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Off to Amer­ica!


At the be­gin­ning of the 1950s — I was about 4 or 5 years old — the part of Bu­da­pest where my fam­ily lived was a small, in­no­cent vil­lage; per­haps com­pa­ra­ble to to­day′s 19th dis­trict of Vi­enna, where de­tached houses with large gar­dens and lots of green­ery dom­i­nated the scene. For us chil­dren, it was a par­adise where we could play cops and rob­bers, In­di­ans and cow­boys, or Russki and par­ti­san to our heart′s con­tent. If only the great steely man (Vis­sawjoronow­itsch Dschugashvili, alias Stalin) had known that! But he was sit­ting there, in the Krem­lin, smok­ing his hor­ri­ble makhorkas and pant­ing la­bo­ri­ously to­wards his last year… 

To my an­noy­ance, my peers at that time were all fe­male and use­less - for­tu­nately, this would change later, but maybe an­other time… In any case, I had no choice but to join the 2-4 years older com­pan­ions of my older brother János (1945 - 1977). Per­haps I should briefly in­tro­duce the gang. 

János, about 8, black-haired and strong as a bear.  Later, he was not wrongly called “the Rus­sian tank”. Then there was Ár­pád, the same age as him, the son of the judge who lived next door, who trav­eled abroad sev­eral times a year to at­tend con­fer­ences - which was not the norm in Hun­gary at the time - and brought us chil­dren cow­boy hats, chick­lets (chew­ing gum) and comic strips. He was by far the most beloved old man in our neigh­bor­hood. Ár­pád now lives as a lawyer in the USA. Zoltán was the se­ri­ous, tac­i­turn se­nior of our gang and of­ten looked over at the girls next door while bit­ing his fin­ger­nails; to­day he is also a lawyer and a grand­fa­ther sev­eral times over, which I prob­a­bly don′t know.  In­jus­tice - to nail bit­ing. The broth­ers An­drás and Gá­bor were cousins, sons of a dar­ing war hero and well on their way to be­com­ing equally dar­ing he­roes. They also live in the USA to­day, have chil­dren, wives and other achieve­ments; one, as ex­pected, as a fire chief, the other as a sports teacher, etc. Trac­ing all of these life sto­ries would pro­vide ma­te­rial for an­other book. 

Well, and then there was lit­tle István, me, the later mas­ter spy of our gang. Back then, still a blond-haired an­gel and quite ca­pa­ble of as­sert­ing my­self in real pol­i­tics with a baby-like blink of the eye.  At first it was of course dif­fi­cult to keep up with the big boys and to make your­self in­dis­pens­able. But grad­u­ally the gang re­al­ized that a lit­tle an­gel face like that can some­times be use­ful. They were benev­o­lent and gra­cious and let me take part in ev­ery­thing - or al­most ev­ery­thing - even though this school was very hard; the lit­tle an­gel some­times had to make a real ef­fort to keep up. As ex­pected, how­ever, this made the lit­tle an­gel even tougher and more re­silient. 

Well, the thing about Stalin wasn′t just a ran­dom chat.  We didn′t just mind our own busi­ness, no, we some­times hung around the adults, try­ing to get to the bot­tom of the things that pre­oc­cu­pied them so much (or that they kept as se­cret as pos­si­ble - but here too self-cen­sor­ship takes ef­fect). And the grow­ing pres­sure from the East, the plague of the Man of Steel that was try­ing to de­vour Hun­gary, per­haps even the whole of Eu­rope, was at the cen­tre of their de­bates — they were bour­geois, Catholic and west­ern-ori­ented. 


Of course, I don′t know who came up with the idea; all I can say for sure is that it wasn′t me, hon­estly! What­ever the case, we played “em­i­grat­ing” or “run­ning away” more and more of­ten - to Amer­ica, of course. We had no idea about the re­al­ity, but the fact that Ár­pád′s fa­ther brought the best chew­ing gum and comic books and, of course, the coolest cow­boy hats with him was an un­beat­able ar­gu­ment for Amer­ica. Ev­ery­one there walked around cool in those hats, chewed chick­lets and read comics. So we walked around look­ing cool in the cow­boy hats made of pa­pier-maché  chew­ing chick­lets un­til they turned into a crunchy, grey mass and read­ing comics where you also chewed chick­lets, walked around cool in cow­boy hats and so on. Wham, Bang and Zo­ing en­tered my vo­cab­u­lary as “ho mee dareis an­thro­pos”, “jus pri­mae noc­tis” or “a dig­i­tal er­ror has oc­curred and your com­puter has to be shut down im­me­di­ately; Can­cel (C) or Con­tinue (C)?” 

Per­haps I could tell you about two things that also en­tered my vo­cab­u­lary at that time: “At­lantic” and “Op­eren­cia”, which needs a lit­tle ex­pla­na­tion. It left a last­ing im­pres­sion on me, a lit­tle id­iot, when my fa­ther once ex­pressed the opin­ion that  the Rus­sian War Ma­chine of Steel, once set in mo­tion, would not stop in Hun­gary but would roll straight through to the At­lantic. Since I knew that rollers rolled down­hill but never up­hill, it was clear to me that this omi­nous At­lantic must lie far be­low the hori­zon.  And the chil­dren′s song “Túl az Op­eren­cián …” (Be­hind the Up­per Enns, be­hind the great sea…) was some­times whis­tled by the adults, for ex­am­ple when they wanted to de­bate about em­i­grat­ing and sig­naled to the oth­ers that they would meet in the back room. Lit­tle Istvàn was sure that the Op­eren­cia must be a huge sea that an em­i­grant would have to over­come with great ef­fort. Of course, the et­y­mol­o­gists among you im­me­di­ately rec­og­nized that the Op­eren­cia is noth­ing other than the Up­per Enns and “the sea” is Lake Neusiedl… I had only a vague idea of some­thing, At­lantic or Op­eren­cia or Amer­ica.  Be­cause of the cow­boy hats and stuff. 

I was the last to find out, of course. To be more pre­cise, it was only thanks to my ex­tremely sus­pi­cious at­ten­tion that I was not sim­ply left be­hind, left be­hind in back­ward Hun­gary, which had been given over to the Steel Man. The big guys be­haved al­most nat­u­rally, but only al­most. At some point I no­ticed that cult ob­jects like ′Ár­pád′s ul­ti­mate pocket knife made in the USA were no longer in their place one day. Then Andy′s leather pi­lot′s jacket, which his fa­ther had worn in the war, dis­ap­peared.  When János gave me his comics one af­ter­noon, put his fa­therly hand on my shoul­der and mur­mured in a husky voice that I had to be very brave and look af­ter our sis­ters, that′s when the penny dropped. 

Of course I didn′t let it show, but some­thing was up. The older ones were very mys­te­ri­ous, and I didn′t un­der­stand what they were ac­tu­ally up to - I was only 5 or so - and I wasn′t very good at ask­ing ques­tions. So I kept watch­ing and kept quiet. My vic­tim was Gá­bor, best friend and only a lit­tle older than me. I stuck to his heels and didn′t let up. Wher­ever he went, I was his shadow.  The grown-ups didn′t no­tice any­thing, but he was start­ing to get a bit wor­ried that the lit­tle one - we′re talk­ing about me! - had clung to him like a limpet. 

Then, one af­ter­noon, he got rest­less. He tried to lose me; me, the bud­ding fu­ture mas­ter spy! I gave him a few sec­onds′ head start and stuck to his heels. Gá­bor climbed over the small wall of the neigh­bor­ing prop­erty, crawled through a hedge to the next one and se­cretly slipped through the last neigh­bor′s cel­lar.  Over there, on the still va­cant build­ing plot, he breathed a sigh of re­lief, but was al­most fright­ened to death when I sneezed in the dark, musty cor­ri­dor just a few me­ters be­hind him. His des­per­ate look and the curses he sent to heaven re­main a per­ma­nent mem­ory for me. 


Andy, Ár­pád and János then ap­peared on the other side of the build­ing site. Zoli had ob­vi­ously been sit­ting on a silently rust­ing con­struc­tion ma­chine for a long time and was look­ing at us se­ri­ously. The older ones stopped and dis­cussed things. I stood next to Gá­bor and waited. If they were go­ing to do some­thing ad­ven­tur­ous, they wouldn′t do it with­out me: I wanted to go with them! (Ap­par­ently, my fam­ily says to­day, all that re­mained from that time was the stub­born­ness of the stub­born an­gel; — could that be true?). 

Catch the neigh­bor′s cat and lock it in the base­ment. Steal the care­taker′s moped and drive around un­til he ran af­ter us, scream­ing and curs­ing.  Us­ing the large dress­ing mir­ror from my par­ents′ bed­room to di­rect sun­light onto the driv­ers and blind them, un­til one of them stopped and an­grily smashed the mir­ror, which re­quired con­sid­er­able ar­gu­men­ta­tive ac­ro­bat­ics. That was more or less what I ex­pected. But noth­ing came close to what the grown-ups now re­vealed to me - rather hes­i­tantly and re­luc­tantly. 

“We′re em­i­grat­ing,” said Zoli, and Ár­pád added, as if I were slow on the up­take: “…we′re run­ning away!”  

“We′re go­ing to Amer­ica,” said Andy and János, as if from one mouth. 

“But you′re too small,” said Gá­bor, my best friend, “un­for­tu­nately we can′t take such small chil­dren with us!” A friend­ship that had lasted for years could break up in a split sec­ond, es­pe­cially be­cause I now re­ally and truly be­gan to cry. No, not from sad­ness, but from anger. What does “small” mean here?! 

Gá­bor slowly straight­ened up again, held his aching stom­ach and only with dif­fi­culty sup­pressed the tears, be­cause my then still child­ish fist al­ready had some of the power it would later have. “Well, if he re­ally wants to…” he be­gan, pant­ing, and  János, my brother, was the first to give in. “Well, per­haps one could…” he be­gan, but Andy kicked him in the shin bone. Zoli got up from his rusty bowl and strolled away. As al­ways in such sit­u­a­tions, as a great states­man and world leader, he had noth­ing to do with cry­ba­bies or wimps; he was des­tined for greater things. 


János im­me­di­ately took the ini­tia­tive. “Okay, you can come with me, lit­tle brother!” he said, tak­ing my hand. As we passed Gá­bor, my for­mer best friend, I mut­tered “Phew, you pig-cheek!” and shook my curls in tri­umph. I had beaten him, by Zeus! 

We dis­creetly fol­lowed Zoli, the el­dest, who was the only one who knew how to get from a Bu­da­pest gar­den set­tle­ment to Amer­ica. We didn′t go down the road, of course, where do you think we would go! We nat­u­rally crept through the dis­trict′s gar­dens and fields, us­ing tried and tested pi­rate and rob­ber se­cret routes.  As we crept through Grandpa′s big gar­den, I tugged on János′ shirt to ask if we shouldn′t go up to Grandma′s in­stead, as she usu­ally had hot co­coa and cake or cook­ies. Amer­ica would prob­a­bly be in­ter­est­ing too, but Grandma′s cook­ies were def­i­nitely worth step­ping back from this ad­ven­ture. Al­though I had whis­pered al­most in­audi­bly, Zoli grum­bled in an­noy­ance that they - the grown-ups - had sworn a great, sa­cred oath to go to­gether and win or go down to­gether. And if any­one - who­ever it was, I didn′t know of course - should we go up to Grandma′s in­stead?  so if they caught us, we would be silent like the grave. 

I nod­ded, in­tim­i­dated, and János reaf­firmed the Great Sa­cred Oath on my be­half, un­til we were “silent like the grave.” Then we crept on. No one no­ticed that “pi­rates” or “rob­bers” or “cow­boys” were creep­ing through the gar­dens - we did it al­most ev­ery day. So we over­came all the hur­dles, walked in­con­spic­u­ously and qui­etly through the gar­dens and then came to more pop­u­lated ar­eas.  

Zoli walked pur­pose­fully ahead, and soon we crossed the high walls of the hos­pi­tal com­plex, which un­til then had been a nat­u­ral bar­rier at the end of the world. More skill­fully than the grown-ups had imag­ined, I used their lad­der and ar­rived in amaze­ment be­hind the edge of the world. Zoli walked briskly ahead, we crossed a few streets, then we stood in front of the Bu­da­pest South Rail­way Sta­tion, which you may know as Déli Pu (déli pályaud­var). We daw­dled around for quite a while un­til Zoli and Andi, who had gone ahead as scouts, waved.  Then we crossed the main street and, with our hearts pound­ing, en­tered the beau­ti­ful old train sta­tion, whose metal de­sign bears the sig­na­ture of Gus­tave Eif­fel. 


For the younger gen­er­a­tion, I should per­haps add a lit­tle pe­riod colour, as things are done dif­fer­ently to­day. Nowa­days, we go to the sta­tion, get into the right car­riage and just leave. We ei­ther have the ticket saved on our mo­bile phone via SMS or - a lit­tle more old-fash­ioned - as a com­puter print­out. Those in a hurry just get on and then pay the con­duc­tor, with a credit card, of course. Back then, things were a lit­tle slower.  Tick­ets were pro­duced by spe­cially made print­ing ma­chines that were only avail­able at larger sta­tions: the ticket clerk took a small piece of light brown card­board, about the size of a match­box, out of the drawer (and if you don′t know what a match­box is, just go to the to­bacco mu­seum next Sun­day in­stead of sit­ting in front of the screen, OK?). Then the ticket clerk looked for the right one on a large board on the wall, where the metal print­ing plate neg­a­tives were stuck in small slots in al­pha­bet­i­cal or­der, and put it to­gether with the card­board into a slot in the ma­chine. A short, ner­vous check, a push on a spring mech­a­nism, and the metal plate and card­board were shot through the ma­chine, com­ing out again on a small dis­pens­ing plate at the bot­tom.  The metal plate with the neg­a­tive print was re­placed and the pas­sen­ger re­ceived the printed ticket if he had the money ready. 

I would have liked to stand there for hours and watch this mar­vel of West­ern en­gi­neer­ing, but the big guys moved on.  Firstly, we had no money, and sec­ondly, part of run­ning away is trav­el­ing with­out a ticket, i.e. with­out a ticket. Of course. In any case, I whis­pered to János as we walked on, one day I would be­come a ticket clerk, and this great ticket ma­chine would be mine, my word of honor for­ever! 

Of course, you, fra­grant reader, nail-bit­ing reader, have prob­a­bly ar­rived at the sta­tion late at some point, have also raced through the hall, pant­ing, out onto the plat­form and jumped onto the train, pos­si­bly al­ready mov­ing, with the last of your strength. Just as this is no longer pos­si­ble to­day with the re­mote-con­trolled, au­to­mat­i­cally clos­ing pneu­matic doors,  you wouldn′t have even been able to get through the hall at that time. 


There are po­lice of­fi­cers there. In case of doubt, “real” ones, in case of luck, sta­tion po­lice of­fi­cers. Lucky be­cause in later years I of­ten used their sim­ple self-im­por­tance to my ad­van­tage. But back then, when we kids sneaked through the Bu­da­pest South Sta­tion, we be­came a case of doubt. 


They were real ones. 

Two. 

Zoli, Ár­pád and Andy got past with­out any prob­lem, they were ob­vi­ously hur­ry­ing af­ter “their par­ents”. János, Gá­bor and I were un­doubt­edly un­lucky, just un­lucky. The po­lice of­fi­cers′ job was to make sure that no one got into the car, no rab­ble cheated their way onto the train with­out a ticket or even dragged sheep or goats along - al­though it is se­ri­ously ques­tion­able who keeps sheep or goats in a cos­mopoli­tan city like Bu­da­pest, but come on, the Balkans were not far away, as we know they start just south of Bu­da­pest. 

One of the po­lice­men stared through the as­phalt of the plat­form with x-ray eyes and tried to coun­ter­act the ro­ta­tion of the earth by gen­tly swing­ing his body, still shaken by yes­ter­day′s drink­ing binge, the other looked ir­ri­ta­bly to the left and grumpily to the right and then ir­ri­ta­bly to the left again. Ir­ri­ta­bly, of course, be­cause three kids, barely older than eight, came and wanted to get to the trains. But that′s not pos­si­ble;  not as long as I have to stand guard here, damn it! 

As of­ten hap­pens in life, sev­eral things hap­pened in par­al­lel. Firstly, the lo­co­mo­tive be­gan to steam and stamp like a beast, and the car­riages be­gan to move with in­fi­nite slow­ness. Zoli, Ár­pád and Andy were al­ready stand­ing on the run­ning board and whis­per­ing ex­cit­edly to each other be­cause the watch­ful po­lice­man was hold­ing us and try­ing to ques­tion us. Then they jumped off again and came closer. János and Gá­bor took a des­per­ate lunge for­ward and passed the po­lice­man. My lunge came a blink of an eye too late and then 50 per­cent too short. 


He had me grabbed around my neck, the po­lice­man! 

The train slowly drove out of the sta­tion.  On the com­pletely empty plat­form, two of­fi­cers act­ing on of­fi­cial busi­ness and six kids who had been caught. The ven­omous looks from my gang mem­bers would have surely killed me im­me­di­ately if I hadn′t had the aware­ness of child­like in­no­cence. And I had made such a big lunge! 


A lit­tle later we en­tered the guard room. While the bad boys sat con­tritely on the poor sin­ner′s bench, I was soon sit­ting on a sec­re­tary′s lap and munch­ing on sweets. - Did I men­tion the thing about the blond-haired an­gel? 

Change of scene. 

Mother runs from house to house in a panic, look­ing for us. Soon the other moth­ers join in; both in terms of panic, search­ing and run­ning.  Even to­day I can read the full med­i­cal find­ings from my mother′s re­port, with “im­mi­nent cir­cu­la­tory col­lapse” be­ing the least of it. Af­ter a time that is dif­fi­cult to de­fine, the des­per­ate women looked at each other and de­cided to call their re­spec­tive fa­thers. All in all, an im­pro­vised but no less ef­fec­tive lo­gis­tics emerged here, which I was later able to de­velop in sim­i­lar panic sit­u­a­tions - when my chil­dren went miss­ing. I be­lieve that even the news of the leg­endary Puskás′s goal in the World Cup was not spread any faster in all the guard rooms in Bu­da­pest than the news of the dis­ap­pear­ance of a whole hand­ful of mag­nif­i­cent heirs. With dirty white cow­boy hats. 

Of course, the news also reached “our” guard room.  The po­lice ques­tioned us one by one again, but we just shook our heads silently.  The great holy oath, you know, the one about “si­lence un­til the grave” and so on. 

János, who in the eyes of the law en­force­ment of­fi­cers looked most like the gang leader, had to sit down at the desk of the Grand Mufti and an­swer ques­tions. He didn′t an­swer for a long time, only when the Almighty turned red as if he were hav­ing a heart at­tack and be­gan to roar un­con­trol­lably did he mut­ter that his name was Lacika (Lacika is the diminu­tive form of Laci, Ladis­laus. A fairly com­mon first name at the time and per­haps com­pa­ra­ble to the Amer­i­can John or Jim). 

Of course the ques­tioner shouted that he — János — must be called Rudas, but János shook his head stub­bornly and claimed his name was Lacika. And he didn′t say any­thing else. 


Af­ter a while, even the mean­est cop gives up, it seems to me, be­cause ex­hausted, he wiped the sweat from his brow and called my mother to say that the chil­dren, so pre­sum­ably, madam, prob­a­bly only, were on his ter­ri­tory and that she should please come by for iden­ti­fi­ca­tion pur­poses. Of course, she called fa­ther and he hur­ried across half the city to come here too. 

The sec­re­tary shoved an­other cookie into my mouth and ca­su­ally asked what her sweet lit­tle an­gel′s name was.  

“Pityuka,” I said, munch­ing and giv­ing her my most trust­ing look - be­cause no­body ac­tu­ally called me Pityuka, a ridicu­lous diminu­tive of the diminu­tive, only for real tiny peo­ple. Not for bud­ding spies. Now my big bud­dies could see that I could also give a false name and keep quiet un­til the grave. Even if my tongue had been ripped out, I would still have said my name was Pip­fuka. 

“Yes, fine, and what are your par­ents′ names?” she asked, be­cause sec­re­taries are al­ways smarter than the boss.  

“Mom and Dad,” I said truth­fully, be­cause I had swal­lowed the bis­cuit and was glanc­ing at her stash again. Of course I had had to learn my own name, ad­dress and phone num­ber by heart in case I got lost. But I hadn′t got­ten lost, had I? 

“But they must have other names too, right?” she cooed and lured with an­other bis­cuit. I′m in­cred­i­bly em­bar­rassed now, but I ac­tu­ally didn′t know it back then.  

“Anyuka and Apuka,” I said, hop­ing you′ll rec­og­nize my lit­tle Mommy and Daddy. The good woman waved an­other cookie around and asked where they lived. I was silent and looked at the bait. When I fi­nally got it, I said cor­rectly that we lived “at home.” All the chil­dren live at home, I added in a school­mas­terly man­ner, ex­cept for Ilona, who lives with her grand­mother be­cause her par­ents are hav­ing a fight. 

“And don′t you have any other name than Pityuka?” she asked, mak­ing a last, des­per­ate at­tempt. Tri­umphantly, I took her last cookie, then said with my mouth full, blush­ing: “Yes: my lit­tle an­gel!”  

What can I say, time was run­ning out to fin­ish off her other sup­plies, be­cause now mother and the neigh­bor stormed in, hugged me, cry­ing heart­break­ingly, and turned to János. He looked grim and stub­bornly straight ahead.  

“But Jánoska, don′t you know me?” she asked palely and looked around in de­spair, as any mother would look in de­spair whose son had ei­ther be­come am­ne­siac or stupid. The po­lice­man looked very grim again, then fi­nally János ad­mit­ted that his name was Lacika and that he did not know this woman. Not at all. Then János looked stub­bornly at the win­dow frame again and prob­a­bly thought of the 150 war­riors of Chief Sit­ting Bull, who had bravely ac­com­pa­nied the self-cho­sen pro­tec­tor of our band to the death. 

Mother′s cry­ing did not help. The peo­ple who wanted to em­i­grate had sworn to si­lence and kept their oath. The youngest had not taken an oath  sworn, but tried to lie about the time with child­ish jokes. The neigh­bor tried to speak to Ár­pád, af­ter all he was her son, but he looked right through her and shook his head vig­or­ously in de­nial when she cheek­ily claimed to be his mother. 

Even when fa­ther came, the guys couldn′t open their jaws. They sat there mute and stub­born and re­mained silent. My fa­ther not only had a clever head, he also knew how to use it and had quickly brought a folder full of fam­ily pho­tos from home. It then be­came al­most re­ally em­bar­rass­ing when one or the other po­lice­man reached into his jacket pocket and showed pic­tures of his wife, chil­dren and dog - a cul­tural re­flex when some­one shows his pho­tos. 


So ev­ery­thing ended in pure joy and hap­pi­ness. Or maybe not en­tirely, be­cause the faith­ful János re­ceived a ter­ri­ble thun­der slap and had to go to bed with­out din­ner, and it hap­pened like this: 

We were all al­ready stand­ing in front of the door to the guard room when my fa­ther turned around again and sternly or­dered János to say his name im­me­di­ately.  János turned around, looked se­ri­ously at the group of uni­formed men and said: 

“Lacika!” 



 

 




Oc­ca­sion­ally I al­low my­self a bit of nos­tal­gia, ro­mance and emo­tion. This is also the case with this text, which at first glance does not have much in com­mon with the other texts. 

And yet. It was the first con­sciously staged text that I wrote with the in­ten­tion of pub­lish­ing it one day. Since then, of course, I have pub­lished it ev­ery­where I could. Some­times to the de­spair of my read­ers, who won­dered, pon­der­ing, what is this all about?! — The worst thing was  of course the read­ers of “Euro Agrar”, who found my writ­ing sur­rounded by foot and mouth dis­ease. The ed­i­tors, how­ever, fol­lowed my ar­gu­ment that the 30th an­niver­sary of the great artist′s death was ap­proach­ing. 

Look­ing back af­ter around 15 years, I still rec­og­nize some el­e­ments that are so typ­i­cal of my way of writ­ing: a bit of eroti­cism, but only in tiny hints. A crum­pled and yet lov­able hero. An event that is of course only an event from a sub­jec­tive point of view. An ar­bi­trary choice of name, lit­tle word­play and a true core story, wrapped in a sparse pack­ag­ing. A touch of quirk­i­ness. And in be­tween, a lit­tle hu­mor flashes up.  

Not too no­tice­able, but still. 


I did have a hard time com­ing up with an ar­gu­ment, how­ever, when a some­what hu­mor­ous reader asked me who the “Hollinger” ac­tu­ally was and who also harshly crit­i­cized the orig­i­nal sub­ti­tle “Obit­u­ary for K.F.” - good ad­vice was needed, but too ex­pen­sive. I couldn′t re­ally trans­late the text as “When I met K.F.  the only time in my life” - yes, I only met him that one time and was deeply af­fected when he died a few months later. Per­haps that is clos­est to the truth: my only di­a­logue with the mas­ter still seems worth re­port­ing to me to­day. 
 
 


So then!
 
Meet­ing with Karl Farkas (* 28. 10. 1893 Vi­enna, ▪︎ 16. 5. 1971) 



“You′re a fool, Hollinger,” growls my gray­ing Ger­man pro­fes­sor, and his mix­ture of stan­dard Ger­man and di­alect rises to a wor­ry­ing 63:36, “Karl Farkas has been dead for quite some time, and a pos­si­ble  “The an­niver­sary of his death is nowhere in sight!” 

The place where first-class Ital­ian ice cream is served to­day used to be the LUGECK, an el­e­gant and in­ex­pen­sive restau­rant that had al­ready seen its best days. I dined there one evening with my bride and fu­ture par­ents-in-law, who had rushed to Vi­enna from the far-off pro­vin­cial cap­i­tal in their skirts to see how ev­ery­thing was go­ing af­ter the teacher with whom my bride An­ge­lika, who was a lit­tle in love with her and had trav­eled to join her in her fi­nal year of school be­cause she had been trans­ferred to Vi­enna as a pun­ish­ment for lov­ing young girls, which was com­pletely im­pos­si­ble in a pro­vin­cial cap­i­tal at the time, ini­tially lived, wor­riedly in­formed the par­ents that she had to evict their daugh­ter be­cause she had let a man stay with her overnight and she, in turn, felt com­pelled to do so, cit­ing the pimp­ing law, so that the poor child now lived com­pletely un­pro­tected with this strange man who had fol­lowed the daugh­ter like a lovesick rooster and who was also a ca­sual worker from the prov­inces with no long-term prospects. 

“Let′s get down to busi­ness, Hollinger, let′s get down to busi­ness!” grum­bles my gray­ing Ger­man pro­fes­sor in pure High Ger­man, “and no such dar­ing sen­tence con­struc­tions, please!”  He shakes his head wearily: “13 com­mas, 2 ex­cla­ma­tion marks, seven points!” 

The LUGECK was the per­fect way to end this cold, wet No­vem­ber week­end, when ev­ery­thing was in or­der, even though we were the only guests in the vaulted cel­lar and the slow ser­vice by the snide waiter could only con­vey the so­phis­ti­cated flair of the cap­i­tal to a lim­ited ex­tent. But the young cou­ple with their par­ents′ bless­ing needed nei­ther cheer­ful ser­vice nor cheer­fully chat­ting com­pany, they were enough for them­selves. The only other guest, who ar­rived later, sat down at the far­thest ta­ble and im­me­di­ately be­gan to mutely de­vour the liver dumpling soup that had been served with­out a word or greet­ing, to spoon in. 


We ex­changed glances with each other, point­ing our eye­brows, and whis­pered: “Isn′t that, well, what′s his name again, Karl Farkas?” “No, no, yes, be­lieve me, I rec­og­nize him!” Again and again, furtive glances darted to the mas­ter while we ate our meal and talked qui­etly, un­til af­ter dessert, the fa­ther-in-law hes­i­tated and blurted out, “It would be great to have an au­to­graph from HIM!” The ef­fect of his wish on the ca­sual worker with no long-term prospects was elec­tri­fy­ing. “I′ll do it!” “No, I just said it,” the fa­ther-in-law in­ter­rupted half-heart­edly, in vain.  I′m al­ready half­way out of the chair, my mother-in-law hisses af­ter me: “You can′t do that!”, which any­one who knows Ale­man­nic can eas­ily trans­late as “You can′t do that!” But I′m al­ready on my way, cross­ing the hall with weak knees and a queasy stom­ach. Hun­dreds of ta­bles and chairs that I hadn′t no­ticed be­fore and that are block­ing my way fill the vast­ness of the hall, and I′m in the mid­dle of them, in an ag­ile slalom to­wards the mas­ter. 

He looks at me stonily when I fi­nally stood in front of him.  I hear some­one who ob­vi­ously has ei­ther throat can­cer or a break­ing voice ask: “Could I have an au­to­graph for my fu­ture fa­ther-in-law, please, Mr. Farkas?” He looks at me for a long time, silent and ex­pres­sion­less. The gears in my head, par­a­lyzed with fear, slowly start grind­ing back into mo­tion. I fol­low his gaze and re­al­ize af­ter ages that I haven′t brought any­thing to write with. “One mo­ment, please, Mr. Farkas!” Hec­tic slalom back to our ta­ble, “Do you have any­thing to write with?” and a look around for help. The fa­ther-in-law rum­mages in his pock­ets, an un­writ­ten post­card has to do.  Slalom back, push­ing the chairs aside, half­way I turn around, “and some­thing to write with!” and then armed with a ball­point pen, I go back to Mr Farkas. I will re­mem­ber the fol­low­ing di­a­logue for the rest of my life: 

“For?” 

His scru­ti­niz­ing look is more rem­i­nis­cent of a hawk than a wolf. Farkas ac­tu­ally means wolf in Hun­gar­ian. 

“For Hans.” 


The mas­ter turns the post­card over and looks ex­pres­sion­lessly at the Lip­iz­zaner, the Gi­ant Fer­ris wheel and the Opera House. The ball­point pen scratches deeply as he scrib­bles the sweep­ing, il­leg­i­ble text. I as­sume, “For Hans, K.F.” I am fas­ci­nated to see that when he writes he only looks at his huge nose and not at what he is writ­ing. 

“Where from?” 

“Bre­genz, Mr. Farkas.” 

“Have you been here long?” 

“Three months.” 

Pause. He turns the post­card over again and looks from the town hall to the Up­per Belvedere and Cas­tle Schön­brunn.  

“Do you like it?” 

Em­bar­rassed, I shift from one foot to the other. “It was the last one we had, Mr. Farkas, and the one with Em­press Elis­a­beth…” 

“Do you like it in Vi­enna?” he in­ter­rupts me. 

“Yes, very good, Mr. Farkas.” I am per­plexed, that was the first com­plete Ger­man sen­tence. Long si­lence. 

“Sim­pel?” 

I am hurt and look at him de­fi­antly; I may be from the coun­try and I am not a doc­tor yet, but I must not let my­self be in­sulted, not even by Mr. Farkas.  

“Have you been at Simpl yet?” he re­peats his ques­tion some­what im­pa­tiently. 

I search fever­ishly through my brain, des­per­ately search­ing for the key­word for “Simpl”. What the heck does he mean? Oh yes, there is some­thing: “…a record­ing from the SIMPL cabaret. With Karl Farkas and Ernst Wald­brunn.” 

“Un­for­tu­nately not, Mr Farkas, the in-laws were only there for the week­end.” Icy si­lence. Long si­lence. From one foot to the other. “My bride and I, we can′t af­ford to go out,” the ca­sual worker with no long-term prospects mum­bles em­bar­rass­edly and stares fixedly at the table­cloth. Pause, a very long pause, I wait.  

“Then.” 

I think fever­ishly about what that could mean. I look ques­tion­ingly for a long time, while the mas­ter turns back to his liver dumpling soup with­out any emo­tion and con­tin­ues to slurp it, com­pletely ig­nor­ing me. 

Then. Oh, I see. He can go now. 

“Good­bye, and thank you very much, Mr. Farkas.” 

He doesn′t even look up when I turn around and hastily re­turn to our ta­ble. “What did he say, what did he say?” my fam­ily ask in con­fu­sion.  I trem­ble with re­lief, the wet shirt sticks coldly to my back. “Noth­ing,” I say, “he just asked how we liked Vi­enna and whether we had ever been to SIMPL.” My bride beams at me, her hero. 

“You′re an id­iot, Hollinger,” growls my gray­ing Ger­man teacher grimly, and the ra­tio in his mix­ture of stan­dard Ger­man and di­alect shifts to a mild 61:38, “since the high school grad­u­a­tion thirty years ago, you don′t even have to know me or even say hello, and you come to me with your writ­ing so that I can cor­rect it!” He shakes his head and mut­ters some­thing about the de­cline of the West.  “An obit­u­ary for Karl Farkas, what a thing! Hollinger! - Well, then give me the piece of pa­per!” 





 




My chil­dren have re­peat­edly urged me to tell the great story of our es­cape (from Hun­gary, 1956) again.  Read­ing aloud was never easy for me, they al­ready knew “And Again No Pig Looks” or “The Lan­guage Craft Book” by heart, not to men­tion “At Night All Ravens Are Col­or­ful”; so I was in­creas­ingly tempted to tell sto­ries (or rather, lit­tle tales) from my life. And the es­cape had to be told again and again, as a mat­ter of honor! Of course, it hap­pened as it had to. In­stead of fall­ing asleep, the child sits up in his bed in­dig­nantly and com­plains that the last time the “…” was com­pletely, com­pletely dif­fer­ent! And why are there no more evil po­lice­men there?! The part about the rocket is also miss­ing… 

The caught fa­ther  Ig­no­rance turns red in the ears, looks for words, ex­cuses and waves its arms around. Child, you don′t un­der­stand yet, but we older peo­ple are some­times for­get­ful. OK, I′ll tell you about the “…” again, try to re­mem­ber the de­tails [what in the devil′s name did I tell you last time?!], the child nods and con­tin­ues to suck its thumb obe­di­ently, lis­tens care­fully and shakes its head vig­or­ously when the part about the po­lice in­spec­tor comes up in the wrong place again.  The lit­tle lips move silently and re­peat the text, the lit­tle eyes are about to close, but the mis­trust of the fa­ther′s sto­ry­telling keeps the poor lit­tle one awake… 

The mother care­fully sticks her head in the door and grum­bles that the child will def­i­nitely not fall asleep… 

But you all know that. 


A few years ago (1996, on the 40th an­niver­sary) I de­cided to write down the story of the es­cape once and for all and give it to my chil­dren for Christ­mas. Per­haps (and I say per­haps be­cause I am some­what for­get­ful - see above) per­haps I was al­ready fed up with all this stupid Christ­mas present shop­ping, per­haps I was al­ready re­pelled by the junk and trin­kets in the shop­ping street and was look­ing for some­thing that was mine and could per­haps bring joy to my chil­dren. 

But per­haps it was also the case that my chil­dren once talked about the “fa­ther′s” sto­ries and re­al­ized that  one or two de­tails didn′t quite match (I de­lib­er­ately say: not quite). No two chil­dren are the same, so you have to adapt your in­ven­tions, would be my ex­cuse if I needed one. Any­way, one day the chil­dren con­fronted me with the “not quite” match­ing de­tails. (Now comes the thing with the red ears again …). 

Be that as it may: I sat down in front of the PC and thought. Could I start as triv­ially as “One day I de­cided to es­cape…”? No, and again no. I don′t write like that. Rather, I had to have the story (and the em­bar­rass­ing lit­tle dif­fer­ences) told by sev­eral peo­ple, so I made THE ES­CAPE a RASHOMON rip-off.  Yes, of course, the peo­ple in­volved each told a piece of their sub­jec­tive truth, de­lib­er­ately only one piece, and the reader/child has to put the pieces to­gether them­selves. 

I liked the idea, so I let Aunt Elli (who is called Elis­a­beth and is called Elly by my fa­ther) tell the whole story - I de­lib­er­ately didn′t por­tray Elli as hys­ter­i­cal as my fa­ther may have ex­pe­ri­enced her, but that′s just how she was for me. Then I let one or two of the sol­diers we came into con­tact with have their say - of course ev­ery­thing here is pure in­ven­tion, but based on what I could re­mem­ber.  What must have been go­ing through the mind of such a guy when he was con­fronted with a refugee group of 4 adults and 8 chil­dren? 

Since I was al­ready writ­ing so well, I nat­u­rally also wrote a fic­ti­tious cor­re­spon­dence be­tween the Hun­gar­ian and Rus­sian com­man­ders. I ask you, why not?! 

Our be­hav­ior to­wards and our as­sess­ment of the Rus­sian sol­dier, who pre­sum­ably came from Mon­go­lia, seemed ar­ro­gant and pre­sump­tu­ous to me in ret­ro­spect. So I quickly wrote a few lines: the Mon­go­lian writes about us and asks him­self why we clas­sify him as a back­woods­man: “… or do you mon­keys think I can′t tell a vi­o­lin case from a mon­strance?!” 


Un­cle Ákos was also al­lowed to “write along”, he is iden­ti­cal to the Feri whose son Feri was fa­ther′s best friend at the time and who fled with us. The rea­son I named him Ákos is prob­a­bly be­cause I think Feri is a hor­ri­ble Teu­toniza­tion and I liked the rather rare and old name Ákos (at the time). - Then I had my sis­ter Juli tell the last part (the con­fu­sion of the bot­tles); I just liked let­ting her spit a lit­tle against the adult world - that was also true at the time. 

One small dif­fi­culty could not al­ways be over­come per­ma­nently: the lin­guis­tic pe­cu­liar­ity in Hun­gar­ian of us­ing first names in dif­fer­ent “pet forms”. So when talk­ing about Bandi and  If En­dre is men­tioned, then it is the same one (as you now know), so the two can­not play ten­nis to­gether. - Some of these names are al­ready very old, of­ten the ori­gin and con­nec­tion can no longer be clar­i­fied (why István can be­come Pityu, for ex­am­ple).  - Let me give you a few ex­am­ples: 


	An­dreas = Bandi = En­dre 

	Ist­van = Pista = Pityu 

	Maria = Manci = Mányika 




It is eas­ier to use forms that are known al­most ev­ery­where: 


	Elis­a­beth = Elli = Elly 

	Juli = Juliska, etc. 



I had named my work THE BLUE RIB­BON with ref­er­ence to the last chap­ter, printed it out four times with dif­fer­ent fore­words and af­ter­words for my chil­dren and bound it in card­board by hand.  (Nota bene, print­ing the boxes with the PC was an ad­ven­ture in it­self and started a long-term friend­ship with an Amer­i­can named Bill Gates, that′s his name, I think). - The thin book­let got lost among the other presents ly­ing un­der the Christ­mas tree; a few days passed be­fore the chil­dren read it. I waited im­pa­tiently to see if they liked it (be­cause ev­ery au­thor is re­ally keen to know if the reader liked it), and whether they would no­tice that some­thing was “not quite right” again? But they were prob­a­bly too grown-up and sen­si­tive; not a peep, not a com­plaint. - My sib­lings read it later too, laughed heartily and thought I had be­come a real sto­ry­teller.  No, you can′t say that there is any­thing un­true about it, but it is all very well dressed up, isn′t it? 

My fa­ther sat down and wrote his own ver­sion. 


Was I mis­taken, or did he mut­ter some­thing about “smug - un­se­ri­ous” to him­self be­fore he started writ­ing? - What­ever the case, ul­ti­mately, in RUSHOMON the wise man can have the last word, and the viewer can only un­der­stand the whole thing af­ter ev­ery­one has told their truth (and noth­ing but the pure truth). 

In ad­di­tion to the many true parts, there must also be some­thing like a whole truth.
 

PS: an early and very tear­ful ver­sion of the FLUCHT won first prize in the Aus­trian school com­pe­ti­tion in 1967 and was sub­mit­ted by the Salzburg Li­ons Club to the head­quar­ters in New York for the Li­ons Club′s 50th an­niver­sary. 






The Es­cape
 
Chap­ter 1 

 (The sec­ond night, told by Aunt Elis­a­beth) 

 Not that I′m a par­tic­u­larly fear­ful per­son. But when I think about it now, my knees shake and I know that it′s not just some­thing to smile about, but also some­thing to be afraid of. Any­way, it′s been forty years now and I′ll try to tell the story in or­der. So, we ar­rived in Aus­tria on De­cem­ber 8, 1956, and the first place we went to was Deutschkreutz in Bur­gen­land.  We were caught by the bor­der guards in the morn­ing of De­cem­ber 7th, which means that we left Bu­da­pest on the morn­ing of De­cem­ber 6th. We are my hus­band Feri, our three chil­dren aged 8 and 5, our baby who is a few months old, and I, Aunt Erzsi, or Elis­a­beth in Ger­man. And there was Feri′s work col­league En­dre (also called Bandi), his wife Maria and their 5 chil­dren János, Juli, István, Jo­hanna and Tomi, who is al­most one and a half years old. 

 Af­ter we dis­cussed with En­dre on De­cem­ber 5th what his threat of ar­rest on De­cem­ber 4th was all about, we came to the de­ci­sion: now or never. Feri was also in dan­ger, and we women were not only afraid for her, but above all for the fu­ture of our chil­dren.  We pre­pared ev­ery­thing, trained the older chil­dren to march in col­umn, to obey the men′s com­mands, “jump—  For­ward - cover!” is some­thing I will never for­get for the rest of my life. 

 Of course we told the chil­dren a big story: that we were go­ing to Aunt Anni′s in So­pron, the for­mer Aus­trian town of Öm­ling­hausen, be­cause she was go­ing to slaugh­ter a pig again and we would fi­nally get meat, real meat. And we dis­guised the mil­i­tary prepa­ra­tions by telling them about the cur­rent sit­u­a­tion and the dan­gers lurk­ing along the route. The chil­dren were very docile; the girls were a bit silly at first, but they were soon fu­eled by the am­bi­tion to do the same as the boys. 


