis­pos­able item and that was out of the ques­tion. Now she has her fifth hus­band for his well-de­served eter­nal rest bed and is free to swal­low me. She’s not only a can­non in bed, but she’s also ex­tremely rich, a multi-bil­lion­aire, and now it’s get­ting se­ri­ous, Yvonne, we’re talk­ing about a lot of good dol­lars here. She’s of­fer­ing me a seat on the board of di­rec­tors in her com­pany that pro­duces com­puter chips and that Ju­lia would lie in my mar­riage bed. That was the point where she jumped in the tri­an­gle, but I in­sisted, bigamy or noth­ing, that was her choice. Ju­lia is my wife, pe­riod! I am a good ne­go­tia­tor, Yvonne. 


Yvonne sank back on her heels and her fin­gers gen­tly traced Ju­lia’s snakes on her in­ner thigh. “What do you think about all this shit, love?” she asked Ju­lia. She looked up. “Bigamy isn’t new to me, Yvonne, the two of us and Al­fie, you prob­a­bly re­mem­ber how it works. I can’t throw my doc­toral the­sis into the trash bin, so it’s my own re­spon­si­bil­ity that Al­fie and I are sep­a­rated for six months or so. But with your help, Yvonne, I’ll prob­a­bly fill the void in my bed, what do you think?” Yvonne grinned ear to ear. “With the guy out of the way, I’ll fi­nally lie with you ev­ery day, love. And while poor Al­fie is plow­ing  be­tween Jenny’s thighs for his dol­lars, we’ll both grab the dwarf Nose, both of us, sis­terly! That’s how we do it!” Ju­lia grinned crookedly. “Will you please leave lit­tle Robert alone, you greedy bum­ble­bee! You’ll give up on the dwarf’s nose, you sex-hun­gry glut­ton!” All three of them laughed and it was the most won­der­ful af­ter­noon of girl sex and mixed dou­bles. Yvonne said good­bye to Al­fie with tears.


Ju­lia lay with her face on his chest. “Just three more hours, Al­fie. What’s go­ing to hap­pen, do you just cross the street and dis­ap­pear with your bulging back­pack in sul­fur smoke?” Al­fie laughed. “I’ve thought of some­thing much sim­pler, Ju­lia. I’ll put my back­pack on when the sec­onds tick down. Then a mag­nif­i­cent drum roll and I’ll be gone, with­out any clouds of fog or the smell of sul­fur. What do you think?” Ju­lia drummed on his chest. “Don’t talk non­sense like that, Al­fie! Drum roll!? You’re get­ting child­ish in your old age, my hus­band!” Al­fie smiled. “Let’s en­joy the last few hours, let’s cel­e­brate a good, hon­est farewell with ev­ery­thing that goes with it!” Ju­lia sat up and un­tied the rib­bon in her hair. “Drum roll! What a ro­man­tic phi­lan­derer you have be­come, Al­fie!” And they loved each other, with all their hearts and souls.


Al­fie sat up. “I’ll get dressed, I’ll be in front of the com­mit­tee in two min­utes.” He put the heavy back­pack over his shoul­der. “I am your hus­band, Ju­lia, for­ever and ever!” He kissed her for the last time, putting his whole heart and soul into this farewell kiss.


Ju­lia pulled the neg­ligee over her chest. Al­fie, her Al­fie, just sat there and looked at her, smil­ing. He wanted to leave with her face in front of his eyes. He wanted to re­mem­ber her the same way.


A glow sur­rounded him. He smiled even more and sent her an­other air kiss. Now a deaf­en­ing drum roll be­gan, then he was gone. Ju­lia was frozen in shock. She laughed, cry­ing and laugh­ing. “Oh, you dear child­ish guy, you!” she ex­claimed through tears and laugh­ter. She was blinded by tears as the drum roll slowly faded away. Her heart didn’t want to break, it didn’t want to stop and give up amidst all the stab­bing pain. Her hand crum­pled the neg­ligee on her breast. The heart, that damn over­full heart, should fi­nally stop beat­ing and let her fuck­ing sink!


Al­fie was gone.


Ju­lia cried all night un­til she dozed off and got up late in the morn­ing to make her­self some cof­fee. Out of sheer habit, she placed two cups un­der the drip and laughed when it was fin­ished. No, Al­fie was gone, she would have to drink his cof­fee too. Yvonne came at noon to hug her and kiss her tears away. Ju­lia was happy to only be able to mourn her Al­fie a lit­tle bit dur­ing girl sex. Yvonne also no­ticed that some­one was miss­ing from the mixed dou­bles. She had no rea­son to cry, Al­fie was on the plane to the USA and she lay with Ju­lia, com­fort­ing her body and soul.


Yvonne didn’t for­get any­thing, she in­sisted. Ju­lia di­aled Robert’s num­ber with trem­bling fin­gers. Yes, some­thing had hap­pened, she said. “My girl­friend and I would like to visit you if you would like to have two plump, busty girl­friends, my dear dwarf nose. Yes, to read aloud of course, you stupid.” Five min­utes later she rolled with Yvonne at her side in the Fer­rari into Riemer­gasse, into the un­der­ground car park­ing lot. Yvonne squeezed her­self into the el­e­va­tor with her am­ple breasts and as­sessed the boy. Rocky chased Anni away af­ter she brought a third glass. 


Ju­lia lay trem­bling on Robert’s bed, this would be her first time. She looked shyly and timidly at his as­ton­ished face and at his huge in­stru­ment. His eyes wide with sur­prise; up un­til now he had only seen the snakes snaking up her in­ner thighs, but now he saw the wide-open jaws of the Great Ser­pent for the first time. Her por­tal lay in the mid­dle of the mas­ter­ful tat­too, in the mid­dle of the gap­ing jaws of the Great Ser­pent, but his fel­low was big and strong and cov­etous with greed, not afraid of the mon­ster’s huge fangs. At the sight of Dwarf Long Noses’s up­right in­stru­ment, Grandpa, Regi­nald and Al­fie dis­ap­peared im­me­di­ately. 


Robert’s bat­ter­ing ram got to work, Ju­lia’s tears dried up in the ris­ing in­tox­i­ca­tion, the in­tox­i­ca­tion in the arms of the dwarf Nose. She ex­pe­ri­enced for the first time what she had de­nied her­self for weeks and had only fan­ta­sized about in se­cret min­utes. Fi­nally, in the height of ec­stasy, she fi­nally looked into Al­fie’s eyes, small laugh lines around his kind eyes, his lips pursed for a kiss. She wanted to call out his name, but all she could man­age was a pained croak, her whole body twitch­ing and shak­ing in ec­stasy.


Ju­lia waved her hand, she had had enough af­ter this first vi­o­lent chap­ter, Rocky’s bat­ter­ing ram had raged in the mouth of the Great Ser­pent like a drunken berserk. Ju­lia had given up, trem­bling, pre­fer­ring to think about Al­fie as she watched Yvonne de­mand ev­ery­thing from the dwarf. Ev­ery­thing. Chap­ter by chap­ter. And I would be ly­ing if I said that Yvonne didn’t en­joy Rocky and the bal­lads from Dwarf Long Nose.


In the evening they rolled home. Yvonne held onto the han­dles of the Fer­rari as if she were push­ing it. No, she held on be­cause her knees were weak as pud­ding. “I’m go­ing to give up Mas­simo to­day. We’ll come back to see Robert, to see Dwarf Nose, to­mor­row?” Ju­lia nod­ded ab­sently, “What­ever you want, lit­tle one,” she said to Yvonne. 


She had to think about some­thing de­press­ing. Rocky hadn’t been able to con­trol his pens. Ju­lia had asked, with a big lump in her throat: “Mom?” He nod­ded af­fir­ma­tively, not in­ter­rupt­ing his pant­ing lec­ture. It made Ju­lia very sad, but that was the way it was. Af­ter her wild but cathar­tic chap­ter, ex­hausted and sad, she left all the read­ing work to Yvonne; she sud­denly didn’t feel like it any­more. Rocky had done it to Mom.


Ju­lia cried with hap­pi­ness when she came home from the doc­tor. She was car­ry­ing Al­fie’s child un­der her heart. She looked up grate­fully at the cloudy No­vem­ber sky. “Zeus, you ras­cal, you had a hand in it again!” She didn’t tell any­one that she was preg­nant. At first, with lit­tle en­thu­si­asm, she went along­side Yvonne to Robert, who had taken a fancy to Yvonne. Ab­so­lutely sure. 