 The men took on the task of as­sem­bling the doc­u­ments, money and other im­por­tant fam­ily items into man­age­able pieces of lug­gage. We women had to look af­ter the older chil­dren and their equip­ment first, but then our­selves and the ba­bies. Oh, I don′t even want to list what this meant in de­tail - in any case, equip­ping a Hi­malayan ex­pe­di­tion was child′s play in com­par­i­son!  But the men did not have the bet­ter lot, be­cause while they were pack­ing what lit­tle they had, they had much more time than we women to be afraid of the un­der­tak­ing and its con­se­quences and to think over and over again about the cor­rect­ness of the de­ci­sion… 

 Even to­day, we know;  I was dis­cussing with Feri and En­dre how much bribes we would have with us in small, handy bun­dles (and each one was “re­ally, our very last money!”). Feri had the bril­liant idea of tak­ing a bot­tle of schnapps with us so that we could im­me­di­ately cel­e­brate our suc­cess­ful es­cape. He would have pre­ferred to take co­gnac or some­thing else fine, but in these dif­fi­cult times noth­ing of the sort could be found; it was al­ready a hard job to get hold of this cheap booze. I also took an­other bot­tle of schnapps with me, just in case we ran out of bribes and we might have to ap­pease a bor­der guard with a good tip­ple. In or­der for this to be dif­fer­ent from the  To dis­tin­guish the bot­tle of baby tea from the bot­tle, I took a blue rib­bon and tied it around the neck of the bot­tle: Juli, the overzeal­ous one, kept fid­dling with it and com­plain­ing that the lit­tle girl didn′t look pretty enough, but I shooed her away be­cause I wasn′t in the mood for games at the mo­ment… 

 The next morn­ing we set off, the train ride took an eter­nity; the train kept stop­ping, Rev­o­lu­tion­ary Guards, reg­u­lars and Red Army sol­diers took turns check­ing pas­sen­gers, lug­gage and pre­sump­tive loot. I be­came slightly hys­ter­i­cal ev­ery time a sol­dier′s paw stroked my baby;  I breathed a sigh of re­lief when the guy dis­ap­peared again, and I was al­most in­dif­fer­ent when some cheeky hand brushed against my body as if by chance - what the heck, the main thing was that these scoundrels left my chil­dren alone. 


 We ar­rived in So­pron, pre­pared ev­ery­thing and went to bed early. The guides, friends of En­dre, woke us up long be­fore sun­rise and we drove to the bor­der in an an­cient van. There our guides waited with us un­til dawn, de­scribed the route again and scur­ried back into the un­der­growth. We “12 apos­tles” marched along the tracks to the point where they split to the south and west; here, ac­cord­ing to the pro­gram, we had to “get lost” and fol­low the tracks to the west. While the two men were try­ing to agree on the car­di­nal points (in the fog, with­out sun and com­pass, this was cer­tainly not easy), we saw a Hun­gar­ian bor­der guard com­ing to­wards us.  

 We were fright­ened at first, but he looked peace­ful, and when he reached us, he re­ally just wanted to get rid of his lone­li­ness and chat with us, smoke a cig­a­rette and find out what the chil­dren′s names were, etc. All in all, it was a pretty peace­ful sit­u­a­tion, and when he no­ticed the rest­less­ness among us adults, he said: “Yeah, yeah, I know! Well, I didn′t see you, I′m go­ing to walk a lit­tle fur­ther now, and now make sure that you don′t get lost.”  You can move on!” he grum­bled kindly and turned to leave. 

 If the higher be­ing that some of you wor­ship had in­tended to cre­ate the bor­ders for es­cape pur­poses, he would prob­a­bly have had warm wait­ing rooms there, well-sign­posted paths “This way to Aus­tria!”  and “To free­dom, please keep left”, squeak­ing es­ca­la­tors and bored of­fi­cials. 

 But His High­ness was known to be in the Holy Land at the time to fol­low the Suez Cri­sis live from a bank of clouds, so we had to deal with our fate alone. Yes, of course I still be­lieved in guardian an­gels at the time, but when we ar­rived at the rail junc­tion they just flapped their wings briefly and whis­pered al­most in­audi­bly “we′ll fly ahead” - and then we were re­ally alone. 


 Not all alone af­ter all. The friendly bor­der guard′s foot fal­tered. A small group of Red Army sol­diers, look­ing cold and hun­gry, came to­wards us. Our bor­der guard ripped his gun from his shoul­der as he turned around and shouted at us: “Stop! Sto­jeto! Rab­ble! Stop im­me­di­ately!” and whis­pered through clenched teeth: “I′m sorry, guys, but I know the broth­ers over there and you can′t mess with them. Un­der­stand me, but I have to think about my­self too, they won′t do any­thing to you, think of a good ex­cuse and they′ll send you home again…” 

 The Rus­sians took us with them and we drove to the com­man­dant′s of­fice in an open truck.  There we had to go from in­ter­ro­ga­tion to in­ter­ro­ga­tion all day, but we had al­ready prac­ticed that be­fore­hand, and all they heard from us was the stub­bornly re­peated story of the Sun­day ex­cur­sion and the loss of our way. At some point, how­ever, even a com­man­der had to fin­ish work, and he threw us out in a bad mood, threat­en­ing that if he caught us again, then…; and we scur­ried as fast as our feet would carry us, re­lieved, back to Aunt Anni′s house and licked our wounds. 

 Our guides, fa­ther and son, knew their area very well.  They pored over the gen­eral staff maps with Feri and En­dre for hours, then they found a route and the men mem­o­rized it. We set off late at night, the guides took us to the death strip, looked for the signs for us and then whis­pered to our men how to pro­ceed. Then they hugged us again, firmly re­fused any pay­ment and dis­ap­peared silently into the pitch black night. 

 Bandi (as En­dre was some­times called) went first, his sleep­ing youngest son rested on his shoul­ders, in his hand he held a metal strip with which he wanted to find the mines, and we all fol­lowed in com­plete si­lence.  The older chil­dren had now re­al­ized what time it was, so they were very fo­cused and calm. Ev­ery few hun­dred me­ters we had to make a de­tour when Bandi found or even sus­pected an­other mine. He was very re­li­able and an ace in these tech­ni­cal things. Sev­eral times we had to throw our­selves flat on the cold, wet ground be­cause flares went off and there was wild gun­fire all around us. Once I was ly­ing next to Bandi and saw his sweaty bald head re­flected in the light of the flares. I whis­pered to him that he could cer­tainly be seen a hun­dred miles away, and he pulled his lit­tle son, who was sleep­ing peace­fully, over his head.  An­other time I cried out be­cause I ended up ly­ing on a dead body when I threw my­self down to say “Take cover!” I cried and couldn′t be calmed down for min­utes. 

 Well, we got closer and closer to the barbed wire en­tan­gle­ment and Bandi and Feri started work­ing on it. Feri had brought his thick chemist′s gloves for this pur­pose, Bandi had brought some metal wires, which he skill­fully threw at the fence, which then sprayed evil blue sparks and hissed like a dog. Then they snapped the wires and tore a small hole in the elec­tri­fied fence, Bandi at­tached some in­su­la­tors, took off the glove and - af­ter a mo­ment′s hes­i­ta­tion - grabbed the fence with his bare hand. He turned around grin­ning and said: “All right!  Just stay in­side the hole, noth­ing will hap­pen to you!” and so we crawled to Aus­tria with our heads bowed. 


 That is, I thought it was al­ready Aus­tria.  But we had hardly got across when a cig­a­rette glowed not ten paces away from us, and a hoarse, muf­fled male voice said: “Well, you did well!” Feri, the well-bred city boy, who had not started his es­cape with­out a tie and care­fully ironed trousers, thanked us warmly and said that we were fi­nally over the bor­der. The other man laughed qui­etly, and as I came closer I saw with ris­ing hor­ror that there were badges and shiny but­tons on his coat, and when he stood very close to us we all stared at him: it was an armed Hun­gar­ian bor­der guard. 

 He sa­vored his per­for­mance for what seemed like an eter­nity. But then his wrin­kled face twisted into a broad grin, and he  said: “Well, I′m not a mon­ster. I don′t hurt any­one and I help ev­ery­one with this mis­er­able fence if they can′t get any fur­ther. Maybe you can give me some­thing if you can.” 

 Feri pulled a small bun­dle of ban­knotes out of his jacket pocket and be­gan to care­fully di­vide it up.  Smil­ing, the bor­der guard took all the notes from his hand and said: “God­fa­ther, you won′t be able to do any­thing with that in Aus­tria any­way!” I stood very close to this im­pu­dent fel­low and smelled his sharp breath. I im­me­di­ately re­mem­bered the bot­tle of liquor and reached into my pocket, found the bot­tle with the rib­bon and handed it to him: “To your health, of­fi­cer, and God will thank you for let­ting us go!”  

 Per­haps this rough fel­low was a lit­tle em­bar­rassed, be­cause he didn′t want to spoil things with God (the higher be­ing that some of you wor­ship), or it was sim­ply the thirst of the eter­nally thirsty: he thanked him with an in­com­pre­hen­si­ble mur­mur and went off. 

 Only now did I no­tice how much my knees were shak­ing; I quickly gave my baby Feri and said: “I have to, I have to;  now, oth­er­wise it will hap­pen” and took a few steps away. The child woke up in Feri′s arms and im­me­di­ately started scream­ing. I ran back to him as fast as I could and took a bot­tle of baby tea out of my pocket and gave him some­thing to drink. The lit­tle one swal­lowed and swal­lowed and spat out the tea in dis­gust and screamed like mad. We were at a loss, Feri tried help­lessly to cover the child′s mouth, I hit him and shouted: “You′ll suf­fo­cate it, you mon­ster!” 


 Bandi thought the tea might be too cold and tasted it.  He im­me­di­ately spat it all out again and gasped: “For heaven′s sake, that′s booze!” I froze like ice. The child! I ripped an­other bot­tle out of my pocket, tasted it first (yes, it was luke­warm chil­dren′s tea) and gave it to the still scream­ing child, who stopped scream­ing in sur­prise and then sucked greed­ily and hap­pily. 

 We walked an­other half a mile un­til we could make out the houses and street lights very clearly, then we sat down, ate a lit­tle some­thing and sang our old na­tional an­them. We were moved, not ashamed of our tears, and we looked al­ter­nately from the aban­doned home to the new home and back. 

 We were al­ready in the town by now, the Aus­trian bor­der guards had  led us to the school in a friendly man­ner, where sleep­ing quar­ters, hot soup and warm food were ready for the refugees. We had looked af­ter the ba­bies and the older chil­dren and were just about to go to bed when Feri and Bandi, who had been whis­per­ing qui­etly to each other un­til then, sud­denly burst into loud laugh­ter. As if they were out of their minds, they hit each other on the shoul­der, slapped each other on the thighs and laughed like id­iots un­til tears rolled down their cheeks. They could hardly calm down and Feri stam­mered, the fit of laugh­ter shak­ing him be­tween each word: “Imag­ine the face of the bor­der guard as he takes a deep drink from your bot­tle and then re­al­izes that you have not given him any wa­ter.”  it′s just baby tea…” 

 My chil­dren are now grown up. Pe­ter is an en­gi­neer and ar­chi­tect, Paul is a suc­cess­ful den­tist, Feri and I have been re­tired for years. Feri has had a great ca­reer as a chemist, he has made var­i­ous in­ven­tions and reg­is­tered patents world­wide. In do­ing so, he has ful­filled a child­hood dream, be­cause even as a school­boy he al­ways talked about want­ing to be­come a fa­mous in­ven­tor one day. In one re­spect he has not im­proved: even to­day, at well over eighty, he has to wear an ironed white shirt and a nice tie ev­ery day. He will prob­a­bly keep that up for his whole life, al­though I can′t see well any­more and I find iron­ing very dif­fi­cult. Hope­fully I won′t leave this world be­fore him, be­cause who  knows who will iron his shirts? 





Chap­ter 2 
 
 (The third night, told by Sergeant Béla) 

 Well, at least I still have my own boots on. Those damn Rus­sians have taken ev­ery­thing from me, belt, cap and win­ter coat. The thin uni­form jacket is the warm­est thing I have on my body. They also wanted to zabral­ize my wal­let, but since there was noth­ing in it ex­cept a pic­ture of my wife and chil­dren, they left it to me. 

 The damp De­cem­ber fog creeps through the con­crete walls, the small barred win­dow hatch, and even pen­e­trates the floor. A few cock­roaches busily scur­ry­ing back and forth are my only cell­mates.  How good it would be to have a drink now, even if it were just wa­ter! My split lower lip is burn­ing, I think not just from the punches, no, it′s burn­ing be­cause my in­sides are burn­ing from top to bot­tom. I want a drink, just a tiny lit­tle drink! 

 Four of them over­pow­ered me, threw me to the ground and took me to the com­man­dant′s of­fice. I in­ter­ro­gated, beat, in­ter­ro­gated and beat again. The com­man­dant ques­tioned me for a long time. He wanted to know ex­actly who had crossed the bor­der, of course I didn′t tell him ev­ery­thing straight away.  But then at some point, when I was al­ready ly­ing there half dead from the pain, I told him how these towns­peo­ple sud­denly ap­peared be­fore me, with a good dozen women and chil­dren. And that I then thought of my own fam­ily and let them go. 

 He wanted to know ex­actly how many there were, what they looked like, where they came from. I tried my best, al­though in the dark I prob­a­bly didn′t see much more than this dandy or the quiet man who was car­ry­ing a child on his shoul­ders. But he sud­denly seemed to know ex­actly what and who he was look­ing for, and his well-aimed kicks helped me to re­mem­ber. Yes, there was also a small, del­i­cate woman who had noth­ing but her brats on her mind. 


 I didn′t re­mem­ber much of the con­ver­sa­tion, per­haps be­cause  they told me some­thing about the tracks of the Raab-Eisen­stadt rail­way, about a Sun­day ex­cur­sion dur­ing which they had got­ten lost and then been caught, and then I just saw his fist fly­ing to­wards me, ac­com­pa­nied by a wild curse, “Job toi Matj!”. The Russki had com­pletely freaked out, his face had turned dark red and the lit­tle veins on his fore­head were swelling alarm­ingly. I ducked as he con­tin­ued to hit me, but the mer­ci­less first blow had badly torn my lower lip. 

 As if through a fog, I can re­mem­ber that at some point he let go of me and had me dragged into the base­ment. His hench­men at­tacked me hard when they brought me out of the com­man­dant′s in­ter­ro­ga­tion room, but in the cor­ri­dor they loos­ened their grip.  their grip and took me down in si­lence. Down­stairs, one of them gave me a cig­a­rette, we smoked in si­lence at first, then one of them said that the old man had been out of his mind to­day. It can′t be true, buddy, that you′ve made him so an­gry that he′s so drunk just be­cause you were shoot­ing around drunk. What did he want? 

 Well, I started cau­tiously at first, but then quickly and flu­ently told the whole story about the towns­peo­ple.  They looked at each other and burst out laugh­ing at the same time: “Those were the Bu­dapesters!” With a pained grin, I asked to be al­lowed to laugh with them, and they said that these towns­peo­ple had been there yes­ter­day, that the Red Pa­trol had caught them as they were hap­pily march­ing along the tracks to­wards Aus­tria, hum­ming a lit­tle song. The Red Army sol­diers cer­tainly felt sorry for them, but they knew that they them­selves would not get any­thing to eat un­til they had caught refugees, so they took them to the bar­racks and then ran straight to the kitchen cop. The old man had in­ter­ro­gated the peo­ple, but they were hard­ened and un­break­able. They ad­mit­ted noth­ing, were over­whelmed by their sim­ple-minded  Sto­ries and ex­cuses didn′t get them away and they didn′t get en­tan­gled in con­tra­dic­tions. They had to be clev­erly well pre­pared or com­pletely crazy. In the evening, the old man was fu­ri­ous be­cause he had to send them home, be­cause of the chil­dren. 

 The lit­tle black cock­roach tries to climb up my boot. I watch its ef­forts in fas­ci­na­tion. I see it climb a lit­tle way up, then it starts to slide and then lands on the floor again. 


 I′m in the same sit­u­a­tion. They sim­ply forced me into ser­vice, they didn′t ask me whether I wanted to be a bor­der guard or not; they pressed a gun into my hand and chased me out into the cold. I haven′t seen or heard from my fam­ily for weeks. 

 And then there were these towns­peo­ple. I was friendly to them, al­most broth­erly! Well, I took their money, but what are they sup­posed to do with it in the West? It′s worth­less to them there, and I have to help my fam­ily some­how later on. The only thing is that they pressed a bot­tle of luke­warm tea into my hand in­stead of schnapps - I can never for­give that -  “En­joy it, Of­fi­cer!” - that false snake, that one! 

 I hadn′t had any­thing proper to drink for hours, and then this mock­ery, this dis­ap­point­ment! I opened the bot­tle greed­ily and put it to my mouth im­me­di­ately, took a deep, greedy sip and only re­al­ized af­ter the sec­ond or third sip that this was slightly sweet­ened tea. 

 The anger rose up in me like hot, boil­ing lava ris­ing up in a vol­cano. Then sud­denly I only saw red, slammed the bot­tle against a tree and roared like a bull. I took my ri­fle and fired the whole mag­a­zine into the air and fired and roared un­til there was noth­ing left in the bar­rel, and then four of them  at­tacked me… 
 


 


 To the 

 Com­man­der of the glo­ri­ous Red Army 

 Colonel Vladimir J. Kniezewski 

 Field Mar­shal Von der Trenck Bar­racks 

 SO­PRON 

 Sub­ject: Sergeant Béla HANC­SÁR So­pron, 9.12.56 

 Dear Colonel! 

 I have learned that one of my sub­or­di­nates, Sergeant Béla Hanc­sár, was taken into cus­tody by your brave forces last night. 

 Since I do not be­lieve that  If this is some­thing se­ri­ous, I ask you, dear Colonel, to re­lease the oth­er­wise im­pec­ca­ble sergeant from the cus­tody of the glo­ri­ous Red Army and trans­fer him to my area of re­spon­si­bil­ity. 

 Down with the rev­o­lu­tion!, 

 Your hum­ble ser­vant, 

 János BÁNFFY, 

 Ma­jor of the Na­tional De­fense Forces 

 Prince Eu­gene of Savoy Bar­racks SO­PRON 




 To 

 Reg­u­lar Na­tional De­fense Forces 

 Bor­der Se­cu­rity Dept. 

 Ma­jor J. Bánffy 

 Prince Eu­gene of Savoy Bar­racks 

 SO­PRON 

 Sub­ject: Zl. 8934/56.01 So­pron, 10.12.56 

 Ma­jor! 

 Did your so-called loyal sub­or­di­nate have valu­able am­mu­ni­tion be­cause he was com­pletely drunk and fired worth­less am­mu­ni­tion into the area and didn′t hit any­thing, thank Lenin. He smug­gled a lot of im­pe­ri­al­ist spies and high traitors across the bor­der and ac­cepted bribes with a lot of money that isn′t worth much any­more.  

 Our es­teemed Com­man­der, Com­mis­sioner Colonel Vladimir J. Kniezewski, per­son­ally in­ter­ro­gated spies and brought in­cred­i­ble facts to light. Among other things, cap­i­tal­ist im­pe­ri­al­ist spies hide be­hind chil­dren′s backs, but also pre­tend to walk with a song and walk­ing stick along the bor­der, un­sus­pect­ingly play­ing id­iots with whis­tles on their lips. Our es­teemed Com­man­der, Com­mis­sioner Colonel Vladimir J. Kniezewski, im­me­di­ately re­ported this to the main com­mis­sariat by dis­patch. 

 And the es­teemed Chief Com­mis­sioner Colonel W.J. Kniezewski in­structed me to tell you that the id­iot should not think that it is noth­ing se­ri­ous, be­cause he will tell him him­self. And that  Pri­vate Béla will of course be in­ter­ro­gated fur­ther be­cause he has al­ways been a col­lab­o­ra­tor of the im­pe­ri­al­ist bor­der spies and per­haps knows more, cer­tainly prob­a­bly. 

 At the end, Mr. Com­mis­sioner Colonel Vladimir J. Kniezewski says that af­ter the ex­e­cu­tion they will per­haps eat a good goulash to­gether and drink one and of course all the other vod­kas with Mr. Ma­jor and then ev­ery­thing will be done. 

 Long live the glo­ri­ous So­viet rev­o­lu­tion! 

 Jan Tschech, trans­la­tor for 

 Mr. Com­mis­sioner Colonel W.J. Kniezewski, 

 Main Com­mand of the vic­to­ri­ous Red Armed Forces SO­PRON 




 UR­GENT!!!! OF­FI­CIAL MAIL!!! PER­SONAL!!! 

 To the 

 Com­man­der of the 

 glo­ri­ous Red Army 

 Colonel Vladimir J. Kniezewski 

 Field Mar­shal Von-der-Trenck Bar­racks 

 SO­PRON 

 Sub­ject: Sergeant Béla HANC­SÉR So­pron, 10.12.56 

 No. 8934/56.01 

 But my dear Colonel! 

 We don′t want to talk about ex­e­cu­tion right away, just  be­cause the good Béla treats him­self to a drink or shoots around! Noth­ing hap­pened! I ad­mit, the boy should hold back a lit­tle more if he can′t stom­ach any­thing, right, Colonel, we′ve both prob­a­bly lifted a lot more and taken it all in our stride, ha­haha! 

 I re­mem­ber that de­li­cious evening when we, dear Colonel, cel­e­brated your es­teemed wife′s birth­day to­gether and… 

 I don′t want to re­hash old things, but I need this Béla Hanc­sár, still alive and sober to­day.  Trans­late that lit­er­ally, Jan Chekhov, or I′ll tear your ly­ing mouth open from ear to ear! -— And, dear Colonel, I′ve done my re­search on the spies and I as­sure you that they were re­ally just a cou­ple of id­iots, who even knelt down and sang hymns af­ter cross­ing the bor­der il­le­gally! No of­fense, my dear Colonel, but you should for­get about these stupid peo­ple once and for all. 

 Just send me this Béla, I′ll take care of him, be­lieve me, he′s al­ready caused me enough trou­ble and de­serves a beat­ing, but ex­e­cu­tion, no thanks!  So, when that′s done, come over and we′ll for­get the whole thing over a glass or two! 

 Long live the glo­ri­ous so­cial­ist rev­o­lu­tion!, 

 Down with the rev­o­lu­tion! 

 Yours sin­cerely, al­ways yours, 

 János BÁNFFY, 

 Ma­jor of the Na­tional De­fense Forces 

 Prince Eu­gene of Savoy Bar­racks SO­PRON 




 To 

 Reg­u­lar Na­tional De­fense Forces 

 Bor­der Se­cu­rity Dept. 

 Ma­jor J. Bánffy 

 Prince Eu­gene of Savoy Bar­racks 

 SO­PRON 

 Sub­ject: Zl. 8934/56.01 Sol­dier Béla H. So­pron, 11.12.56 

 Dear Ma­jor! 

 We have once again vig­or­ously in­ter­ro­gated the sol­dier, Sergeant Béla. He con­fessed to ev­ery­thing, but also that he is a pretty big id­iot. That at least saved him from the fir­ing squad.  But he saw the spies cross­ing the bor­der, and that′s why he shot so much. 

 I think he missed be­cause there were no spies there, there were just vodka ghosts in his head. So we′ll def­i­nitely for­get about the spies and the child spies too, I′ve al­ready sent a dis­patch to the cap­i­tal, ex­pla­na­tion: vodka and De­cem­ber fog, ha­haha. 

 And you′re go­ing to do some more vig­or­ous drills with Pri­vate Béla so that the De­cem­ber fog will dis­ap­pear, be­cause we have a Rus­sian say­ing: if you can′t stand bull′s horns, don′t go into the arena! If he has a small bump on his face or a big one, then maybe he fell down the stairs. We cer­tainly didn′t hit him.  Jan didn′t trans­late ev­ery­thing in Czech ac­cu­rately, so I re­placed him with a sub­sti­tute in­ter­preter and now he′s clean­ing pota­toes for the whole big pot. He trans­lated De­cem­ber fog as im­pe­ri­al­ist spies, so he′s clean­ing pota­toes for the whole glo­ri­ous sol­dier′s kitchen un­til the De­cem­ber fog is gone. 

 And we′ll meet again Thurs­day evening for a game of chess, OK? 

 Down with the rev­o­lu­tion!, 

 Long live the glo­ri­ous So­viet rev­o­lu­tion! 

 Wo­jtech Czymielinek, trans­la­tor for 

 Colonel Com­mis­sioner W.J. Kniezewski, 

 Main Com­mand of the vic­to­ri­ous Red Armed Forces SO­PRON 




 


3rd Chap­ter 
 
 (The first night - told by Un­cle Ákos) 

 So, now ev­ery­one is well ac­com­mo­dated, the chil­dren are up­stairs in the grand­par­ents′ bed­room, the adults are above the sta­ble in the hayloft. Bandi, Feri and I dis­cussed ev­ery­thing, then they all went to bed.  

 I have marked the way for them through the last fields and then through the el­der bushes to the tracks, drilled into them where they would “get lost” and marked some land­marks on the map, such as the di­lap­i­dated mill and the cut in the rail­way em­bank­ment. If they are lucky, they will cross the bor­der un­scathed and with­out any ma­jor com­pli­ca­tions. I will take them to the bor­der early in the morn­ing to­gether with my son An­tal. 

 I also made sure that they have small bun­dles of ban­knotes with them in case they en­counter bor­der guards. Feri, that dandy, acted a bit stupid at first (no, of course you won′t get any  Re­ceipt!), but fi­nally, even he un­der­stood that only courage and im­pro­vi­sa­tion will help here. I pray to God that they get across the bor­der with­out any prob­lems, be­cause Feri′s ner­vous­ness and clum­si­ness could ruin ev­ery­thing. 

 Dur­ing my tour, I checked to see if ev­ery­thing was OK. Un­der the stairs, lit­tle Juliska was still busy with the lug­gage; I think she was check­ing the drink­ing bot­tles for the small chil­dren and putting them away. She was a lit­tle star­tled when I passed by, but I gave her a con­spir­a­to­rial wink and then walked on. She is a dreamy but also very stub­born child.  

 Be­hind the pigsty I sud­denly stop and hear some­one whis­per­ing. I creep closer care­fully: it is Bandi and Ildikó, my only daugh­ter, stand­ing there, talk­ing qui­etly. 

 When Bandi was trans­ferred to So­pron in the last weeks of the war and was quar­tered with us, lit­tle Ildikó fell madly in love with the tall and hand­some sol­dier. 


At the age of 12 she sud­denly be­came very quiet and shy and just adored him; damn it, we had a hard time mak­ing her un­der­stand that he had long since been taken and was much too old for her.  Bandi and I had a drink to­gether and when I ex­plained the sit­u­a­tion to him, he was very up­set. Hon­est and kind as he was, he re­mained very friendly to Ildikó, but he fol­lowed all the rules and then very soon set off back to the cap­i­tal. 


Now they are stand­ing there and Ildikó, now well over twenty, is talk­ing to him with her head bowed. Tears are run­ning down her face and it al­most breaks my heart. I don′t need to un­der­stand what they are say­ing, I un­der­stand it any­way. She sud­denly hugs Bandi with all her fer­vor, her head rests on his chest for a mo­ment, time seems to stand still. He clum­sily grabs her hair and gives her a gen­tle kiss on the fore­head. Then he lets go res­o­lutely and goes through the door, up­stairs. 

 Ildikó stands frozen for a few sec­onds, then her shoul­ders slump and she goes into the house through the back en­trance. I stand there for a while, re­al­iz­ing how much this farewell must hurt her for­ever, and then I go to bed my­self.  

 I wake An­tal and the towns­peo­ple be­fore sun­rise. 

 Mother and Ildikó have al­ready pre­pared a good break­fast, and there is even a real beef bouil­lon for the adults and the older chil­dren. When we sit down, Ildikó has al­ready gone back up­stairs and Mother re­turns my ques­tion­ing look with a grim shake of her head. Af­ter break­fast, ev­ery­one gath­ers in the back yard and waits for old Karcsi, who will drive us to the bor­der in his an­cient truck. When he ar­rives, they quickly climb onto the load­ing area in the dark and we pull the tar­pau­lins shut. 

 Karcsi is the lousi­est driver in town, but he can­not be dis­suaded from still driv­ing the old junker him­self.  Ev­ery time he changes gear he winces be­cause the gear­box makes a ter­ri­ble noise, then he grins stupidly and says: “Ah, the clutch!”. An­tal stands out­side on the run­ning board, fac­ing back­wards, and tells me when cars are com­ing. Then I knock three times on the rear win­dow and the towns­peo­ple know that they have to be as quiet as a mouse. 

 Af­ter about half an hour we ar­rive un­mo­lested at the fields that lead to the rail­way tracks. The truck jerks to a stop, the en­gine dies with a fi­nal des­per­ate diesel bang, and Karcsi curses loudly and blas­phe­mously into the si­lence. An­tal sprints to the back, lifts the tar­pau­lin and says: “Quick, quick, we only have a few  Sec­onds to get out!” The Bu­dapesters crawl out of the car with tired limbs, I im­me­di­ately move a lit­tle fur­ther along the road and gather them around me. An­tal gives Karcsi the money, and af­ter a brief whis­per he hur­ries to me, mut­ter­ing that the old man wants more. I tell Bandi that we still need money, and An­tal gives Karcsi some more, but then re­mains firm and sends the moan­ing old greedy man away. 


 I go ahead on the se­cret path and ev­ery­one fol­lows me in sin­gle file. An­tal is the rear man and helps the chil­dren with the small ob­sta­cles that ap­pear. The chil­dren go in pairs, Pe­ter with Pa­ulchen, János with Hanni, István with Juliska. And An­tal, my el­dest, goes be­hind them and makes sure that they don′t miss the con­nec­tion. It fills me with pride that I can rely on him com­pletely. 

 At the end of the last field I stop, say that we are go­ing to have a fif­teen minute rest and then go on a walk around to make sure that we don′t ex­pe­ri­ence any un­pleas­ant sur­prises.  There are still a few mines next to the rail­way tracks, so I show Bandi and Feri again at dawn, where small craters can be seen next to the tracks, caused by ex­ploded mines. I see them grit­ting their teeth.  “There are no mines on the tracks or be­tween them, just stay away from the em­bank­ment!” I say and they nod. 

 The sun will soon rise, I think, but to­day it will not break through the fog. I show Bandi and Feri the small hill be­hind which the turnoff is again, then we say good­bye. I shake Bandi′s hand for a long time and no­tice that he wants to say some­thing else, but then he presses his lips to­gether. I say: “I know what you want to say, I will tell him,” and he looks at me, shocked. I pat him on the shoul­der, swal­low the lump in my throat and hug the oth­ers; then I quickly walk back the way I came with An­tal. 

 Big  is the sur­prise when the Bu­dapesters are stand­ing at the door again in the evening. They ex­cit­edly tell of their ad­ven­ture, and I think to my­self that they have had an un­be­liev­able amount of luck. 

 The Rus­sian com­man­der is a dogged, rude man who is torn be­tween vice and the ful­fill­ment of his duty. He has not in­fre­quently tor­tured pris­on­ers with his own hands, and ru­mor has it that he has sev­eral deaths on his con­science. 

 An­tal not only helps me at court, he stud­ied tech­nol­ogy un­til the un­rest broke out and has a very sharp mind. He lis­tened qui­etly un­til the last de­tails had been told and the towns­peo­ple be­gan to re­peat them­selves.  Then he looked at me pierc­ingly and said: “We can′t wait un­til to­mor­row! That′s ex­actly what the Rus­sians will think, be­cause of the chil­dren, who have to sleep at some point. We should put them to bed for a few hours now, but then leave be­fore mid­night. They should choose the death strip as their route, the Rus­sians don′t ex­pect that.” 


 I know im­me­di­ately that he is right. So we sit down with the two men and look at the map very care­fully. Bandi says he knows about elec­tric fences and we shouldn′t worry about the mines ei­ther, he had to deal with them dur­ing the war. An­tal brings some mines that he dug up and de­fused and he and Bandi study the con­struc­tion to­gether. In the mean­time I make a few de­tailed sketches of the ex­act de­sign of the elec­tric fence and the death strip and Bandi and Feri mem­o­rize ev­ery­thing. It is al­ready al­most mid­night when we wake the chil­dren and get ready to leave. An­tal comes in with Karcsi and says that Karcsi will drive us a lit­tle fur­ther. Karcsi grum­bles to him­self that this is prob­a­bly the very last time he will do this.  An­tal whis­pers to us that it won′t cost any­thing this time, and I se­cretly won­der how he man­aged to pull off this feat. 

The jour­ney goes like the first one, and we hear noth­ing for days.  Af­ter about ten days, the mayor re­ceived a call: “The city apart­ment is free,” the agreed code word that they had ar­rived safely in Aus­tria. I still have to grin to this day that Bandi used this fat com­mu­nist pig as a mes­sen­ger of con­spir­a­to­rial mes­sages. At least I was able to ex­plain to the ques­tion­ing fat man in a nut­shell that it was a stu­dent apart­ment for An­tal. 

Ildikó didn′t say a word for months. She did her work in si­lence and then re­treated to her room. I only saw her cry briefly once, when I told her what Bandi couldn′t say. Her cheer­ful and light-hearted na­ture had be­come dull and sad. For many days,  our house was quiet and de­pressed. 

One day she de­cided to go to the city, trained as a teacher and re­turned af­ter sev­eral years in the city. Since then she has been teach­ing at our school, chil­dren and par­ents love her for her gen­tle na­ture. She still lives with my mother and me and helps to look af­ter my mother, who is no longer the same af­ter her stroke. 

An­tal now lives in Bu­da­pest, works for the ra­dio and has be­come a real di­rec­tor. He has made some­thing of him­self, but he has not for­got­ten his old par­ents and vis­its us quite of­ten. His chil­dren are now grown up, some of his grand­chil­dren have gone to uni­ver­sity and are our pride and joy. 

No, we have never heard any­thing from the peo­ple of Bu­da­pest again. 

Bandi some­times meets with An­tal when he is in Bu­da­pest, but he has never come to see us again. I un­der­stand him.  

That was around forty years ago. Now I some­times sit in front of the house, breathe in the scent of the aca­cias and birches and think how won­der­ful it is to have grown old in my old home­land. And that I was lucky that they never caught me: af­ter all, I smug­gled hun­dreds across the bor­der back then… 




 


Chap­ter 4 
 
(Af­ter­noon of the first day - nar­rated by Pri­vate Yuri) 

When we ar­rested the two fam­i­lies, I felt pretty mis­er­able. I saw the chil­dren from our vil­lage in my mind and thought: what we are do­ing is not right. I was brought to this coun­try from my home­land Tun­gu­sis­tan weeks ago. The of­fi­cers told us that we had to fight cap­i­tal­ist pigs and im­pe­ri­al­ist spies be­cause they threat­ened the sur­vival of the en­tire So­viet peo­ple. When we ar­rived here, we saw that we were ac­tu­ally in­volved in a civil war, that our en­e­mies were women and chil­dren.  The bor­der guards were re­placed ev­ery month be­cause they lost their morale in a very short time. 

My com­rades teased me be­cause I looked Mon­go­lian - well, I was of Mon­go­lian de­scent, and the more they teased me, the prouder I be­came.  As we were load­ing the peo­ple onto our truck, I no­ticed the two men whis­per­ing to each other and heard the word “mon­gol” quite clearly. One of the lit­tle girls had her vi­o­lin case with her and was press­ing it anx­iously to her body. She seemed to be afraid that we might do some­thing to the vi­o­lin. Yes, of course, af­ter what this peo­ple had ex­pe­ri­enced from the glo­ri­ous Red Army, this fear was not so un­rea­son­able. 

I of­fered the lit­tle girl a seat; I wanted to take away her fear and con­vince her through my friend­li­ness that we were dif­fer­ent from what peo­ple said about us. I kept point­ing to her to sit on the seat,  and tried to trans­late my Rus­sian and Tun­gus words with the ap­pro­pri­ate ges­tures. 

The men whis­pered to the lit­tle girl, who now clutched her vi­o­lin case even tighter and looked a lit­tle tear­ful. The finely dressed man in par­tic­u­lar bom­barded the lit­tle girl with a tor­rent of words, and the lit­tle girl looked at me with her dark eyes, silent and de­fi­ant, and pressed her lips tightly to­gether. It didn′t ex­actly look like friend­ship. 

I asked Gre­gorij, who un­der­stood a lit­tle of the lan­guage, what the men were whis­per­ing. He said he didn′t un­der­stand ex­actly, but per­haps it could have meant that  you think the vi­o­lin case is a de­ity or a house al­tar, and you asked her to “lay the god or al­tar” on the seat…. Gre­gorij shook with laugh­ter. 

Yes, and then you feed us ba­nanas, I thought grimly and was an­gry be­cause in­ter­na­tional un­der­stand­ing was ob­vi­ously not the or­der of the day to­day. This dandy prob­a­bly di­vided the world into two cat­e­gories: Hun­gar­i­ans and apes, and the lit­tle girl was in­tim­i­dated and fright­ened, prob­a­bly also be­cause she had never seen such a stupid crea­ture as me. 

I was speech­less for a few min­utes. Gre­gorij chat­ted with the men and I rec­og­nized his mis­chievous grin  al­ready! He was prob­a­bly telling them a story about the en­chanted Mon­gol prince or some­thing like that. That made me re­ally an­gry. 

Then it was Gre­gorij′s turn to stand there with his mouth open like an id­iot, be­cause I knelt down, gen­tly but firmly took the vi­o­lin case from the girl′s hand and care­fully placed it on the seat. Then I started to bow like a pray­ing Mus­lim and drone on with stupid say­ings like “Your ticket please, any­one got on?”  To­day is Wednes­day, the fog is white, long live Mother Rus­sia” and so on, what­ever came to mind. 

Gre­gory couldn′t stop laugh­ing. The lieu­tenant looked back from the cab and grum­bled. None of us had eaten any­thing and were ir­ri­ta­ble. My clown­ing was just a sign of com­plete ex­haus­tion, ex­haus­tion and hunger. We were all happy when we got to the bar­racks. 


Years later, Gre­gorij vis­ited me. He had lost a leg dur­ing the fight­ing and was now trav­el­ling through the coun­try, from mate to mate, and beg­ging his way through life in a good-na­tured way. We told each other this story - among oth­ers - over and over again and laughed heartily. At the time, I had a good job as a se­nior en­gi­neer in the oil re­fin­ery and was able to em­ploy Gre­gorij for a short time un­til he moved on again. 

What be­came of the lit­tle girl with the big sad eyes and the de­ity - sorry, the vi­o­lin case? 



 


5th chap­ter 
 
(The evening of the sec­ond day - told by Juliska) 

No. I′m al­ways por­trayed as stub­born, I can′t do any­thing on my own, and the adults never ad­mit when they do some­thing wrong. But when I want to say some­thing, they just say: be quiet, you′re still a child. 

No. I′m not a lit­tle child any­more. I know a lot more than the adults think. Only my dad is the only one who takes me se­ri­ously. Mother and dis­gust­ing Aunt Erzsi or her id­iot hus­band, they′re all against me, they al­ways have some­thing to com­plain about and to nag about. 

Then they tell us some­thing about the pig slaugh­ter and the trip to So­pron to see Aunt Anni.  As if we were com­pletely stupid! Of course we al­ready know ev­ery­thing, Pityu and I spent half the night on the floor spy­ing and lis­ten­ing through the gap un­der the door while they ar­ranged ev­ery­thing. Of course we know, they can′t fool us. We are the Knights of St. Stephen (that′s the name of our se­cret so­ci­ety). Pityu is my first knight, I am the queen, of course. We are in the process of re­cruit­ing more knights. 

We have also let János in on the se­cret, even though he is not a Knight of St. Stephen; he prob­a­bly thinks he is too good, even though al­most ev­ery­thing about our se­cret so­ci­ety was once thought up by him.  But this mat­ter is of the ut­most im­por­tance, so we′ll let him in on it. He scratches his head for a long time and then says that if we cross the bor­der we′ll prob­a­bly never, ever come back. 

I sud­denly have a big lump in my throat. The play­grounds, the school­mates, the se­cret so­ci­ety, the best and sec­ond best friends, our dear nurse Mányika: we′re never, ever go­ing to see all of that again? I sud­denly feel very small and shriv­eled up. János then says we should call a big se­cret meet­ing. I know;  not what that is, but then he ex­plains that all se­cret so­ci­eties know about a great se­cret meet­ing, and that ev­ery­one must come, even the en­emy gangs, and that they must abide by a gen­eral cease­fire. 


The next morn­ing, there is in­tense diplo­matic ac­tiv­ity. Knight Pityu, Queen Ju­lia and spe­cial am­bas­sador János rush from house to house, greet each other with the cer­e­mo­nial greet­ing of the lo­cal se­cret so­ci­ety and whis­per the mes­sage into ears that have been spat on three times. Ev­ery­one is amazed; no one has ever heard of a Great Se­cret As­sem­bly, but it is an­other new ad­ven­ture and ev­ery­one will come. We meet in the Royal Court­room (a base­ment of the wa­ter­works) and take our seats cer­e­mo­ni­ously. János, Ár­pád and Zoli, the three el­dest, have sat down on a higher wa­ter pipe and are wear­ing a spe­cial cer­e­mo­nial hat for the oc­ca­sion.  their dirty white Amer­i­can cow­boy hats that Ár­pád′s fa­ther had once brought back from Amer­ica. 

Af­ter the re­newed an­nounce­ment that an ab­so­lute cease­fire was to be ob­served, Zoli gave the floor to Ár­pád, who made ev­ery­one swear a holy oath with a com­pletely new but deadly-sound­ing oath to keep their mouths shut about what hap­pened next and never tell a soul, hu­man or an­i­mal, any­thing. Now ev­ery­one was ex­tremely ex­cited and waited un­til Ár­pád then la­bo­ri­ously passed the word on to János.  

János stood up dra­mat­i­cally slowly, threw his cloak over him once more and pointed into the dis­tance with his hand out­stretched in a dra­matic man­ner: we would go there, far away, to a strange, dis­tant land, and we would never, ever, ever come back. The old peo­ple had de­cided this, and af­ter that there was deep si­lence. 

Some said dis­parag­ingly: aha, so they′re go­ing across the bor­der too, but the oth­ers were re­ally moved and said shhh, shhh! Cer­e­mo­nial oaths of loy­alty fol­lowed, vows of si­lence were sealed with all kinds of se­cret signs, and eter­nal friend­ships were promised.  I could only say good­bye to Zoli in tears, as we were as good as en­gaged, al­though only Pityu, my First Knight, knew this apart from me. Zoli′s sis­ter Babu cried loudly when she said good­bye to János, and Pityu gave away his trea­sures, the beau­ti­ful long­bow and his in­fal­li­ble sling­shot, to his com­rades in arms from the First Wars in a mag­nif­i­cent ges­ture. His eyes were shin­ing with tears, too. 


Then the Holy Mist rose one last time from a fire made of news­pa­pers, the princes and shamans mut­tered their magic spells once more, and we scat­tered in all di­rec­tions. 

Ah, then the ad­mo­ni­tions of the an­noy­ing adults again, they wanted to be ab­so­lutely sure that not a word was ut­tered, and if they had known that about thirty chil­dren in the neigh­bor­hood were in on it, they would have had a stroke! But we trusted the Great Holy Oaths, and we were right: no one ever be­trayed us.  It took a while un­til I had dis­trib­uted my trea­sures, which I couldn′t take all with me, to my friends. There were jeal­ousies, fights and in­sults. But it was good for my ego to act and be treated in ac­cor­dance with the po­si­tion of a queen. I didn′t give away some of my fa­vorite trea­sures, but wrapped them care­fully in a cloth and hid them in my vi­o­lin case. It was clear that if the adults found out about these ac­tiv­i­ties, they would know that we knew what they knew. So ev­ery­thing was kept un­der the strictest se­crecy. 

Help­ing mother pack was fine.  But Aunt Erzsi, a skinny, pale goat who was al­ways think­ing about baby-back and baby-forth - oh, she re­ally got on my nerves! While she was pack­ing and un­pack­ing the baby things for the umpteenth time, I silently helped her sons, Pe­ter and Paul, to pack their things. Lit­tle Paul was quiet and tac­i­turn, but Pe­ter, the older one, was quite bold. Once he tugged at my pig­tail, then he pushed me here and there, tried to grab me - he was quite an­noy­ing. Of course I knew what this cheeky toad wanted, but it would never, ever, ever hap­pen that I would show him any­thing, al­though this cu­rios­ity was very im­por­tant even in the se­cret so­ci­eties.  

Aunt Erzsi was repack­ing the baby things again. Then she and Feri, her pretty lit­tle one, whis­pered that they should take an ex­tra bot­tle of schnapps for the bor­der guards. As al­ways, Un­cle Feri didn′t lis­ten to her and just mum­bled “yes, yes” over his shoul­der.  Erzsi-néni then took a bot­tle and very clum­sily wrapped a blue rib­bon around its neck to mark it as “the” bot­tle. Of course I had much more del­i­cate fin­gers than this whin­ing goat and tried to make a proper and pretty stitch out of her mess: but you should have seen that! Like a fury she hissed at me, telling me to for­get about it, she al­ready had so much on her plate and couldn′t take care of me, “brat”! And her stitch was per­fect, I should just keep my hands off it! 


The queen walked away with her head held high, but mur­der and man­slaugh­ter raged in her heart. The First Knight was just treat­ing Pe­ter, who had cut his fin­ger, and I was able to take a lit­tle re­venge on the mis­er­able goat by help­ing to ban­dage it and mak­ing Pe­ter suf­fer more than nec­es­sary. The id­iot be­lieved ev­ery­thing you said, blood poi­son­ing and tetanus were all that was needed, and the cow­ard was whim­per­ing with bulging eyes for fear of hellish tor­ture and gan­grene. Des­per­ate, he ran to his mother, who saw yet an­other rea­son to curse the mis­er­able brat - me.  

I still re­mem­ber the whole jour­ney and the es­cape well (but you′ve al­ready read all about it). Per­haps it should be added that  In the evening in So­pron, af­ter ev­ery­one had gone to bed, I had to go out “to the toi­let” again. There they were, our travel pack­ages, un­der the stairs. 

I crept there qui­etly, waited a mo­ment to make sure no one was dis­turb­ing me, and then searched Aunt Erzsi′s bag. I just wanted to do the trick prop­erly and if she didn′t let me vol­un­tar­ily, then I would take my rights my­self. 

I had un­packed the bot­tles and un­tied the rib­bon. I smoothed it out with my hand and started to tie a nice bow when I sud­denly heard Un­cle Ákos com­ing. I quickly put all the bot­tles back in the bag and only held the bow in my hand.  my hand, but there was no time to put it in my pocket, so I crum­pled it up and hid it in my hand. Un­cle Ákos came slowly to­wards me, a gi­ant of a man, and I was a lit­tle fright­ened when I saw him. Mother had once told me that in war Un­cle Ákos would kill his en­e­mies with his bare fist, stran­gling them with his bare hand be­fore they cap­tured him. If that was true, then he could eas­ily crush me - or some­one like me - be­tween two fin­gers. I stared at his hands, which were re­ally huge, and felt my skin tin­gle as if I had goose bumps.  

But he just looked at me and winked in a friendly way. Had he no­ticed some­thing? Why didn′t he say any­thing? He must have no­ticed that I was crouch­ing un­der the land­ing, with my hands in my travel bag and prob­a­bly look­ing a bit de­fi­ant.  I looked up at him, pre­pared to give him a per­fid­i­ous ex­cuse, but he just gave me a friendly pinch on the left cheek and said: “Good night!”, then he went on and left the house through the court­yard door. 

I waited a few heart­beats and then took the bot­tle out of my pocket. It was this bot­tle, wasn′t it? I looked a lit­tle con­fused be­cause they all looked the same. Then I no­ticed that time was run­ning out. Yes, I could al­most phys­i­cally feel the sec­onds tick­ing away. I quickly tied the blue rib­bon around the neck of the bot­tle, tied it in a nice bow and put it back in my pocket. I didn′t think for a sec­ond about what would hap­pen.  could if I had mixed up the bot­tles. 

Then I went back to the toi­let door, opened it qui­etly and closed it louder, went through the cor­ri­dor and back into the bed­room. 


Later, when the adults were won­der­ing how the poor baby could get schnapps at the bor­der and what the bor­der guard might have said about his bot­tle of baby tea, I felt very un­easy, but no one paid any at­ten­tion to me. 

And Pityu, who I con­fided in, had to swear a hun­dred holy oaths that he would never, ever, ever tell any­one. 

… a word, my child!  

Of course, any­one who was there will im­me­di­ately no­tice that these sto­ries are not en­tirely true. Well, Erzsi′s story re­ally did hap­pen - apart from a few tiny de­tails.  The elec­tric fence was not charged that day, prob­a­bly there was not al­ways elec­tric­ity dur­ing this chaos. This is just a small ex­am­ple of where a story can be safely en­hanced with­out im­me­di­ately hav­ing to talk about lies and de­cep­tion! 

The other sto­ries and the names of all the peo­ple are made up, al­though any­one who was there will sense that ev­ery­thing hap­pened al­most ex­actly like that. But how can I por­tray a mood, a time and peo­ple′s ex­pe­ri­ences at a time other than in fan­tasy sto­ries that are some­how mag­i­cally true? 

July got it the worst. Of course there was never a blue rib­bon, and so she never sneaked out at night and never mixed up the bot­tles.  There is no in­famy in my heart in at­tribut­ing this role to her, I just wanted to come up with a half­way plau­si­ble ex­pla­na­tion for the con­fu­sion of the bot­tles. And, it seems to me, you can read it and en­joy it. Juli will for­give me… 

My fa­ther (Bandi) also came with Ildikó (who was not called that) to kiss his hand un­de­servedly. On the other hand, how am I, as an eight-year-old, sup­posed to clas­sify things in my imag­i­na­tion that I saw and did not un­der­stand? The pretty young girl who scur­ries around her fa­ther ea­ger to serve and want to at­tract at­ten­tion?  Of course, she wasn′t even born dur­ing the war, and my fa­ther had other wor­ries all his life than sway­ing maiden skirts. But that′s how un­fair our po­etic world is, and Ildikó will con­tinue to be the lonely, ag­ing spin­ster for me, even though the ac­tual grand­mother, who is prob­a­bly a grand­mother sev­eral times over, has be­come heartily laugh­ing and oth­er­wise wrin­kled. 

Per­haps you liked this story af­ter all, even if it turns out that not ev­ery­thing is as you wish it to be. All I can say is: I like it as it is. And next year I would write it again, com­pletely dif­fer­ently and yet some­how the same.  

It hap­pened ex­actly like that, ex­actly the same, ev­ery iota, I swear! 




 


My friend Pa­trok­los
 


Ho me dareis an­thro­pos u paideue­tai 

A per­son who is not tor­mented is not ed­u­cated!  


It was only in later years that I un­der­stood the above say­ing, which the town priest of Troy, Lao­coon, said to his king Priam so ca­su­ally and lightly. No, he didn′t just say it like that: Lao­coon was an ad­vo­cate of the “healthy slap”, and so I don′t feel sorry for him at all that the sea ser­pents swal­lowed him up. A healthy slap was al­ways un­healthy, you, sir, you!  

Apart from that, Lao­coon was right, be­cause the crit­i­cized prince Paris was a cheeky teenager who re­bel­liously ranted against the gods and was ex­tremely proud of his fu­ture king­ship. Al­though, on closer in­spec­tion, in Troy, with its barely two thou­sand in­hab­i­tants, he could at best be the mayor. Paris, who lust­fully pur­sued the daugh­ters of the Greeks and Tro­jans on the beaches of Hel­las and Troy… 

But I wanted to tell you some­thing com­pletely dif­fer­ent. My fa­ther held the laud­able and hon­or­able opin­ion that his chil­dren should go to elite schools in or­der to have the best start­ing con­di­tions for life.  My older and younger broth­ers at­tended a well-known school in Ried, Up­per Aus­tria, my sis­ters went to a women′s con­vent run by tall pen­guins, and I was pre­des­tined for the STELLA MATUTINA, the su­per Je­suit school in Vo­rarl­berg. 

Thank God the Je­suits were wiser than my fa­ther in this re­gard, rec­og­nized my dif­fi­culty in ed­u­cat­ing me - with­out ever hav­ing seen me - from afar and did not take a penny of the hor­ren­dously high school fees, refugee or not. The con­vent school on the shores of Lake Con­stance was more un­der­stand­ing;  The feud with the Je­suits from STELLA had been smol­der­ing for cen­turies, and they also have a heart for refugees. I was look­ing for­ward to Lake Con­stance, the great sports fa­cil­ity and the horses that were looked af­ter by stu­dents in the ad­ja­cent en­clo­sure. 


Well, that′s the the­ory. In prac­tice, it was cram­ming un­til you drop, high-per­for­mance sports and evening trouser spank­ing (=can­ing on the bare bot­tom) for the small or large sins of ev­ery­day life; horses only saw the best, the most well-ad­justed and the most hard­work­ing. You owed that to the monastery′s rep­u­ta­tion, you were only a thou­sandth of a sec­ond be­hind STELLA. Like the lat­ter, the lat­ter was also a hu­man­is­tic gram­mar school, so Latin, an­cient Greek and a broad, clas­si­cal gen­eral ed­u­ca­tion. I ad­mit that I some­times cried into my pil­low at night out of anger and dis­ap­point­ment, and very, very qui­etly, be­cause there were 40 boys in one dor­mi­tory. But look­ing back, I am grate­ful for the pro­found and thor­oughly mod­ern ed­u­ca­tion.  

I don′t re­mem­ber all the priests, but I will never for­get some names. Paulus, the old swash­buck­ler re­spon­si­ble for the trouser tight­en­ers; Am­bro­sius, who taught us Latin and Greek in a play­ful way; Kas­sian (the cur­rent ab­bot), who as a young gym teacher once climbed the scaf­folded church fa­cade with his cas­sock pinned up to pre­vent a drunken, lovesick high school stu­dent from a botched sui­cide plan for re­ject­ing a bar wait­ress and got him down over the scaf­fold; Anselm, who was re­spon­si­ble for the choir­boys at the early mass and the the­ater. It will not sur­prise you, dear reader, that  I not only dis­tin­guished my­self as a feared an­kle killer at foot­ball, but also care­lessly pushed my way to the front of the singing au­di­tion, spurred on by Fa­ther Anselm′s empty prom­ises. 

And won. 

Ev­ery morn­ing, six boys with a bell-clear so­prano ac­com­pa­nied Theo, who was two or three years older than him, a child prodigy and would prob­a­bly have be­come a new Ben­jamino Gigli if he hadn′t been called away by God one morn­ing years later, in the mid­dle of Gre­go­rian chant. So the choir needs to be se­ri­ously ex­plained.  Of course my heart leapt into my throat when Fa­ther Anselm read out the 6 names af­ter the au­di­tion, the last be­ing “lit­tle István from Hun­gary”. A day later, noth­ing leapt any more, be­cause we started at 5 (five!) in the morn­ing with­out break­fast, putting on choir robes and singing at the morn­ing mass as clear as a bell, Gre­go­rian chants in an­tiphon to the basses of the Fa­thers, who had al­ready started their silent prayer at 4. When Theo sang, I closed my eyes and was moved to tears: I want to sing like him too, I thought over and over, with­out re­al­iz­ing that  the break­ing of my voice would put a damper on my plans. 

God′s re­ward came at half past six: while the oth­ers were still sleep­ing or fight­ing over the best wash­ing places, we choir boys sat with the fa­thers in the large re­fec­tory, had a hearty break­fast and lis­tened to the reader in si­lence, just like they do in a proper monastery. 


Un­for­tu­nately, I was not only the bell-clear so­prano, but also the an­kle killer. When­ever we were al­lowed to, we raged on the foot­ball field, scored goals and I killed an­kles, row af­ter row. One day I took it too far, was sur­rounded by an­gry team­mates and threat­ened with lynch­ing. The Ravens­burger nar­rowed his eyes in pain and hissed that he would hit me, and how, be­cause I was a wild boar! The twins from the Bre­gen­z­er­wald im­i­tated ev­ery­thing the Ravens­burger did and hissed too, al­though in my view they were tiny lit­tle things and toads. This time, how­ever, the Swiss Roger S. was also an­gry, and he was not with­out his skills. The only one whose fist I had felt be­fore and who could de­feat me.  He was not to be tri­fled with, he was stronger than all of them. I held my bleed­ing nose af­ter his first blow and con­sid­ered whether I should com­pletely cut off the twin I had in a head­lock, while the Ravens­burger, a cow­ardly pi­rate from Lake Con­stance with a hooked nose, threw him­self on top of the tan­gle and beat ev­ery­thing be­low him. 

Roger stag­gered back, his eyes wide open in sur­prise, as an even more pow­er­ful fist grabbed him from be­hind and pulled him back. I got my breath back, kicked the cow­ardly Ravens­burger hard in the ab­domen and stag­gered away from the bat­tle­field.  It was Klaus H., a boy from the Prin­ci­pal­ity of  Liecht­en­stein from the high school class, who couldn′t bear to see my down­fall and saved me from be­ing lynched. The dis­ap­pointed mob left, Klaus treated my bleed­ing nose and a short friend­ship de­vel­oped, which be­gan with him teach­ing me the ba­sics of pro­fes­sion­ally killing treach­er­ous peo­ple from Ravens­burg, Bre­gen­z­er­wald and Switzer­land. I of­ten vis­ited him in his sin­gle room, we stud­ied to­gether and when I ad­mired his at­las one day, he gave it to me with­out think­ing. 

I wasn′t un­grate­ful. But what could I, an 11-year-old, of­fer to an (say) 18-year-old? For the first time, I ex­pe­ri­enced the wis­dom of life first hand:  even a poor but clever mind can give some­one a gift. Klaus was a gifted per­son, well-bred and from a good fam­ily. He was ex­cel­lent in math­e­mat­ics and the nat­u­ral sci­ences, but he was a ge­nius when it came to lan­guages. He spoke his Liecht­en­stein di­alect per­fectly, but all other lan­guages re­mained hid­den from his ge­nius. 


He suf­fered greatly from this, and af­ter a while he ad­mit­ted that de­spite study­ing hard he was only just able to get by in both Latin and Greek. I could al­ready read Greek and of­ten sat with him, study­ing with him and check­ing vo­cab­u­lary. Of course, I knew from the be­gin­ning of school that there would be a the­ater per­for­mance at the end of the year, and that the high school stu­dents would reen­act scenes from Homer′s Il­iad, as they do ev­ery year. Klaus was as­signed to a class like all the other high school stu­dents and, to his dis­may, had to learn to play Achilles, one of the most talk­a­tive main char­ac­ters in the siege of Troy.  

Great ar­mor (bor­rowed from the The­ater am Ko­rn­markt), great fight scenes (with real the­ater swords) and a great amount of text! Klaus al­ways seemed very up­set dur­ing the lat­ter. When he re­cited the text, he didn′t sound like Achilles, who frivolously blas­phemes and chal­lenges the gods dur­ing a drink­ing party and then laughs loudly, but like Klaus, who stac­catos the text with a se­ri­ous, al­most sour ex­pres­sion, bark­ing in a choppy man­ner, bor­ing the gods with hex­am­e­ters that he drones on like a mantra, and of course there′s no trace of loud laugh­ter. Achilles also had a friend, a best friend, called  Pa­tro­c­los, as is well known, was a level-headed young­ster who had been com­mis­sioned by the king to look af­ter the im­petu­ous young war­rior; King Agamem­non in­sisted on this per­son­ally. The Pa­tro­c­los of this year was, how­ever, in re­al­ity a stu­dent of Bac­chus de­voted to wine, women and song, slept more of­ten in the city bars than in the board­ing school and slyly promised to prac­tice the friends′ di­a­logues with Klaus “to­mor­row”, but then re­ally. Of course “to­mor­row” was then “to­day”, and Pa­tro­c­los, in­sulted, said that it had been agreed, “to­mor­row”, not to­day!  

Dear reader, do what­ever you have to do, but never do one thing: never chal­lenge the an­cient Greek gods! They ac­tu­ally do ex­ist - un­like UFOs - and they can pun­ish ter­ri­bly. About three or four days be­fore the per­for­mance, for which Achilles pre­pared very care­fully and I stood in for Pa­tro­c­los, the god Zeus had had enough of Pa­tro­c­los, the drunk­ard. He let the brave hero, who had to leave his adored wait­ress and his beloved pub at clos­ing time, fall asleep in the beer gar­den, even though it was rain­ing lightly. Pa­tro­c­los de­vel­oped a sav­age kid­ney in­fec­tion and was in hos­pi­tal un­til af­ter the per­for­mance.  Zeus nod­ded grimly and turned back to his earthly play­mates, sat­is­fied; his anger lasted for weeks, and so he left it to Apollo, in the guise of the gym teacher Fa­ther Kas­sian, to pluck the drunken young­ster from the scaf­fold­ing of the church façade… Fa­ther Anselm, his high school class and Klaus were deeply af­fected; no, not be­cause of the kid­ney in­fec­tion, but be­cause of the prob­lem that had to be solved within a few days.  They de­bated back and forth, Fa­ther Anselm was al­ready think­ing out loud about can­celling the per­for­mance due to higher au­thor­ity or about speak­ing the text him­self, when Klaus sug­gested in a low voice that I (lit­tle István from Hun­gary) could play Pa­tro­c­los. 


With­out hav­ing been there, I know that you could have heard a pin drop in that sec­ond, it was so quiet. An 11-year-old!? Pa­tro­c­los!? Im­pos­si­ble! Af­ter some back and forth, Klaus ran into the large study hall and whis­pered to the priest on duty, then he snaked his way through the rows of benches and word­lessly tugged at my arm: “Come with me!” I waited for the guard to nod his head to sig­nal his con­sent, then I slipped out of the bench like a weasel and ran out af­ter Klaus.  

Fa­ther Anselm re­sisted for a long time, say­ing that my voice was much too high for a Greek hero, the oth­ers com­plained that I was lost in the hero′s bronze-col­ored breast­work like a farmer′s child in his fa­ther′s win­ter coat, but one thing was un­de­ni­able: I knew the text al­most flaw­lessly by heart, knew from Klaus′s stage di­rec­tions when Pa­tro­c­los should sit or stand where and when he should boldly draw his sword to make it clear to Achilles that he, Pa­tro­c­los, would stop him, Achilles, from his plan (namely to mas­sacre the hero Hec­tor) by force of arms if nec­es­sary.  

A whim of fate or the fa­vor of the gods, for which I had prayed so earnestly? At the third test gal­lop, Fa­ther Anselm pulled him­self to­gether and gave his con­sent. The high school stu­dents cheered and pat­ted me on the shoul­der. Pa­tro­c­los, let′s be friends! I sud­denly felt very small and vul­ner­a­ble among all the great, strong he­roes of Greece and Troy. He­lena (whose real name was Pe­ter) lisped and grinned, Pa­tro­c­los would draw the laugh­ter and dis­tract from her/him. Thank God, added the beauty of the night with a pa­gan, sin­ful flut­ter of the fake eye­lashes.  Fa­ther Anselm went into the back of the the­ater room, shak­ing his head, and chose the small­est pos­si­ble para­pet, the small­est hel­met, and a hemp beard for me. The hel­met was later re­moved, I was given a kind of pur­ple tur­ban, and my milky face was tanned with a dark paste. 


I was re­ally scared and had stage fright and messed up the text in the dress re­hearsal, so that I al­most burst into tears of anger. Fa­ther Anselm was a good per­son, he gave me a moth­erly hug and said that ev­ery­thing would be fine, that I could take the text with me to the per­for­mance and read it out, that peo­ple would un­der­stand it. 

Friend Pa­trok­los, he then said in the an­nounce­ment be­fore the per­for­mance, had un­for­tu­nately had an ac­ci­dent and was in the hos­pi­tal (well, now I was en­light­ened: cler­gy­men lie too).  But, con­tin­ued Fa­ther Anselm, I have dis­cov­ered a young Greek tal­ent in the lower grades (cor­rect: shame­lessly ly­ing) who can speak Pa­tro­c­los like the grown-ups; so he asks for benev­o­lent un­der­stand­ing for my high child­ish voice and short stature, which would cer­tainly not have pre­vented the real Pa­tro­c­los from aveng­ing the death of his pro­tégé Achilles (fi­nally set­tled: cler­gy­men haven′t a clue about any­thing —  as if an im­mor­tal could be dead!) An ob­ser­vant per­son would im­me­di­ately no­tice that Fa­ther Anselm had no idea what the play - his play -  was ac­tu­ally about. Oh well… Thus pre­pared, the au­di­ence waited ea­gerly for the “Scenes from the Siege of Troy”. 

You have to imag­ine it like this: the props, i.e. the scenery, weapons and cloth­ing of the leg­endary he­roes, were bor­rowed from the The­ater am Ko­rn­markt.  The back­ground im­age was a Re­nais­sance paint­ing, an Eng­lish park land­scape with an Eng­lish cas­tle: that would be Troy. Rough potato sacks mim­icked the sandy beach in front of it, wooden chairs cov­ered with rags had to serve as seat­ing. The camp­fire around which the he­roes gath­ered and shouted out their di­a­logue was there as a pile of wood, but the fire au­thor­i­ties did not al­low it to be lit, which made the whole thing look some­how ir­ri­tat­ingly fake. The fact that the he­roes wore Ro­man le­gionary ar­mour and Ro­man short swords could only bother a pedan­tic nar­row-minded per­son. The art-lov­ing viewer could close his eyes and feel trans­ported right in front of an­cient Troy. - Then!  

I only had a very brief ap­pear­ance, in the fourth scene. I was so ner­vous that I laid my man­u­script down the wrong way round, and my tur­ban slipped over my fore­head and over my eyes when I took off my hel­met, which was much too big, on en­ter­ing. I couldn′t see the au­di­ence be­cause of the pow­er­ful spot­lights, but I im­me­di­ately sensed that a large, breath­ing and cough­ing mon­ster was lurk­ing be­hind the lights. I quickly turned the man­u­script around and mem­o­rized the first verses un­til I re­al­ized that I knew them any­way. 


Achilles came in with some ef­fort and gave me a lit­tle time - as agreed. Then we got started. As in the dress re­hearsal, I was ir­ri­tated by Odysseus and Her­a­cles in­ter­rupt­ing us. They were ab­so­lutely right to do so, but we had ob­vi­ously left out their part dur­ing train­ing with Klaus. Now I had to wait care­fully un­til Klaus gave me the sig­nal to start bub­bling. Of course, I still didn′t un­der­stand much Greek, but I read quickly and tried to find the rhythm of the poem. Klaus frowned darkly to draw my at­ten­tion to my com­pletely out-of-place, Ital­ian-sound­ing ges­tures and hand move­ments.  

Fa­ther Anselm nod­ded ap­pre­cia­tively to the ab­bot and the deputy mayor, nod­ding around the group in a par­tic­u­larly grace­ful and sin­cere man­ner when a hero stum­bled and stumped in an in­glo­ri­ous way. 

The fi­nale was ap­proach­ing. Pa­tro­c­los was able to ap­pease Achilles by tak­ing his ar­mour him­self and beat­ing Her­a­cles. The beefy demigod did not stand for this and so I had to bite the sand - con­tin­u­ing to de­claim the­atri­cally. The dead Pa­tro­c­los watched the rapid ring-killing from the cor­ner of his eye; Menelaus fi­nally saved my corpse and Achilles′ golden ar­mour: it tore.  I was picked up by the el­bow, dragged my­self around the still un­lit camp­fire and let my­self crash onto the boards be­hind it that mean the world. Klaus, who was sad­dened to laugh at the pain-con­torted face of his friend Pa­trok­los, grimly blared his text at the deputy mayor, the as­sis­tant fes­ti­val di­rec­tor and Fa­ther Anselm un­til his mother god­dess Thetis (mul­ti­ple trans­ves­tite He­lena, wrapped in a black cloak) brought him a shield, hel­met and lance from the deep sea. Hav­ing be­come in­vin­ci­ble, he slew Her­a­cles, then torches were lit and while the choir of the re­main­ing he­roes mur­mured a fi­nal dirge, the cur­tain fell and the bright light went out. 


Cae­sar′s tri­umphs could not have been greater when the cur­tain fell af­ter the last act and the au­di­ence, led by Fa­ther Anselm, be­gan to ap­plaud wildly. Yes, it was not us who de­served the ap­plause, but Fa­ther Anselm, who had backed the right horse and had the courage to take a young boy into the troupe; it was Fa­ther Anselm who had tamed a horde of teenagers and tri­umphantly pa­raded them in the the­ater. While the he­roes were pa­thet­i­cally hug­ging each other in the dress­ing room and act­ing like they were crazy (like ev­ery­one who has an enor­mous bur­den lifted from their shoul­ders), Klaus sim­ply held out his hand and looked me in the eyes. Thank you, my friend Pa­trok­los, he said, and that was that. 

An­kle killer!?  No, from then on they called me Pa­trok­los, the Ravens­burger slapped me jovially on the shoul­der and said that he had told ev­ery­one that I would bring it, but re­ally! The twins looked at each other and whis­pered that they had al­ways said that and so on. Roger, the fu­ture ski racer, re­mained hon­est, kept his hands in his pock­ets and mut­tered de­fi­antly over his shoul­der that I was just very lucky, just re­ally lucky! 

Then we cleaned up the the­ater and the adults went to the ban­quet, which was held in the ab­bot′s pri­vate cham­bers, be­cause that was tra­di­tion.  Klaus tugged on Fa­ther Anselm′s el­bow and then Fa­ther Anselm an­nounced that I must of course come with Klaus to the ab­bot. I al­most sank into the ground when the High Lord pat­ted my head and said that I had done Fa­ther Anselm and the monastery a good ser­vice by step­ping in for the sick boy. He ex­changed a few more ir­rel­e­vant words about the ex­is­tence and non-ex­is­tence of refugee chil­dren and the Lord′s gen­eros­ity in hav­ing en­dowed me with a beau­ti­ful voice and a good feel­ing for Greek tragedies (al­though I was only a refugee child, nota bene!), then his no­ble in­ter­est waned.  

Ac­tu­ally, I shouldn′t re­port on the leg­endary he­roes′ feast. I′ll just say that Brother Josef was sweat­ing pro­fusely when the ab­bot or­dered that Pa­tro­c­los get milk, fresh milk! The he­roes of Troy cheered, Brother Josef rolled his eyes and whis­pered that for agri­cul­tural rea­sons there would be fresh milk only in the morn­ing, but no way, the ab­bot waved, the boy won′t get any wine! Then he turned to the deputy mayor and the as­sis­tant fes­ti­val di­rec­tor and was no longer in­ter­ested in what the boy ac­tu­ally got. And so it was that Pa­tro­c­los got to know the white “Spritzer” (white wine mixed with sparkling wa­ter)  for the first time in his life.  

Brother Josef brought the glass with a slightly shak­ing hand and Klaus mum­bled dryly that if nec­es­sary it would just about pass as milk. Ego te ab­solvo, he whis­pered with a con­spir­a­to­rial wink to the un­set­tled brother, who hastily made the sign of the cross and left. 

Of course there was no happy end­ing. Af­ter the long meal and drink, the High Ab­bot re­mem­bered the lit­tle Hun­gar­ian refugee and asked him to sing a Hun­gar­ian hymn. The boy turned bright red and whis­pered in a fail­ing voice that he couldn′t now, but Fa­ther Anselm′s stern look left no room for ex­cuses. Even the fact that  it would have been no use if the boy had not known any Hun­gar­ian hymns, and his silent pleas went un­heard in the grand hall. “István will now sing us a Hun­gar­ian hymn,” Fa­ther Anselm an­nounced in his soft eu­nuch voice, fold­ing his hands as if in prayer. Black fog cov­ered the boy′s empty hymn reper­toire. Klaus, who rec­og­nized the boy′s dis­tress in a flash, kicked me in the shin and told me to just start singing, no mat­ter what. And so it came to be that  the ab­bot, the dig­ni­taries and the he­roes of Troy, with folded hands and look­ing fear­fully at the table­cloth, lis­tened to what was sup­posed to be a Hun­gar­ian cler­gi­cal hymn, which rang out squeak­ily and rather pow­er­fully from the boy′s throat and can eas­ily be rec­og­nized in the trans­la­tion as a chil­dren′s song: 

“Be­hind the Oberenns, be­hind the sea, once lived a small cockchafer,…”





 


Cor­sica
 


In the late sum­mer of 1967, my brother János (1945 - 1977) and I took a trip to Cor­sica on a moped, which took me - then 18 years old - to my lim­its. Since al­most all the doc­u­ments and pho­tos were later de­stroyed in the fire at our par­ents′ house, I had to re­con­struct most of this ad­ven­ture from mem­ory. Nev­er­the­less, ev­ery­thing hap­pened as I de­scribe it; how­ever, it may be that  the one or other shark we en­coun­tered now seems a lit­tle big­ger and more threat­en­ing in my mem­ory … 

 

Prepa­ra­tions 


The lively cor­re­spon­dence with my brother, who was study­ing in Rome, al­ways led to shared ad­ven­tures. This was also the case in 1966: while I com­muted be­tween my home­town of Bre­genz and school in Salzburg, my brother János, who was three years older than me, was study­ing canon law and dog­mat­ics at the In­sti­tut Ger­man­icum et Hun­gar­icum, read­ing his bre­viary in si­lence ev­ery day and some­times furtively glanc­ing at the small map sec­tion that he had sta­pled to the in­side cover of the bre­viary: 

Cor­sica. 


My two- to three-weekly vis­its to my par­ents′ house of­ten fol­lowed the same pat­tern: a warm hug from my fa­ther, mother and sib­lings; then a few min­utes of re­port­ing on my suc­cesses (I usu­ally only re­ported the “other” things just be­fore leav­ing, of course!). Then I rushed into the gar­den and got to work on my fa­ther′s moped. He was now ap­proach­ing 50 and had bought him­self his first car; his moped was used by ev­ery­one who could han­dle it. That is, by me, since my sis­ters were girls (!) and my younger brother was still too young. 

Un­no­ticed by the old man, I trans­formed my­self into a bril­liant me­chanic in the gar­den and de­voted my­self to re­fur­bish­ing and styling the good piece.  If fa­ther had ever sus­pected what we boys were re­ally do­ing, he would have given us a good beat­ing. But he was happy that I was so en­thu­si­as­tic about some­thing con­struc­tive - clean­ing the moped, as it seemed to him - and not hang­ing around with a horde of beer-drink­ing hooli­gans. In re­al­ity, I dis­man­tled the thing in a flash and took the pieces to the boy next door, who was a gifted me­chanic′s ap­pren­tice and gen­er­ously trained me to be a mas­ter (moped) hair­dresser.  In short, a Puch 50 be­came a pro­jec­tile with a bored-out car­bu­ret­tor and widened, smoothly pol­ished fuel ducts, as well as a sec­ond ex­haust si­lencer that had been re­moved and could be re­leased us­ing a small foot lever (which I wisely stored at my teacher′s). Un­of­fi­cial mea­sure­ments showed top val­ues of around 100 km/h with a tail­wind.  

In far­away Rome, János bent over the map, tin­kered with dif­fer­ent routes, in­quired about the prices of the fer­ries and sus­pi­ciously watched the rise and fall of petrol prices, chewed des­per­ately on his cal­cu­la­tor and prob­a­bly shook his head now and again: our joint fi­nances would leave us mis­er­ably stranded in the mid­dle of the Cor­si­can moun­tains. Mean­while, I filed and drilled the ex­haust valve and pol­ished it for hours, then I wrote to János that he should not let his hair grow grey, be­cause I had taken on a job for three weeks that would fat­ten up our cof­fers.  

This job was tough and would fill a chap­ter of its own; maybe just enough to tell you that we loaded house­hold ap­pli­ances into train car­riages and got paid for it. The ex­tra night shift brought me a lot of money, but on one of the last days I got my leg caught be­tween the plat­form and the car­riage, my knee swelled up badly and my guest ap­pear­ance ended. I couldn′t go to the doc­tor be­cause the cig­a­rettes I begged for were prob­a­bly the only le­gal thing on this job (to be more pre­cise, I doubt that my­self to­day be­cause they were prob­a­bly con­tra­band too…).  The party leader, a for­mer For­eign Le­gion mem­ber, paid me off with a gruff look on his face and chased me away af­ter re­mind­ing me once again that there were no elec­tri­cal ap­pli­ances or car­riages here and that he didn′t know me at all. 

The plan for the Cor­sica trip was bril­liantly sim­ple: I would ride the moped from Bre­genz to Rome, where János would get on and we would take the ferry to Sar­dinia and from there on to Cor­sica. At the end we would take a third ferry to La Spezia, where I would have to take János to the train to Flo­rence on such and such a day.  From Flo­rence I would again ride alone on a moped to Bre­genz. We would cover about 2,800 km on the road, sleep out­doors or in haystacks and gen­er­ally be very, very eco­nom­i­cal. 


To give you an idea: a Puch 50 moped (not two), with two boys plus a big back­pack on top, no tent, no sleep­ing bags and not a gram too much. And of course with ex­haust no. 2. Fa­ther lent me his leather hel­met, but I po­litely de­clined the huge rub­ber coat be­cause of the weight and “the sun al­ways shines in Cor­sica”. Also - fa­ther should have known this - James Dean doesn′t wear a rub­ber coat à la Gestapo. 

The cloth­ing was one of those things that has to be men­tioned. I have to say  ev­i­dently had seen too much James Dean or Humphrey Bog­art, in any case I had scrounged a white hat from the Red Cross, or rather a for­merly white, wide-brimmed hat, and a shabby, worn leather jacket. I also bought my­self (with a heavy heart and with­out in­form­ing János be­fore­hand) a pair of white jeans. Yes, white jeans! - You can smile: there I was sit­ting on the white moped, with a brown leather hel­met, black shabby leather jacket, white scarf and white trousers: the out­fit of an ad­ven­turer! - James Humphrey Rudas.  


All roads lead to Rome 

Then my alarm went off at three in the morn­ing, I packed my back­pack onto the moped, hugged my mother and set off with a pound­ing heart. To­wards morn­ing I reached Chur and drove up to the small San Bernardino pass (ei­ther the tun­nel didn′t ex­ist yet or I didn′t want to go through un­der­neath). The higher I climbed on my moped, the colder it got; the sky slowly dark­ened and I reached the bor­der guard′s house in the snow. The bor­der guards were amazed, and while one of them dis­ap­peared into the of­fice with my pa­pers, I got off and did a bit of gym­nas­tics to warm my­self up. Grin­ning, I left the moped.  the other one kicked me un­der the door and then said I could have a tea from his ther­mos. I slowly warmed up again and shook the snow off my wet white jeans. 

Late in the af­ter­noon I climbed the Giove Pass north of Genoa (I didn′t have to go via Genoa, of course, but be­cause I had heard that the har­bor there was par­tic­u­larly great, I had to). The moped wheezed and sput­tered and I got off more and more of­ten to clean the spark plug and in­ves­ti­gate the cause. When I en­tered the city of Genoa, I could only go a few hun­dred me­ters be­fore the en­gine died.  I looked for a work­shop and af­ter a long search I found one that was just about to close. My hard work at school (or should I say not skip­ping school too of­ten?) was bear­ing fruit: speak­ing bro­ken Ital­ian, I pointed to “il Ver­gasero” and “nix fun­ziona maladetto, rub­bish!” The fore­man pushed me aside, shook his head when he saw my ex­haust con­struc­tion and then said that the “car­bu­ra­tore” was ru­ined. He shook his head and told me that they had been fil­ing around too much. Fine, let′s call the car­bu­ra­tore from now on, what shall we do?  

I re­al­ized what I could do with my car­bu­ret­tor when he sim­ply threw it over his shoul­der into the bucket. Then he went out the back, I trot­ted af­ter him, beam­ing: he had dozens of wrecked mopeds ly­ing there, made an invit­ing ges­ture with his hand and handed me his wrench. I nod­ded, went from wreck to wreck and af­ter a while had two car­bu­ret­tors that should fit. The fore­man nod­ded, took one from my hand and shook his head: into the bucket! He weighed the sec­ond one in his hand, then said a num­ber that made my throat tighten. I rum­maged in my pocket and started count­ing; he laughed and said: OK! He was sat­is­fied with one ban­knote, then he said that I could work in the yard.  All I had to do was put the tools back in the box, then he locked the work­shop and dis­ap­peared. 


It took me about 2 hours to in­stall the car­bu­ret­tor, which was a lit­tle big­ger than the orig­i­nal and also had more power, but also in terms of fuel con­sump­tion. In the dark I made a test drive to the har­bor, where nat­u­rally all the boat­men were al­ready in their bunks and I could not see any­thing spe­cial ex­cept si­lence and dark­ness. Well, not si­lence ac­tu­ally ei­ther, be­cause sud­denly some boat­men started shout­ing wildly for me to use my car­bu­ra­tore to make sure I could get on! I drove a few kilo­me­ters fur­ther south and slept on the grass on the out­skirts of a vil­lage whose name in­cluded “Mamma.”  

At dawn I drove on, kept look­ing at my white-spot­ted jeans and mourn­ing. They were no longer white, not quite. But the car­bu­ret­tor was per­fect and the ma­chine had bite again, and I thought even more than be­fore. Some­where on the coun­try road to Gros­seto I tested the speed and got about 90 km/h. Then I tried what I had seen other Ital­ian moped driv­ers do: I held on to the tail­gate of a truck with one hand, let my­self be pulled along and turned the en­gine off to save fuel. (Chil­dren: please don′t im­i­tate this!) On the evening of the next day I pulled up in front of the Col­legium Ger­man­icum et Hun­gar­icum in Rome. Sweaty, dirty and in my black and white jeans.  

The brother gate­keeper ac­tu­ally wanted to send me away an­grily (beg­ging and ped­dling for­bid­den!), but my brother picked me up at the gate. I had to wait a few more days in Rome un­til János had fin­ished his ex­ams and we could fi­nally leave. Dur­ing the day I wan­dered aim­lessly through the Eter­nal City, looked at ev­ery­thing and ev­ery­one, and in the evening - mostly hun­gry - I re­turned to the sem­i­nary. I wasn′t al­lowed to sleep there, but János had found me a cheap, sim­ple room a few blocks away. He ac­com­pa­nied me there ev­ery evening, since the route led through the pros­ti­tute dis­trict and he was wor­ried about my sal­va­tion, as he ad­mit­ted with a grin.  But the Sig­nora Land­lady (I have for­got­ten her name), a mid­dle-aged frigate who strug­gled with the rig­ors of cos­met­ics ev­ery day, pa­tiently es­corted the Padre (that was János in his red cas­sock, the priest′s robe of the sem­i­nar­i­ans) and the Sig­nore (that was me) into the room and had to prom­ise the Padre ev­ery evening that she would look af­ter my virtue. And as soon as he had left, she came back with a large bot­tle of Birra Forst and said with a wink that it was on the house. 

We had a big prob­lem. On the last day we were al­lowed to at­tend a “pri­vate” pa­pal au­di­ence, where the “pri­vate” re­ferred to the fact that only a few hun­dred (and not thou­sands) of be­liev­ers were present.  The prob­lem was that I had noth­ing to wear. The black and white spot­ted jeans were sim­ply not pa­pable. - János some­times had bril­liant ideas. And that was the case now: he brought me his “sec­ond cas­sock” and I slipped into it; well, János was a few cen­time­ters taller than me and a few ki­los heav­ier, but it would be fine. But my room­mate Wolf­gang (later my best man and then bishop in Ger­many) shook his head and said we couldn′t do that. An­other friend, Gyuri (later arch­bishop in Alba Ju­lia, Ro­ma­nia) said we would just have to clean the trousers.  So we knelt two men in front of the bath­tub, rubbed the good piece with a hand brush and an­other brush, the ori­gin of which was un­cer­tain, and used soap af­ter soap, the stains be­came paler and paler un­til they turned light grey. - We didn′t think of go­ing to a dry cleaner. When Gyuri, who is about my size, lent me a snow-white shirt, noth­ing stood in the way of a visit to the Vat­i­can. To put it ca­su­ally to­day, I would say that al­though I hadn′t stood in the shoes of the fish­er­man, I had worn the socks of a Ger­man bishop and the shirt of a Ro­ma­nian arch­bishop. 


The pa­pal au­di­ence was un­spec­tac­u­lar. Cer­tifi­cates and medals were handed out, and a prince or other lord­ship was the only one al­lowed to kneel briefly be­fore the throne and kiss Pe­ter′s ring. At the end, the be­liev­ers filed past the Holy Throne in a long line from the rows of seats, were al­lowed to nod briefly to the Pope from a few me­ters away and then had to move on. The pa­pal ear whis­perer stood next to His Ho­li­ness and whis­pered the name, rank and im­por­tance of the per­son fil­ing past into His Holy Ear. You might not be­lieve it pos­si­ble, but I un­der­stood ex­actly what was be­ing whis­pered, be­cause I could (at least at the time) read lips: 

“The Count of the Press…”  

“God bless you, my son!” 

“… and his daugh­ter, the Con­tessa!” 

“God bless you, my daugh­ter!” 

“Lord Green­bawm and wife Sara!” 

“God bless you!” 

“Sem­i­nar­ists from the Ger­man­icum & Hun­gar­icum sem­i­nary!” 

“God bless you, my sons!” 

“Pon­gratz fam­ily from…” 

“Benedetto, you left one out!” says His Ho­li­ness re­proach­fully.  Benedetto looks at me briefly again, then whis­pers: “Your Ho­li­ness, the red ones are from the sem­i­nary, then the Pon­gratz fam­ily comes from…” 

“No, that one in be­tween, the one in the white-spot­ted uni­form!” and there is al­ready a hint of dis­plea­sure in the saint′s voice. 

The eyes of the pa­pal whis­perer etch a deep hole in my shirt: “A sem­i­nar­ian who is ob­vi­ously not wear­ing a cas­sock, Your Ho­li­ness!” 