But Rocky al­ways wanted to first ram his bat­ter­ing ram­rod into the mouth of the Great Ser­pent, into the shy, re­served Ju­lia, and only then did he turn his at­ten­tion to the in­sa­tiable Yvonne. He quickly found the spot that made the silent Ju­lia pant, gasp and trem­ble. Robert had ma­tured by years and he con­fessed to Ju­lia that it was Mama who had fi­nally stripped him of his child­hood. Smil­ing, of her own will and so full of love.


Ju­lia was no longer an­gry with him, he was just the dwarf Nose, and ev­ery­one knew what kind of guy the Dwarf was. Robert scratched the back of his head. “And Anni now has to lis­ten to Dwarf Nose’s bal­lad ev­ery morn­ing in the bath wa­ter. It was no dif­fer­ent for her. She saw how I did it to my mother. And Anni is re­ally greedy, she doesn’t say any big­oted non­sense any­more. Yes, I know, the dy­na­mite. But I pay close at­ten­tion to what she finds out and what she def­i­nitely doesn’t.” Ju­lia smiled weakly; it no longer seemed so strange to her to lis­ten to the bal­lad of the dwarf nose. One or two chap­ters, yes, maybe three.


Yvonne was blown away. “From Al­fie? Oh my God, how won­der­ful, a child of love, the purest love I’ve ever seen!” Ju­lia strictly re­fused to be treated like a raw egg. Yvonne was only sup­posed to be her sex­ual sup­port when they went to the Dwarf Long Noses to­gether again and again. Yvonne was sup­posed to hold her and love her when Rocky re­ally got into it and when the surf crashed vi­o­lently against the rocks and made her trem­ble with fear and trep­i­da­tion. Yvonne should hold her there and touch the shy and timid Ju­lia with a mag­i­cal fin­ger, yes, she should do that, please. But she should keep the preg­nancy to her­self, Robert would even­tu­ally no­tice that she had a baby bump.


Ju­lia threw her­self into her doc­toral the­sis with all her might. She wanted to have it fin­ished and sub­mit­ted by the end of the se­mes­ter. Maybe she would go to her doc­tor­ate while still heav­ily preg­nant, which made her smile. She didn’t for­get about her birds; she drove the Fer­rari to the pond ev­ery lunchtime. She ex­plained to the birds that their dear Al­fie, her bald man, had now trav­eled far away, a whole 900 years away. The birds nod­ded wisely, of course, be­cause Ju­lia had brought back tasty grains that could only be picked with a wise nod of the head. The mal­lard girls chat­ted wildly when she whis­pered to them her se­cret that she would also be get­ting a chick from Al­fie in about nine months.


The doc­toral the­sis went well. The sen­tences flowed from the key­board be­cause she had now also be­come a knowl­edge­able per­son. She knew ex­actly what it was like to be im­preg­nated by a god or a time trav­eler. Yvonne caught her up  from her desk and en­er­get­i­cally took her to the dwarf. Yvonne metic­u­lously in­sisted that Dwarf Nose looked af­ter Ju­lia well and ad­e­quately, chap­ter by chap­ter, be­cause later, there was only chil­dren cry­ing af­ter mid­night, giv­ing breasts and chang­ing di­a­pers. 


Yvonne shook with hor­ror, the baby would eat up Ju­lia’s free time and would no longer give the dwarf Nose a chance to read to her. Ju­lia had smiled, what a non­sense! There would be no un­nec­es­sary in­ter­rup­tion. In any case, Yvonne was not al­lowed to miss any of Robert’s lec­tures and she wanted to ac­tively par­tic­i­pate again as soon as pos­si­ble and not just watch pas­sively. It will prob­a­bly be pos­si­ble to take the lit­tle one with you in the crib. Rocky’s mom, who was hardly ever seen, had once held her hands with tears in the cor­ners of her eyes: Ju­lia heard how happy Rocky’s mom was that he now had solid, in­ti­mate girl­friends, even two very beau­ti­ful girls. So far he had only im­posed his will on help­less dis­abled girls, on dis­abled girls who, be­wil­dered and cry­ing, sur­ren­dered to his urg­ing. Rocky’s mom cried with joy, her poor boy fi­nally seemed to be in good hands.