“Benedetto, Benedetto!”  The tone be­comes a lit­tle sharper, the Holy Nos­trils trem­ble: “… and, tell me, can′t you smell it, it sud­denly smells so strongly of cheap soap here…?” 

“A mad­man from Vo­rarl­berg, who re­pairs his moped in white trousers and there­fore looks ac­cord­ingly, on the way to Cor­sica, and the Pon fam­ily…” 

“God bless you, my son!” great-great-grand­son Petri in­ter­rupts him, then His Ho­li­ness low­ers his voice and winks: “… and maybe try Rei!”  

The Pon­gratz fam­ily pushed and shoved, so I kept go­ing, but I heard His Ho­li­ness mut­ter­ing to him­self: “When I was young, I also…”; un­for­tu­nately I couldn′t hear the rest. 

Well, maybe it wasn′t quite like that, but it was es­sen­tially that. In the midst of all these scoundrels dressed up like oxen for Pen­te­cost, I felt very small and worth­less, hid be­hind the man in front of me and re­pented of all my sins mul­ti­ple times, es­pe­cially the one of il­le­gal car­bu­re­tor tun­ing, and even three times over, vowed to im­prove and that I would never, ever, ever drink the Sig­nora′s beer again. Hon­estly. 


The next morn­ing, i.e. the morn­ing af­ter I had bro­ken the above beer vow, and long be­fore the Ro­man spar­rows woke up, we both knelt be­fore Fa­ther Spir­i­tus (who was not called that be­cause of his drink­ing habits, but be­cause he was the good spirit of the house) and re­ceived his fa­therly bless­ing for our plan. Then we hap­pily drove south­west on the shiny moped to the ferry to Civ­i­tavec­chia, which took us to Sar­dinia overnight.


 

As a bank rob­ber in Sar­dinia 
 
Ol­bia in Sar­dinia wel­comed us at the crack of dawn with bright sun­shine and an un­friendly of­fi­cial who held our pa­pers back for at least an hour, but we stood firm and did not give out a bribe. At some point it be­came too much for János and he took out his sem­i­nary ID card, writ­ten in Latin and with the pa­pal coat of arms. In the same mo­ment the pa­pers were OK and we looked at each other: next time the ID card will be pulled out im­me­di­ately! 

We spent the whole day driv­ing slowly and leisurely north. The dis­tance was only an hour′s drive, so we bathed in a bay and grilled a slice of black bread with canned tuna.  The ferry to Cor­sica didn′t leave un­til the evening, so we daw­dled around all day and in the late af­ter­noon we set off for Santa Teresa di Gal­lura, the north­ern­most point of Sar­dinia, just a few cen­time­tres from Cor­sica (look it up in the at­las if you don′t be­lieve it!). 

This Santa Teresa, if you′ve never been there, was a vil­lage with not even 10 houses, a stor­age shed with a po­lice guard­house (which was also the har­bour mas­ter′s of­fice and bor­der sta­tion) and a con­crete wall left be­hind by the Al­lies, which could be used as a har­bour fa­cil­ity in an emer­gency (but only then). 

The ferry wasn′t there yet, but I was al­ready smart from the day be­fore and knew that  I had to stand in the front row to get to them quickly. So we stand there with the moped, ar­rang­ing our lug­gage and rustling the tick­ets, with­out notic­ing that the vil­lage po­lice­man and two other civil­ians with shot­guns had po­si­tioned them­selves be­hind us. 

Sud­denly we get a shout: “Hands up!” For the first time in my life I look down the bar­rels of pis­tols and ri­fles and I feel com­pletely dif­fer­ent. János looks up, more sur­prised than afraid, and wants to go up to the three of them to ask what, how; but then the po­lice­man shouts that he should stop, you scoundrel, oth­er­wise there will be an ac­ci­dent!  So we stand there, with our hands half raised, look­ing ridicu­lous, with (quite) shak­ing knees and prob­a­bly not look­ing very in­tel­li­gent. 

The three of them are whis­per­ing about who should dis­arm us, Gio­vanni, you go first, no, I have two chil­dren, do it your­self! The lit­tle fat po­lice­man comes closer cau­tiously and says we should open our jack­ets, but slowly. We fol­low his in­struc­tions in slow mo­tion, he walks around, looks and looks, then he care­fully feels us up and calls out to the other two: “They don′t have any weapons!” - János wants to ask what′s go­ing on, but the ner­vous po­lice­man shouts at him to shut up. So we re­main silent, the men and the po­lice­man stand mo­tion­less and ev­ery­one waits.  Then the po­lice­man tells us to go ahead to the guard room. 


One of the men goes ahead and un­locks the door, János and I stum­ble af­ter him and then we are sit­ting in a small, dirty cell. There is now a crowd out­side, ev­ery­one is cheer­ing and shout­ing at each other: “Now we′ve got them!” János and I look at each other help­lessly, we hear a horn and our ferry docks. Af­ter a few min­utes, which seems like an eter­nity to us, the po­lice­man comes into the guard room and is mak­ing a fran­tic phone call. János lis­tens and trans­lates for me that we are the dreaded bank rob­bers who robbed the bank in Palma this morn­ing and shot a se­cu­rity guard.  Then he says quite dryly: I didn′t know how dan­ger­ous we ac­tu­ally are. 

Our ferry, which has filled up with peo­ple, cars and goats over the last half hour, honks three times and then sets off. In my mind I tear up our tick­ets and think about what we are go­ing to do for the two days un­til an­other ferry from this com­pany comes along. And how we will ever be able to fill this huge hole in our travel bud­get. 

The sher­iff calls one col­league af­ter the other, telling them in in­creas­ingly longer ver­sions how he and Gio­vanni and Guido, well - ac­tu­ally just him and Gio­vanni, no, ac­tu­ally he alone, ar­rested the dan­ger­ous mur­der­ers.  

The phone rings again, the law an­swers. It seems that a gen­eral is on the line, be­cause he jumps up and salutes the in­vis­i­ble man. Yes, there are two of them. A small one and a big one, yes, bald. I breathe a sigh of re­lief, be­cause I have bushy, thick hair, a James Dean looka­like. No, the big one is bald. I col­lapse again. Yes, a leather jacket. White trousers, yes, but very dirty. No, they threw away the guns. I feel a chok­ing sen­sa­tion in my throat, I ask János whether gar­rot­ing is only fash­ion­able in Spain or also in Sar­dinia. He says, shh, and the gar­rote isn′t used any­where at the mo­ment. 

The sher­iff nods on the phone.  They have ev­ery­thing with them, it′s them, for sure! No, not the guns, and not the money ei­ther, but a huge back­pack, which he has al­ready ex­am­ined. Just tourist stuff. And a white mo­tor­bike, yes, he con­fis­cated that. It′s in front of the house, brigadiers. 

No, white, not black. With for­eign li­cense plates, they must have stolen it. No, a black mo­tor­bike, oh, I see. 

I lis­ten up. The fend­ers are made of white plas­tic, that can′t be painted black, I can prove that. 

The fat, sweat­ing po­lice­man rum­mages through our pa­pers and reads out our de­tails. Then he says it can′t be right, the lit­tle guy is def­i­nitely not 17, def­i­nitely older. Sud­denly he stops.  You stam­mer, then he says: Brigadier, the tall one with the bald head has a strange ID card with him, Col­leg­gio and so on, pa­pal coat of arms. A very nice fake. His Latin, read out in Ital­ian, al­most makes me laugh. 

János says through the bars, just call there, Sig­nore, I′ll tell you the num­ber! The po­lice­man waves him to be quiet, then lis­tens into the re­ceiver and grum­bles ir­ri­ta­bly: OK, what′s the num­ber? János closes his eyes and calls up the saved file card: he pa­tiently re­peats num­ber af­ter num­ber, which the fat man then re­peats in turn and the in­vis­i­ble man ob­vi­ously writes down.  János calls out that they should ask for Padre Spir­ito, but the con­ver­sa­tion is al­ready over. 

The po­lice­man comes closer and asks, some­what un­cer­tainly: so, is all this true? János ex­plains ev­ery­thing to him, tells him in de­tail about the prepa­ra­tions for our trip, and it seems to me that the fat man is now more in­clined to be­lieve us. Then János says he can check, our ticket for the ferry to Ol­bia is still there. The po­lice­man takes the ticket, calls the port of Ol­bia and be­comes se­ri­ous again as he looks over at us. 

You ar­rived early this morn­ing, he says, it′s only half an hour from here. Where have you been all day?  No, don′t say it, I know: it takes two hours to get from Ol­bia to Palma. You robbed the bank there and shot the se­cu­rity guard, then spent two or three hours in the moun­tains to bury the loot and the guns. From there you drove back here in two or three hours to flee to Cor­sica. 

He picks up the phone to give his fore­man an­other call. He stops when János says: my ID is real, you′ll see! Our sher­iff is in a tizzy, he walks up and down, mut­ter­ing to him­self. Then he goes out and leaves us alone. 


János and I try to calm down and dis­cuss the sit­u­a­tion, which is ac­tu­ally not so rosy. He says that at this time no one in the sem­i­nar an­swers the phone, it is al­ready af­ter work and ev­ery­one is prob­a­bly al­ready in the res­i­den­tial wing. 

The hours pass, I am des­per­ate be­cause I hear the vil­lage chil­dren fid­dling around with my moped out­side and I imag­ine that by to­mor­row morn­ing only a naked skele­ton will be left of it. Ev­ery few hours the sher­iff comes back, brings wa­ter and a few slices of pizzetta around mid­night, then dis­ap­pears again to con­tinue the party in the vil­lage pub.  

János and I sit on the cold floor, doz­ing in the semi-dark­ness and some­times I mum­ble some­thing about Chateau d′If and Abbé Faria, un­til he tells me to stop think­ing, ev­ery­thing will be cleared up sooner or later… 

At some point the guard room is locked from the out­side and we are left to our fate. 

In the morn­ing the phone rings in­ces­santly, but no one is there to an­swer it. János grins at me and jokes: “Pronto! Pronto!” - which is the Ital­ians′ sub­sti­tute for hello. It takes at least a quar­ter of an hour for the po­lice­man to ar­rive.  We say ex­cit­edly that the phone has al­ready rung sev­eral times. 


He calls his of­fice, but it wasn′t them. Fi­nally, fi­nally the bell rings. It′s the fore­man. The lit­tle fat po­lice­man salutes, lis­tens, gets smaller and smaller. Si, fore­man, Si. - Si, Si. 

Af­ter hang­ing up, he slowly comes to our gate. 

He plants him­self in his full lit­tle width in front of us, looks se­ri­ous like the rob­ber cap­tain Hotzen­plotz and rocks on his toes. Then he takes the keys and un­locks the gate, opens the gate door wide and points out­side: “You are free!” 

We go out­side un­cer­tainly, I look into the bright morn­ing sun and think how beau­ti­ful this Sar­dinia is. He comes out be­hind us and starts gush­ing:  that the guys had been caught dur­ing the night, that the brigadier in Rome had called and had a ra­dio pa­trol get Padre Spir­ito out of bed be­cause no one had an­swered the phone, that the black mo­tor­cy­cle, the guns and all the loot had also been found and that he now be­lieves that we are Aus­trian tourists. 

Then he asks us to sit down at the ta­ble in front of the guard room, there is cof­fee and a roll. We chew and lis­ten to his dra­matic de­scrip­tion of how the real rob­bers were cap­tured - a wild shootout, by my soul! 


At some point János in­ter­rupts him and says that we don′t have a ferry un­til to­mor­row evening and that our tick­ets have ex­pired. I in­ter­rupt János and say that our back­pack is gone and ap­par­ently the side mir­rors too. Af­ter a quick in­spec­tion, I am re­lieved to see that ev­ery­thing else is still there. The po­lice­man (I have for­got­ten his name, but he in­tro­duced him­self over cof­fee) stands up and calls a name across the street. Then he sits down next to us again and says that we will man­age it. 

A small, di­sheveled boy comes slowly down the street, greets us and looks se­ri­ous.  The po­lice­man is chat­ting at break­neck speed in a lan­guage I don′t know. The boy looks stub­born at first, then nods and runs off. We carry on talk­ing. The po­lice­man says that ev­ery­thing will be OK and wants to know if we know Rapid. János shakes his head, I guess that it′s a foot­ball team, our po­lice­man laughs and says yes, but they′re pretty good and I nod, not know­ing what the id­iot is talk­ing about. Time passes, our ship is gone, the tick­ets too, the moped is ru­ined and he′s talk­ing about foot­ball. 

There′s a rustling sound be­hind him and two lit­tle dwarves are drag­ging our back­pack over. I want to jump up, but the law tells me to sit down again. The dwarves take off as fast as they can run.  Then there is an­other rustling sound and a young man my age ap­pears be­hind the law­man, puts two mir­rors on the floor and dis­ap­pears again with­out look­ing at us. I beam, be­cause this is real magic. - While I put the mir­rors back to­gether, János and the law­man go into the inn and come back a while later, beam­ing with joy. The day is saved. A barge will cross to Cor­sica around mid­day and take us along for free. Since we hardly have any money, the po­lice­man has of­fered to buy the “Cap­i­tano” a large drink, which is fine.  

Hours later we hoist the moped onto a small, ro­bust-look­ing cargo ship, the swell get­ting stronger and stronger caus­ing the ship to dance up and down and I see the moped sink­ing in the wa­ter a hun­dred times. Af­ter some ef­fort, ev­ery­thing is stowed away, the cap­tain gets his drink in the vil­lage inn, János and I wait on the ship, im­pa­tiently. The wind is get­ting stronger, the waves too, and János is al­ready pretty pale around the nose. I tie the en­gine to the wildly buck­ing boat, which is now do­ing 27 knots, and fever­ishly won­der whether I′m just hun­gry or whether I′m get­ting sea­sick.  The cap­tain′s boom­ing laugh­ter can be heard from the inn, then we hear his “un al­tro!” (an­other one).


 

The cross­ing to Cor­sica 
 
The cap­tain′s shrill whis­tle hurt my ears al­most more than the crack­ing of the rusty gears as he ma­neu­vered back and forth to get us out of the port of Santa Teresa di Gal­lura. “The Pipers of Tralee” or maybe just a Cor­si­can free­dom song, who could have said? 

The brave lit­tle barge ploughed through the straits be­tween Sar­dinia and Cor­sica, which are about 14 km - or less if you count in nau­ti­cal miles - wide, chug­ging on diesel.  The cap­tain was in good spir­its, he had bravely swal­lowed the fare and now seemed to want to re­place the miss­ing on-board loud­speak­ers with funny whis­tled shanties from the Sar­dinian moun­tains - af­ter all, we are con­cerned about the well-be­ing of our guests, aren′t we? We didn′t un­der­stand his Sar­dinian, and he didn′t un­der­stand our text­book Ital­ian ei­ther, so he de­voted him­self to the en­gine and the mu­sic, János and I re­treated to the bow, far away from our mu­si­cal steam driver. 

János was aw­ful to look at, he was pale and wan around the nose, he held on con­vul­sively to the wooden rail­ing with one hand and looked into the dis­tance, chok­ing. I lis­tened to my phys­i­cal body and was amazed that  that was the leg­endary sea­sick­ness and thought hard. What if it isn′t sea­sick­ness af­ter all? What if I was sim­ply hun­gry - af­ter all, my break­fast had fallen vic­tim to the work on the moped. János, my good János, had made me a dou­ble-decker out of white bread and Sar­dinian cheese be­fore we left and put it in my jacket while I worked on the moped. I thought about it for a long time and then de­cided that it could only be hunger - I don′t get sea­sick, not me!  

János′ ears twitched ner­vously when I reached into my jacket pocket and heard a rustling sound, but he bravely sup­pressed his cu­rios­ity and didn′t look over. I un­wrapped the bread slowly and care­fully. It rocked so damn much and some­times a lit­tle sea wa­ter splashed up, so be care­ful not to make it salty! The pun­gent smell of the Sar­dinian cheese (which, un­like Cor­si­can cheese, was never used as an ex­plo­sive) hit me un­pleas­antly in the nose at first, only to then un­fold in a caco-ol­fac­tory cloud made up of all the scents and smells of the high­lands. The cloud of smell must have hit János like a club blow, be­cause he twitched and pulled his head be­tween his shoul­ders.  While I opened my mouth wide, re­ally wide, to sink my teeth into the juicy dou­ble-decker, poor János opened his mouth wide too, to make a high-arch sac­ri­fice to the sea god Nep­tune and the wind god Ras­mus. 

Of course I re­mained hun­gry, be­cause János′ ac­cusatory lamb-like look abruptly stopped my snack. The sand­wich dis­ap­peared again with a rus­tle in my jacket pocket and stayed there un­til we reached Cor­sica, at the south­ern­most place, Boni­fa­cio. Cor­sica, here we come!


 


Boni­fa­cio 

Boni­fa­cio is a nest sit­u­ated on sev­eral high chalk cliffs, the har­bor is in the gap be­tween the rocks. Noth­ing spe­cial so far, an ea­gle′s nest on rocks, very close to the sky, beau­ti­ful. And main­land, above all. The mis­er­able rock­ing stops, a rope is thrown to the pier and tied up; you are happy to have land un­der your feet again, even if it is bar­ren and rocky. But the joy ends very quickly when the sol­diers, who ap­pear as if from nowhere, start ar­gu­ing with the cap­tain. Shrug­ging his shoul­ders, he keeps point­ing at us and chat­ter­ing, chew­ing cig­a­rettes, nod­ding his head, spit­ting into the har­bor basin. 

Clear case. A barge with two stow­aways; your pa­pers, please!  Now it′s my turn to trans­late, hav­ing stud­ied French for three years at school, and the first thing that sur­prises me is how slop­pily these le­gionar­ies speak their own lan­guage, and above all, how quickly! But it sounded com­pletely dif­fer­ent at school, Pro­fes­sor! - It cer­tainly wasn′t my trans­la­tion that was to blame, but sud­denly we′re sit­ting on the back of a large jeep, help­ful hands lift the moped up, then we go up the steep street to the bar­racks in the fortress. We′re go­ing to the cen­tu­rion, says the de­cu­rio, he has to de­cide, af­ter all he′s a cen­tu­rion and I′m just a de­cu­rio!  Un­for­tu­nately, I think about yes­ter­day and try to find out, stam­mer­ing, whether they are look­ing for bank rob­bers again (I say: rob­bers above a bank, for lack of a tech­ni­cal term). Well, maybe I should have left it alone. The de­cu­rio hisses into his ra­dio again as we drive up­hill past some Cor­si­cans rid­ing don­keys. “I al­ready have a feel­ing where we′ll be spend­ing the night tonight,” János mur­murs re­signedly and buries his face in res­ig­na­tion on his crossed fore­arms. I whis­per back: “…but there is one good thing about it, on this in­cline one of us would have had to get off and push!”  

The Boni­fa­cio fortress is prob­a­bly a beau­ti­ful tourist at­trac­tion. Prob­a­bly. We drive into the fortress′s bar­racks court­yard, which looks like all bar­racks court­yards in the world. Oth­er­wise we don′t see any­thing of Boni­fa­cio. Oh yes, maybe the big clock in the long, bare cor­ri­dor where we sit on a wooden bench and wait, wait, wait. The de­cu­rion, prob­a­bly pro­moted to cen­tu­rion dur­ing the long wait, of­ten walks past us and nods se­ri­ously at us each time; the le­gionar­ies, per­haps al­ready pro­moted to de­cu­rion by now, march down the cor­ri­dor once and don′t even look at us; then fi­nally the cen­tu­rion ap­pears, who was prob­a­bly just wait­ing un­til he was pro­moted to gen­eral or at least rear ad­mi­ral.  

“Non­sense!” says János, “he just fin­ished his siesta and then had din­ner.” 


In short, a well-rested and well-fed gen­eral has its ad­van­tages: we can hear him laugh­ing from the hall­way as he speaks on the phone to his col­league in Santa Teresa di Gal­lura, who we know very well. [Per­haps some­thing like this: “Hello, dear ser­vant, you can stop the man­hunt, I have caught your bank rob­bers!” - “No, we have them!” - “Why? They are sit­ting with me, a fat bald man and a tall, thin man, we fished them off a barge…” - “No, we have the right ones, the ones with you are two harm­less Aus­trian lu­natics on a moped…” - “Oh, come on, tell me…”].  Then he comes out into the cor­ri­dor, grins and gives us our pass­ports back, says that our ad­ven­ture with the Sar­dini­ans was very funny, that he must tell his wife about it right away, and waves to us so that we can leave now. 

The de­cu­rion from be­fore wel­comes us in the court­yard and says that it is prob­a­bly too late to drive on; if we wanted, we could spend the night in the for­mer - now empty - sta­bles. Af­ter we had briefly looked into the gap­ing, dark empti­ness with the in­evitable bars, we just looked at each other briefly and po­litely de­clined. No thanks, we′d rather sleep out­side!  - The sol­dier is sur­prised, shrugs his shoul­ders and al­lows us to spend the night in the court­yard when János asks him. 

One night in a cell in Sar­dinia, one night in the bar­racks yard in Cor­sica; these sta­tis­tics are im­pres­sive. We sit, thickly wrapped up, with our backs lean­ing against the moped and doze to­wards the morn­ing. Sev­eral times dur­ing the night we hear shouts and the clack of boot heels: chang­ing of the guard!


 


Above the sea 
 

If I haven′t men­tioned it yet: we nat­u­rally wanted to drive the route of the “Ral­lye des Mille Vi­rages” - the rally of a thou­sand curves - from Boni­fa­cio to Bas­tia, anti-clock­wise, like Juan Fan­gio once did. So the next day we set off, af­ter a short lap of hon­our through the steep streets of the moun­tain town, we head north­west to­wards Pro­pri­ano, which is half­way to the cap­i­tal Ajac­cio. There are two things we want to see here: the na­ture re­serve near the Bruzzi Is­lands and the Calan­ques of Roc­cap­ina. You prob­a­bly know what is­lands are, but the Calan­ques need to be ex­plained: they are bizarre rock for­ma­tions, rocky cliffs that rise ver­ti­cally above the sea.  (Well, OK, some peo­ple also use the term Calanque to de­scribe the fjords that have eaten their way deep into the main­land be­tween the ac­tual Calan­ques…). The most fa­mous Calanque is the one on France′s south coast, 13 km from Mar­seille, near the town of Cas­sis - there Eu­rope′s high­est cliff, the Calanque du Cap Canaille, tow­ers over 500 me­ters above the sea (it is now a par­adise for free climbers). Sec­ond place goes to the Calanque of Pi­ana on Cor­sica (we want to go there later); it is not quite as huge, but it goes up about 400 me­ters, but also down… 

In the six­ties there was no free climb­ing, at least we were not aware of this sport.  How­ever, János and I (usu­ally the two of us) had made the moun­tains of Vo­rarl­berg un­safe; many a real moun­taineer could only shake his head in si­lence and/or de­spair when he saw us city kids, armed with our mother′s hemp rope (yes, the one for hang­ing up the laun­dry!), climb­ing around in the moun­tains. Of course, we had no idea about real climb­ing; we were sim­ple moun­tain hik­ers who some­times climbed the odd easy rock face, es­pe­cially when our par­ents weren′t watch­ing. Our last climb­ing ac­tion was climb­ing the rock called Tschengla, just be­low the Pfandl ca­ble car in Bre­genz, when our mother′s hemp rope and her pa­tience were at an end.  - [When I later went up there in the ca­ble car, I shud­dered ev­ery time, be­cause now I′m a fa­ther my­self and my stom­ach turns when I imag­ine my chil­dren there …] 

Okay, where were we: at the Calan­ques. Hardly any­one knows the third ones, those of Roc­cap­ina. Far too un­spec­tac­u­lar for self-re­spect­ing free climbers, they are not 500, not 400, no, maybe not even 40 me­ters high, and not even ver­ti­cal. But for us am­a­teurs, they are just right. And, as János in­no­cently noted, “…if you fall, just get away from the rock, push off! And make sure that you don′t fall off the rock.”  you fall into the wa­ter…” 

[From a purely film aca­demic per­spec­tive, the fol­low­ing di­a­logue should be added here: 

“Have you ever tried that?” - “No.” 

“Did you think back then that it could work?” - “Yes.” 

“Do you think to­day that it could work?” - “No.”] 

We spent the whole day in the Bruzzi area and were a lit­tle dis­ap­pointed be­cause the fa­mous is­lands were just small islets - and there were no ship­wrecks any­where!  But that′s ex­actly what they were fa­mous for: the clever Cor­si­cans of ear­lier cen­turies lured ships to the Bruzzis with the help of false bea­cons. - Were they among Bill Gates′ an­ces­tors? - Well, we didn′t let that dis­cour­age us, be­cause the na­ture re­serve is beau­ti­ful, and we also dis­cov­ered that the best places to swim and dive are right next to the “no swim­ming” signs. Those clever Cor­si­cans! 


Din­ner: cold - we don′t dare light a fire in the na­ture re­serve. Spend­ing the night in the pine bushes: a dream! We see stars, thou­sands upon mil­lions of mega-many stars! We com­pete to see whether the mov­ing ob­ject is a satel­lite or a comet, only to be sobered to dis­cover that there must be an air­port nearby. But it was also the first night we slept prop­erly, with­out any bars. My brother, I love you, sleep well, you too!


 


The Calan­ques 

In the morn­ing we drive a few kilo­me­ters along a tiny lit­tle path along the coast, through in­creas­ingly dense un­der­growth, to the Calan­ques. The moped is made un­us­able with a few sim­ple steps, hid­den un­der the bushes and cov­ered with pine branches. Wear­ing only swim­ming trunks and fa­ther′s cam­era (a Mak­ina bel­lows de­vice), we head for the Calan­ques. From up close, 40 me­ters is al­ready a throat-squeak­ing height. Be­fore we get on, I pull a thorn out of János′s foot; we had un­der­es­ti­mated the mac­chia (that′s what the low bushes are called here).  

Af­ter the first half hour of climb­ing I′ve had enough. But a look at my brother, who is fight­ing doggedly, gives me new strength: no, if he can do it, then so can I! I stop now and then, di­rect him a lit­tle fur­ther for­ward or back­ward and take a photo. What seems so easy to write here was in re­al­ity a hair-rais­ingly com­pli­cated mat­ter. A bel­lows de­vice like this is not only heavy, it also has to be opened and op­er­ated with two hands (you would hold on to the rock with your third hand, if you had one). And the film is ex­pen­sive. So no half-hearted snap­shots, you have to think care­fully about ev­ery shot, choose the right sec­tion, János has to be  yes, be in a good mood, with the sea and the steep cliffs, so I have to bend fur­ther for­ward, no, back and - a cry from János, and I catch my­self in time. Phew, that was close! 

János also takes a few pic­tures of me, and when we hand over the cam­era, the cam­era is of­ten in mor­tal dan­ger. Un­til the clever lit­tle fel­low of a younger brother (me) comes up with the idea of re­plac­ing the per­son in­stead of hand­ing over the cam­era in a com­pli­cated way. 

So the cam­era is jammed into a crevice in the rock, then A climbs fur­ther and B gets to the cam­era. That works quite well, be­cause it is eas­ier to climb with­out the cam­era.  We scram­bled around there all day, found a deep part of the small fjord that ex­tends into the Calan­ques and jumped into the wa­ter from 3-4m - pure bathing fun. 

We spent the next two days laz­ing around in the Pro­pri­ano area, swim­ming on the rocky beaches of the Golfe de Val­inco or scram­bling through the man-high bushes to get to some di­lap­i­dated wind­mill ruin or a farm. The lat­ter served suc­cess­fully to pro­cure food, our money was worth more to the farm­ers than in the city. 

We grad­u­ally made our way to Cap de Moro, a bar­ren and rocky area that of­fers a won­der­ful view of the Bay of Ajac­cio.  There we sat, watch­ing the boats and ad­mir­ing the sea: it re­ally was much big­ger than Lake Con­stance, and much more mov­ing. 

János had an­other trump card up his sleeve; he had vaguely hinted in Rome that there would be some­thing spe­cial in Ajac­cio, but he didn′t tell me any­thing. We looked out over the gulf, and in the dis­tance, west of the city, you could see the group of is­lands known as the Iles San­guinaires, the “Bloody Is­lands”. János looked there more and more of­ten, asked if I couldn′t see the light­house on the mid­dle is­land; and with dreamy eyes he mur­mured: it must be great there, I want to go there!


 


Ajac­cio 

At first I didn′t take it lit­er­ally. We rode into Ajac­cio, I had a good look around the out­skirts of the city to see if there were any cheap places to stay. But János tapped me on the shoul­der and shouted in my ear that I should con­tinue along the sea on the coastal road, yes, into the cen­ter, along the prom­e­nade road. 

In the mid­dle of the prom­e­nade he com­manded “Stop!” János walked to­wards a palace, grinned at my as­ton­ished face and rang the bell. The brother gate­keeper opened the door and let me in.  us in. While we were tak­ing care of the moped and un­load­ing our lug­gage, János whis­pered that we could now stay in the arch­bishop′s palace for a few days - so that was what he had kept from me in Rome! The arch­bishop wasn′t there, but that was still okay, we could at least sleep in nor­mal beds, have a proper break­fast. We wanted to stay one or two nights, see the city and then move on. 

And so it was. Or al­most. On the very first evening, János di­rected me about 10km out of the city to the west, to a head­land called Point de Parata. There, at the foot of the  an old Moor­ish (ac­tu­ally: Ge­noese) light­house, we sat, care­fully drink­ing wa­ter from a can­teen (an ear­lier form of sun­downer) and look­ing over to the Iles San­guinaires, to their sil­hou­ettes in the sun­set. I didn′t need to be a clair­voy­ant to guess my brother′s thoughts. From the Pointe de Parata it was a good 2km to the largest is­land, in be­tween smaller boul­ders (is­lands would be an ex­ag­ger­a­tion) were lined up in the wa­ter like a string of pearls. And I thought I saw a small white dog run­ning around un­der the light­house on the main is­land in the back­light. The bright build­ing in front of it had to be a restau­rant, right?  (By now it should have be­come clear that we had to plan the en­tire trip with­out Du­mont or Marco Polo, oth­er­wise things would have turned out dif­fer­ently…) 

We didn′t say much; on our pre­vi­ous voy­ages of dis­cov­ery we had never had to de­bate for long about how and what. Yes, swim along the small rocks, re­lax on them. Put a few coins in our pock­ets to maybe buy some­thing to drink in the restau­rant on the main is­land. Af­ter a walk around, swim back again. We looked at each other in­quis­i­tively once more, then nod­ded at the same time: so be it! 

The next morn­ing - at the crack of dawn - we drove back to Point de Parata. A beau­ti­ful, bright and clear morn­ing.  When we get to the Moor­ish tower, we get a brief shock: the place, which was de­serted and empty the night be­fore, is now teem­ing with peo­ple. A film crew is work­ing on the tower it­self, film­ing a love scene (a pi­rate kisses a lightly ar­mored woman be­fore he swings him­self up the tower with a knife be­tween his teeth, and he does this a dozen times in a row!). I pull out my cam­era and take a photo of the his­tor­i­cally sig­nif­i­cant tower (some­how the pi­rate′s long legs got into the pic­ture too, strange, strange!). The cam­era­man picks up my Mak­ina and is amazed: it was built in 1939!  We are un­de­cided for a while (János thinks about where to hide the moped and I think about what the pi­rate would look like with­out makeup), then János dis­cov­ers a group of bushes where we can hide the moped and change.


 


The Iles San­guinaires 

We start swim­ming with just a few coins (restau­rant!) and a small pocket knife (white dog!) in our swim­ming trunks. The sea is as smooth as glass, there is not a breath of wind, so we make good progress. It takes a long time un­til we reach the first small rock and take a rest. Then to the next one and so on un­til we (al­most) reach the main is­land. In the mean­time, a strong wind has started, which also causes some waves. Swim­ming “against” the cur­rent be­comes dif­fi­cult, we now have to take breaks in the wa­ter; while one of us rests, the other treads wa­ter and holds the first one; then we switch.  The closer we get to the main is­land, the more I sus­pect that the light­house isn′t one, but one of those Moor­ish round tow­ers, and the restau­rant is di­lap­i­dated, win­dow­less, burnt out and lost. 

I don′t say any­thing yet, we′re still fully oc­cu­pied with swim­ming and rest­ing. The wind picks up even more around mid­day, and we reach the east bank of the main is­land with dif­fi­culty. János care­fully climbs onto the bank in front of me, then we sit down and rest. I say: “Now I know why the is­land is called ′the bloody one′” and point to our feet: the dark red por­phyry rock is as sharp as coral, our soles are bleed­ing from tiny cuts.  We dis­cuss the Nix light­house, Nix restau­rant and Nix drink; we de­cide to swim along the lee­ward north side of the coast to the tower. No one can walk bare­foot on the is­land; they would com­pletely cut their soles. 

So we swim along the is­land at a dis­tance of a few me­ters, the mid­day sun burn­ing down mer­ci­lessly. When we get close to the tower, it turns out to be a ruin (it′s called Tour Genoise, the Ge­noese tower, by the way). No white dog, no restau­rant, and climb­ing up this steep coast is out of the ques­tion. We rest in the wa­ter and swim back a lit­tle.  We take a break in the shade of a huge boul­der and sit there for about an hour. Not a word of dis­ap­point­ment passes our lips. Not a word. 


The way back is eas­ier be­cause the wind is blow­ing from the south­west and we are swim­ming with the waves. But my knee (the one that was pinched) is hurt­ing and swelling. I take more fre­quent breaks now; János is wor­ried about whether I can man­age to swim with just one leg, but I prove to him that I can grit my teeth: at sun­set we reach the Point de Parata again. Ex­hausted and pant­ing, we sit on the beach, drink a sip of wa­ter for the first time since the morn­ing and look back at the sun­set. When we dig out the moped and get dressed, he com­plains of pain in his shoul­ders. I look at him and dis­cover fin­ger-thick, wa­tery blis­ters.  

Half an hour later we ring the door­man′s door­bell and lie down. An hour later I run down­stairs in de­spair and try to ex­plain to the priest on duty that János has blis­ters on his shoul­ders, a ter­ri­ble headache and a fever to boot. Af­ter ages the Fa­ther Medi­cus (that′s what they re­ally called him) is called. He gives János burn oint­ment and an in­jec­tion, shak­ing his head at us fools who have been in the wa­ter un­pro­tected for a whole day in the blaz­ing sun­shine. My skin is red but not in pain, and I still get the oint­ment rubbed on. I cow­ardly avoid the in­jec­tion.  [Years later, at a high school re­union, one of János′ school­mates - I think it was the well-known Vo­rarl­berg skier Udo Albl - told us that he had been div­ing in the Ajac­cio area around the same time and that you had to be very care­ful of the sharks there. I was at least as pale as János when he told me!] 

The doc­tor fa­ther comes sev­eral times to check on János. In the morn­ing we are feel­ing more or less OK again; the fa­ther gives us a long and only par­tially un­der­stand­able lec­ture (or has the fool ever tried swim­ming in the sea with a wide-brimmed hat?!).  The ugly, wa­tery blis­ters are care­fully cut open and ban­daged. János has to stay in bed for three days. We are dis­ap­pointed be­cause our travel plans are com­pletely thrown off track. And whether we would be al­lowed to stay there that long? János only ne­go­ti­ated one or two nights with His Ex­cel­lency the Arch­bishop from Rome; there was no talk of four or five days! The Fa­ther Medi­cus looks stern and re­mains firm; he will take re­spon­si­bil­ity for this. 

I am now try­ing to be a nurse as best I can. Fetch wa­ter. Bring food. Empty the cham­ber pot. Shake the pil­lows into place.  Feed­ing him semolina por­ridge by the spoon­ful. I sit bravely for hours next to János′ bed, twid­dling my thumbs. We dis­cuss for a long time about his fu­ture ca­reer as a priest, and later about my ca­reer as­pi­ra­tions of be­com­ing an as­tro­naut. I would need a lot of math for that, yes. And the bi­nary sys­tem, cal­cu­lat­ing with zero and one, vi­tal for sur­vival in space. So János teaches me how to add and sub­tract with my fin­gers (the things are called dig­its). When it comes to mul­ti­pli­ca­tion, which he is a ge­nius at, as well as bi­nary di­vi­sion, I fi­nally give up.  Out­side, the birds are chirp­ing, the chil­dren are laugh­ing brightly, and be­low, on the prom­e­nade, beau­ties in miniskirts are strolling. And I′m sit­ting in a bare, dark­ened hos­pi­tal room, lis­ten­ing to how you can re­mem­ber the trans­fer by bend­ing your lit­tle fin­ger. 

“Now go, go!” says János. I let him ask me for a while, no, I can′t do that, you can′t do that, but then I give in and dis­ap­pear, ex­plore the old town, the beach prom­e­nade and the beau­ties strolling there in the sun­shine. Oh, how long it has been since the Sig­nora brought me that hor­ri­ble beer to my room!  Sigh­ing, I re­turn to my brother. Celibacy is not for me, re­ally not! 

On the third day, the doc­tor fa­ther care­fully ban­dages the burns, says that it is still far too early to leave, and adds sadly that he knows that we can­not be stopped. We thank him, say good­bye to each priest in­di­vid­u­ally with a long hand­shake and a se­ri­ous “Ad­dio”, then the moped is sad­dled up and we set off. But we only get as far as the end of the prom­e­nade street, be­cause there are chil­dren, tourists and elf-like beau­ties frol­ick­ing on the sandy beach. We de­cide to have a long swim be­fore con­tin­u­ing on our jour­ney. 


 


Bathing plea­sures (II) 

The idea of go­ing into the wa­ter with ban­daged blis­ters is pure mad­ness. But in that sense I could have stayed in front of the TV in Bre­genz, couldn′t I? So off with the robe and into the wa­ter! I feel the eyes of the elves, my chest puffs out and my pants bulge (sorry, but that′s how it was!). And like the pea­cock I was, I strut a few me­ters across the sand and throw my­self head­first into the wa­ter in a skill­ful man­ner. Flat, as is ap­pro­pri­ate for shal­low wa­ter, half belly flop, half head­first. And im­me­di­ately push back up again with my arms un­der the wa­ter.  Sur­face and im­me­di­ately check whether the beau­ties have been watch­ing! 

Yes, of course they have, and ap­pre­cia­tive glances peek out from un­der wide sun hats; I look over at them grate­fully. I see János stand­ing on a small boul­der, then climb­ing onto a higher one and try­ing to jump head­first into the wa­ter. I call and scream: “No! Jáááános! Don′t jump! Not like that!”  but it is too late, he flies in a wide arc over the wa­ter like an ea­gle, bur­rows deep into the sand of the shal­low wa­ter and stands up, as­ton­ished, in the wa­ter that is only knee-deep: his fore­head is scraped, bright blood is run­ning down his face. I run to him, ex­am­ine him in a hurry: thank God, noth­ing se­ri­ous. But he is bleed­ing quite a bit! He keeps ask­ing, dazed and com­pletely be­wil­dered, why him and why not me?! - I ex­plain to him that I have prac­ticed jump­ing in the shal­low wa­ter be­fore and that my header was only a pre­tense. Be­cause of the girls, I add sheep­ishly. 

My hand­ker­chief is now soaked in blood;  I think quickly about what I can do now. My gaze falls on the arch­bishop′s palace. János fol­lows my gaze and shakes his head, no, we can′t do that! 

Of course we can! I am now mother and fa­ther to him, I en­er­get­i­cally grab the re­luc­tant brother and lead him across the street, im­pa­tiently ring the door­man. The ques­tion dies in his throat when he sees János cov­ered in blood. He im­me­di­ately calls Fa­ther Medi­cus. 


Priests are only hu­man, I learn that quickly. Even the dazed János turns pale at the Cor­si­can curses that the priest now lets loose. Re­ally, these brain-dead tourists! They can′t even go an hour with­out ban­dages and painkillers! Well, at least János only scalped him­self su­per­fi­cially and didn′t get a frac­ture or even a con­cus­sion. While the priest puts a proper plas­ter on my brother and then a tur­ban, I swear to my­self that  we would im­me­di­ately drive 20 or 30 km fur­ther so that - even if the worst came to the worst - we would not be faced with the hu­mil­i­at­ing sit­u­a­tion of hav­ing to ring his door­bell a third time. 

The kind-hearted Samar­i­tan looked at his work again, nod­ded in sat­is­fac­tion and or­dered that we spend an­other night here; be­cause only when he ex­am­ined János again to­mor­row morn­ing could he be sure that there was no con­cus­sion. So we went back to our room, I fetched the moped and the lug­gage from the beach and had to tell the com­pas­sion­ate ladies there how poor János was do­ing.  They ask and ask and I ur­gently need to get back to the palace, so I prom­ise to come back right away. This of course means that I have to pack up my lug­gage, moped and the dazed János as quickly as pos­si­ble and then re­join the elves on the beach. - I only have the Bre­genz In­di­ans′ long-prac­ticed art of stealth to thank for the fact that I was able to get past the brother porter at night un­seen and like a cat (the­o­ret­i­cally, be­cause all the sneak­ing and sweaty heart pal­pi­ta­tions were for noth­ing: the gate was open, the porter′s lodge was empty and he was snor­ing bliss­fully in front of the blar­ing tele­vi­sion…).


 


Above the Sea II 

This hap­pened on the first day of the sec­ond half of our trip, and we were still in Ajac­cio. At this time we should al­ready be in the high­lands, the orig­i­nally planned route led via Viz­za­vona to the old cap­i­tal Corte and past the foot of the 2708m high Monte Cinto, west­wards again to Porto and Pi­ana, back to the sea, to the Calan­ques of Pi­ana, back to the route of the Mille Vi­rages.  We dis­cussed things back and forth over our (def­i­nitely) last break­fast in the arch­bishop′s kitchen vault, and could not eas­ily ac­cept a change in route, as it would mean ad­mit­ting par­tial fail­ure. On the other hand, we had spent 4 days in Ajac­cio with­out see­ing much of the city and should have left the Calan­ques be­hind us long ago to­day. How­ever, we would save a lit­tle money on petrol, which seemed ap­pro­pri­ate with this thirsty car­bu­re­tor from Genoa. So we de­cided to “just” drive along the coast and forego the trip to Corte, but not the Calan­ques near Pi­ana.  

With­out look­ing left or right, we left Ajac­cio in a hurry to the north, stop­ping at the Golfe de Sagone to have a long swim. János still looked pretty rick­ety, and there were a few dis­agree­ments that needed to be set­tled in a broth­erly man­ner. Shouldn′t I have thought to take sun­screen with me? Spend­ing a whole day in the wa­ter would in­evitably lead to sun­burn, why didn′t any­one think of that? Did my jump re­ally have to be so spec­tac­u­lar and boast­ful? And - worst of all - what was go­ing on be­tween the old women and me? There was still the young friend in Bre­genz, eh?!  

I coun­tered that I didn′t get sun­burned be­cause there was no ex­cess fat to lift me out of the wa­ter (an un­fair al­lu­sion to my then ath­letic 60 and his al­ready im­pres­sive 90kg, roughly). And who of us is bald, who scalps them­selves in the sand on the shore, who has to com­pul­sively copy ev­ery­thing the lit­tle one does? And you don′t un­der­stand the thing about the ladies, my brother, there′s noth­ing to con­fess, and that′s that! - I only have vague rem­nants of this con­ver­sa­tion left in my mem­ory; for­get­ting will also have its good side.  

We spent the whole day swim­ming in the area north of Cargese, laz­ing in the sun and eat­ing a few cans of tuna that had trav­elled from the At­lantic to Bre­genz and from there by moped to Cor­sica in the Mediter­ranean to reach their fi­nal des­ti­na­tion. Grad­u­ally I brought the con­ver­sa­tion to some­thing more se­ri­ous; our petrol price and fi­nan­cial cal­cu­la­tions were com­pletely wrong, our cash reg­is­ter was shrink­ing no­tice­ably and wor­ry­ingly de­spite the most eco­nom­i­cal use. It must have looked strange, two guys camp­ing in the most de­serted area with noth­ing bet­ter to do than check­ing the travel ac­counts back­wards and for­wards. Then János sighs and says it′s true, we′re run­ning into a prob­lem.  He will call a fel­low stu­dent who lives in Calvi to­mor­row to see if we can visit him; he might be able to help us over­come our short­age. 


The next morn­ing we drive up high, into the mid­dle of the Calan­ques, climb around all day and look down at the blue sea. We don′t dare to chal­lenge these huge rocks and stay on the nar­row goat paths. Some­times we crawl out onto one of the rocky ledges and stick our heads out over the abyss. Some­times János throws a stone down, we count the sec­onds and try to work out how far the stone might have fallen. In this beau­ti­ful, peace­ful land­scape, our dis­agree­ments sud­denly seem far away, as do our wor­ries about the travel bud­get. 

We spend the night in the bay of Porto, sleep won­der­fully in a di­lap­i­dated lit­tle stone hut and look up at the stars through the miss­ing roof.  In the evening, János had called his friend Pierre in Calvi and told him we were com­ing; we were warmly wel­comed! 

The next day we head north again, chat­ting to a shep­herd dur­ing the siesta in three lan­guages (French, Ital­ian and Cor­si­can, which only he can speak) and learn­ing a lot about his life as a shep­herd. We share canned tuna, salami and Cor­si­can cheese that is so spicy that it knocks you off your feet. I am fas­ci­nated by the huge Cor­si­can fold­ing dag­ger that the old man uses to share white bread and cheese. From that mo­ment on, I know that I would not re­turn home with­out one.  

To be hon­est, the time and the dis­tance be­tween Pi­ana, Ile Rousse and St. Flo­rent have largely been for­got­ten; al­though I am tempted to throw in a good story here, or at least to try, I will for once stay on the path of virtue and only re­port what I still re­mem­ber - at least a lit­tle. 


 


The snake 

Some­where along the way, as we mas­ter the wild curves of the poorly main­tained, nar­row coastal road with bril­liant driv­ing tech­nique, I jerk the han­dle­bars: a long, thin snake crosses our path. I have a hard time keep­ing the over­loaded moped on the road de­spite the high speed. János shouts in my ear: “Did you see them?!” and I growl back over my shoul­der, ask­ing if he thinks I was just zigzag­ging for no rea­son, huh!?  

Later - I think a few days later - we had our (only) break­down in Cor­sica: I felt the rear wheel start­ing to wob­ble, I slowed down and stopped. The rear wheel had a flat tire. No prob­lem, as I had taken enough tools with me as a pre­cau­tion, so we got to work to­gether like a well-re­hearsed team. Af­ter un­load­ing the lug­gage and jack­ing it up, I started to un­screw the axle and im­me­di­ately stopped: there was some­thing wrapped around the wheel hub and the chain case. It must be an old rag, I think and pull it out. 

János took it in his hand and then we were both shocked: it was the re­mains of the snake that didn′t make it and wrapped it­self around the rear wheel and the chain case.  I′m pretty pale and skip the snack that day.


 


Calvi 

We won′t see much of Calvi, be­cause as soon as we en­ter the town, János di­rects me left into the moun­tains, where af­ter some search­ing and wan­der­ing we find the small vil­lage where Pierre lives. I can only re­mem­ber that Pierre, who I as­sumed was a fel­low stu­dent, turned out to be one of the uni­ver­sity teach­ers from Rome, was al­ready a few years older than us and was va­ca­tion­ing here in his par­ents′ house. He wanted to drive with János in the dusty Re­nault to the next largest vil­lage or sub­urb of Calvi to visit some­one;  I had the honor of be­ing able to take his niece (I think) in the back seat and fol­low the two older ones as best I could. 

Be­fore any false im­pres­sions can arise, I would rather re­port straight away that I was al­ready fa­mil­iar with the sto­ries of shot­gun-wield­ing Cor­si­can fa­thers, that the niece René did not speak any of the lan­guages I knew prop­erly and was also much younger than me, more like 12 than 13. She begged and in­sisted, chat­tered and bab­bled at Pierre un­til he gave in and, shak­ing his head, trans­lated the ir­rev­o­ca­ble ad­vice to me in the form of a re­quest.  Se­cretly, I was proud to have some­thing spe­cial with the moped and im­me­di­ately agreed. 

While Pierre, János and Renée dis­ap­peared into the rec­tory, I de­clined with thanks and said I would walk around a bit and look at the place - to­day, I wasn′t in the mood to talk shop with priests. I walked around a bit, re­turned to the main square and dis­cov­ered that there was a stone bench around the church on which some old men were sit­ting, calmly star­ing at the heat of the main square. (Later, when I was read­ing the Cor­sica vol­ume of As­terix with my son, I saw the old men there again, to my as­ton­ish­ment).  

I sat down at a re­spect­ful dis­tance, but one of them spoke to me and ges­tured to me that I should just come closer. In a trilin­gual mix­ture of the two lan­guages I know, we talked about where I was from and where I was go­ing. What kind of moped it was. No, you don′t say, from Aus­tria to here, and so fast - they saw me rac­ing up! Giuseppe, he has one of those too, but it only goes in first gear, you can over­take it on foot, at least you can, you with your young feet! 

And what a pretty young wife I have. She′s veeer­rrry young, one of them grum­bled.  No, she′s not my wife, I′m still a stu­dent. Oh, it must be dif­fi­cult, be­ing a mar­ried man in school, sur­rounded by all those chil­dren. No, I′m not mar­ried, she′s not my wife! Well, my boy, it′s the same for all of us; first we can′t do enough crazy things just to get her, and then once we′ve had her long enough, we can′t get rid of her, right, Gio­vanni, you don′t want your old lady any­more ei­ther? Roar­ing laugh­ter, I protest no, but it′s com­pletely point­less. My school French and equally good Ital­ian are ob­vi­ously not get­ting through their pre­sum­ably bat­tery-free hear­ing aids. If they even know any­thing about such things here. Bat­ter­ies, I mean.  

In the po­lit­i­cal part that fol­lows, I keep my mouth shut as best I can. I nod when they com­plain that the French have al­ways op­pressed the Cor­si­cans. I nod again when they say that noth­ing like that would have hap­pened “un­der the pre­fect” (who­ever the pre­fect may be). That the French have been re­ally bad since the pre­fect is no longer there (aha, prob­a­bly dead). But the young peo­ple would still bomb the French out of Cor­sica, yes, and that would cer­tainly be in the pre­fect′s in­ter­est, he was a sav­age him­self back then, wasn′t he? (I nod vaguely, doubt­ing whether he has the right to be wrong).  And then they ask me, in­dig­nant, whether I think it is right that the French sent the pre­fect into ex­ile and left him to die there - on the dis­tant is­land of St. He­lena?! 


How many sheep does my fa­ther have? Does he make the cheese him­self or does he go to the Union (co­op­er­a­tive). I ex­plain, some­what re­signedly, that we don′t have a sin­gle sheep and that my fa­ther doesn′t make cheese, but works with elec­tron­ics in the base­ment work­shop (as a hobby; or, how should I trans­late “ex­port sales­man” for Cor­si­can hear­ing aids?). The old peo­ple nod thought­fully and shake their heads, yes, yes, So-and-so, he tried it too, but the ma­chine-made cheese is no good, So-and-so has to take it all the way to Mar­seille, no one here would buy it.  I nod and grin, say­ing that Cor­si­can cheese is re­ally some­thing spe­cial. They thaw out, one of them rum­mages in his bag and pulls out a cheese wrapped in pa­per. With red ears and beads of sweat on my fore­head, I chew on my sam­ple, this time ir­re­triev­ably and mer­ci­lessly the fa­mous ex­plo­sive! One of them hands me a bot­tle as I gasp for air. The acrid, bit­ter cider (ap­ple juice) has never been more wel­come to me than now. My fa­ther should think again about the ma­chin­ery in his fro­magerie and maybe make the cheese a mano again, that′s what we all do here. I nod silently, not dar­ing to take a deep breath. Be­cause of the ex­plo­sive.  

The con­ver­sa­tion then con­tin­ues with­out my par­tic­i­pa­tion, the stranger is told that the pre­fect was the Great Cor­si­can, born in Ajac­cio (15 Au­gust 1769), and that he ruled half the world. But the French! No, they can′t even make cheese prop­erly, don′t you want an­other piece? And so on and so on. I breathe a sigh of re­lief when Pierre, János and the niece come out again and I can say good­bye to the old peo­ple. 

Be­fore we set off, Renée was quite cheeky, chat­ter­ing and us­ing sign lan­guage to in­di­cate that she was ex­pect­ing at least a rocket ride: wrummm, step on the gas! OK, I nod in­ter­na­tion­ally.  - When we ar­rived, she jumped out of the sad­dle and ran to­wards Pierre′s car, which was just ar­riv­ing, ges­tic­u­lat­ing wildly and let­ting loose a tor­rent of words: how great it had been and that we had driven like sav­ages; arms and hands elo­quently de­scribed the ride on the rocket, the scat­ter­ing goats and the goatherd who saved him­self by bravely jump­ing into the ditch. I grinned at János, who un­der­stood a lit­tle more of her ram­bling and seemed to dis­agree with my ride. Fa­ther Pierre gave me a friendly slap and said: “Tu es con, tu sais?” which I would trans­late to ad­van­tage as: “You drove like a wild boar, you know?”  

Pierre′s sis­ter gen­er­ously packs us bread, cheese and a hard salami - the pro­vi­sions will last us a few days. We drive on with­out ask­ing Pierre for money, look at Calvi′s old town and the fa­mous cas­tle com­plex. In the area around the town of Ile Rousse we drive around a bit, look­ing at ev­ery­thing. I do the math again, take into ac­count that the re­turn fare (in Ital­ian lire) re­mains un­touched, rum­mage and scrape to­gether the last pen­nies and buy a nice Cor­si­can fold­ing knife for my­self with János - the small­est and cheap­est one they had, but a Cor­si­can one, af­ter all.  Prob­a­bly not the smartest de­ci­sion, but very emo­tional. Very István. 


 

Fun­fair in St. Flo­rent 

On the sec­ond to last evening we reach St. Flo­rent, a small and very Cor­si­can-look­ing town in the bay of the same name. There is a fun­fair on the beach. We eat our sec­ond to last pro­vi­sions and wan­der around the fun­fair; a minia­ture Prater in the mid­dle of Cor­sica. Our eyes light up, we feel like chil­dren again. The last at­trac­tion on the north beach was a tent with mu­sic and a dance floor out­side. Lots of young peo­ple our age on the dance floor. We sit on the edge and watch them; my neigh­bor and I keep smil­ing at each other. 

János looks at the dance floor, I slide over a lit­tle and make con­tact. Cor­si­can? No, from France, Nicole.  Ah, my brother and I come from Aus­tria. On a moped. The white one over there. Nicole is im­pressed. She is friendly, speaks slowly and in sim­ple words. My French doesn′t seem so stilted any­more, I dare to speak more flu­ently. I tell her what, where, how and why. She is on a school leav­ing trip, from the Lyon area. She will study medicine, and live with a friend in a stu­dent apart­ment. The whole class passed, and now they are here for a few more days. Those on the dance floor there, those are their class­mates. I′m on the line and just say: aha! 

They have nice mu­sic, says Nicole and looks over at the dance floor again. Yes, I say and nod sev­eral times, the mu­sic is good, but it′s on tape.  You can still dance to it, says Nicole, and I con­tinue to sit on the long line. Slowly, like a drop of sweat, a thought creeps through my head, I wipe it away. Then Nicole asks if I don′t want to dance? I say that I′ve al­ways played in the band and there­fore can′t dance. She laughs at me, then leads me onto the dance floor. A kind God takes pity on me and plays one slow dance af­ter an­other. János sits rather for­lornly in the sand and looks up at the stars when he′s not watch­ing us dance. Nicole doesn′t seem to be par­tic­u­larly lucky when she has to smile at a full-blooded dancer like me. I do my best, but our at­tempts all end the same, in a tight em­brace.  

That has its good side too. We can whis­per in each other′s ears, I hear my heart pound­ing in my throat, I feel Nicole with all my senses and re­al­ize that it′s been an eter­nity since I drank Sig­nora′s beer. I feel like we′re one sin­gle body, split in two by an­noy­ing fab­ric; sweaty bod­ies, care­fully and cu­ri­ously touch­ing each other as they rock and sway. I hear Nicole whis­per­ing, gig­gling, whether all the bad Aus­tri­ans are as dar­ing as I am. 


Ap­par­ently you can dance on a long line, not just sit on it, I re­ply that I see my­self as rather shy. Nicole laughs and says she is a puce (a flea, damn it, why a flea?) and looks me in the face. I say a flea, I don′t un­der­stand that, I know Li­bra or Gem­ini and also Scor­pio, but a puce (a flea), no, I don′t know that, and the per­son danc­ing next to me looks at me grumpily, as if I had said some­thing bad. Nicole is silent, then she whis­pers if I don′t un­der­stand, a puce, a pu­celle (a small flea, a lit­tle flea).  

Here and now I call for a gen­eral re­think­ing of French teach­ing in our schools; what a metro is, a bourdaloup or a top­sail stay­sail, yes, we learn that, but not what the French un­der­stand by pu­celle: Nicole dances me dis­creetly out of the crowd to the less lit edge of the dance floor and hugs me tightly, then whis­pers in my ear that a puce is when you have never had sex with a man. Joan of Arc, the Pu­celle d′Or­léans, the Maid of Or­leans. Do you un­der­stand?  I nod silently and we sway, tightly em­braced, to the beat of “Yes­ter­day, all my trou­bles seem so far away.” My head is rac­ing with thoughts: why is she telling me this and what does that mean? 

We dance in si­lence. I am so sad be­cause I have just fallen in love and to­mor­row it will all be over again. I tell Nicole that our trip is over and that we will con­tinue on to­mor­row morn­ing, to Bas­tia, to the ferry to Italy. Nicole asks if we are re­ally leav­ing yet. I nod and then we both cry. John Lennon is fin­ished at some point, Paul Mc­Cart­ney con­tin­ues: “She was just sev­en­teen, and you know what I mean.”  and we jump like goats, like ev­ery­one else around us. Nicole stops and says she can′t dance any­more. Not when ev­ery­thing is so in­cred­i­bly sad. 

Nicole from Lyon and István from Bre­genz take a few steps to the sandy beach, to the edge of the cones of light, sit un­der bil­lions of stars, lis­ten to the gen­tle rolling of the beach waves and whis­per qui­etly, whis­per and cry. István from Bre­genz kisses Nicole from Lyon, pulls her gen­tly into the sand and hugs her. János from Rome slowly comes closer, coughs qui­etly and says to István from Bre­genz: “Come on, we have to move on!”  and to Nicole from Lyon: “Il faut nous par­tir (we must leave)!” 


Blind from tears, I let János drive for once, we drive a few kilo­me­ters to­wards Punta Mignola, where we have al­ready scouted out a good place to sleep near a cas­tle ruin dur­ing the day. We don′t speak much. János starts and says that he is sorry, but I growl that he should fi­nally leave me alone. We both know that he is right, but my heart is al­most burst­ing with grief and heartache.


 


The Col de Teghime 

The next morn­ing, the sun only wakes us up when it is al­ready quite high; we have both slept deeply and dream­lessly. In si­lence, János pre­pares some bread, in si­lence I fas­ten the steel spring that keeps slip­ping off the ex­haust and needs to be fas­tened sev­eral times a day. Then we sit op­po­site each other, I suf­fer un­der János′ sad look. Oh, what the heck, I punch him on the arm with a grin: “Must be hard for you to be on the road with an ass­hole like me!” János smiles hes­i­tantly at first, then we both laugh. Years later, we still wink at each other when there is talk of a sand flea in Cor­sica.  

We eat the last of our pro­vi­sions for break­fast and drive past St. Flo­rent to the pass road that leads up over the Col de Teghime to al­most 1300m and from there back to sea level in the port city of Bas­tia, where the ferry to Italy awaits us. We have al­ready writ­ten off the round trip to Cap Corse with its ex­ten­sive chest­nut and wal­nut forests. No time and no money left. 

Af­ter the last gas sta­tion, at the first hair­pin bend with a rest area and panoramic view, I stop. We check our lug­gage, travel money and petrol tank again: ev­ery­thing seems pretty mea­ger. We have run out of pro­vi­sions, the travel money is empty ex­cept for the “Ital­ian re­serve”.  empty and the tank, well, the tank! I shake my head and say that the juice might still last up, but we have to drive down­hill elec­tri­cally (that is, with­out the mo­tor) so that it lasts to the har­bor. János says that we can′t take long to­day, be­cause we can′t buy pro­vi­sions un­til we get to Italy. That would be 24 hours “with­out.” 

A tourist stand­ing next to us speaks to us. He is also from Aus­tria, there, the old black Mer­cedes with Vi­en­nese li­cense plates, that is his. Where we come from, etc. etc. Je­sus, on the moped, from Bre­genz to here! That is a huge dis­tance!  He had come from Mar­seille on the ferry, the cross­ing was ex­tremely ex­pen­sive, but he had saved up for this trip for a long time and could fi­nally af­ford it; but on a moped, no! - It quickly be­came clear that he was a friendly and easy-go­ing per­son who meant no harm, quite the op­po­site: af­ter ques­tion­ing us at length, he said that he had heard how we had dis­cussed things and that he wanted to give us (so many) francs so that we could get home safely. He cal­cu­lated out loud that this would roughly be enough for two tanks of gas plus a de­cent snack. 


At first we thought he was jok­ing when he said it so ca­su­ally, but he reached into his pocket and counted out some bills. With­out hes­i­ta­tion he pressed the money into my hand; when János asked him how we could pay it back, he said, “Oh well, you′ll prob­a­bly meet some­one who needs it one day, like you do to­day, so just give them some­thing!” Then he got into his car, “God bless you and drive care­fully!” and sped off. 

We re­mem­bered this man for years; that was char­ity in its purest form!  At the mo­ment, how­ever, we drove the short dis­tance back to the petrol sta­tion, filled up the tank and bought food for two days, then we drove up the moun­tain, which at that time (af­ter the Kop­pen Pass near Hall­statt) was the sec­ond steep­est pass road in Eu­rope. At the top, at the pass, where an old can­non com­mem­o­rates one of the de­ci­sive bat­tles for the lib­er­a­tion of Cor­sica, we stopped for a rest and looked again at Cor­sica, which you can see al­most in its en­tirety from up there. 

János rum­maged through his pa­pers again, found the place with the Col de Teghime and read out who had fought against whom there. It was a nice way to end the day.  for our trip, we had suc­cess­fully com­pleted some­thing im­por­tant for us and the sun was shin­ing, to­day es­pe­cially for a man in a Mer­cedes who was head­ing south to Porto Vec­chio. Yes, my friend, I have of­ten rec­og­nized you since then, paid off my debts, and I′m still do­ing it! I looked down at St. Flo­rent, down there where the old church stands in the wa­ter, and al­most for­got about Nicole, my flea from Lyon. János read on and brought a part of the his­tory of Cor­sica to life. 


From Bas­tia the ferry took us to La Spezia, from there - be­cause the ferry was de­layed - we made a real dash to Flo­rence, where I lit­er­ally got János to the train at the last minute. I re­mem­ber as if it were yes­ter­day that I needed ex­actly 58 min­utes for the last 70km; we looked at the clock al­most ev­ery minute, that′s how close the time was un­til de­par­ture. 

And I have for­got­ten just as pre­cisely, but re­ally ab­so­lutely for­got­ten, how my jour­ney from Flo­rence to Bre­genz went;  I still dis­cover frag­men­tary mem­o­ries of an overnight stay on a farm near Mer­ano and the next day a visit to my school friend Wal­ter S., who lived in Naud­ers on the Reschen-Schei­deck Pass. 

But the rest is for­got­ten. For­ever.


 


The Box­matura (The Box­ing Grad­u­a­tion)

I don′t re­ally care that ev­ery­one and ev­ery­one uses the west­ern zo­diac signs for as­trol­ogy; you can see how stupid that is when you look at the fact that I was born un­der the zo­diac sign of Li­bra, for ex­am­ple; an in­ter­est­ing an­i­mal, Li­bra, isn′t it? - Seen in this light, it′s nat­u­ral to use some­thing more ap­pro­pri­ate, such as the Chi­nese cal­en­dar, ac­cord­ing to which I was born un­der the sign of the rat. That′s more ap­pro­pri­ate. Or the Tas­ma­nian devil - def­i­nitely my zo­diac sign! I would like it best if it were rec­og­nized that I was born un­der the sign of the Char­i­o­teer, whose main star is Cano­pus.  And I could tell you a lot about Cano­pus, the clever­est mind at the court of Pharaoh Ptolemy III. 

Why am I think­ing of this now? - Well, I was just think­ing about why I didn′t grad­u­ate un­til I was 20, even though I didn′t lose a sin­gle year by re­peat­ing a year or any­thing like that.  As I was born in the au­tumn and only started school at the age of 7, and com­pleted a 5-year up­per sec­ondary school - that is, with a poly­tech­nic year - it is easy to cal­cu­late that I was not ready un­til I was 20. I served these 5 years of up­per sec­ondary school in Salzburg. 

Why in Salzburg? - Well, the pro­fes­sor of an­cient Greek at our hu­man­is­tic high school was a die-hard Nazi, who, among other things, made my fel­low stu­dent Tomi, also of Hun­gar­ian ori­gin, and me - sit­ting back­wards on our wooden chairs - gal­lop across the wooden floor of our class­room while he ut­tered his fa­vorite say­ing (it couldn′t get any more stupid than that).  read: “… there they are, the Avar horse­men from the east…” Well, it was dif­fi­cult for me to learn an­cient Greek un­der such con­di­tions. As an hon­or­able rep­re­sen­ta­tive of the pure Ger­man race, he of­fered me the choice of ei­ther fail­ing ev­ery year - and he would make sure of that, by Thor! - or leav­ing school with honor. I was the wiser one and em­i­grated to Salzburg, where my par­ents were able to get me a place in an elite school. When I heard years later that this teacher had been dis­hon­or­ably fired from the school be­cause of his hon­or­able but back­ward be­hav­ior, I was a lit­tle happy.  I was even hap­pier when he lost his po­si­tion as a mem­ber of par­lia­ment be­cause the right-wing party fired him for some em­bar­rass­ing out­bursts on the ra­dio and a com­pletely crazy elec­tion speech on lo­cal tele­vi­sion. He was then placed in a psy­chi­atric in­sti­tu­tion, where he lived to a very old age. 

The fact that I didn′t take my Matura un­til the fall needs to be ex­plained. Sub­jec­tively speak­ing, I was al­ways a good stu­dent, ob­jec­tively speak­ing, other things in­ter­ested me more than learn­ing at the time, and strictly ob­jec­tively speak­ing, my grades were more so-so to just-okay, even if they put me in the top third of the class. I had barely ac­quired a ba­sic, half-knowl­edge of the sub­ject of women through time-con­sum­ing, de­tailed work (which hasn′t changed much to this day), when I was pre­sented with the bill for it in math­e­mat­ics. 

No, I don′t think that had any­thing to do with the fact that the math­e­mat­ics teacher was the sec­ond (and last) Nazi among my teach­ers;  I was sim­ply too am­bi­tious with the ba­sics and too lazy and too com­fort­able when learn­ing, and that is not ideal for math­e­mat­ics. When I let out a big mouth dur­ing a smoke break in the school­yard and called the math­e­mat­ics teacher a “…fuck­ing Nazi” who “has to be care­ful not to paint swastikas on the black­board in­stead of plus signs…”, I no­ticed far too late that my class­mates were star­ing past me in hor­ror; the teacher was stand­ing be­hind me, his eyes flash­ing and his chin shak­ing with anger. Since my grades in the first three quar­ters of the school year were fairly sat­is­fac­tory to just about us­able and I had al­ready passed the writ­ten Matura, I was not par­tic­u­larly wor­ried.  But I should have done it, be­cause in the last few weeks of school I got one mark af­ter an­other in math. So far, so good. 

And, since I′ve al­ready started, I have to tell you that Michael K., a lov­able, af­fec­tion­ate school friend who be­came quite an­noy­ing over time, took me to box­ing train­ing a few times and hoped that we would achieve some­thing to­gether in the Salzburger Stier* box­ing club. How­ever, I didn′t re­ally have a good at­ti­tude to­wards train­ing and so Michael had to be­come a box­ing leg­end on his own. The Salzburger Stier needs to be ex­plained in more de­tail here, per­haps you′ll be in Salzburg one day and won­der what all goes un­der the name Salzburger Stier.  Firstly, the Salzburg Bull has been a cabaret prize since 1981, and with this knowl­edge you are the hero of the evening - hardly any­one knows about this cov­eted cabaret prize. Then the tour guides at Ho­hen­salzburg Fortress show off an an­cient or­gan con­struc­tion* known as the Salzburg Bull, which in ear­lier times gave off an alarm sig­nal that could be heard from far away when the rob­ber Bavar­i­ans in­vaded. But the leg­end of the Salzburg Bull is bet­ter known, a real beast that the be­sieged Salzburg­ers painted a dif­fer­ent colour night af­ter night and walked on the fortress wall in the morn­ing so that the be­siegers (sorry, but it was the Bavar­i­ans again) could see that the Salzburg­ers still had plenty of steaks in stock and then ac­tu­ally left.  Last but not least, the renowned Salzburg box­ing club, which has pro­duced sev­eral cham­pi­ons, is also named af­ter the Salzburg bull. 


Af­ter this lit­tle ex­cur­sion into an­i­mal life in Salzburg, back to box­ing: Michael soon gave up drag­ging me around, I was sim­ply in­ca­pable of com­plet­ing a con­tin­u­ous train­ing and wasn′t re­ally into it in other ways ei­ther; there was still so much ba­sic half-knowl­edge to be ac­quired! In ad­di­tion, Michael com­plained whin­ingly be­hind my back about my “lazy left hand”, that is to say, a trick that I had thought up my­self and which al­ways painfully sur­prised him. 

Our school di­rec­tor, who val­ued me very highly, ap­pointed me as the board­ing school′s …  He didn′t miss the chance to take ad­van­tage of a naive guy like me. Un­for­tu­nately, his ap­pre­ci­a­tion ended abruptly when, on a fine Sat­ur­day af­ter­noon, I beat a guy right down the long cor­ri­dor of the board­ing school and then through the closed door at the end of the cor­ri­dor. I only stopped beat­ing him when the guy was ly­ing on the floor on what was left of the door - in the room of a teacher who was stand­ing at the wash­stand wear­ing only a pair of brightly col­ored boxer shorts and shav­ing. The guy screamed, the teacher screamed - he had slit his cheek open in shock - and I screamed too be­cause I was still an­gry.  “Mur­derer!” shouted the bleed­ing teacher and the whole house ran to him, “Mur­derer!” 

I was im­me­di­ately put un­der ar­rest. Be­fore the gen­darmerie was called, my vic­tim′s mother rushed over and in­ter­viewed her son, in­spect­ing his knocked-out tooth and bruises. Af­ter ap­par­ently not be­ing sat­is­fied with his ex­pla­na­tions, she de­manded to see me. I was ob­sti­nate and in­sisted that I was in the right (as if there was a right to beat him!). In her cross-ex­am­i­na­tion I had to re­peat word for word what the guy had said, which is why I had beaten him. The mother asked me to re­peat it again, had me ask her to.  I more or less had to swear that it was like that, ex­actly like that and not oth­er­wise. Then she called her hus­band, the am­bas­sador, and dis­cussed it with him. The head­mas­ter had been alerted in the mean­time and now joined our small group; the teacher breath­lessly de­scribed ev­ery­thing to him from the per­spec­tive of the smashed door, bloody shav­ing foam and ad­he­sive plas­ter - the head­mas­ter must have as­sumed at first that I had at­tacked the teacher with the ra­zor. He only re­al­ized much later that I had not beaten up the teacher, but the guy, and tried to de­fend my honor - in any case, the head­mas­ter loudly in­ter­rupted any de­bate and ruled that the delin­quent (me) would be ex­pelled from school im­me­di­ately! 


God must be a woman, be­cause now she in­ter­vened in the form of the mother. She be­lieved me rather than her own son, she said coolly and res­o­lutely. She had spo­ken to me for a long time and ev­ery­thing I had said seemed cred­i­ble and hon­est. We all knew that vi­o­lence was fun­da­men­tally wrong and he (i.e. I) had cer­tainly un­der­stood it by now. Her son had made a se­ri­ous mis­take and should re­ally apol­o­gize to me, not the other way around! The am­bas­sador and she in­sisted on let­ting the whole mat­ter rest and ve­he­mently de­manded that I re­main at the school.  The am­bas­sador (or was he the con­sul?) would be com­ing back to Aus­tria in a few days and would per­son­ally speak to the di­rec­tor again; he in­sisted ex­pressly that I would not be pun­ished. Ex­pres­sis ver­bis, I will never for­get that. 

Al­though the waves con­tin­ued to rise for days and I and the guy had to serve a pun­ish­ment of sev­eral hours peel­ing pota­toes and clean­ing the kitchen in or­der to im­prove com­mu­ni­ca­tion and in­crease hu­mil­ity, the am­bas­sador′s de­ci­sion stood. Only Michael K. was very dis­ap­pointed, be­cause the di­rec­tor had im­me­di­ately called the box­ing club and told them prop­erly: such a bru­tal thug like me, that was surely not com­pat­i­ble with the con­cept of box­ing, was it?!  

Oh yes, when the whole thing had died down and ev­ery­thing had ap­par­ently calmed down af­ter this stupid fight, the di­rec­tor called me into his of­fice a few days later and told me that I had cow­ardly dis­ap­pointed the trust he had placed in me and that I was a re­ally nasty lit­tle thug, yes! And he was dou­bly an­noyed that I had taken box­ing lessons, be­cause now he was no longer sur­prised that I had beaten up the guy who was at least 20cm taller than me. He promised me solemnly that he would get me, just wait and see! 


The op­por­tu­nity arose when I called the math teacher, who was a Nazi, a Nazi in the school­yard. Only now, dur­ing his rather dirty, al­beit le­gal, exam orgy, did a class­mate dis­cover that the math teacher had served un­der the head­mas­ter dur­ing the war, who of course had not been a Nazi since 1945, but was a thor­oughly Chris­tian, hon­or­able mem­ber of the church com­mu­nity. 

It was no use that the en­tire class went to the head­mas­ter′s of­fice en masse de­spite my protests and de­manded that a Nazi should be al­lowed to be called a Nazi.  Even to­day I can imag­ine the bas­tards pat­ting each other on the back and laugh­ing un­til they cried af­ter we naive peo­ple had been sent out with­out hav­ing ac­com­plished any­thing! 

While 75% of my class­mates were think­ing about what they wanted to do with their lives af­ter grad­u­at­ing from high school, Eve­lyne and Eva, Chris­tian, Billy and I were think­ing about what es­sen­tial things we could learn in the sum­mer in or­der to ex­cel in the post-grad­u­a­tion exam in the fall. Chris­tian - he would later be­come a ma­jor econ­o­mist in the civil ser­vice - had his con­nec­tions and found out that  there was a reg­u­la­tion from the Kaiser′s time that those who vol­un­teered for mil­i­tary ser­vice and came to the Matura in uni­form were to be judged fa­vor­ably by the ex­am­i­na­tion board - which meant that ev­ery­one in uni­form had to get through it, pe­riod. 

Chris­tian, Billy and I nat­u­rally turned up in uni­form for the Matura, which started late be­cause the as­ton­ished head­mas­ter had to con­sult with the teach­ers first about what that meant and whether it was above board. It worked, it worked! - but I don′t want to get ahead of my­self. 

Billy and I de­cided to work to­gether in his fa­ther′s ho­tel over the sum­mer and study to­gether. Billy, who was not yet a com­mer­cial coun­cil­lor at the time, de­cided at short no­tice that  the lit­tle bit of work wasn′t enough for two and he would rather spend the sum­mer on the Ital­ian Riv­iera; as the son of a cap­i­tal­ist, he couldn′t pos­si­bly take this lit­tle bit of work away from me, the son of a worker! His fa­ther grinned and agreed; I agreed too, but I couldn′t quite man­age the grin­ning. 

The small, for­merly el­e­gant ho­tel on a Carinthian lake suf­fered from poor mar­ket­ing and the not very rosy times in the tourism in­dus­try. There were days when three or four peo­ple could barely man­age the work, but of­ten the house stood empty for days. Since I didn′t earn any money on these empty days, I in­creas­ingly tried to get guests into the house.  I called ev­ery­one and asked if they could send us guests. 

So I stupidly called Michael in Salzburg; Michael, who had dragged me to box­ing and hoped that we would achieve some­thing to­gether at the Salzburger Stier. Well, Michael was work­ing in a travel agency over the sum­mer and got back in touch a short while later: yes, he had ne­go­ti­ated with the Aus­trian Am­a­teur Box­ing Club and they would like to hold a train­ing camp in Carinthia with some ath­letes; af­ter a few phone calls ev­ery­thing was sat­is­fac­to­rily ar­ranged. They were pre­par­ing for the Olympics, Aus­tria had hopes in box­ing in par­tic­u­lar and so it hap­pened that the Olympians* Rainer Salzburger, Franz and Her­mann Frauen­lob as well as the coach of the na­tional team, Jo Kas­par, ended up in our ho­tel. 

At the same time —  If it wasn′t a co­in­ci­dence, it must have been Michael - a group of freestyle wrestlers reg­is­tered at the ho­tel who wanted to pre­pare for the Catch-as-Catch-can tour that was start­ing in a few weeks (at that time, this form of ex­hi­bi­tion fight­ing wasn′t called wrestling). Among this hand­ful of strong wrestlers, I still re­mem­ber (hope­fully cor­rectly) the names of the Aus­tri­ans Otto Wanz and Ferdl Weiss; the other wrestlers were ath­letes from East­ern Eu­rope like Mr Dim­itroff (or was his name Domitscheff?), the mys­te­ri­ous “black mask”. 

When check­ing in, one thing led to an­other; Michael must have told them a few things about me; in any case, Jo Kas­par said in pass­ing that I should run with him first thing in the morn­ing. 

It starts at 5 o′clock. Monika, the pretty wait­ress who I′m work­ing with to­day, looks at me side­ways. Be­fore I can even say a word or think about an hon­or­able with­drawal that won′t di­min­ish my stand­ing with Monika, Jo Kas­par goes to his room and that′s the end of it. 

My God! Five o′clock in the morn­ing! There′s no point in cry­ing or gnash­ing your teeth, my honor is at stake and - much more im­por­tantly, be­cause it′s more tan­gi­ble - my chances with Monika, so I get up! While I′m wait­ing in the park­ing lot in bor­rowed gym shorts and a tank top, I see her face flash briefly be­hind the cur­tains. OK, one point for me, even if it′s 5 o′clock in the morn­ing.  The fun that fol­lowed was called a for­est run. 

Min­utes later I re­gret ev­ery sin­gle Marl­boro I have ever smoked, a few min­utes later the beers and then the roast pork. Not even twenty min­utes later I re­gret my en­tire cos­mic ex­is­tence. The ath­letes help the waiter in dis­tress in a friendly man­ner. At six o′clock we ar­rive back at the ho­tel, I have sweated out at least a dozen liters and now ev­ery­one is sit­ting ex­pec­tantly in the break­fast room. Not me, be­cause I run to my room, take a shower and min­utes later I am down­stairs in black trousers and a white shirt with a bow tie to serve break­fast. Limp­ing, pant­ing and with mas­sive mus­cle pain.  

My good­ness, that was stress­ful! How­ever, on the fol­low­ing days I only man­aged half the dis­tance - if at all - and then took a short­cut to the ho­tel to greet the ath­letes with the break­fast ready. But don′t think that was all. It got even more stress­ful af­ter all the other ho­tel guests had left and our ho­tel mu­tated into a pure sports ho­tel. 


Jo Kas­par smiled kindly when he sug­gested af­ter break­fast that I should come with him to the wrestling tent where the box­ers were train­ing. I was very cu­ri­ous, I es­pe­cially wanted to see the fa­mous wrestlers and im­me­di­ately said yes, gladly. So I quickly cleared the ta­bles and put away the dishes, then went to the bus. 

The first half hour was as I ex­pected. The wrestlers prac­ticed wrestling and I watched in amaze­ment as the men prac­ticed grip for grip, throw for throw. It was all care­fully re­hearsed chore­og­ra­phy. Of course, the cor­rect way to fall and throw had to be learned so that it looked bad, and it prob­a­bly hurt a lit­tle too, but on the whole it was about not se­ri­ously in­jur­ing your­self or the other per­son.  Nev­er­the­less, it had to look mar­tial. I was fas­ci­nated when a com­bi­na­tion was prac­ticed slowly at first, then faster and faster, and at the end you had the im­pres­sion that the guys were re­ally hit­ting each other hard. Of course they weren′t. Or a lit­tle bit, if it was Dim­itroff. 

Then Jo Kas­par strolled over, stood silently next to me and watched the wrestling. He was al­ready around sixty at the time, about my size, but very ath­letic and tough and had an iron-hard grip that brought tears to my eyes ev­ery time I shook hands. Rainer Salzburger, on the other hand, was tall and so slim that hardly any­one would have sus­pected him to be the best boxer in Aus­tria.  The two women were broad and mus­cu­lar, both black­smiths by trade, who ran an art forge in Salzburg. Franz′s fore­arm was as wide as my thigh, Her­mann was a bit slim­mer than his brother. 

So Jo Kas­par leans next to me and says with a se­ri­ous face (only a grin flashes deep un­der his wrin­kles) that he needs me, his boys need a spar­ring part­ner. Of course I don′t no­tice any­thing about the flash (or that it was a lit­tle prank) and I′m per­plexed, be­cause I know ex­actly what spar­ring is: a punch to the nose and I′m flat on the mat. And that′s how it was, or al­most ex­actly like that. 

I have to add here that  I must have mis­un­der­stood some­thing dur­ing a con­ver­sa­tion and from then on be­lieved that Jo Kas­par was a for­mer Eu­ro­pean box­ing cham­pion, which filled me with great re­spect and awe. It was only thirty years later that the mis­take was cleared up; but I don′t want to sug­gest that the good man had lied to me! 

“Michael K. said,” said Jo Kas­par, “that you were re­ally quick with your legs and that you threw a cheeky left. I want to take a look at that!” (Michael prob­a­bly ac­tu­ally said: lazy left, but that′s not a box­ing term, but he prob­a­bly wanted to im­ply that I had fouled him some­times.) Jo handed me a pair of gloves and put some on him­self.  I was still par­a­lyzed and ab­sently ex­pe­ri­enced Her­mann putting the gloves on and then tight­en­ing them quite tightly. Be­fore I could even say a word, I was stand­ing in the ring op­po­site Jo Kas­par. I, who had never fought a real boxer, was now fac­ing a for­mer Eu­ro­pean cham­pion and was about to re­ceive a ter­ri­ble beat­ing. All be­cause Michael had to rant about my in­cred­i­ble speed! Where was that now, eh?! My knees were weak and my pulse was rac­ing at 180, I can swear to that! 


“Come on!” said Jo Kas­par and punched the air in front of my nose a few times. I re­coiled in shock, be­cause no­body had ever wig­gled around so quickly in front of my nose dur­ing train­ing, it was an in­struc­tive and ped­a­gog­i­cal slow pace. Jo grinned (be­cause some­one who has al­ready sent sev­eral other mas­ters to the mat has a ten­dency to grin) and landed one hit af­ter an­other on my face and body. No mat­ter how much I ducked and jumped, he had me right in his sights and hit me ev­ery time. Not hard, al­ways just very lightly. In this drum roll I heard his in­struc­tions that I should now dive left or right, raise my guard right or left and, damn it, who taught you to hunch back like Quasi­modo? I fol­lowed as well as I could, but he hit and hit and I  knew that my per­for­mance wasn′t good enough, the best I could do was as a punch­ing bag. 

Dis­ap­point­ment. He hit ev­ery time. I never did. I stood like a goat, rooted to the spot and didn′t move. It slowly dawned on me that I had to move, quickly. So I moved as fast as I could and now only 99 out of 100 punches hit. Jo took a short breather and com­mented that he (I) did know a thing or two about foot­work, then all I saw was a big, round brown leather thing whizzing to­wards me. I al­most sat down be­cause I wasn′t pre­pared for it;  we were tak­ing a breather, weren′t we? Rainer was stand­ing be­hind me and cheer­ing me on. Franz and Her­mann in­ter­rupted their train­ing and came closer. Rainer cheered me on, telling me to duck faster, strike, and then im­me­di­ately take up my guard again. At some point I took a big leap back­wards, let my arms hang and said with tears of anger that I sim­ply couldn′t hit some­one who was so much older than me! 

I shouldn′t have said that, I know that now. I knew it right away then, be­cause Jo Kas­par im­me­di­ately hit me hard on the nose, so that  the sparks were fly­ing and he said that he didn′t feel that old at all, I should just hit him if I could, and the oth­ers laughed loudly. I got an­gry, which didn′t help much, be­cause it made my in­ten­tions all the more pre­dictable. As I′m a left-han­der, I start the at­tack from the right, and of course you can see that ages in ad­vance, be­cause the right shoul­der pushes for­ward long be­fore the fist. An an­gry shoul­der can be seen two ages ear­lier. 