Ju­lia vis­i­bly blos­somed like a flower, the now daily bal­lads of the dwarf Nose made her cheeks turn a fine pink, she liked to laugh again and hap­pily pat­ted Yvonne’s ass cheek with the palm of her hand when she couldn’t stop fin­ish­ing the last chap­ter. She of­ten wrote late into the night be­cause her es­capades with Yvonne ate up the hours like hun­gry wolves. But she was no longer con­sis­tently sad, even though she missed Al­fie very much. He would def­i­nitely have a lot on his mind, be­cause he had de­scribed to her how he and the di­rec­tor wanted to re­design the en­tire de­part­ment. She placed her hand on her lit­tle tummy, on the lit­tle mir­a­cle that was grow­ing in­side her. Rocky had looked em­bar­rassed at first, but she re­as­sured him that the fa­ther was her Al­fie, her beloved hus­band, who had flown to Amer­ica.


It was the first time that Yvonne didn’t go up­stairs when the two of them came home from Robert’s lec­tures, worn out and ex­hausted. Yvonne re­ally wanted to go to the su­per­mar­ket. Ju­lia im­me­di­ately re­al­ized that some­one had been there and clutched the can of pep­per spray. It smelled strongly of Ara­bia cof­fee, and the ta­ble was cov­ered with a dark blue cloth that cer­tainly didn’t come from her house­hold. She cau­tiously rolled closer, but there was no one there ex­cept her. 


She drove the Fer­rari to the ta­ble. There was a small and a larger case, like the ones jew­el­ers use. Cu­ri­ous, she opened the smaller case — a beau­ti­ful gold signet ring. She held her breath as she opened the larger one. 


It was stun­ning. A piece of jew­elry, a neck­lace, exquisitely shaped, gar­lands of pure gold and small pre­cious stones. She didn’t know much about jew­elry, but it looked very el­e­gant and very ex­pen­sive. Then there were two gold ban­gles dec­o­rated with blue and white enamel. And a pair of ear­rings, gold and pre­cious stones, flash­ing and sparkling. She clutched her heart, she had a pre­mo­ni­tion. When she put the neck­lace back, the case slipped a few mil­lime­ters and she dis­cov­ered the let­ter hid­den un­der­neath. Six pages on heavy parch­ment, densely writ­ten with dark blue glit­ter­ing ink, in a very beau­ti­ful cur­sive hand­writ­ing that can only be writ­ten with a flat steel nib. She turned on the read­ing light and put on her glasses. She knew who the let­ter was from. She held it to her chest for a few mo­ments, then read:




Dear Ju­lia,
my beloved wife!


I ar­rived safely and started work straight away, even though I was show­ered with hon­ors, adu­la­tion and cham­pagne.


I was in won­der­land when I found out you were preg­nant with lit­tle Al­fred. I danced in the of­fice, prob­a­bly the most awk­ward Hilly-Billy dance you can imag­ine. I’m be­side my­self with joy, you can’t imag­ine it. You only know me as a level-headed and se­ri­ous Par­si­fal in search of the Holy Grail. But I can also do some­thing dif­fer­ent, I spon­ta­neously hugged the sur­prised di­rec­tor and kissed her from head to toe when she told me the good news. I rashly tore open her blouse and kissed her breasts and her teats like a fool­ish id­iot! She smiled and tol­er­ated my lips on her teats for  long min­utes un­til I came back to my senses. She but­toned her blouse again with a smile and grinned crookedly, be­cause she had never ex­pe­ri­enced such over­whelm­ing joy at the good news she had an­nounced to me. 


We both knew that it would cause a tiny rift in the space/time con­tin­uum, but not a cat­a­strophic one, since we are all still there un­changed. Of course, no one other than her is al­lowed to know about it, es­pe­cially not the rigid com­mit­tee, as you can prob­a­bly imag­ine. Nev­er­the­less, I will in­vite Wal­traud and Hein­rich to a fes­tive din­ner and tell them in per­son about you too. I will show them pic­tures of you (not the nude pho­tos and our naughty videos of course) and tell them how much I love you. That I took you as my wife and made you the mother of their lit­tle brother, 900 years ago.