Franz com­mented on this and said to his brother Her­mann that all be­gin­ners feel the same way and that it doesn′t help. Her­mann thought that  only de­cep­tion could help him (me), de­ceive so-and-so and he did it, punched - bang! - into the air. I some­how no­ticed it and copied him. Turned half-heart­edly and struck with the “wrong” fist, hit Jo hard for the first time and said in as­ton­ish­ment: “Sorry!”. 


Of course, my hard blow was as if the flap of a but­ter­fly′s wings had grazed Jo; he laughed and told me to try again. Most of the time it didn′t work any­more, the trick had be­come trans­par­ent and pre­dictable. But once or twice I man­aged the quick dou­ble turn and I hit, at least graz­ing the mas­ter′s chest or shoul­der. Un­like Michael, he didn′t com­plain about my “lazy left”, didn′t even bat an eye­lid and soon let my at­tack go to waste. Again I feinted twice over the right, let my left dart for­ward and struck hard into the air, be­cause he hadn′t been “there” for a long time.  What I thought was a bril­liant feint in my self-con­fi­dent ar­ro­gance turned out to be an easy-to-see-through process for the pro­fes­sional. The re­al­iza­tion that I looked like a wing­less duck com­pared to the old man al­most brought tears to my eyes. I lashed out like a berserker and hit the ropes of the ring, the cor­ner post and prob­a­bly in­no­cent spec­ta­tors too, but I never hit Jo Kas­par again. 

At some point heaven had mercy and made Jo re­al­ize that I would never be good enough for box­ing, at least not yet. He stepped back and told me to stop the non­sense and I stopped the non­sense, grate­ful and com­pletely out of breath.  Michael was right, said Jo sar­cas­ti­cally, I could re­ally do a feint. If I had been a lit­tle less naive, I would have no­ticed that not all of the ath­letes agreed with their trainer′s an­tics. Later, Her­mann took me aside a few times and showed me some of the ba­sics of proper box­ing; first of all, how a boxer should stand cor­rectly and not look like a waiter who ac­ci­den­tally stands in the ring, but my me­te­oric box­ing ca­reer ended abruptly at the end of that week when the ath­letes left. 


We must have got on re­ally well, be­cause when I had to go back to Salzburg in the fall to pre­pare for my Matura, I was al­lowed to stay with the Frauen­lobs. I got through my Matura and the oblig­a­tory drink­ing ses­sion af­ter­wards quite well. A lit­tle later, I was glued to the TV to watch Rainer, Franz and Her­mann fight at the Olympics. But by then I was al­ready serv­ing in the Aus­trian army, and I had to learn to fight more and in a dif­fer­ent way. 


I have marked some things with * to add some facts that could not be in­cluded in the text: 

The “box­ing pro­fes­sor” Mag. Dr. Rainer Salzburger was Aus­trian cham­pion five times.  Am­a­teur box­ing cham­pion and Olympic par­tic­i­pant in Mex­ico in 1968; in his civil­ian ca­reer he taught phys­i­cal ed­u­ca­tion (sports) and ge­og­ra­phy at mid­dle schools and is pres­i­dent of the Aus­trian Am­a­teur Box­ing As­so­ci­a­tion (ABV). 

The broth­ers Franz and Her­mann Frauen­lob from Salzburg were also mul­ti­ple Aus­trian am­a­teur box­ing cham­pi­ons and Olympic par­tic­i­pants in Mex­ico in 1968. 

Josef “Jo” Kas­par from Linz was the na­tional trainer of the box­ing as­so­ci­a­tion for around 20 years. 

In ad­di­tion to the cabaret prize al­ready men­tioned, the “Salzburger Stier” is also the name­sake of a weightlift­ing com­pe­ti­tion, a darts fes­ti­val and a com­pe­ti­tion for divers; as far as I know there was never a Salzburger Stier box­ing club.  

Dishar­monies with Michael K. (who is not called that) prompted me to change both his name and the name of the club. 

For those in­ter­ested in his­tory, it should be noted that the “Salzburger Stier” is ac­tu­ally a unique mu­si­cal in­stru­ment: built in 1502 on be­half of the then Arch­bishop Leon­hard von Kettschach (1495-1519), this late Gothic bar­rel or­gan with horns (200 tin pipes) served as the acous­tic time­keeper for the city of Salzburg. It was housed for 500 years in a small wooden struc­ture next to the ma­te­rial ca­ble car (the “Reißzug” from 1504).  The 1.7 me­ter long maple rollers were first man­u­ally driven with a wooden gear and later with an iron gear. Some of the works by Leopold Mozart that are still pre­served to­day are worth men­tion­ing. The Salzburg bull was de­com­mis­sioned in 1994 and was re­stored be­tween 1999 and 2002. I was un­able to find out whether it was ever used as an alarm sig­nal. 



 



My col­lec­tion of au­to­bi­o­graph­i­cal ad­ven­tures has shrunk con­sid­er­ably in the mean­time, I have al­ready de­scribed most of them to you. The other things that have moved me over the past 50 years are not suit­able for writ­ing… ;-) But un­daunted, I dug deep into the old moth­ball box again, cleared away the sea­man′s yarn and also the many funny sto­ries that the am­a­teur world trav­eler can tell when he has re­turned home safely (if he has re­turned home safely, of course). 

The story of a pre­ma­turely ended box­ing ca­reer was pushed aside, as was the story of the Holy Grail, of the first as­cent of Montsal­vatsch in the Pyre­nees.  I brush off the dust from Mer­lin and Arthur, which have been wait­ing for pub­li­ca­tion for years and days, and I feel silly and wist­ful when I pick up the hand-drawn sea charts of Oahu and Viti Levu: no, all that will come later, maybe. King Richard the Li­on­heart and his courtship of the beau­ti­ful Beren­gara of Navarre: a short blow, a wink in the small foun­tain of dust - and the dust blows to the ground like his ad­ver­sary Isaac of Byzan­tium. Un­for­tu­nately, the three of them will have to wait too. I′ll write all that, but later - - - - 

… hey, what′s that!? At first I think that  it′s an old bi­cy­cle tube, but when I blow the dust off and take a closer look, I dis­cover a dirty gray-or­ange chil­dren′s kayak. You know, the kind of in­flat­able one that used to pop up ev­ery year in the camp­ing equip­ment de­part­ments of the Gern­gross (God rest his soul) and Herz­man­sky (as well) de­part­ment stores. 

What was that again? A rocky cliff with a me­dieval fortress on it; a wide, light sandy beach and a laugh­ing crowd of chil­dren; moth­ers brows­ing through the triple novel edi­tion “Sum­mer Love” by Bastei-Lübbe and screech­ing seag­ulls shit­ting on Bastei-Lübbe from a safe height.  In the midst of all this sum­mer hus­tle and bus­tle, an ag­i­tated fa­ther rush­ing des­per­ately and sweatily across the beach….



Bre­ton cliffs
 
The fam­ily hol­i­day of 1984 was draw­ing to a close. In the last few days, my al­most 12-year-old son Tibi had man­aged to soften his fa­ther′s heart and was now strut­ting down to the flat sandy beach to launch the newly ac­quired rub­ber kayak, an in­flat­able or­ange mon­ster, for the first time. For the sake of clar­ity (and in de­fence of his fa­ther′s in­dul­gence), it must also be said that de­spite be­ing only 12 years old, he worked dili­gently and coura­geously, which made the work of the large eight-man tent with its heavy poles a real re­lief. So the kayak was fairly and hon­estly earned.  Al­though Tibi was very dis­ap­pointed with the or­ange and would have pre­ferred a com­pletely dif­fer­ent, su­per cool one; but it was the only one in the tiny sports shop that he could “choose” be­tween… His mother Mar­gret and my daugh­ter Ju­lia - not even two years old at the time - were al­ready sit­ting on the beach with my daugh­ter Anuschka - al­most 4 - and Anuschka′s mother Geral­dine and en­joy­ing the sun-drenched beach life: build­ing sand­cas­tles, de­stroy­ing en­emy sand­cas­tles, run­ning to their re­spec­tive moth­ers cry­ing (“Mommy, Mommy, she′s ru­ined ev­ery­thing for me again!”).  Tibi′s and my ar­chi­tec­tural con­sul­tancy, in­clud­ing con­struc­tion sup­port and tem­po­rary staff, ended abruptly when Tibi came across some­thing slip­pery and slimy from the earth′s past at a depth of about 50cm…. 

The first signs of the math ge­niuses ap­peared when one of them took a stick and drew a line in the sand: “My half, your half!” - which in­evitably led to a set the­ory drama (“Mom­miii! She has more sea than me again!”). 

Sun-drenched beach life, as I said. Mean­while, Tibi and I were strug­gling fur­ther out to in­flate the or­ange mon­ster.  My cheeks swelled up, the vein on my fore­head swelled up alarm­ingly and my silent curse on the stupid smok­ing and its no­tice­able con­se­quences was blown loudly into the rub­ber sausage with my breath. Then I coughed slightly and blew again! 


The beach at the foot of the town of Douarnenez in Brit­tany, in the mid­dle of which we camped, was one of the few fam­ily-friendly ones: it was a good 200m wide, the wa­ter was sur­pris­ingly warm and you could go out quite a long way be­fore it got re­ally deep. In the south there was a mighty rock face on which the town of Douarnenez, once a me­dieval fortress, stood. The only prob­lem was the cliffs that bor­dered the beach in the north; ac­cord­ing to the nau­ti­cal man­ual and the guide to France, there were rel­a­tively dan­ger­ous whirlpools there that could be dan­ger­ous for care­less swim­mers. Of course, I de­scribed the dan­ger lurk­ing there to my chil­dren in de­tail and that if you go too far out you will be swept away to Brazil. 

“Dad, what is Brazil?”  - Well, I′m cer­tainly not an epic sto­ry­teller, not at all, but to let a child grow up so stupid and un­e­d­u­cated, no, I just couldn′t let that go. “Brazil, my dear child, is a coun­try far, far away…” - Mar­gret and Geral­dine took the chil­dren into the tent at lunchtime to pre­pare a snack for them, al­though I had only been to Fran­cisco Pizarro and of course hadn′t been to Brazil yet, not to men­tion Pelé and the Sug­ar­loaf. 

But please, I don′t want to be to blame if one of my chil­dren for­gets to eat and starves be­cause they′re lis­ten­ing so at­ten­tively! So give the In­fante what the In­fante has, and then they′ll come back here so that I can get on with Brazil - hey, where are you go­ing?!  

“Daddy,” says the bright 12-year-old, and it seems to me that there is a hint of de­fi­ance in his tone, “I want to go pad­dling now!” But yes, I think he hasn′t even tried out the new boat yet! 

“Well, go ahead and be care­ful, there are dan­ger­ous whirlpools over there by the cliffs…” but the son has al­ready dis­ap­peared in a cloud of dust, drag­ging the or­ange mon­ster be­hind him.  

I look around to see if there are any other lis­ten­ers - no, the moth­ers are read­ing and the young spar­rows are doggedly start­ing to build new sand bur­rows, while Tibi, on the other hand, is fight­ing his way up north against the wind and waves as bravely and doggedly as his fa­ther once did - well, then I′ll lie down for a few mo­ments and think about how I can still get stupid Pizarro, who was hope­lessly lost in the Chilean An­des, to Brazil… 


Mar­gret nudges my el­bow lightly. The cute In­dian girls with whom I had been play­fully weav­ing daisy wreaths dis­ap­pear in a flash, and I wink sleep­ily up at my wife. “I haven′t seen Tibi for a while!” she says se­ri­ously, and I am im­me­di­ately wide awake. 

“He was just down there, on the beach,” I say, look­ing as­ton­ished. Where a few mo­ments ago there was a de­serted beach, there are now hun­dreds of peo­ple! I jump up as if I had been stung by a taran­tula and start run­ning. To the cliffs, to the north, of course. 

Do you know that?  Run­ning through the hard sand, jump­ing over deck chairs and beach tow­els, chas­ing af­ter ev­ery or­ange, no mat­ter how in­con­spic­u­ous? The or­ange things soon turn out to be tow­els, swim­ming rings and swim­suits. But no or­ange rub­ber boat any­where! 

“Have you seen an or­ange rub­ber boat? Avez-vous vu un bateau en gomme, un Ka­jak or­ange?” 

I slow down and walk step by step to­wards the cliffs - noth­ing! Care­fully and as quickly as I can bare­foot, I climb over the small rocks, round the cape af­ter a few min­utes and shrug back, stam­mer­ing an apol­ogy, when a pair of lovers hiss ven­omously at me. 

No Tibi, no or­ange any­where in sight!  

Yes, laugh - but I′m star­ing at the hori­zon with hawk eyes, scan­ning the wide, blue sea for some­thing or­ange and rub­ber boat-like. Noth­ing! My eyes are al­ready wa­ter­ing from star­ing, but I don′t care, I have to save the poor thing! 

Where could he be? Af­ter some back and forth, I de­cide to go back to the beach and to the women. I run along the wa­ter again, look in­quis­i­tively at each group of chil­dren jump­ing in the waves and keep run­ning. I ig­nore the anx­ious moth­ers who are hug­ging their lit­tle ones be­cause there′s a man like a steam en­gine.  run­ning along, not the braver ones who ask the sweat­ing run­ner in all sorts of lan­guages what′s go­ing on? - That′s un­be­liev­able! Where the hell is the boy? 

Now I′m back with Mar­gret, Geral­dine and the girls. “Have you seen him?” We look around help­lessly, look­ing more and more des­per­ately to­wards the cliffs. The help­less­ness soon be­comes a cer­tainty: my lit­tle son is drift­ing on the At­lantic, to Brazil! 


Or maybe not? We pon­der, then my wife - the smartest wife of all, a cer­tain E.Kishon would write - says whether we shouldn′t look in the other di­rec­tion? - A weight is lifted from my heart, but yes, of course! He cer­tainly won′t have swum to the right - as he usu­ally does - but in­stead pad­dled to the left, to­wards the in­ner bay. 

Re­lieved, I set off trot­ting, the or­ange search fil­ter fully switched on. The fur­ther I get to the in­ner bay, the fewer peo­ple there are. No one swims there, it′s a col­lec­tion point for dirt and drift­wood that the sea washes up. I run un­til I′m stand­ing in front of the high rock face, over which the town of Douarnenez tow­ers, blinded by tears.  

No Tibi, no rub­ber boat, no noth­ing. 

It′s not just the un­fa­mil­iar walk­ing that makes my knees go weak. No, I′ve now searched the en­tire beach, my lit­tle one is gone, gone, for­ever! Slowly my big, soft heart turns into a small, hard lump of ice. I walk back, think­ing of a thou­sand pos­si­bil­i­ties, in­clud­ing hu­man traf­fick­ers, UFOs and slave hunters.  

From a dis­tance I can see Mar­gret and Geral­dine run­ning ex­cit­edly in my di­rec­tion, and there, yes, next to them, a tired and very worn out lit­tle war­rior car­ry­ing a stub­born or­ange rub­ber boat on his shoul­ders, which makes me think more of a tur­tle… 

Tibi. 

We have him back. 

As ag­ile as a deer, I run to my fam­ily, hug ev­ery­one and am happy that we are to­gether again. We try not to un­set­tle the poor guy and then find out that  he was ac­tu­ally car­ried away by the wind and the surf to­wards the cliffs, of course al­ways in knee-deep wa­ter and in no dan­ger at all, un­til he de­cided to re­turn home on foot and beaten, as he could no longer row against the forces of na­ture. I must have over­looked him - star­ing into the dis­tance - and walked past him. He didn′t want to drag the new beauty through the sand (what his fa­ther would have said!), he turned the mon­ster over and put it on his head, on his shoul­ders, then he walked back along the shore road to his mums. 

The adren­a­line level re­turned to nor­mal, the af­ter­noon be­came hot;  and I re­cov­ered with a pleas­ant nap. Phew, that was the last day of va­ca­tion, quite ex­cit­ing, but to­mor­row we′re head­ing home again. And this evening we want to go out for a re­ally big party, “big wild boar din­ner a la As­terix”. Then this ad­ven­ture would also be over. I dozed off peace­fully. We had our son back, now noth­ing could go wrong. 

Re­ally noth­ing. 

When we went to the tent and got dressed up, we were sur­prised to see that a fair had been set up on the 1km long river­side road to the vil­lage, with one stall af­ter an­other. Cot­ton candy, sweets, cud­dly bears and ar­tis­ti­cally dec­o­rated shells. In front of the large, ex­pen­sive restau­rant there was a carousel. 

Up to this point we had been able to main­tain gen­eral dis­ci­pline, we had de­lib­er­ately di­vided up the French cash so that there was enough left for the last evening, but we still didn′t have enough cash for the fair.  Dis­ci­pline or not, even the most hard­ened shop­keeper could no longer turn a blind eye to this won­der­ful carousel. The chil­dren were al­lowed to ride. Once. Twice, three times. But that′s enough, chil­dren, we′re go­ing to eat. Four times. OK. But that′s enough now, then again later, maybe. 

As planned, we ate very finely, or­dered the best on the menu and ate with cloth nap­kins and seven dif­fer­ent cut­lery sets. Classy, af­ter sev­eral weeks in the tent. 

Then Anuschka said - we hadn′t even got to the main course yet - that she was al­ready full and wanted to ride the carousel. 

Now.

She was pa­tiently ex­plained that  There would be an­other course soon and then dessert and maybe a cof­fee af­ter the cheese and then the meal would be ready. Af­ter the meal there would be an­other ride on the carousel. 

No! Lit­tle Anuschka wanted to go on the carousel, now. In a few sec­onds our dear lit­tle daugh­ter turned into a roar­ing beast, to whom I was cer­tainly not re­lated, and roared in a stream of an­gry tears: “Carousel, carousel”, so that not only the wait­ers looked of­fended, but also the fat chef looked through the door and shook his head. Our at­tempts to me­di­ate failed, the roar­ing be­came em­bar­rass­ing, the few guests looked over at us re­proach­fully.  Geral­dine - nor­mally a pa­tient and well-be­haved mother - in­creas­ingly lost con­trol of this roar­ing beast (which could not pos­si­bly be my daugh­ter) and screamed that if she didn′t stop im­me­di­ately, she would take her straight to the tent and there would be no carousel rides. And so on. 

We tried to look con­temp­tu­ously at the other, im­pa­tient guests. No, we weren′t bad par­ents, we were al­ter­na­tive, we worked out these small dif­fer­ences with the chil­dren, we didn′t want them to fail be­cause of the mother′s (less of­ten fa­ther′s) dom­i­nance. And we don′t give a slap, not even a healthy one. But ac­tu­ally, child, that′s enough now! You can stop, we know now how strong you are.  Stop, I said! “Carousel, carousel!” screamed the red-faced alien and stamped his feet with ev­ery Ka and Ru and Sel, spat tears and screamed with an in­creas­ingly frag­ile voice “Carousel, carousel!” and howled and sniffed and stamped his lit­tle shoes. 

Geral­dine, who had bravely held out up to this point, had had enough. She grabbed Anuschka and whis­pered qui­etly to us that she would walk a few more steps with her to the beach and let her scream her­self tired there, then they would come back. And dis­ap­peared.  We, the wait­ers and the chef breathed a sigh of re­lief when no­ble calm re­turned to the five-star restau­rant. 

Ju­lia and Tibi had kept them­selves well-be­haved. Ju­lia be­cause she had se­cretly eaten Mar­gret′s dessert (I think it was iced choco­late and chest­nut slices) dur­ing this ac­tiv­ity, and Tibi, who at 12 had no time for scream­ing lit­tle ones. But now Mar­gret′s dessert plate was empty and the chil­dren were bored. 

Ju­lia shuf­fled on her chair and didn′t want to sit prop­erly any more. A French restau­rant like this is not for lit­tle girls in the long run (she told her­self) and be­came an­noy­ing. Then she be­came even more an­noy­ing. I felt sorry for Mar­gret be­cause she was wor­ried about Geral­dine and Anuschka, who had been gone for a long time;  I felt sorry for my­self be­cause I saw the co­gnac and the fine cigar dis­ap­pear - one way or an­other. 

You wouldn′t be­lieve how cre­ative and clever some chil­dren are at the age of 12! Of course Tibi didn′t care about my co­gnac and es­pe­cially not about the smelly cigar, nor about mother′s con­cern for the scream­ing Anuschka. He was very em­bar­rassed by our play, he would have pre­ferred to be far away - in the safety of the tent, for ex­am­ple - and be­cause his lit­tle sis­ter was al­ready squirm­ing on her chair, he of­fered to go with Ju­lia “to Geral­dine and Anuschka′s”. Mar­gret and I, who were (pre­sum­ably) deeply in­volved in a ped­a­gog­i­cal de­bate about fancy restau­rants, carousels and small chil­dren, nod­ded ab­sent­mind­edly and dear Tibi took his lit­tle sis­ter by the hand and left.  

Min­utes later, Geral­dine re­turns from the beach with Anuschka. Anuschka had had her fun. We looked cu­ri­ously at the door to see where Tibi and lit­tle Ju­lia were? 


Wars have prob­a­bly been lost and princesses not saved from the evil dragon be­cause “lis­ten­ing care­fully” is a very dif­fi­cult thing… Geral­dine hadn′t seen them, no, they weren′t in front of the restau­rant ei­ther. Mar­gret and I looked at each other, turn­ing pale. We paid as quickly as we could, then rushed off and combed the area. No Tibi, no Ju­lia. It quickly got dark. 

What had he said? “I′m go­ing to Geral­dine and Anuschka!”  

So, Geral­dine had gone to the beach with Anuschka, to the de­serted beach, so that Anuschka could scream with­out both­er­ing any­one else. But where, “to the beach?” No, not again: the cliffs! 

We searched ev­ery­where, it had be­come pitch black by now. The tide was ris­ing in­ex­orably, the small foot­path along the cliffs was al­ready com­pletely flooded. I took off my shoes and bal­anced my­self over the slip­pery stones, search­ing in ev­ery cor­ner. Mar­gret, Geral­dine and Anuschka, who had be­come very quiet, searched be­hind the shoot­ing booths and in the small dunes, but there was no sign of our chil­dren. They had dis­ap­peared, swal­lowed up by the night. 

De­ter­mined, I walked to­wards the only po­lice­man I could see. I used my best French and tried to ex­plain to the fat, phleg­matic man in blue that my chil­dren had dis­ap­peared, a 12-year-old boy and a nearly 2-year-old girl.  they had gone here to the beach, but they were nowhere to be found. Af­ter sev­eral at­tempts, he un­der­stood me and leaned into his Peu­geot to ra­dio it. Yes, the tourists! An­other cou­ple of chil­dren had gone over the cliffs, fallen into a crevice in the night and drowned mis­er­ably! 

At this mo­ment I looked over the crowd - I don′t re­ally like sud­den deaths like this, and I pre­fer to look into the dis­tance so that no one can see my twitch­ing eye­lid - so at this his­toric mo­ment I saw Tibi. Tibi, car­ry­ing Ju­lia on his shoul­ders and look­ing very ex­hausted. 

I saw Mar­gret run­ning off into the mid­dle of the crowd.  I ea­gerly tell the po­lice­man that the lit­tle ones are back and he should just for­get about it, and then he is amazed be­cause I also run off like Nurmi. 

Af­ter the re­union, the chil­dren are al­lowed to ride the carousel again (un­der strict su­per­vi­sion, of course), get an ice cream and walk back with us through the noisy shop­ping street (again un­der strict su­per­vi­sion). 

Lit­tle by lit­tle, ev­ery­thing be­comes clear. Tibi had only heard that Geral­dine had threat­ened the rag­ing Anuschka to go to the tent; but had not heard that Geral­dine had whis­pered some­thing about the beach.  So he went to the tent with Ju­lia, there was no Geral­dine and no Anuschka any­where in sight. Get­ting into the well-locked tent was of course lit­tle more than a fin­ger ex­er­cise, and be­fore Ju­lia could re­ally start to feel afraid in the dark, the re­source­ful man had lit a mos­quito light. Still no Geral­dine, no Anuschka. So he sat down with the lit­tle one in front of the mos­quito light, read a story and waited anx­iously for Geral­dine and Anuschka to ap­pear. Af­ter a while - a small bar of choco­late had also been sac­ri­ficed in the mean­time - he went back to the river­side road with Ju­lia to see if any­one was com­ing. But no one came, apart from a friendly tent neigh­bor who cy­cled to­wards him just be­fore he reached the vil­lage and said that his par­ents were des­per­ately look­ing for him!  He quickly de­cided to put Ju­lia, who had be­come sleepy by now, on his shoul­ders and hur­ried on to the vil­lage, where he found us. 

Wars have prob­a­bly been lost be­fore, or princesses have been saved from the evil prince - - - ähhh, we′ve al­ready had that… Well, what I ac­tu­ally wanted to say: I was god­damn glad that I had my chil­dren back. 


 


Ad­ven­ture in the Red Sea
 
Cairo, No­vem­ber 1991. 
Per, Helga and I - the van­guard, so to speak, who were sup­posed to get the ship′s pa­pers, pas­sage rights, div­ing per­mits, etc. We would meet the ship and the rest of the crew in Port Said - had spent a few days in Cairo, and now we were dead tired from this abun­dance of cul­tural trea­sures. We soon re­al­ized that we were (of course) thought to be spies, as the Gulf War was go­ing on right next door! Any­one who wasn′t a jour­nal­ist or TV man was in­evitably a spy. Of course.  

So the re­cep­tion­ist at the Cairo Sher­a­ton gave us a friendly wink when we asked about the best routes through the city and to the pyra­mids. We had im­me­di­ately and flatly re­jected his first of­fer of a run-of-the-mill tourist sight­see­ing tour; but that′s prob­a­bly what all spies do, they rent a car, of course. So he rec­om­mended his cousin, a very re­li­able driver who of­ten drove for gov­ern­ment of­fi­cials - you know, wink, wink. 

Our sin­cere, hon­est as­sur­ances that we were just sim­ple sailors were met with a know­ing look: good cover, hey!  

We had prob­a­bly ea­gerly vis­ited all the sights listed in the rel­e­vant cul­tural guides, and de­spite dozens of taxi rides we had walked mile af­ter mile to re­ally see ev­ery­thing. A few frag­ments from my mem­ory, the rest is in the cul­tural guide: Day trip to the Fayum oa­sis: when the driver wanted to know which road he should take - there were three - I pointed with my fin­gers, with three roads you would surely take the mid­dle one, right?  (you can try it af­ter all?!), he grinned broadly and said, “He must have known that, it′s a for­bid­den zone, mil­i­tary zone, yes!” For im­i­ta­tors: def­i­nitely not via the mid­dle one! There is a mil­i­tary check­point half­way be­tween Cairo and Fayum, in the mid­dle of the desert. We were lucky be­cause Per has one of those blue civil ser­vice passes, which looks re­ally baroque and im­pressed the mili­tia, who had rudely blocked our way and ini­tially wanted to send us back the 80 miles. With this mir­a­cle pass, how­ever, they let us con­tinue with a frown - you know,  never, what is writ­ten there in or­nate French and Ger­man hi­ero­glyphs - and our driver grinned, be­cause “he al­ready knew that, be­fore”. Wink, wink. 

Re­turn jour­ney in a very wide arc through the west­ern prov­inces. At one point the driver points to the left, there, that is Libya, the great Libyan desert. The White Desert. Stop, stop, we have to see that! So we get out of the Peu­geot (al­most all taxis in Cairo are Peu­geots) and up onto the dune ridge. - I think I′m suf­fo­cat­ing. There′s steam com­ing out from be­hind the ridge at 50 de­grees or more, I can′t breathe, it′s like an oven! Three steps back, take a breath, three steps for­ward and look back, don′t breathe. Three steps back, breathe out. Breath­tak­ing, the White Desert.  Over there, I say to Helga, about 120 km to the west is the town of Sakra-Blabla, where Alexan­der the Great died and is prob­a­bly buried. “You mean the Siwa Oa­sis,” whis­pers Helga, who has been bat­tered by cul­ture, and turns away from me, the philis­tine, in hor­ror. 

The trip on the Nile is un­typ­i­cal for us “real sailors.” 

We ac­tu­ally just wanted to quench our thirst and saw one of the dis­used steam­ers ly­ing on the bank of the Nile; I joked and said that it re­minded me of the “Jo­hann Strauss,” which has been “nailed” to the Danube Canal for years.  So we go to the ship′s bar and drink some­thing cold, and then the wreck sud­denly sets off with a loud honk! Our shock only sub­sided when the bar­man said that the bar and ship be­longed to a few cam­era­men, TV jour­nal­ists and us, wink, for the next three hours. Per dozes un­der the para­sol as we drive past the only pa­pyrus plan­ta­tion in the world and watch the film crew at work. I tell Helga that the plan­ta­tion was (co-)founded by old Prince Pück­ler, that′s the man af­ter whom the ice cream dessert is named, old Pück­ler with his Egyp­tian princess, the beau­ti­ful Mach­buba.  Helga wants to know ev­ery­thing, and only my Catholic up­bring­ing pre­vents the worst from hap­pen­ing, so I don′t tell her ev­ery­thing. 

 

The Bazaar 

Be­hind the mag­nif­i­cent Sul­tan Has­san Mosque is Napoleon′s house, which is in the mid­dle of the Sukh. The Sukh is the bazaar dis­trict. For­eign­ers shouldn′t go in there with­out a lo­cal guide, and cer­tainly not alone. 

They shouldn′t. But, wink, you know. Per, Helga and I looked at each other briefly for ad­vice - no one wanted to ad­mit that they were ac­tu­ally scared - and then we set off. The lo­cals avoided us in fear at first, you never know what kind of peo­ple they are who en­ter our in­creas­ingly nar­row, dark and threat­en­ing Sukh with­out a lo­cal guide, right?  Later, one or two shad­ows fol­lowed us. Per and Helga moved closer to­gether, I brought up the rear and un­clipped my cam­era, which would be a poor sub­sti­tute for a phaser or at least a laser pis­tol if nec­es­sary, but I don′t have any­thing like that with me. 

A fig­ure, fat and with shaggy hair, emerges pur­pose­fully from the shad­ows; we surely want to go to the Sukh, he will ac­com­pany us. We say no and thank the per­haps 16-year-old, but he sim­ply says yes! and goes ahead. Soon we are wind­ing our way through the nar­row streets, Per, Helga and I, the shaggy one, his lit­tle brother and the un­cle, be­hind us his twin neph­ews and the boy next door too.  I keep turn­ing around and count­ing the heads. Per, the two-me­ter-tall man, also turns around furtively and looks at me. I nod and in­di­cate “stom­ach cramps” with my in­dex fin­ger. Per grows taller and strides, like the min­is­te­rial of­fi­cial that he is, stiffly and dig­ni­fied as he did dur­ing the May Day pa­rade through the Sukh. Oh, the Ringstrasse and May Day, how far away that is; I get re­ally home­sick in these dark, nar­row streets where eerie shad­ows fol­low us. 

When­ever we want to turn left or right, the old man shakes his head and walks on un­de­terred. I move up and whis­per to Per, some­thing is cook­ing, man!  He makes the sign for “beer” with his fin­gers, and as I move closer, not un­der­stand­ing, he whis­pers: “Some­thing is brew­ing!” Helga grins and whis­pers that we′re just imag­in­ing it all, they′re all re­ally nice any­way and be­sides, we′re democrats, so - you don′t have any­thing against for­eign­ers, do you?! - Oh well. 


Per re­fuses when the old man sud­denly stops and points to the en­trance of an in­con­spic­u­ous house. “Come, I′ll in­vite you for a drink, come in!” I mur­mur qui­etly that we have to ac­cept this in­vi­ta­tion, just look around, there are too many of us and we can′t just run away! The two are still un­de­cided, so I gather all my courage and go into the house. 

No, not into the house, Ef­fendi, please go to the left here, into the sales room. We are stand­ing in a tiny shop that sells top-qual­ity tourist junk. Car­pets, pyra­mids, camels and Queen Hat­shep­sut, in real mar­ble, hon­estly.  We are a lit­tle un­de­cided, the old man goes to the re­frig­er­ated dis­play case and of­fers each of us a Coke, “only 2 dol­lars, free!” We nod and drink the cold drink. 2 dol­lars. OK. 

Wouldn′t we like a car­pet? A pyra­mid? Or a lit­tle camel, re­ally cute? A camel, made of Camel? No? How about a… 

Helga comes at Per and me from be­hind. She walks around, picks up this and that. Asks about prices, puts the items back and protests that she doesn′t want to buy the whole shop. “Bar­gain, Helga, bar­gain!”  I whis­per ur­gently, be­cause I had re­al­ized with re­gret that she had re­al­is­ti­cally taken the right path. When we ar­rived back at the ho­tel an hour later, we were richer by three small wooden boxes, hand-made in­lays. And by an ex­pe­ri­ence too: when some­thing is de­scribed in a travel guide in a com­pelling way, just be­lieve it and don′t try to be any wiser. “Bazaar only in guided groups.” That′s ex­pe­ri­ence. 

The last day was also packed full of pro­grams; driv­ing through the city was my night­mare: a huge traf­fic jam in a city of ten mil­lion. The taxi driver knows his way around though, wind­ing his way through back­yards, over side­walks and through con­struc­tion sites, I would say.  We want to go up to the citadel, he waves his arms, ob­vi­ously ex­plain­ing that be­cause of the many one-way streets we have to drive in cir­cles - I shake my head and point to the cas­tle hill, right up there, where the mosque and the citadel are, that′s where we want to go! He nods grimly, then un­ex­pect­edly - when we get to the round­about - he yanks the wheel to the LEFT and cuts our route by kilo­me­ters by swim­ming AGAINST the cur­rent in the round­about! My eyes al­most pop out of my head when cars come to­wards us on at least four lanes, honk­ing fu­ri­ously, and he skil­fully slaloms be­tween them.  When he then starts a dis­pute with the gen­eral wear­ing a trop­i­cal hel­met, who thinks he has to di­rect the al­ready per­fectly func­tion­ing ve­hi­cle with a shrill whis­tle, and we stop for the first time, my nor­mally ro­bust nerves fail me and I slam the flat of my hand on the dash­board, shout­ing an­grily in Ger­man: “Well, now we′re get­ting a park­ing ticket too!”, where­upon the two squab­blers sud­denly fall silent. The taxi driver drives off with­out a word, the as­ton­ished gen­eral salutes, and then we race up the cas­tle hill so that even Niki Lauda would have been left be­hind!

 

Stamp and sig­na­ture
 
The mo­ment when we had to take care of the ship′s pa­pers was get­ting closer and closer. I′ll leave out the long back­story, but I can say this much:  we had been in­structed by the agent in Port Said (whom our friend Har­ald Klärner* had rec­om­mended us to) to get this and that pa­per in Cairo our­selves (which in plain Ger­man means that he, Prince Achmed, who usu­ally takes care of all the pa­per­work, was sure that we would fail and would re­al­ize that you can′t just sail around in times of war! And he told us that right away, as sure as his name was Achmed Ben Dings and Bums, damn it!) 

- *)Har­ald Klärner, Carinthian cir­cum­nav­i­ga­tor: “Hot win­ter in the Red Sea”, Carinthian Uni­ver­sity print­ing press  1990.

Per and I put on our best clothes, tie and all, Helga put on the long black dress with puffed sleeves plus plenty of glit­tery stuff in­clud­ing crown jew­els; clothes make the man! It would be a laugh if we didn′t get the pa­pers, Achmed Ben Dings and boom! We made the first mis­take - sim­ply stupid, I have to say in ret­ro­spect - when we left the ho­tel: in­stead of or­der­ing a black, over­sized Mer­cedes to be parked in front of the ho­tel and driv­ing up like Pierce Bros­nan, we (sim­ply) walked across the street, be­cause that′s where the Mar­itime Ad­min­is­tra­tion was, along with the Mar­itime Ad­min­is­tra­tion Po­lice and the Mar­itime Ad­min­is­tra­tion Po­lice porter.  

We had cer­tainly not yet reached the mid­dle of the street when the Mar­itime Po­lice porter picked up the phone and re­ported our ap­proach, per­haps the ho­tel re­cep­tion had also called in ad­vance, who knows. In any case, the Mar­itime Po­lice Colonel asked the Mar­itime Po­lice porter again whether we were re­ally com­ing on foot (please re­peat: on foot?). Then he leaned back and said to his ad­ju­tant that they could not pos­si­bly be hard­ened spies if they were com­ing on foot. On foot! 

So we waited an hour (or was it two?) in the an­te­room. The flies were buzzing, Helga was shift­ing around as if some­thing was both­er­ing her and the guards looked past us bored. 

Then the door opened and the of­fi­cer acted as if he was sorry for mak­ing us wait so long. I was sorry too be­cause I could watch him the whole time, he was just read­ing his big book and some­times sigh­ing, for an hour or two. He was read­ing leisurely and mak­ing us wait, and he was ap­par­ently sorry too. Well, never mind, now we can fi­nally move on. 

We sat down in front of his huge desk, he po­litely gave us his rank and name and asked if we wanted a cup of tea, yes, we gladly ac­cepted.  He sent his ad­ju­tant off and im­mersed him­self again in his thick book; the Ko­ran, as I no­ticed, be­cause he was pray­ing qui­etly and mov­ing his lips. Per be­gan to for­mu­late our re­quest in clear Eng­lish. The su­pe­rior looked at him with a frown and asked whether the mas­ter could not see that he was pray­ing and that the tea was not there yet?! Then, with­out look­ing at us, he turned back to the Ko­ran and con­tin­ued to silently chant his suras. 

Sev­eral of these suras passed be­fore the ad­ju­tant trot­ted over again and bal­anced sev­eral cups of tea on his serv­ing tray. We nod­ded silently and were about to drink, but saw the su­pe­rior′s re­proach­ful look and stopped. He spoke a few words of Ara­bic [Per whis­pers: “What did he say?”  and I: “I must have mis­heard, be­cause he said ′It′s al­ready a quar­ter to seven, I hope it won′t take too long, he wants to be home for the evening news′” and Per kicks me in the shin as pun­ish­ment], then he was the first to drink and smiled en­cour­ag­ingly at us. Oh. Now we were al­lowed to too. “In Vi­enna they send you twice for stamps,” I whis­per to Per and Helga and we grin de­spite the dif­fi­cult sit­u­a­tion. The boss looks ques­tion­ingly. I say in Eng­lish that I would have said that we couldn′t get pep­per­mint tea as good as here in Egypt in Aus­tria. 

Oh, Aus­tria, sighed the of­fi­cer with a dreamy look. There′s Hans Krankl and Rapid, do I know them? Yes, I′m ly­ing, and I know Sch­neck­erl too - Her­bert, Pro­haska. Who is that again, asks the of­fi­cer. He′s the great­est for me, I say, be­cause Krankl is world class and loved by the me­dia, but Pro­haska is also world class, but he is not so loved by tele­vi­sion, so at least I stick with him. 

The of­fi­cer nods and writes Schnkkl Prchtzk′ on his desk pad. Per and Helga bite their lips in de­spair be­cause they know how close I am to the sub­ject of foot­ball. Per says with a straight face that  the best strik­ers at Rapid are cur­rently Josef Hader and Al­fred Dor­fer, the colonel and I nod in agree­ment, yes, yes. Helga can′t hold her­self back any longer and stands up, goes to the open win­dow, and bursts out with her face turned away. The of­fi­cer sud­denly gets an­gry and shouts at Per and me, telling her to get away from the win­dow im­me­di­ately, be­cause it′s not right that a woman in his of­fice - dressed so in­de­cently - should stand at the brightly lit win­dow and dis­credit him in front of the whole world… 

Helga im­me­di­ately sits down again, clenches her hand around the tea bowl and arches her back so that her breasts are no longer vis­i­ble. I think some­thing very un­kind about the cul­ture of our host coun­try and that  Helga just gets a hunch­back and back­ache when she has to hide her breasts. 

Per starts talk­ing about the ship′s pa­pers again, presents all the doc­u­ments and on top of that his blue mir­a­cle ser­vice pass. The of­fi­cer takes it in his hand in sur­prise and asks what it is. “A ser­vice pass,” says Per pa­tiently, “it is is­sued to se­nior of­fi­cials by the pres­i­den­tial chan­cellery” - he can′t im­me­di­ately think of gov­ern­ment of­fice or pres­i­den­tial chan­cellery and gets stuck on pres­i­dent - which the of­fi­cer clearly mis­un­der­stands, gets re­ally grumpy and asks whether Per is the pres­i­dent, ha!? We are con­fused be­cause it is just too stupid.  The of­fi­cer, for his part, is also con­fused be­cause ev­ery­thing is writ­ten in French, with a flour­ish and ac­tu­ally signed by the UHBP (our Lord Fed­eral Pres­i­dent). Le prési­dent de la République, in his own hand. Maybe the pass­port is real af­ter all, he thinks, and maybe we are more than the Mar­itime Po­lice porter said, the id­iot. 

He de­fuses the sit­u­a­tion and tells us how he has to do his bor­ing work day in and day out, fill­ing out forms and so on, even though he is ac­tu­ally trained for higher tasks and stud­ied the Ko­ran at uni­ver­sity - he ad­justs the large, green-bound book and points at ran­dom to this and that place - but then he takes a lot of forms out of a drawer and starts to trans­fer the data from our Aus­trian doc­u­ments to Egyp­tian forms. Lots of forms. Bit by bit, beau­ti­fully thought­ful.  

“Like in the pass­port of­fice in the Sei­den­gasse,” whis­pers Per and I nod, be­cause if he car­ries on like this, cir­cle by cir­cle, it will be mid­night, gen­tle­men! The of­fi­cer seems to have un­der­stood us, be­cause he sud­denly looks up and says that that′s not pos­si­ble, it′s the Gulf War, you can′t go there! He can′t give us per­mis­sion, not for us, not for the ship, no div­ing per­mit. Why don′t you go to Cyprus to dive? 

Long, awk­ward si­lence. We dis­cuss, I men­tion - whis­per­ing in Ger­man - Achmed, the prince, who is sup­posed to be, or is, the most fa­mous ship­ping agent on the Suez Canal, and that  I will drive to Achmed by taxi right now and, if nec­es­sary, drag him by his ears. Now the Egyp­tian in­ter­venes, did he hear the name Achmed Ben Dingsda cor­rectly? He may be for­given for over­hear­ing our con­ver­sa­tion, but he knows Achmed very well, a dis­tant rel­a­tive, so to speak… the rest, like his eye­brows, re­mains hang­ing in the air. I start a heated ge­nealog­i­cal dis­pute with my­self, that he is also a prince… 

Well, if that is the case, why did Prince Achmed not come with us?  He picks up the phone and to our amaze­ment, he spends the next thirty min­utes on the phone with Achmed - I only un­der­stand Rapid, Hans Krankl and (look­ing at the desk pad) a cer­tain Schaneg­glah Pro­has­s­gar. In be­tween there are long pas­sages of smil­ing si­lence with “smile” and “laugh-smile”, which can eas­ily be trans­lated as “yes” and “yes, yes”. (Years later, you could read in Achmed′s brochures that Rapid, Hans Krankl and Her­bert Pro­haska were also among his sat­is­fied ship­ping cus­tomers). 

I don′t know how well you speak Ara­bic. I get out af­ter “Good Morn­ing!” and “Good Evening!” (and even that is Eng­lish), so I don′t know what was be­ing dis­cussed - whether camels or cars were be­ing auc­tioned, the Gulf War was be­ing dis­cussed or Fa­tima′s plump calves were set­ting the tele­phone line on fire - Per, Helga and I hung on his ev­ery word, lis­ten­ing to the strange sound. Then he hung up and smiled at us. 

“Ev­ery­thing′s fine!” he said and added with a friendly, re­proach­ful look, “we could have just told him about Achmed and who we were.”  The three of us re­mained silent and avoided blink­ing. - (I would like to apol­o­gize to the FB in ad­vance if the three of us should pos­si­bly - I say pos­si­bly - ap­pear in Egyp­tian mar­itime his­tory as Mrs. Rapid, Mr. Hans Krankl and Mr. Her­bert Pro­haska…) 

He com­pleted his hi­ero­glyphs in an as­ton­ish­ingly short time, then looked out into the now dark city and shook his head wor­riedly. All the of­fices are al­ready closed, there′s no chance to­day, he mused. Per stiff­ened his back and drew him­self up to his full height. I know him well enough to know what would hap­pen next. 

We need the pa­pers now, this evening, said Per loudly and firmly.  To­mor­row, no, tonight at three or four, we′re go­ing to the ship and we have to get the pa­pers, what­ever the cost. The of­fi­cer was re­ally de­pressed, his eye­brows were raised in con­cern. We′re in Egypt here, Ef­fendi, the of­fices close at 9 p.m., re­mem­ber, sir! 

But we had the up­per hand. Achmed, a real prince af­ter all, the UHBP and the blue ser­vice pass. Ev­ery­thing was brought up again, like a worm snake the con­ver­sa­tion spi­raled and wound its way into the warm night sky.  

The of­fi­cer made calls here and there, he was now re­ally des­per­ate, be­cause the of­fices were ac­tu­ally all closed, and Per added a lit­tle more, he, the of­fi­cer, had made us wait and wait un­nec­es­sar­ily, we could have been in the taxi to Port Said long ago and now he didn′t care how the of­fi­cer did it, but the pa­pers had to be ready to­day. Pe­riod. 

Helga and I stud­ied the com­men­tary on the back of the forms and we whis­pered to each other that ev­ery­thing ex­cept two places had al­ready been writ­ten in a squig­gly, scrib­bled man­ner. The of­fi­cer looked sus­pi­ciously at our whis­per­ing and then ex­plained, yes, ex­actly, the thinga­ma­jig of­fice would have to put its stamp on that, and back there too. Per, who had spent his life fight­ing his way up through the Vi­en­nese bu­reau­cratic jun­gle, was ob­vi­ously on the right track and kept putting pres­sure on (al­though I would have given up long ago and gone to the ho­tel bar). 

Then, fi­nally, some­one on the other end of the phone line.  

The of­fi­cer shrinks by half a me­ter and bows be­fore the big chief, the Mufti, or Grand Mufti, whom he had caught. Yes, he is ter­ri­bly em­bar­rassed, three for­eign­ers… no, im­por­tant ones, who need…, yes, Prince Achmed… no, Ex­cel­lency, to­day, I spell it: tonight, be­cause they are go­ing straight on to Port Said by taxi… yes, un­for­tu­nately, I know, but it has to be done.  to­day… 

Okay, the con­tent of this di­a­logue is pure spec­u­la­tion, but he hung up, cov­ered in sweat, and drank a few sips of tea be­fore look­ing at us in amaze­ment and say­ing that we must be spe­cial fa­vorites of Al­lah - praised his name - be­cause the head of some­thing-or-other was com­ing to the of­fice again to sign our pa­pers. We had to take a taxi to this and that place right now, right now, to get the pa­pers stamped. 

We paid for the forms (with­out a re­ceipt, of course, and gen­er­ously) and took a taxi there. I am not un­der­stat­ing it when I say Al­ca­traz is a prob­lem;  we went to Al­ca­traz - or rather the Egyp­tian ver­sion of it. As we were led by the guard into the wait­ing room, the fur­nish­ings of which are de­scribed in suf­fi­cient de­tail with a nar­row wooden bench and a flick­er­ing flu­o­res­cent tube, I nudged Per in the side and mut­tered that it looked ex­actly the same in the East Berlin ports, didn′t it? 

Im­me­di­ately af­ter the gate guard had led us in and left us alone, a nico­tine-ad­dicted, skinny ques­tion mark ap­peared and took the forms, said in French that it would only take a few min­utes and im­me­di­ately dis­ap­peared again. The min­utes re­ally were a few, and then a few more, damned!  I lost the bet be­cause the ques­tion mark ap­peared be­fore the hour had passed and, puff­ing ner­vously, handed us the stamped forms. Per im­me­di­ately checked whether there was any­thing writ­ten on them; there were only a few lines and a bom­bas­tic stamp im­pres­sion, noth­ing else. The ques­tion mark lit the next one next to the last one and led us out through the maze of cor­ri­dors - yes, there are a few taxis over there, and good night, gen­tle­men! He hadn′t even no­ticed Helga, the well-bred man. In­stead, he put the dol­lar bills away with­out say­ing a word, that′s how well-bred he was. 

When we were sit­ting in the ho­tel bar at night, we treated our­selves to a pretty large one. We had made it af­ter all. Af­ter the third co­gnac, I took Helga′s side, who sus­pected that the ques­tion mark had been scrib­bled un­der her­self, as there was no grand mufti to be seen any­where. 

The next morn­ing we over­slept on the bus. The next one didn′t leave un­til mid­day. So we found time for one very, very last mosque and one very, very last mu­seum. Then two hours by bus north to Port Said. Half­way there is the newly built city of “23 Oc­to­ber” (or is it 27 Sep­tem­ber?!?), in any case an at­tempt to set­tle peo­ple in the desert.  The bus driver points, “Here′s your pee break now.” Per and I look around ques­tion­ingly, the bus driver laughs and points to the large con­struc­tion board on which the bus sta­tion that is still to be built can be seen. There! he points and we join the other men, who are all stand­ing obe­di­ently in a row at the side of the road and do­ing the Lulu. Helga looks out from be­hind the win­dow cur­tains full of ha­tred; she still has to pull ev­ery­thing to­gether for an hour be­fore she gets to the city of Port Said. 

Later, Per and I drink loudly from our plas­tic bot­tles and laugh meanly as Helga hits us, al­most blinded by tears. 

 

Port Said 

Achmed gets ner­vous when he asks about the ship and I point word­lessly to the sea, where you can see a small white dot on the hori­zon. “You have to leave in twenty min­utes, then they′ll close the canal again and you won′t be able to go through un­til to­mor­row!” Per wins our bet, be­cause our PA­PAGENO takes 3 hours to get back to the har­bor. Prince Achmed gives me a pack of Marl­boro and I give him 20 dol­lars for an­other night in the har­bor. For those who don′t have much sail­ing ex­pe­ri­ence, it should be noted once and for all that sail­ing is no longer free any­where.  (Our canal fee was ne­go­ti­ated at 150 dol­lars, but all in all we paid around 200. Nowa­days it doesn′t go un­der 350!). 

We spend the rest of the day on the beach and in the cof­fee houses. I don′t care about lo­cal cus­toms any­more and go to a cof­fee house with Helga. I ig­nore the protest­ing looks of the Egyp­tians, basta. My re­spect for this cul­ture that is thou­sands of years old has been so bat­tered in the past few days that on this day I place par­tic­u­lar value on my own cul­ture and de­mand re­spect: women HAVE a soul, and they are al­lowed to drink cof­fee in pub­lic. Basta. 

Per and Achmed have com­pleted all the for­mal­i­ties and are com­ing af­ter us.  Achmed ner­vously leads him and Helga out of the cof­fee house, while I re­main seated, cheeky. My anger at this gang of men only sub­sides when an old lo­cal in­vites me to his ta­ble and we con­verse in flu­ent Eng­lish. He is a pro­fes­sor of as­tron­omy and I hastily dust off the very bot­tom mem­ory cards with the Ara­bic star names in my brain box so as not to ap­pear com­pletely ig­no­rant: Mir­phak, Denebole, Al De­baran, Al Kaid, Al Suhal, Al Genib and so on. His joy is ev­i­dent when he or­ders a wa­ter pipe and we smoke it to­gether; my first wa­ter pipe! Al­though I had al­ready read about it, I am as­ton­ished that in a cof­fee house you or­der a wa­ter pipe like we or­der a cof­fee and spec­ify the ex­act type and amount of to­bacco, which then proves you are a con­nois­seur.  I am grate­ful for the in­struc­tion on the wa­ter pipe and am sad­dened to hear that my rel­e­vant Ara­bic vo­cab­u­lary (tschibuk and tütün) ac­tu­ally comes from Turk­ish and proves that I am a naive Karl May reader. The old as­tronomer smiles gen­tly as I take a deep drag and al­most sneeze. 

In the early evening we bring pro­vi­sions and wa­ter on board the PA­PAGENO. The sail­ing yacht is a 15-me­ter-long tri­maran (Cross 50 Sher­man), made en­tirely of ma­hogany and teak, and its spe­cial fea­ture is that ev­ery­thing (but re­ally ev­ery­thing) that is elec­tronic is bro­ken. The ra­dio, the di­rec­tion finder, the au­topi­lot, the satel­lite nav­i­ga­tor, sim­ply ev­ery­thing. But it is well equipped with ev­ery­thing a diver′s heart could de­sire. The crew is a mixed bunch: the two   Clauses from Aus­tria are 2 of the 3 own­ers, Ker­stin and Alexan­dra from Switzer­land fo­cus on sky­div­ing and fly­ing, Alex is a uni­ver­sity as­sis­tant in Inns­bruck, and the al­most blind Matz used to work in air traf­fic con­trol.  

Achmed, who as al­ways ap­pears in golfer′s cloth­ing, al­though the near­est golf course is a two-hour flight away, drinks a few more glasses on board and ex­plains the spe­cial fea­tures of the chan­nel to us, gives valu­able tips on how to deal with the pi­lots, de­scribes par­tic­u­larly beau­ti­ful bays and marks on the nau­ti­cal chart the places where we can find pro­vi­sions or wa­ter. There will be no diesel for the next two weeks, and then we will need form 17b (this one, the yel­low one) so that we are iden­ti­fied as be­ing en­ti­tled to diesel. Per, lit­tle   Claus and I take notes; who knows, maybe we will still need Achmed′s knowl­edge.  The evening ends cheer­fully as Achmed lis­tens to the story of our Cairo Mar­itime Po­lice ad­ven­ture for what must have been the tenth time. 

The next morn­ing we wait, ready to sail and ner­vous, for the pi­lot who will guide us through the Suez Canal. The clock ticks re­lent­lessly, Helga makes tea for the third time and I drum my fin­gers on the steer­ing wheel. Per asks me en­er­get­i­cally to drum some­where else. Big Claus shows the first signs of his true state of mind when he pre­pares to go wa­ter ski­ing in the har­bor basin of Port Said with Matzen′s help. On the other hand, this seems to have been the right trick, be­cause a small pi­lot boat leaves the har­bor mas­ter′s of­fice and comes along­side.  Are we com­pletely crazy to want to go wa­ter­ski­ing in the har­bor?! Lit­tle Nicholas (our skip­per, i.e. cap­tain) grum­bles back that if we have to wait a long time for the pi­lot, then we′ll just go wa­ter­ski­ing! Ten min­utes later, a sweaty, fat pi­lot climbs on board and takes the helm. I sulk and leave, be­cause I′m ac­tu­ally the helms­man, damn it!

 

The Suez Canal 

My friends ac­tu­ally call it the “bak­sheesh canal”, and rightly so. For­get our prim­i­tive, west­ern world or­der, where you drive into the en­trance of an un­der­ground car park, press a but­ton and get your ticket, which you then pay for at a ma­chine be­fore driv­ing away. In that area, things would be dif­fer­ent. There is some­one at the en­trance who pulls up the bar­rier with a rope if you hand him a bill. On the lower floors, there is some­one else who di­rects you to the left row, where ev­ery­thing is al­most full, even force­fully, even though ev­ery­thing is still free on the right. On the right, no, Ef­fendi, that costs a dol­lar more!  Be­fore you can even get out, his hand clenches around your bill, which you have to keep ready as a pre­cau­tion. You go to the lift, but it only starts mov­ing when the lift at­ten­dant no­tices that you are rum­mag­ing around in your pock­ets for a bill. When you want to pick up the car, do the same thing again, but in re­verse or­der. When you add it all up and con­vert it, it only comes out to a lit­tle more than what you would shell out in an un­der­ground car park in Vi­enna, but you can drive on with the happy feel­ing that you have helped to feed at least three or four fam­i­lies. In­shal­lah.  

A short ex­cur­sion into our lex­i­con: The Suez Canal (Qua­nat as Suways), which the then Khe­dive (Viceroy) Mo­hammed Said Pasha com­mis­sioned the for­mer French con­sul in Cairo, Fer­di­nand M. Vi­comte de Lesseps, to build in 1854 and which was built in less than eight years (1859-1867, with a one-year con­struc­tion freeze) ac­cord­ing to the plans of the French­man Linant de Belle­fonds and the Aus­trian A. Ne­grelli by 2.5 mil­lion Egyp­tian con­struc­tion work­ers (125,000 died), is ap­prox­i­mately 163 km long and was in­au­gu­rated on 17.11.1869 in the newly built opera house in the pres­ence of the new Khe­dive Is­mail, the Em­press Eu­ge­nie of France (wife of Napoleon III and  The palace was opened in 1837 by the Pharaohs (de Lesseps′ cousin), Em­peror Franz Josef of Aus­tria and the Prus­sian Crown Prince; the opera AIDA by Verdi, which had been com­mis­sioned es­pe­cially for the palace, was fin­ished too late and was not pre­miered un­til 1871 in Cairo. Its south­ern part, be­tween Port Taw­fiq near Suez up to Lake Tim­sah, had been built around 1900 BC by the pharaohs (per­haps al­ready by Tuth­mo­sis III, but cer­tainly by Ne­cho) and was con­tin­u­ally im­proved by var­i­ous kings (Xerxes, Dar­ius I, Ptolemy, Tra­jan and Amr-Ibn-Al-Aas). In the 8th cen­tury AD it was closed and for­got­ten.  From the event­ful his­tory of the canal: In 1875, the Eng­lish bought all the Khe­dive′s shares when they could not pre­vent its con­struc­tion, but in 1888, in the Treaty of Con­stantino­ple, they had to guar­an­tee in­ter­na­tional ship­ping through the canal. De Lesseps died on De­cem­ber 7, 1894 in his Chateau La Ches­naye, men­tally con­fused and com­pletely ru­ined, af­ter he and Gus­tave Eif­fel were (wrongly) ac­cused of cor­rup­tion and breach of trust dur­ing the con­struc­tion of the Panama Canal in 1893 and were sen­tenced to five years′ pro­ba­tion. In 1956, Pres­i­dent Ab­del Nasser snatched the canal from the clutches of the British lion. In 1973, the Is­raelis over­ran it, and since 1975, peace has reigned there.  From 1980 on­wards, the canal lost its pre­vi­ous im­por­tance for ship­ping due to its shal­low­ness and high prices (and, as Xin­hua News re­ported on De­cem­ber 19, 2000, the tar­iffs re­mained un­changed in 2001…). 

It short­ened the ship­ping route around Africa by al­most 9,000km, or 50 or more days.  There are ac­tu­ally two canals: the north­ern part from Port Said (Bur Sa′id) via Lake Man­za­lah (Buhayrat al-Manzi­lah) to Lake Tim­sah (Buhayrat at-Tim­sah), is ar­ti­fi­cially carved into the sandy rock, then from Is­mailia a cut through to the Great Bit­ter Lake (Al-Buhayrah al-Mur­rah al-Kubra), the Small Bit­ter Lake (Al-Buhayrah al-Mur­rah as-Sughra), then the south­ern part of the canal runs in a par­tially nat­u­ral or his­tor­i­cal bed to Suez (As-Suways) and Port Taw­fiq (Bur Taw­fiq).  Even at its nar­row­est point, the canal is wide enough (ap­prox. 70m) to ac­com­mo­date a large tanker and our small ship, but the large ships are still guided through in south­bound and north­bound con­voys; the Gulf War with its nu­mer­ous war­ships and sup­ply ships is a wel­come ad­di­tional source of in­come. 

This brings us back to the pi­lot. Un­like other pi­lots, this one wanted to drive him­self; my heart clenched ev­ery time the gear­box re­sponded to his fid­dling with a bang and the en­gine howled in agony when he fid­dled around with the levers with his paws. We stopped sev­eral times so that he could pray in the bow of the ship fac­ing Mecca. Alexan­dra cursed like a spar­row when she wanted to go to the toi­let af­ter him and found ev­ery­thing there cov­ered in snot; what a pig! 

Ev­ery few kilo­me­ters there is a tower in which the pi­lots and canal se­cu­rity of­fi­cers sit and ob­serve and reg­u­late the traf­fic. They keep in ra­dio con­tact with the pi­lots on the ships and di­rect them. Not us, of course, be­cause we don′t use ra­dios.  Our pi­lot is des­per­ate and sweat­ing even more, mov­ing ever closer with his en­gine howl­ing to Cap­tain Rahn, who is sail­ing ahead of us with his MUGGELE from Ger­many, and com­mu­ni­cat­ing with his pi­lot by shout­ing, only to then fall back again. 

We see many sol­diers in the dunes to the left and right of the canal. We wave and they wave back. Some of them make in­ter­na­tion­ally known signs when they see Helga, Alexan­dra and Ker­stin in their skimpy biki­nis. The pi­lot tries to make us un­der­stand that hon­est Mus­lims only de­spise such loose women and that we (men) should chase the women be­low deck.  Skip­per Niko­laus kindly hands him a can of Coke and tells him in good Salzburg di­alect where he can put his wis­dom. Cap­tain Rahn′s MUGGELE sud­denly slows down and the pi­lot shouts some­thing at us, ours an­swers with long ′la-la′s (yes, yes). We turn into a small park­ing bay. 

It′s still early in the af­ter­noon, what′s up with that? The pi­lot ex­plains to us that we′re spend­ing the night here. At first we laugh at him, but then he sends us over to the MUGGELE, and we hear the man from the tower say that the first part of our pas­sage ends here, and we′ll con­tinue to­mor­row morn­ing. End, over and out. 

Per, lit­tle Claus and I are sit­ting bent over the maps and cal­cu­lat­ing. That will prob­a­bly take four days, sighs our skip­per. Per is an­noyed, but he doesn′t want to get in­volved. I do a rough es­ti­mate and say that we will have to pay about $200 more, and that would go against the grain for me.  Claus asks me what I want to do - I don′t know. But I speak to the pi­lot af­ter he has fin­ished his prayer. Our hand-and-foot dis­cus­sion ends when he im­me­di­ately ex­plains that he is just wait­ing for his money, then he will leave; an­other pi­lot will come to­mor­row. Lit­tle Claus gives him the money, but he wants more. We shake our heads, no, not with us, what′s agreed is agreed!  He glances at my cig­a­rettes. I fall into a child­ish so­cial readi­ness to help and give him half a pack. When he cheek­ily de­mands the other half, I say no and in­di­cate that oth­er­wise I would have noth­ing left to smoke my­self. Re­luc­tantly, he gets off the boat and wishes us a good trip (or not, who knows). 

Cap­tain Rahn′s Turk­ish wife is very sweet and has pre­pared a small snack; ravenously, we then de­vour a huge por­tion of spaghetti that we have pre­pared. We drink an­other bot­tle of wine with this quiet man from the All­gäu, who is on a long voy­age and plans to sail around the world.  On his ad­vice, we give the guards who are guard­ing the di­lap­i­dated hut in this park­ing bay a few pack­ets of cig­a­rettes. They in­di­cate that they have un­der­stood and that we can sleep peace­fully. 

The new pi­lot ar­rives the next morn­ing on his bi­cy­cle (from where, I ask my­self, in the mid­dle of the desert that stretches left and right of the canal?) He speaks rea­son­able Eng­lish, is talk­a­tive and lively and treats the ma­chine more care­fully than his pre­de­ces­sor. Af­ter just a few min­utes, Per and I look at each other in sur­prise: he has no idea about sail­ing and steers ca­su­ally like a car driver. Per en­gages him in con­ver­sa­tion and the dis­tracted boy promptly heads for the rocky shore.  I stroll over and cor­rect with my hand; he will­ingly hands over the steer­ing wheel to me. Lit­tle Nicholas has watched ev­ery­thing in si­lence and asks me what′s go­ing on. I hiss to him that the pi­lot is not a pro­fes­sional, can′t steer and I don′t want to end up in the Kro­nen­zeitung as “the one who got stranded in the canal”. 

Later, Per whis­pers that he doesn′t be­lieve the pi­lot is a pi­lot, he smells more like the po­lice. We are a lit­tle ner­vous that our pi­lot, who we hired through Achmed, has been pi­loted away and we have been given a fake pi­lot.  I sub­li­mate my ner­vous­ness by start­ing a con­ver­sa­tion about the rest of our jour­ney. We′ll be through the canal this evening, won′t we? 

The pi­lot squirms, then says that we have to spend the night here and there. I agree with lit­tle Claus that we have to get through this evening. The pi­lot in­sists on spend­ing the night at the next check­point. 

Blind Matz ac­tu­ally gives me the idea when he says that they couldn′t have done that to him be­fore, he would have re­ally messed them up, the Kanaks! I con­sult briefly with Per and, armed with his mir­a­cle ser­vice pass, stroll over to the pi­lot. 

“A prob­lem,” I say with a pained face, “a big prob­lem!”  What′s wrong, the pi­lot asks wor­riedly, be­cause I look re­ally wor­ried. I moan and moan that this is go­ing to be a big prob­lem. I′m on the road with the big boss, the tall lanky guy, he′s my boss, and he′ll blame me if it takes much longer! The boss had al­ready been here be­fore, he even drove through in a sin­gle day. And now two or even three days - the boss will def­i­nitely call Cairo later and cause us all a lot of trou­ble. Big trou­ble! Then I showed him the blue ser­vice pass and ex­plained ev­ery­thing to him, how it was with the UHBP and so on. I must have bab­bled on a lot, be­cause he slowly be­came soft and rest­less. “You se­cu­rity, body­guard?”  he asked and I care­fully avoided the ques­tion with “No, as­sis­tant!” Who knows what the boy′s real job was, but as­sis­tant al­ways fits. I left him to his thoughts and left, re­ported Per that I had per­haps made our boy think, but noth­ing more. 

Helga seemed to have been harmed by all the sun, be­cause now she got in­volved (women have a soul, def­i­nitely!) and quoted from world lit­er­a­ture, if they want a show, then give them a show! She made a shady nest for Per on deck out of the cush­ions of the bench, told him to sit down and gave him food and drink.  The farce al­most de­scended into the bizarre when she be­gan to dab the sweat from his fore­head with a hand­ker­chief - now child­ishly dressed like a harem lady in baggy trousers and a veil. The pi­lot was now ob­vi­ously head­ing for one of the con­trol tow­ers. I asked him in a whis­per whether he thought it was a good idea to stay overnight, it was only just af­ter mid­day and we were go­ing to have a lot of prob­lems with my boss, ouch! He replied ner­vously that he was go­ing ashore to make a phone call. Per turned around and said in Eng­lish that was good, be­cause then he would also be able to call Cairo; he would not ac­cept such treat­ment with­out com­ment! The pi­lot ducked and calmed me down;  he wanted to ask the canal au­thor­i­ties to let us through to Suez-Port Taw­fiq (the end of the canal). 

Hey, that sounded bet­ter! We docked at the foot of one of these tow­ers, lit­tle Nicholas ran ahead to the MUGGELE and called to Mas­ter Rahn, we′ll have them call to see if they′d let us through to­day! Rahn also docked and we waited to­gether. Our pi­lot spent a long quar­ter of an hour in the con­trol tower, at times we could hear loud scream­ing. Per laughed qui­etly: “That′s a story!” 

The pi­lot came down and headed to­wards Per and me. “We′re lucky,” he said, “the canal re­mains open, there′s only one Amer­i­can war­ship com­ing to­wards us and they′ve agreed to let us through.” He looked at us with sat­is­fac­tion and waited for ap­plause. Per nod­ded and said: “Tonight, Suez!”  The pi­lot wanted to say some­thing (prob­a­bly that it was too far), but Per had sat back down on his cush­ion throne, pointed south in a Lord Nel­son pose and said: “Come on, let′s go!” Even the pi­lot un­der­stood that. 

We were now trav­el­ing at dou­ble speed, Niko­laus took over the helm and we sped along. The pi­lot took me aside and asked if that was OK, how he had man­aged it. I stayed cool and said that if we reached Suez to­day, I would ask my boss to give him a pos­i­tive men­tion in Cairo. The pi­lot said OK, but he still didn′t tell me his name.  

The Amer­i­can war­ship came to­wards us, the GIs waved and laughed, there was enough room for an­other ship. At the check­points, peo­ple waved to us in a friendly man­ner as we passed. Helga con­tin­ued to play the harem ser­vant and lit­tle   Claus taught the pi­lot the ba­sics of steer­ing multi-hulled boats. Alex and I went to the chart ta­ble and did some cal­cu­la­tions: we would be in Is­mailia be­fore sun­set and re­al­is­ti­cally in Suez to­mor­row af­ter­noon! The MUGGELE stayed be­hind, the good Rahn had to con­serve his en­gine and could not keep up with our speed. We sus­pected that he was in for a lonely night. 

In­deed, the last bend in the canal, then we drove into the bay in front of the city of Is­mailia.  Ap­par­ently we were ex­pected there; the su­per­mar­ket owner came to the an­chor­age with his wa­ter taxi to bring us and the pi­lot ashore. I “put in a good word with the boss,” who gra­ciously pressed a few dol­lar bills into the pi­lot′s hand. As soon as this shady rower had dis­ap­peared into the launch, ev­ery­one was laugh­ing heartily and asked the nice su­per­mar­ket owner where they could buy some­thing to eat and shop. 

At first he looked stupid, then he grinned and said, “At my place!” We agreed that he would pick us up when it got dark.

 

The sand­storm 

It was beau­ti­ful, calm, per­fect weather. Lit­tle Nicholas be­gan to clean the ship, one af­ter the other joined in with­out say­ing a word, and af­ter a short time the white-painted wooden deck of the PA­PAGENO was shin­ing in bril­liant white again. I passed the barom­e­ter and couldn′t be­lieve my eyes: the thing had to be bro­ken! I′ve never seen such a steep drop. The cap­tain said the barom­e­ter was def­i­nitely OK. We went on deck. A dark, grey-brown veil hung over the city. Alex mut­tered that it was def­i­nitely a sand­storm and I com­mented, what non­sense, dear Alex, there are no sand­storms here.  

Then the sand­storm started within a few min­utes. It got dark, the wind howled in the shrouds and the sand flew hor­i­zon­tally around our ears. I took care of the dinghy with Niko­laus and called to Alexan­dra to close our cabin, oth­er­wise we would sleep in the sand that night. Soon we had ev­ery­thing be­low deck and closed all the hatches. For the first time the whole crew sat around the large sa­loon ta­ble and only now did we no­tice that there was hardly room for 9 men. 

Alexan­dra, who was hold­ing me tightly be­cause she was very afraid of the roar­ing and howl­ing of the storm and also be­cause there was so lit­tle space, sud­denly whis­pered in my ear, there - there was a rower out there!  I thought it was an Ale­man­nic mis­un­der­stand­ing or that she had gone mad, when I saw him glid­ing past us in a shad­owy shape. A young man in white gym shorts and a vest, in a row­ing skiff, one-two, one-two, el­e­gantly scur­ry­ing past. I said, it′s a real storm, what′s he do­ing out there? 

Cu­rios­ity has got­ten me into tricky sit­u­a­tions a few times, but this time I con­trolled my­self. At least for a minute and a half. Then I got free and crawled on deck. The storm wasn′t so bad up above, it was only be­low deck that it sounded bad; the howl­ing and roar­ing of the wind and the poi­sonous hiss­ing of the sand that swept along the su­per­struc­ture.  

The sand crunched be­tween my teeth and I watched the rower with ex­cite­ment as he ap­peared out of nowhere, passed us one-two and dis­ap­peared into noth­ing­ness again one-two. Af­ter about three min­utes the same thing hap­pened, but in the op­po­site di­rec­tion. Lit­tle by lit­tle ev­ery­one came on deck and watched this boy won­der, for whom train­ing was more im­por­tant than the sand­storm, which sub­sided from one minute to the next. Niko­laus looked at the deck, which was now cov­ered in fine brown sand sev­eral cen­time­ters deep. “And that was just an hour af­ter we washed the ship!” he said sadly and went be­low deck, shak­ing his head, to do some­thing about the bad taste in my mouth. I also drank a beer and en­joyed it.  it de­spite the crunch­ing sand that was washed down the esoph­a­gus and would prob­a­bly act like sand­pa­per af­ter­wards… 

The wa­ter taxi docked. We asked the su­per­mar­ket man­ager what he thought of the storm and he asked back: “What storm?” Ap­par­ently this storm of the cen­tury came here ev­ery day. We looked around the (small) town, bought pro­vi­sions for the next week and had ev­ery­thing brought out to the ship - the wa­ter taxi be­longed to him too. The man was fine, of­fered rea­son­able prices and when it got dark we had a re­ally good evening meal in his gazebo. Then he took us back to the ship. 

When we got back on land, he turned his launch (on the sign: PORT AU­THOR­I­TIES) into a ser­vice ve­hi­cle and brought the har­bor mas­ter and guard on board the PA­PAGENO.  We were given per­mis­sion (as VIPs!) to sail out into the Red Sea with the next con­voy. So, off we went - night trip through the Bit­ter Lakes… 

The exit to the canal at Suez is also guarded by a tower. They had al­ready in­formed us that we had no ra­dio, so they put up a flag when the exit was clear. We - with a boat mea­sur­ing an im­pres­sive 15 me­ters - led the con­voy: be­hind us were a dozen huge tankers, none of them un­der 100 me­ters long. We im­me­di­ately swerved af­ter the exit and moved closer to the shore, let­ting the mon­sters pass.  At first we dipped our flag as re­quired (boats are re­quired to greet each other by low­er­ing their flags), but af­ter the fifth or sixth ele­phant that roared past us with­out a greet­ing, our en­thu­si­asm waned. Good sea­man­ship or not, the mer­chant fleet did not think much of our flag salute, so we left it alone. This was to be the small­est mis­take of the day.

 

The col­li­sion 

We formed three teams: lit­tle Niko­laus, Alexan­dra and I were to have the first watch, big Niko­laus, Ker­stin and Matz the sec­ond and Per, Helga and Alex were to do the morn­ing watch. The wind was blow­ing strongly from the north­west and drove the ship along on a beam reach at a good 10 knots - a good per­for­mance for a heavy cruis­ing boat! Be­fore night had re­ally fallen, we had left the last small is­lands and shal­lows be­hind us and were now set­ting a per­fect course over open wa­ter: we would ad­vance far south in a long tack and by to­mor­row morn­ing we would be half­way to the Gubal Is­lands (which lie on the west­ern shore of the Red Sea and were our first des­ti­na­tion);  in the evening we could be there with a bit of luck. 

As we sped along, small, bright lights kept ap­pear­ing on the wa­ter. Fish­er­men fish­ing with gas lamps. Be­cause of the high waves, you only saw these small boats, of­ten only 4 or 5 me­ters long, at the last mo­ment when they were danc­ing on a wave crest. Some­times we sped past just a few me­ters away, greeted the fish­er­men with a loud hello and waved. They were friendly and greeted back; ap­par­ently no one ex­cept me was con­cerned about the fact that the pointed hulls of our tri­maran were plough­ing through the wa­ter at break­neck speed and could eas­ily im­pale a small boat.  Shut up, Cas­san­dra, and go to sleep! 

Change of guard. Niko­laus in­structs Niko­laus, points out the con­voy be­hind us. Ker­stin, an ex­pe­ri­enced bou­tique owner, sky­diver and pi­lot, has me ex­plain the com­pass and steer­ing wheel thing again and also that the bear­ing (the di­rec­tion that points there from our po­si­tion) can­not re­main the same. Then we have a good­night cig­a­rette and the rest of us go to sleep. 

A loud bang tears me awake. I im­me­di­ately think of the fish­ing boats and our ra­zor-sharp hull tips. As we run past, lit­tle Niko­laus looks at me sleep­ily: what is it? I don′t know, I shout and run on to the deck.  When I climb out of the hatch and see a huge black wall and il­lu­mi­nated win­dows high above me and hear a roar­ing hum, no one needs to tell me what hap­pened. We didn′t im­pale a poor fish­er­man, we were rammed by a tanker! A quick look around: the big Niko­laus and Ker­stin are kneel­ing in the cock­pit, be­hind them the bent rail­ing and on the half-torn davits (two small cranes on which the dinghy hangs) the bat­tered dinghy, which is half drag­ging in the wa­ter: mud­dled up, as if some­one had driven over it with a roller! 

The tanker has now passed com­pletely, I can see the huge screws at a suf­fi­cient dis­tance - in this gi­gan­tic mixer we would have been ground to a pulp in sec­onds!  The black, mighty wall - as high as St. Stephen′s Cathe­dral - and the roar­ing noise of the screws take your mind off things for a mo­ment. I stand next to lit­tle Nicholas and look up. It im­me­di­ately be­comes clear to me that we were very lucky, that could eas­ily have ended in death. A glance at the clock - it is just af­ter one in the morn­ing. 

I say to Nicholas that we have to count the crew. But he stands there as if par­a­lyzed and doesn′t move. I now count ev­ery­one out loud, call­ing out their names - one is miss­ing! 

“Niko­laus, Per!” I shout, “one is miss­ing!” “No way,” is the la­conic an­swer, “count again!” I count and call out the name. I hold on to the last one - Alex - af­ter I say seven and then beat my chest and call out “Eight!” 

“One is miss­ing!” I shout des­per­ately and sud­denly think that it is Matz. I shout: “Where is Matz, where is Matz?!” A squeaky voice right in front of me says: “I′m here, I′m here!” and I say to him, with­out re­al­iz­ing that  I′m still hold­ing him and hit­ting his chest “no, not you, but Matz!” Al­most tear­fully, the sup­posed Alex says: “But - I′m Matz!” 

I need a sec­ond, then an­other to un­der­stand the mean­ing of his words. One is miss­ing, of course, but it′s not Matz, but the other one. 

“Alex!” I call, “where is Alex?!” 

Dead si­lence. Per says dryly: “His bunk is right un­der the crushed dinghy.” Niko­laus: “For God′s sake!” Ker­stin: “Well, doesn′t any­one want to go and have a look?” Awk­ward si­lence all around. Down there - no one wants to go down there now.  

Per and I go to the com­pan­ion­way at the same time, crawl along the nar­row bach­e­lor′s bunks to the very back. There lies a fig­ure wrapped in a sheet, silent and mo­tion­less. I have only one thought: he must be dead. Per stands mo­tion­less be­hind me, I hear him - rarely enough - breath­ing deeply. Then I care­fully feel for­ward and touch the fig­ure. 

“Yes, what is it?” Alex mum­bles sleep­ily and rolls over, “what are you guys shout­ing up there?” Per and I sigh with re­lief - the good boy is alive, sleep­ing peace­fully, while per­haps 15cm away from him thirty thou­sand tons of steel rushed past at 20 or 25 knots and half tore our ship to pieces.
 

Alex quickly puts on some clothes and comes on deck. Helga has lost her com­po­sure and found her voice again; like a fury she screams at big Niko­laus, Ker­stin and poor Matz, ask­ing what they′ve come up with; they can see the ships and can get out of the way in time, damn it! 

We dis­cuss things for hours, un­til dawn. It went some­thing like this: Ker­stin and Niko­laus re­treated to a cor­ner of the deck to flirt. They put the three-quar­ter blind Matz at the helm and told him to just watch the com­pass and drive “160”. Matz said he could read the brightly lit com­pass well, so it was OK. 

No­body was pay­ing any at­ten­tion to the con­voy be­hind us.  

Af­ter a while, Ker­stin and Niko­laus, star­tled by the noise of the tanker, came back to the helm and saw the gi­ant ship, al­ready close enough to touch. Niko­laus shouted that it was too late to avoid it, all they could do was pray! So the two lovers knelt down while Matz stared into the dark­ness, ter­ri­fied - he couldn′t see any­thing of the tanker, he said, he only heard the roar­ing of the gi­gan­tic bow wave. The tanker hit our ship on the star­board aft and brushed it aside as if it were flot­sam. Some­how the dinghy soft­ened the blow a lit­tle and there­fore helped to keep our boat from go­ing off course and be­ing pushed aside.  The davit scraped along the side of the ship and screamed like a wounded an­i­mal be­fore it broke. The squashed rub­ber sausage that had once been a dinghy wrapped it­self half­way around the bent stern rail­ing and pre­vented it from break­ing. Af­ter a few sec­onds, the night­mare was over. 

Per and I sat in the fore­deck and dis­cussed the sit­u­a­tion. We had been lucky this time, but there would be no sec­ond chance. We de­cided that from now on one of us would al­ways be awake, be­cause we knew that we could rely on each other, that was tried and tested.  We would not trust our lives to such am­a­teurs again - af­ter all, the big   Claus (who we unan­i­mously blamed) was not just any green bather, but one of the ship own­ers and co-skip­pers, with a test and a li­cense. - We stuck to this de­ci­sion un­til we left the ship. 

The next morn­ing, both   Clauses proved what dif­fer­ent stuff they were made of. The big   Claus, who silently avoided us and did not want to have break­fast with us (“be­cause we are so mean to him”), was at the helm when I looked out of the port­hole, chew­ing, and saw a work boat with a crane cross­ing our course. I im­me­di­ately jumped up and went to the helm. Per fol­lowed me; he too had no­ticed that  some­thing was wrong. 

I stood next to Niko­laus in si­lence. “He has to get out of the way, we have the right of way,” said Niko­laus and con­tin­ued driv­ing calmly. 

“The bear­ing is set!” I said (which means that we were head­ing straight for a col­li­sion). Niko­laus said noth­ing. I re­peated, more em­phat­i­cally: “Man, we′re head­ing for a col­li­sion, just bear off, turn the boat away from the wind so that we slow down and let him pass in front!” “No,” Niko­laus in­sisted, “we have the right of way now!” 

In the mean­time, lit­tle Niko­laus, still chew­ing his sausage sand­wich with his mouth full, had come up and stood at the sec­ond steer­ing po­si­tion. With­out a word, he pressed the switch lever down and took over the steer­ing.  He skill­fully dodged the is­sue and let the Egyp­tian through, who waved po­litely and was ap­par­ently un­aware of his wrong­do­ing. 

In the mean­time, lit­tle   Claus, still chew­ing his sausage sand­wich with his mouth full, had come up and stood at the sec­ond steer­ing po­si­tion. With­out a word, he pressed the switch lever down and took over the steer­ing. He skil­fully dodged and let the Egyp­tian through, who waved friendly and was ob­vi­ously not aware of his wrong­do­ing. 

In the heated dis­cus­sion that fol­lowed, we told lit­tle   Claus quite openly that we did trust him, but no longer trusted his part­ner at all, and that he could con­sider this a mutiny for all I cared: we would not stand by and watch the other Claus kill us! The at­mos­phere was pretty tense, but af­ter a few hours ev­ery­one calmed down.  Apart from that, the big  Claus didn′t get to the helm for the next week. 

The wind was no longer play­ing along, we went for an af­ter­noon swim and tried to re­pair the worst of the dam­age our­selves. But the dinghy was com­pletely ru­ined. But that doesn′t mat­ter, said lit­tle   Claus, we have a sec­ond one, one that is still packed un­der deck, we can now put it into op­er­a­tion. It took a few hours un­til the new boat was un­packed and as­sem­bled. All in all, we were a pretty good crew, be­cause ev­ery­thing that could go wrong did go wrong dur­ing as­sem­bly. 

To­wards evening we headed for a small bay that was ob­vi­ously an aban­doned de­pot or aban­doned busi­ness. The quay wall was in­tact, so we moored, but put out a small an­chor with the dinghy, just to be on the safe side.  We spent a very quiet evening - to my own sur­prise, I caught the first lit­tle fish of my life with a line, us­ing Alma cheese from my home re­gion as bait. Orig­i­nally, I only had “fish­ing non­sense” in my head, be­cause ev­ery­one said that I would never (ever) catch any­thing here and with this fish­ing rod. Niko­laus fried the fish à la PA­PAGENO and pre­pared a great snack, but we were still hun­gry. A fish­ing boat chugged in the dis­tance, then it turned around and came along­side. The fish­er­men waved a large fish; did we want to buy it? It must have weighed 30 kg. But the 100 dol­lars they wanted was too much for us, so they chugged away again.  Dur­ing their ma­neu­ver they got caught on some line, but they ac­cel­er­ated and dis­ap­peared into the dark­ness.

 

An­chor­ing ma­neu­vers and reefs

The next morn­ing we were very sur­prised. Our ad­di­tional an­chor was gone. Niko­laus looked at the bro­ken line. Aha, the fish­er­men, yes­ter­day evening. They had got­ten caught some­where. Now we knew where. We dived around for an­other hour and had to con­tinue with­out ac­com­plish­ing any­thing; the an­chor was gone for­ever; I as­sumed it was still hang­ing on the fish­ing boat. To­wards the af­ter­noon we reached the north­ern Gubal Is­land and rounded it. Here the reefs were only very vaguely marked on the map, the Red Sea pi­lot even re­ported on “sand dunes mov­ing un­der­wa­ter.”  It soon be­came clear that the whole thing was no fun when we counted the wrecks stuck to the reefs. One was even a brand new mo­tor­boat that prob­a­bly cost a tens of mil­lions of dol­lars - but now it was stand­ing mo­tion­less on a reef and with the binoc­u­lars you could see that it had been com­pletely plun­dered in the mean­time. Lit­tle Claus sent Big Claus with the bo­sun′s chair half­way up the mast to the look­out. The look­out, per­haps for the younger read­ers, is the per­son up there in the air who has to look out for Gauls, pi­rates or reefs and call out loudly when he sees some­thing dan­ger­ous.  (“The Ga-, the Ga-, the Gaga…!”, as As­terix says). 