The board has only al­lowed me to see you from a dis­tance ev­ery few weeks, in the visi­graph, a kind of tele­scope through time. How­ever, I plan to see you and Al­fred from afar ev­ery day, that will be fine. I see how much Yvonne cares about your well-be­ing and that you go to Dwarf Robert’s lec­tures to­gether. Know­ing that the com­mit­tee will per­haps read these lines one day in the fu­ture, I say to you: I am de­lighted with all my heart that you have over­come your ini­tial shy­ness and are now hang­ing on Robert’s lips, just like Yvonne, when he reads you the bal­lad of the dwarf nose, chap­ter by chap­ter, the lit­tle rogue with the big nose… I was afraid that you would com­pletely iso­late your­self and close your­self off to the worldly things. No, I wish you and Yvonne many more en­joy­able lec­tures with Robert.


I sus­pect you stopped tak­ing the pill in full con­scious­ness as the farewell ap­proached. I didn’t know it, but my joy is even greater now. And now I have to re­veal one last se­cret to you, al­though it is very em­bar­rass­ing for me. My mom showed me the method by which she could phys­i­cally unite with dad, but only very rarely and with a pound­ing heart. A virus-killing oint­ment, a virus-killing in­ti­mate spray and a stan­dard con­dom. For her and Dad, this only hap­pened at all holy times, be­cause the method is not fool­proof. 


Mom hasn’t had a virus in her womb her whole life. Maybe the virus didn’t like her hor­mone mix, be­cause it wasn’t in the right com­po­si­tion un­til af­ter pu­berty. To­day I some­times think that Mom’s womb was still in pu­berty, let­ting the devil rage in her pubescent womb. Still, she tested her­self ev­ery month, sent my sis­ters for test­ing ev­ery 10 days, three times a month. She was afraid the twins would in­fect and kill me. She smiled qui­etly when my sis­ters and I made a fuss in the girls’ bed­room. That was okay, we chil­dren should ex­plore our sex­u­al­ity, ex­plore ev­ery­thing. 


As they grew up and housed dash­ing junkers, Mama took her share when she could. Mama im­me­di­ately threw the lit­tle ma­chine away and waved the Junker in; the liv­ing thing was al­ways bet­ter than the stupid pes­tle. I smiled at how dili­gently Mom forced her daugh­ters’ play­mates into breath­tak­ing ser­vice; oh yes, thank God she wasn’t a food eater or a pale prayer sis­ter. It wasn’t un­til the end of my twin sis­ters’ pu­berty, around the age of 17, that the virus was dis­cov­ered and since then I’ve never been in the girls’ bed­room again. 


Mom looked at me with that cer­tain look when I was old enough and asked if I would please step in for the pes­tle? She pushed the lit­tle ma­chine aside, when the lit­tle tongue had kin­dled her fire and brought her to the edge of the cliff, then I stood in for the pes­tle, be­cause I wanted it so badly my­self. She loved to jump from peak to peak, straight to­wards the high­est peak, from which she could then throw her­self with hur­rah, down into the ten­der arms of her son. For years — even as cu­ra­tor and Hilda’s hus­band — I stepped in when the tip­ping point had been reached  well and she was just one step away from lib­er­at­ing ec­stasy. 


She died in my arms, her weak heart break­ing in the mo­ment of supreme plea­sure and in the ec­stasy of her fifth and high­est peak of this spe­cial evening. I was 28, deeply af­fected and re­solved never to make phys­i­cal love again — never again would a girl or woman die in my arms, never again would I want to look into fad­ing and break­ing eyes. I never told you that, it was just too em­bar­rass­ing and too painful at the same time. Maybe you un­der­stand that. But what I’m get­ting at is that my mom did it com­pletely right and steered me in the right di­rec­tion. Hug our Al­fred lov­ingly, moth­erly and un­daunted. This is my wish, noth­ing more. It will be both a les­son and a holy trem­bling for him.


The board has al­lowed me to en­ter your home chained to a sher­iff and de­posit my gifts in per­son, but only if you are not present. The com­mit­tee dis­trusts me and they are happy to do so. I know they would never al­low me to see you in the flesh again. If they knew ex­actly what was go­ing on with both of us, they would put me in chains, I had bro­ken so many rules. I’m still very up­set about my over­time, my dar­ling, they orig­i­nally only gave me 360 days. But I wouldn’t want to miss any of the 582 days with you, not a sin­gle one.


I de­signed the jew­elry my­self and had it made by a very skilled gold­smith. But the spe­cial thing is that all of them are made of Swedish steel at their core, the leg­endary dragon steel, which was used in an­cient times to make swords. And then the gold­smith cov­ered ev­ery­thing with high-qual­ity gold. The coat of arms on the signet ring is sup­pos­edly the coat of arms of those von dem Steine, who were re­li­able knights and rob­ber barons in the ser­vice of the Hanove­rian rule as early as the 13th cen­tury. 


I wanted to sig­nal to you that my love for you is as strong as the strong­est steel and made of gold, like your hair above and be­low. And then I left an­other sur­prise where we used to keep the re­serve packs of Ara­bia cof­fee. The sher­iff didn’t no­tice be­cause we drank good cof­fee to dis­tract us and I es­caped the good man for an hour in a time rift.


In the thick leather pouch you will find a lot of gold coins, many Greek drach­mas and some Ro­man au­reus and solidus coins. They’re re­ally real, but they’re ac­tu­ally just repli­cas that are re­ally real. You get my point? Pre­tend you in­her­ited them from your grandpa, just say he was a big coin col­lec­tor, your grandpa. Sell them, or bet­ter yet, auc­tion them off piece by piece on the In­ter­net, be­cause they are worth a for­tune if you don’t care­lessly sell them in bulk. This will be my con­tri­bu­tion to the ed­u­ca­tion and stud­ies of Al­fred. Of course it can’t re­place the ab­sent fa­ther, but it can per­haps pay for a pro­found ed­u­ca­tion. You will know when he is old and ma­ture enough to tell him about his fa­ther.


With­out you I will miss phys­i­cal love. I can as­sure you, I’ll prob­a­bly take Mom’s recipe to heart and I’ll def­i­nitely be poach­ing through the en­tire city of 19 mil­lion, from flower to flower, to find some­one. Some­one in whose eyes I rec­og­nize you. Maybe I’ll even find a di­rect de­scen­dant of yours, my heart. And I wanted to hon­estly con­fess that to you, be­cause I was awak­ened by you and I sim­ply can’t and don’t want to do with­out the phys­i­cal any­more.


Wal­traud had him­self tested like ev­ery month and the virus was de­tected for the first time. She and Hein­rich im­me­di­ately moved into sep­a­rate bed­rooms be­cause she doesn’t want to kill her brother. When I heard that from Wal­traud, a weight was lifted from my heart, be­cause now the two of them are show­ing more com­mon sense and re­spon­si­bil­ity  than be­fore. Hilda and I let them both have their way; it was their child­ish and ado­les­cent sex­u­al­ity and not ours. It was and is real love that con­nects the two, and not just sex­ual greed or dom­i­nance. 


Oth­er­wise ev­ery­thing has stayed the same, I still don’t have a dog or a par­rot. Well, maybe a few ladies who will try it with me, al­though I’ve al­ready be­come a very strange codger, a bud­ding lust newt, to be hon­est. Be­cause I de­mand plea­sure, phys­i­cal­ity and ec­stasies etc., hard and with­out scru­ples. Of course I stick strictly to mom’s recipe, I don’t want to let the virus kill me, I prom­ise!


Greet­ings to the dwarf Nase and es­pe­cially to Yvonne. Make up what­ever it takes why I’m still in the States and not show­ing up. A fa­tal car ac­ci­dent, maybe a plane crash?


When I close my eyes, I see you. You and some­times Yvonne. But you were al­ways my wife, my only, my true wife, but she was just a girl with whom we both had a lot of joy and whom we shared. Maybe you were a girl at the be­gin­ning, but day by day you be­came more and more my wife, the one I adored, the one I will al­ways adore. The muse who kissed me awake af­ter my morn­ing nap and rolled with me to the pond.


I see you pulling your neg­ligee over your head and putting it away, there should be noth­ing be­tween our bod­ies but air and love.

	
 I see you as you loosen your hair­band, as your hair slides down to your shoul­ders like dark gold and your shin­ing eyes an­nounce to me the par­adise of your love.

	
 I see with fly­ing breath how you let your snow-white thighs slide slightly apart, un­fold­ing the pro­claimed par­adise.

 I see you clos­ing your eyes and smil­ing be­cause you’re look­ing for­ward to me like a snow queen. 

I see you, Ju­lia. 

I see you. 

You.

yours for­ever and ever

    Al­fie
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