The big   Claus even took his po­lar­ized sun­glasses with him, be­cause “with them you can see un­der the wa­ter sur­face”. Snails! He looked here and there and just made faces, but he didn′t see any reefs. 

A he­li­copter took off from the shore about 2-3 km away and flew over us. The pi­lot turned around and looked at us very closely. Ev­ery­one waved, but he came even lower; he ob­vi­ously wanted some­thing. Then we could see that he was point­ing to his head­phones. Ra­dio? No, we don′t have that.  Since no one else was mak­ing any move, I went to the fore­deck and first pointed to my ear, then the tele­phone sign with my thumb and lit­tle fin­ger, then my fore­arms crossed in an X (=bro­ken). He nod­ded and de­scended a few me­ters. Then he pointed ahead and drew hills and moun­tains in the air, then his hand glided through the air again and smashed into an imag­i­nary ob­sta­cle. 

Per had stood next to me and trans­lated loudly: “There are reefs ahead and you′ll re­ally hit the con­crete!” We nod­ded that we un­der­stood, but he put the he­li­copter in front of the boat and set a course about thirty de­grees to port, then re­peated it again.  We nod­ded and lit­tle Claus turned the steer­ing wheel in an ex­ag­ger­ated way so that he could see our change of course and know that we had un­der­stood him. He shook the he­li­copter a few times and dis­ap­peared be­hind the dunes again. 

Per and I stood at the front rail­ing and watched the wa­ter while the girls, Alex and Matz, stowed the fore­sail. Big Claus felt old and su­per­flu­ous be­cause we pointed to the other Claus at the helm when we saw light green wa­ter and the first reefs - dan­ger­ous things, so-called nig­ger heads, which lurk a few cen­time­ters be­low the wa­ter sur­face and are only clearly vis­i­ble at low tide. We slowed down and glided at walk­ing pace through the en­trance be­tween the two large Gubal Is­lands, al­ways along the edge of the reef. 

Then we reached the place that Achmed had marked on the map a week ago: a re­ally beau­ti­ful, small bay, pro­tected to the north.  The wind was now blow­ing at 8 Beau­fort across the flat sand is­land, the anemome­ter in the mast­head showed a con­stant 8 Beau­fort. Down on deck we were pro­tected by the is­land, there was only a light breeze. 

Lit­tle Niko­laus felt his way care­fully, Alex and Per fid­dled with the large main an­chor and let the chain down. Then the an­chor took hold and Niko­laus let the ship drift back to dig in the an­chor. A jolt and we drifted away quickly - the chain had bro­ken! Af­ter a mo­ment of shock, we did what we had learned: Niko­laus started the en­gine again and headed for­ward again to the place where the an­chor had to be; Matz and I pre­pared the small hand an­chor and let it into the wa­ter.  The an­chor took hold, the line tight­ened; but that could only be a tem­po­rary so­lu­tion. We wouldn′t be able to stay here overnight with this small an­chor. 

Per, who al­most took the break­ing of “his” an­chor as a per­sonal in­sult, stripped down to his swim­ming trunks and jumped into the wa­ter to dive for the an­chor. Then he sur­faced and held up the an­chor chain - un­for­tu­nately, he had made a mis­take in equal­iz­ing the pres­sure and his ear hurt like hell for a few days. Niko­laus rushed into the cabin and looked for the an­chor re­pair kit (I have to ad­mit that I′ve never seen such a thing be­fore). Tri­umphantly, he held up a re­pair link;  Now it was a mat­ter of min­utes un­til the two halves of the an­chor chain were firmly con­nected again. The ship slowly moved back, the an­chor and the re­paired chain held. - It was strange that we lost two an­chors in one day. 

We stayed on the north­ern Gubal Is­land for a day and two nights, went on shore ex­cur­sions and ex­plored the com­pletely un­in­hab­ited sand is­land a lit­tle. We dived on the reef, which made me feel quite un­easy be­cause we had to rely com­pletely on the big  Claus, even though we didn′t re­ally trust him any­more. 

All the equip­ment be­longed to him, he was the only cer­ti­fied div­ing in­struc­tor (cer­ti­fied here means with a cer­tifi­cate) on board, and we wanted to learn some div­ing tech­niques from him, af­ter all we had paid him for it. I am an ex­cel­lent free­d­iver, but I wanted to brush up on my scuba div­ing skills.  I came up with a (tech­ni­cally ques­tion­able) com­pro­mise: I would only dive for as long and as deep as I could at any time re­move my equip­ment and sur­face in the event of an “un­ex­plained de­fect”. I ex­pressly said: don′t do what I did, you can re­ally die do­ing it! Later, I was able to fully en­joy the thrill when dusk came and we dived with­out light in the in­creas­ingly dark wa­ter. 

Then we headed east again and crossed the Red Sea, driv­ing south along the west coast of the Sinai Penin­sula to its south­ern tip, Ras Muhammed.

 

Div­ing at Ras Muhammed 

You prob­a­bly know the area from tele­vi­sion, be­cause the then Pres­i­dent Mubarak had a con­fer­ence cen­ter built there next to the pres­i­den­tial va­ca­tion res­i­dence, in which Is­raeli-Pales­tinian peace talks have of­ten taken place. So we drove around the cor­ner there in good wind - in front of us lay the wide, beau­ti­ful Gulf of Aqaba. Up at the cape (Ras is the Ara­bic word for it) there is a long build­ing next to the light­house. 

Ker­stin, a pi­lot and sky­diver, looked up and said it was just the right place for a free jump. Alex cast an ex­pert glance up and said it was a tidal ob­ser­va­tory.  Alexan­dra, who was ly­ing on the bench with her head rest­ing on my lap, was read­ing the cul­tural guide to see what the area had to of­fer. I played with her blonde strands and kept my mouth shut as she read the ti­tle of the next page in a low voice: Ras Muhammed - the newly built in­ter­na­tional shark ob­ser­va­tion ob­ser­va­tory opens! 

Lit­tle Nicholas soon found an en­trance be­tween the reefs and care­fully steered in, then we an­chored. We dived and frol­icked in the wa­ter, fas­ci­nated by this abun­dant un­der­wa­ter fauna and flora. In the wa­ter, you are just one of many, many tasty fish. A hun­dred me­ters above us is the con­crete plat­form of the ob­ser­va­tory, lit­tle peo­ple stand there wav­ing and shak­ing their hands and call­ing out to us.  We wave and shake our hands back and call out hello and hello and hel­looooo. Alexan­dra tugs un­cer­tainly on my sleeve, ask­ing if they can see more from above than we can from be­low? 

No, of course there are no sharks here, says the big   Claus, who has been div­ing here “quite of­ten”. At least he is - ad­mit­tedly - adept at prac­tic­ing with the div­ing equip­ment; we brush up on all the be­hav­ior in emer­gen­cies, how to man­age a reg­u­la­tor in pairs, etc. Un­for­tu­nately, our un­der­wa­ter lights fail, so his video record­ings and the pho­tos I take are of very poor qual­ity.  We en­joy the won­der­ful un­der­wa­ter world at Sharks Reef and only come out of the wa­ter af­ter hours when we start to freeze. 

The next day we chug along in calm winds, sail­ing up the Gulf un­til we reach the city of Sharm El Sheik (Ofira), the leg­endary land of Ophir, if you re­mem­ber the Book of Kings by the old Per­sian Al Fir­dausi. Sharm El Sheik is our des­ti­na­tion, from there we will fly back to Cairo, the PA­PAGENO will head back to the west side and take tourists div­ing in Hurghada. The city de­serves a full de­scrip­tion: a port with bar­racks, eigh­teen houses, two shops and 15 five-star ho­tels.  On the beach there are two div­ing schools, three rental boat com­pa­nies and a tour boat “Visit the Shark′s Ob­ser­va­tory at Ras Muhammed!” 

 

At the har­bor mas­ter′s 

De­spite all its ar­chi­tec­tural mod­esty, Sharm el Sheik is an im­por­tant place for Egyp­tian sea­far­ing and El Gism, the army. The al­most square har­bor basin (new har­bor) is a con­crete bath­tub, a 17-me­ter-deep swim­ming pool, prob­a­bly 250 by 250 me­ters. On the beau­ti­ful sunny side, on the pier, there are an Ital­ian and a Span­ish war­ship. We are met by a small launch and guided to the shady, craggy east side of the har­bor basin. Our an­chor is sim­ply thrown down on the smooth con­crete floor, not to men­tion buried. The dis­tance is too great for a shore line, but the pi­lot, who speaks rea­son­able Eng­lish, ex­pressly for­bids us from com­ing any closer to the shore.  War­ships and can­nons im­press us civil­ians, so we swal­low any protest and stay ly­ing in the mid­dle of the swim­ming pool - from a sea­man′s point of view, this is non­sense, but we don′t dare to dis­cuss it ei­ther. 

The day be­fore, we had writ­ten an ac­ci­dent re­port about our col­li­sion. Of course, not a word about our in­com­pe­tent watch com­man­der, just a sim­ple, pre­cise de­scrip­tion of what hap­pened. The only thing miss­ing was the name of the tanker - we couldn′t read it in the dark. Our skip­per, Per and I climbed into the dinghy and fol­lowed the lo­cal to the har­bor mas­ter′s of­fice. There we were sent back, the har­bor mas­ter would not come un­til such and such a time. We stayed on board and cleared the ship, that is, we ti­died up and washed it.  When the time came, we chugged back to the har­bor mas­ter. 

The walls of his small of­fice were plas­tered with pho­to­graphs and photo tro­phies. His name was Colonel (pro­nounced Kör­nel), ev­ery­one ad­dressed him that way. In some pho­tos you could see him in a great car­ni­val uni­form; he was prob­a­bly a real Kör­nel af­ter all; af­ter all, he spoke flu­ent Eng­lish. They had al­ready seen us com­ing, and as soon as we sat down we were given hot pep­per­mint tea in thin clay bowls - I have to tell Michael Häupl about that! On the ta­ble was his name card: Capt. Ab­del Wa­hab M. Saleh.  Fa­ther of the whales, I whis­per to Nicholas, and he whis­pers back: I can read too! (On the wall hung a brightly painted plaque: Abd el Wa­hab - Fa­ther of the Whales. I won­der if this is where Melville got his Cap­tain Ahab for MOBY DICK?). 

Per puts our re­port, writ­ten in Eng­lish, on the desk, Kör­nel takes it away again im­me­di­ately, points apolo­get­i­cally to the thick, green-bound book on which Per had placed it and says with a smile: this is the Holy Ko­ran! Then he takes our pa­per and starts read­ing. He stops again im­me­di­ately (I can′t read Ara­bic ei­ther) and says: “Well, tell me!” Niko­laus in­tro­duces him­self, ship, name, etc., re­ports that we wanted to go from Port Said to Sharm el Sheik (here are our pa­pers), and that we had a col­li­sion with a tanker on such and such a night.  (The con­ver­sa­tion is so vivid in my head that I want to re­peat it here word for word:) 

Kör­nel smiles. “Col­li­sion?” - He is ob­vi­ously imag­in­ing, with a grin, how we ride with our lances low­ered against a moun­tain of steel. 

“Well,” cor­rects Niko­laus, red in the face, “the tanker rammed us!” 

“Aha,” says Kör­nel, sat­is­fied, “that sounds bet­ter. And - did some­thing hap­pen to the tanker?” 

Niko­laus says no silently. 

“But your ship - is it badly dam­aged?” Niko­laus shrugs his shoul­ders.  We re­paired the rail­ing our­selves in a few hours, we can throw away the old dinghy, there are only a few in­con­spic­u­ous scratches on the hull - no, the ship is not re­ally badly dam­aged, good Amer­i­can crafts­man­ship! 

“And - was any­one in­jured?” Niko­laus says no again. 

“In­shal­lah!” ex­claims Kör­nel and pushes our re­port, folded and un­read, back across the ta­ble, “thank God that noth­ing worse hap­pened!” 

So much for the mar­itime trial.  Niko­laus and Per make a half-hearted at­tempt to find out the name of the tanker and pur­sue the mat­ter fur­ther from an in­sur­ance per­spec­tive, but the fa­ther of the whales has long since re­treated into his pep­per­mint tea and is not an­swer­ing. Mean­while, I tried des­per­ately to iden­tify the peo­ple on the photo tro­phies, but alas, the Egyp­tian no­bil­ity were all un­known to me. 

Kör­nel has seen my in­quis­i­tive glances, and now he takes one pic­ture af­ter an­other off the wall and ex­plains that here he is pic­tured with Min­is­ter So-and-so, there with Gen­eral What-and-what, and here his sec­ond-to-last ship, 1,500 HP by the way, which he sold to the mer­chant Ick­sip­silon. Speak­ing of which - if we need pro­vi­sions, wa­ter or diesel, he can get us ev­ery­thing, be­cause the mer­chants in Sharm are cut­throats, re­ally mean fraud­sters who then de­mand ex­tra money for de­liv­ery; but with him, you can sim­ply give him a list of the goods and he will de­liver them to the ship free of charge. - Wel­come to the Bakschis­chkanal!  

I rum­maged around in the Red Sea Pi­lot for a long time and had a prob­lem, so I brought it up: “Mr. Kör­nel, Sir, Your Ex­cel­lency! We would like to go div­ing here and there to­day and to­mor­row - is that okay?”. 


The Colonel sud­denly sat up­right - he had ob­vi­ously never seen an id­iot who vol­un­tar­ily asked to pay. “Of course not,” he said as ex­pected, “you need a spe­cial per­mit!” Now I smiled broadly, be­cause that was what I had been aim­ing for, “here it is!” and Niko­laus put the form with the red div­ing man printed on it on the desk. 

Kör­nel paused, stud­ied the pa­per (“oh, you were with good old Achmed!”) and dis­man­tled us in the next sec­ond: “This is a 14-day gen­eral div­ing per­mit for the en­tire Egyp­tian coast, ex­cept for Ras Muhammed and the bay of Sharm to the is­land of Tiran, which are na­ture re­serves, and have been for two years!” 

That was ex­actly what the Red Sea Pi­lot had said, and now I had con­fir­ma­tion. Yes­ter­day we had dived il­le­gally in the na­ture re­serve at Ras Muhammed with­out know­ing it, but we couldn′t do it any­more since I found out and Kör­nel had seen us;  it was as sharp as a ra­zor and I didn′t want to mess with one of those. Friendly and with­out say­ing a word, he reached into the drawer and picked up a form. “I need an ID or pass­port from you,” he said as he be­gan to write. 


Niko­laus and I rum­maged in our pock­ets - no, we didn′t have any­thing with us. Per ca­su­ally reached un­der his shirt and pulled the blue mir­a­cle ser­vice pass­port out of the bag. “Yes, what is that?” asked the Kör­nel, and be­gan to leaf through it. He dis­creetly hid the form un­der a pile of news­pa­pers while he stud­ied Per′s pass­port. “A diplo­matic pass­port!”  he said with an air of ex­per­tise, “I used to travel with that as a mil­i­tary at­taché!” He sud­denly be­came so jovial and friendly that I felt a lit­tle un­easy - this could go re­ally wrong. 

With­out fur­ther ado, he picked up the “in­valid” div­ing per­mit, slapped a few dif­fer­ent stamps on it with a friendly grin and scrib­bled his name un­der­neath. “So, now you can dive any­where,” he said, “I′m also the high­est na­ture con­ser­va­tion au­thor­ity here, I give you per­mis­sion!” He barked at his door­man, and a few mo­ments later we were given fresh pep­per­mint tea.  The grain grinned broadly as he reached into the bot­tom drawer of his desk. “Al­lah will for­give,” he mur­mured and put the co­gnac on the ta­ble. We said no, but he poured the brim­ful co­gnac into our hot tea. 

Like cat and mouse, he and Per danced around each other in the small talk that fol­lowed, nei­ther of them telling each other any­thing, ab­so­lutely noth­ing about their jobs, just that they both worked for the state (each for his own). Per didn′t cor­rect the “diplo­mat” thing, let the fa­ther of all whales think what he wanted. Dur­ing a break, Kör­nel pointed to Niko­laus: “He′s the skip­per?” and we nod­ded. Kör­nel pointed at me with his chin, with­out look­ing di­rectly at me: “He′s se­cu­rity?” I said no: “No, as­sis­tant” and Kör­nel nod­ded un­der­stand­ingly, winked at Per. Yes, as­sis­tant.  

The con­ver­sa­tion then turned to the Gulf War and the amount of work that the two war­ships caused in the har­bor (and, in­ci­den­tally, Per was care­fully ques­tioned as to whether or not he was a diplo­mat with three per­cent sta­tus and a penny-pinch­ing abil­ity to de­liver). Poor Kör­nel had to sup­ply them with truck­loads of pro­vi­sions and for­bid­den drinks, “You can′t imag­ine how hard it is to find all of that here!” I thought to my­self, I′d like to have his mis­ery and his per­cent­ages… 

We were back on the topic; a brief eye con­tact, then Niko­laus said we would like to go on board to put to­gether our shop­ping list. Kör­nel said good­bye to us and gave us a man to take the list and han­dle the de­liv­ery. 

The mood on board was very cheer­ful. We sat around our cof­fee, chat­ted and Niko­laus had to tell the story of the har­bor mas­ter for the third time. Then Alex said that the boat was not ly­ing steady, the an­chor was drag­ging on the bot­tom. The boat had al­ready gone in cir­cles sev­eral times, so the chain was twisted and might break again. Niko­laus de­cided that we should move care­fully to­wards the shore and put out a shore line. When the an­chor winch lifted the chain, you could see un­der wa­ter that it had stupidly wrapped it­self around the an­chor it­self. One of us had to go down to sort it out be­fore we caused any dam­age.  

The big   Claus was just in the mid­dle of putting on his div­ing equip­ment when Per dryly said that the sol­diers on the war­ship were watch­ing us with binoc­u­lars - and if you go into the har­bor basin with div­ing equip­ment on too, they′ll get you!   Claus, the quick thinker, paused and left his mouth wide open. Helga had to im­me­di­ately dis­ap­pear into the gal­ley, where I heard her laugh­ing loudly. 

“I′ll do it,” I said and dropped the cov­ers. Per took his un­der­wa­ter cam­era and got into the wa­ter with Alex. I jumped into the warm wa­ter, dived the 17 me­ters down to the an­chor, worked and pulled  a few times on the chain, which was free again al­most im­me­di­ately, then I pulled up again. Per im­mor­tal­ized this suc­cess­ful div­ing ac­tion in a won­der­ful 8mm se­quence - in it I saw my­self div­ing for the first time. Big Claus got rid of his bot­tles, grum­bling, and was very an­gry, “be­cause we′re al­ways so mean to him.” 

Alexan­dra asked how one could go down so deep? She could barely get a me­ter deep, the air in her stom­ach, in her chest, would im­me­di­ately push you back up again! I first com­mented on the chest thing with a grin and then said that I would just let all the air out first, but Alex (as well as be­ing an elec­tron­ics tech­ni­cian, our para­medic) com­mented that I was a fool, let­ting air out and so on, you can eas­ily drown - that′s why a weight belt is safer.  Ev­ery­one agreed with him, ex­cept Alexan­dra. We prac­ticed for a while and sud­denly she got it. “Phew,” she said, pant­ing when we got back to the top, “I have to swim up re­ally hard and when I lose my strength, I′ll be pulled down!” Yes, that′s just how it is with free div­ing.

 

Div­ing in par­adise 

Af­ter break­fast we hur­ried to get the ship ready and fol­lowed the car­a­van of ex­cur­sion boats, af­ter half an hour we reached the bay that is de­scribed in ev­ery div­ing guide as the divers′ par­adise (Ras Umm Sid). We were the last to ar­rive in the bay, we stood ex­cit­edly on the fore­deck, watch­ing the ex­cur­sion boats that were slowly driv­ing in cir­cles and let­ting the divers into the wa­ter. The big   Claus, who was now at the helm (!), be­cause af­ter all, he “had been div­ing nearby a few times”, drove briskly into the mid­dle of the cir­cle, be­cause there was a rock in the wa­ter. 

“Drop the an­chor!” he or­dered, Alex and I hur­ried over, un­sus­pect­ing.  

Sud­denly some­one shouts from one of the div­ing boats, ask­ing if we′ve lost our minds by an­chor­ing in the mid­dle of the “cathe­dral”?! Get lost, you stupid tourists! (or some­thing like that). The “cathe­dral”, it should be noted, is an un­der­wa­ter sta­lac­tite about 15 me­ters high, unique in the world and sa­cred to all divers. Some call it a “tem­ple” and that it′s a coral, but I know Aunt Amalie′s coral neck­lace, but that looks com­pletely dif­fer­ent! 

Per takes the helm and drives the boat out­side the cir­cle. Alex snorkels ahead and waves that there′s good an­chor­ing ground over there. We an­chor the boat and go div­ing.  As there is not enough equip­ment on board, we split into two groups:   Claus and Ker­stin with bot­tles, the rest of us free dive.

It is all new to me: the cathe­dral, which rises like a huge can­dle from the black noth­ing­ness; the many col­or­ful schools of fish that come within cen­time­ters; the small, cheeky ze­bra-striped fish that nib­ble on our skin and wet­suits. I see bar­racu­das for the first time, and I pho­to­graph lion fish for the first time. Un­for­tu­nately, the pic­tures are only medi­ocre be­cause the flash does not reach far enough at a depth of 10 me­ters. When I show the slides to friends, I have to  I ex­plain why ev­ery­thing is so dirty green and why the (in it­self fiery red, poi­sonous dragon′s head) ap­pears in a rich dark brown with white feath­ers. I only con­fess to very, very good friends that I sim­ply didn′t dare to go any closer. 

Matz, our blind air traf­fic con­troller, has no wet­suit with him and is freez­ing mis­er­ably. We leave him on board as a guard and fol­low the  Clauses to the steep abyss, where the edge of the reef drops ver­ti­cally into the black noth­ing­ness. They dive down and in their un­com­radely man­ner do not no­tice the hand sig­nals from Ker­stin, who is ob­vi­ously afraid of the depth and who stays be­hind with us up above. Alex is chas­ing a school of bar­racu­das, we quickly swim up to him and ask if he′s crazy?  He grins and says that they won′t do you any harm any­way, but then he lets it go. Alexan­dra and I look at each other: we′re al­ready on a damn ass, gen­tle­men! 

Per, Helga, Alexan­dra and I stay to­gether, swim around in this beau­ti­ful un­der­wa­ter world and mar­vel at this fan­tas­tic gar­den for hours. I take and take pic­tures un­til the film ends, ask­ing Helga to take a pic­ture of this and that, be­cause it′s like the Gar­den of Eden. The sun is slowly set­ting, the light is get­ting dim and the preda­tory fish are wak­ing up. Now it′s Alex who is be­ing chased by the school of bar­racu­das and reaches the ship in a record-break­ing crawl fin­ish. Slowly ev­ery­one gets on board and we chug back to the har­bor. The best dive of my life (so far). 

 

Cap­tain′s Din­ner 

I still ad­mire lit­tle   Claus to­day. With lit­tle money and a lot of hard work, he man­ages the PA­PAGENO sin­gle-hand­edly, be­cause his part­ner has lost all sense of hu­mor and is more of a nui­sance than a help. He keeps the ship in ex­cel­lent con­di­tion and does ev­ery­thing he can him­self. I′m not an ex­pert, but as far as I can tell, the ship is in tip-top shape. The de­fec­tive elec­tron­ics are just a su­per­flu­ous lux­ury and do not af­fect its sea­wor­thi­ness. 

The bak­sheesh chan­nel has eaten into his fi­nances, gen­tle­men! Nev­er­the­less, lit­tle   Claus an­nounces that  he wants to in­vite us to the Cap­tain′s Din­ner in Sharm el Sheik to­day, our last evening to­gether. We dress up and chug across the har­bor basin, which is sur­rounded by the bar­racks wall, go through the “pass­port con­trol” again and trot over a small hill to the city. There - we would not have be­lieved it - we can­not find a restau­rant. Apart from per­haps the hor­ri­ble ho­tels where even the starters cost more than a meal in Cairo. This price max­i­miza­tion goes against the grain for all of us, we leave the greed­ily rub­bing their hands in the air and go back into the city. Af­ter a long walk we sit down in a street café and have a drink be­fore we con­tinue walk­ing.  

Why keep walk­ing, the owner of the cof­fee­house asks us, I′m hav­ing chicken and rice tonight, in the gar­den restau­rant at the back. Then he low­ers his voice so that Al­lah can′t hear, and whis­pers qui­etly: I have beer and wine, too. We look at each other, then fol­low him into the gar­den, where it′s ab­so­lutely com­pa­ra­ble to a Vi­en­nese Heuri­gen restau­rant, ex­cept that the drinkers here are darker-skinned. The space is tight, but we en­joy the menu, which is ter­ri­bly fatty and spicy, but far tastier than the spaghetti bolog­nese and spaghetti pa­pageno (and vice versa) that we were used to on the ship. Here at the back in the gar­den, where Al­lah can′t see, wine (in large quan­ti­ties) and beer (in cans) are served openly.  Af­ter din­ner I try to start a con­ver­sa­tion with our ta­ble neigh­bors, two dark Arabs, but it is very dif­fi­cult, very dif­fi­cult. They wave me to sit down with them. 

The crew cheers when Per ca­su­ally in­ter­jects that he doesn′t dare now, Mr. Se­cu­rity. I don′t need any­thing else, I nod briefly around the group and sit down with the two dark fel­lows. Our con­ver­sa­tion slowly gets go­ing, I slowly speak Eng­lish, they slowly speak Ara­bic-Eng­lish. I have three chil­dren and no, no wife. They are sur­prised; ev­ery­one has a wife or more. Yes, yes, but not me, but I have a girl­friend, but no ring. Aha, they nod in in­com­pre­hen­sion, what, no ring, isn′t it a ring? Yes, yes, I say, a signet ring, a dec­o­ra­tive ring. No ring for a woman. Aha.  

The two of them work in road con­struc­tion in Cairo, I quickly un­der­stand that, they come from the is­land of Tiran. It ac­tu­ally be­longs to the Saudis, and they are also Saudis, but that is not so pre­cise here. At mid­night they would travel by bus across the Sinai to Cairo, and they would be there to­mor­row at noon. I ask if I can buy them a beer - head shake, beer, for Al­lah′s sake, no! I soften the of­fer to pep­per­mint tea: yes, of course, that is very friendly. When or­der­ing, one of them points to my cig­a­rette - no, when I of­fer him one, he makes a hand sign that he means a wa­ter pipe. So, then a chibuk for the dark guest, waiter, and plenty of tütün (to­bacco) for three.  Thanks to Karl May. 

This in­vi­ta­tion to tea changes the whole con­ver­sa­tion. Sud­denly the Arab con­struc­tion work­ers are no longer so gloomy, they laugh and sip the hot tea. Ques­tions about my work and the cus­toms in Aus­tria and I slowly no­tice that their ef­forts to pro­nounce Aus­tria cor­rectly are slowly but surely turn­ing into As­turia and we sud­denly find our­selves at a bull­fight in Barcelona. No, gen­tle­men, Aus­tria, not Spain! No bull­fight­ing - ex­cept per­haps at the Opera Ball - and no fan­dango, but Schnadahüpfler! - Schna- Schanada - what!?  

The wa­ter pipe is passed around (not the pipe it­self, just the hose), I wipe the metal mouth­piece with the palm of my hand as a pre­cau­tion, hy­giene and all, but they ac­knowl­edge my anx­i­ety with broad smiles. Ap­par­ently the greedy waiter has not given them enough to­bacco (to­bacco is rolled into small, cone-shaped pa­per bags and put into the clay head con­tain­ing the glow­ing pieces of coal). One of them takes out his own to­bacco pouch and puts a lit­tle on top. A pleas­ant, sweet smell im­me­di­ately spreads; we puff and puff the de­li­cious to­bacco, laugh and joke and try to bring Vi­enna back from Spain to Aus­tria.  I could say that it was ex­actly the other way round in the time of Charles the Fifth, but my Ara­bic ges­tic­u­la­tions prob­a­bly aren′t enough… 

I had al­ready bought the third or fourth round of tea and to­bacco, and the dark man had du­ti­fully mixed in his own to­bacco, when Alexan­dra came strolling over and sat on my lap (of course only be­cause there was no free chair). She sniffed and then whis­pered in my ear: “Dar­ling, that′s hash!” and looked at me wide-eyed, know­ing that I con­sis­tently de­test this kind of thing.  I can still hear the words, but at the time they didn′t pen­e­trate my con­scious­ness be­cause I was in such a good mood and saw ev­ery­thing through a sweet fog, ev­ery­one was so nice and I felt won­der­ful. I ex­plain to her in a friendly way that I′m just drink­ing tea and smok­ing a hookah with the two gen­tle­men. Alexan­dra goes off again, sulk­ing for no ap­par­ent rea­son. 

Ev­ery Cap­tain′s Din­ner has its end, and this one too. We go out into the warm full moon night and I′m amazed at how soft and springy the soles of my an­cient sail­ing shoes are. I dance and hop in front of the oth­ers, up­hill to­wards the bar­racks, still hear­ing the com­ments be­hind me that  I thought he was now com­pletely out of it and looked around to see who “he” could be. But there was no one there ex­cept me. So we strolled home - I was danc­ing in my new shoes - and we reached the bar­racks gate, where three guards were stand­ing; two with Kalash­nikovs, one with­out, be­cause that was the com­man­der. We must have shown our pass­ports and the port pa­pers for the PA­PAGENO ten times in these two days, but each time they re­lent­lessly wanted to see them again - rules are rules!  

As I dance along in front of the group, it ob­vi­ously looks alarm­ing, be­cause the mili­ti­a­men hud­dle close to­gether and hold on to their guns: Watch out, a fool! Even to­day it is a mys­tery to me from which cor­ner of my re­pressed sub­con­scious this ho­mo­sex­ual im­pulse came, in any case I sud­denly hugged the com­man­der and gave him a loud kiss on his un­shaven cheek. “It′s me, your dear István!” I add un­nec­es­sar­ily.  He opens his eyes wide in shock like a calf in a slaugh­ter­house, then he points an­grily, say­ing that we should make sure we get through the gate quickly, but hurry! De­lighted that there is no bor­ing pass­port con­trol, we walk down to the har­bor laugh­ing. 

The oth­ers are still roar­ing with laugh­ter, only Alexan­dra swears never, ever, ever to kiss me again, I′m such a hor­ri­ble per­son! The oth­ers are now teas­ing me, say­ing that I′m so high that I could fly to the Ital­ians (add: war­ship) and ask if they have some­thing to quench our thirst. I couldn′t hold back any longer when the oth­ers no­ticed my drunken de­ter­mi­na­tion and tried to down­play the whole thing with “I was only kid­ding!” How of­ten have we been told that we should never go to the war­ships! 

The oth­ers only slowly fol­low as I walk to­wards the Ital­ians in a danc­ing step.  In front of the Pas­sarella, the pier that leads onto the ship, a cor­po­ral is sit­ting at a ta­ble and is look­ing at me calmly. It is clear to me now, be­cause I am prob­a­bly not the first per­son he has seen threat­ened in his long years of ser­vice, but at the time I no­ticed that he re­mained com­pletely cool, even though ev­ery­one else neighed or freaked out at the sight of me. From a dis­tance I greet him in my rusty school Ital­ian and ask him not to shoot - we are the tired and thirsty sailors from the tri­maran out there and we just wanted to ask if we could have a sip of Chi­anti or some­thing else de­cent. Cheek­i­ness wins, I thought.  

In his rasp­ing Eng­lish he told me that “the Ital­ians” were the ones at the back, and that he was “the Spaniards”. But if I wanted, we could have a beer; there were no other drinks be­cause the har­bor mas­ter wanted ex­or­bi­tant amounts of money for them. I quickly rum­maged through the hash-clouded sea­weed that filled my brain and tried to make my­self un­der­stood in Span­ish. When I threw one at him, say­ing that the har­bor mas­ter was prob­a­bly a ladron (thief), he be­came ap­proach­able and grinned broadly; well, come on then!  

Helga whis­pers: “István, you are the great­est” while we wait at the Pas­sarella un­til the of­fi­cer comes back with two car­tons of cold, nice cold beer. While we drink our cans, the oth­ers tell him in broad strokes how our trip went. When Niko­laus re­minds us that we have to go to the ship, the Spaniard gives us a full car­ton of beer “for later”. 

Need­less to say, af­ter the row­ing ses­sion I re­turned to our ship soak­ing wet.  It was also su­per­flu­ous to men­tion that the beer did not sur­vive un­til the morn­ing, but it was also su­per­flu­ous to men­tion that at some point the wet clothes had to be taken off and that Alexan­dra and I danced Sir­taki on the cabin roof - un­der a full moon, fully naked and beau­ti­ful! (Sir­taki be­cause that was the only cas­sette on board that was still playable). 

The two Clauses split up soon af­ter - the big Claus and Ker­stin pooled their sav­ings and bought the SYM­PAT, a tri­maran that they still char­ter to­day. Alex walked from Sharm (in sev­eral days) to the Sinai to the St. Cather­ine′s Monastery and then had to have his bleed­ing soles treated in hos­pi­tal in Cairo. Matz took the tourists for a while with the lit­tle Claus on the PA­PAGENO in Hurghada, Alexan­dra went to Brazil, Helga, Per and I went to Vi­enna. 

We still some­times go to sea to­gether to­day. 

 

 



I prob­a­bly haven′t men­tioned that I spent most of my work­ing life in data pro­cess­ing. Com­put­ers and stuff, you know. Of course you can do that for a while with­out be­com­ing com­pletely out of touch with the world or ob­ses­sive. But you shouldn′t for­get to do some­thing else, at least as a hobby. I couldn′t think of any­thing bet­ter than work­ing my way up in the com­puter club I had joined and be­com­ing ed­i­tor-in-chief of the club′s news­pa­per one day. 

Well, it wasn′t ac­tu­ally that bad. 

There wasn′t even a club news­pa­per yet;  Two or three times a year, a dou­ble-sided, hec­tographed pa­per was sent out, list­ing the most im­por­tant events of the pre­vi­ous year and up­com­ing dates, etc. Then the pres­i­dent in of­fice had the idea of ask­ing me to con­trib­ute a small amount to the next pa­per, which I did. Un­for­tu­nately, I couldn′t man­age less than 12 pages. Now good ad­vice was hard to come by, but the good man could be helped: and so the news­pa­per was born. 

Per­haps the pres­i­dent thought at the time that I would pub­lish great pro­gram­ming tricks or mas­ter­ful cod­ing ex­am­ples, and he prob­a­bly hoped that I would be able to put to­gether 8 to 10 pages with that. 

He soon knew bet­ter.  

Month af­ter month I filled the pages, some­times only 48, but usu­ally a full 64 pages. Among other things, I had stip­u­lated that I could let my pen run free. Re­gard­less of whether it was an an­nounce­ment of a con­fer­ence or pre­sen­ta­tions with big­wigs from IBM, I wrapped ev­ery­thing up neatly in small, read­able sto­ries and thought that this would be a bet­ter and more hu­mor­ous way of con­vey­ing the dry facts to read­ers. I al­ways wrap my dog′s tablets in a spe­cial sheet of pa­per, claro? So you don′t need to worry that you′ll fail some­where in the fol­low­ing sto­ries be­cause of in­com­pre­hen­si­ble tech­ni­cal jar­gon;  it is enough if you know that com­put­ers ex­ist, that there is a com­puter man­u­fac­turer called IBM and that this same IBM pro­duced one of the world′s best com­put­ers, the leg­endary AS/400. 

The rest is log­i­cal; a club of com­puter freaks who meet in some big city for con­fer­ences or other lec­tures; an ed­i­tor-in-chief who has to get them to talk be­fore any­one comes to the con­fer­ences and meet­ings, and a pres­i­dent who spends nights brood­ing over the un­paid print­ing bills for the news­pa­per that the ed­i­tor-in-chief pro­duces… 

The hot topic of 1996 was of course the year 2000, which would lead to the big­gest com­puter changeover in the world.  Thou­sands of ed­i­to­rial of­fices around the world were typ­ing their fin­gers to the bone, be­cause ev­ery­one was afraid of dis­as­ter, maybe even chaos. 

Not so in our small one-man ed­i­to­rial of­fice. We (or more pre­cisely, I) had made pro­vi­sions in good time and had no Y2K prob­lem at all. Nev­er­the­less, the ed­i­to­rial of­fice had to ad­dress the gen­eral prob­lems and ner­vous­ness and pub­lished a sim­ple, cheer­ful ar­ti­cle on the sub­ject of the two thou­sandth and the up­com­ing con­gress; but un­for­tu­nately the ed­i­tor had made a typo on page 3, which was not with­out con­se­quences. The for­mer (the cheer­ful ar­ti­cle, of course, not the con­gress) brought me a multi-page, lauda­tory let­ter to the ed­i­tor, the recog­ni­tion of which cul­mi­nated in a flat­ter­ing com­par­i­son with the works of the fa­mous Is­raeli hu­morist Ephraim Kishon.  

The joy of this and the anger over the many com­plaints about the stupid typo that had so shame­lessly ex­posed my all too lax re­search first swirled with plenty of co­gnac, then my name swirled into a pseu­do­nym; and all these swirls then led to the fol­low­ing melan­choly re­flec­tion (and more co­gnac, of course). 

May E.K. for­give me! 



A year like any other
 
Or­nella Muti, who is stretch­ing out her arms long­ingly to­wards me, bursts into a thou­sand pieces when the wretched cu­cum­ber starts chirp­ing. I hastily fum­ble around in the dark for the de­vice (the cu­cum­ber, as you have prob­a­bly no­ticed, is my mo­bile phone) while try­ing to de­ci­pher the lu­mi­nous num­bers on my watch: 3:30!  What id­iot…

“Yes, please?” I whis­per and glance wor­riedly to­wards the other side of the bed, where Or­nella′s pre­de­ces­sor be­comes rest­less for a mo­ment, but then con­tin­ues to sleep. “This is Ephraim K., the fa­mous hu­morist,” the voice on the other end of the line croaks, “I would like to speak to the ed­i­tor-in-chief!” 

I im­me­di­ately break out in a cold sweat. Taxi Schwechat Air­port Air­plane Tel Aviv Ho­tel room three suit­cases. How the hell…? 

“The ed­i­tor-in-chief and my wife have al­ready re­tired to their pri­vate rooms, so I can′t pos­si­bly dis­turb them, Ex­cel­lency,” I say hoarsely, adding just to be on the safe side:  “I′m only the First Sec­re­tary. But what makes you think we′re in Is­rael to­day?” 

In my mind′s eye I see Ephraim K., the fa­mous hu­morist, smil­ing mis­chie­vously: “I have my con­nec­tions. No, se­ri­ously: my friend Jos­sele saw him this evening at Tel Aviv air­port with his wife and lug­gage trol­ley.” 

“That was the AUA cabin stew­ard,” replied the bag­gage cart, “who ac­com­pa­nied my best friend and us to the ho­tel; we are here for the an­nual meet­ing that will take place in Jerusalem in June.” 

“I know, I know! So what is it, can I speak to the so-called ed­i­tor-in-chief now?” 

“Un­for­tu­nately not, Your Grace, I re­ally can′t dis­turb you now.” A warm, com­fort­able wave of power floods through me, the en­slaved crea­ture.  “But of course I could do some­thing,” I add vaguely, in a fit of mag­na­nim­ity and peas­ant cun­ning. The bait al­ways works - at least with Vi­en­nese lo­cal politi­cians.
 
Gen­eral knowl­edge, yes, but at 2:30 a.m.? 
 

“Very well, make a note,” growls Ephraim K., the fa­mous co­me­dian, and I fum­ble on the floor for the cig­a­rette packet, be­tween socks, beer cans and the re­mains of the Jerusalem Post. “In the last is­sue, the great mas­ter made a huge mis­take; ap­par­ently not only did he not un­der­stand the leap year thing, but he also pub­lished mis­lead­ing in­for­ma­tion on page 3.  If that isn′t an em­bar­rass­ment! Well, I want to give him a lit­tle help - from col­league to col­league, so to speak - al­though he ap­par­ently has never heard of me, the great­est hu­morist,” he adds, some­what piqued. 

“Are you even lis­ten­ing to me?” he asks and I hurry to mut­ter “Hmm-Hmm” into the phone while my eyes greed­ily wan­der around look­ing for the damned lighter.

“Go ahead, Em­i­nence, I just quickly grabbed my notepad,” I lie hap­pily and take a bliss­fully deep first drag.  

“So, you don′t need to say good­bye to Feb­ru­ary 29th for 8 years, as men­tioned in your lit­tle leaflet. The year 2000 is a leap year!” I want to say cheek­ily that he is the eleventh caller in this em­bar­rass­ing mat­ter, but then I keep my mouth shut in time. “Per­haps you should do some ed­u­ca­tional work on the leap year,” says Ephraim K., the best-known hu­morist be­tween the Elbe and Eu­phrates, con­de­scend­ingly.

 

Leap year, nightly en­light­en­ment

“First of all, you have to get rid of ′Pope Ju­lian′, this slip-up is just too em­bar­rass­ing. There was a Pope Ju­lian around 300, and then an­other around 1700, so for­get it. Tell your peo­ple that  the term “Ju­lian cal­en­dar” is named af­ter Julius Cae­sar and it was the great Ca­jus Julius Cae­sar (100-44 BC) who, re­turn­ing vic­to­ri­ous from a cam­paign in 46 BC, found a mis­er­ably in­ac­cu­rate mil­i­tary cal­en­dar stolen from the Per­sians in Rome and was an­noyed that his vic­tory, which he had won six weeks ago, would ac­tu­ally only take place in three days. Fu­ri­ous, he de­cided that this year (46 BC, nota bene) should last 455 days and thus 15 months. Then he smashed the cur­tain into the door panel and had him­self taken to Egypt  gal­ley row­ing. - Do you have that?”  “Of course, that is re­ally in­ter­est­ing news,” I say hyp­o­crit­i­cally, yawn­ing and watch­ing with in­ter­est the minia­ture bee­tle that is kick­ing across the bed­sheet on its six lit­tle legs. 

“So, Julius not only courted Cleopa­tra in Egypt, but also roamed around in the pharaonic ar­chives (you need breaks ev­ery now and then, haha). There he ac­tu­ally found the de­cree of Pharaoh Ptolemy III from the year 238 BC, in which the gifted as­tronomer Cano­pus cal­cu­lated the trop­i­cal so­lar year to be 365.2422 days and the syn­odic lu­nar month to be 29.5306 days, and from this he con­cluded with ra­zor-sharp pre­ci­sion that for ev­ery three years with 365 days, there should be one with  366 days must fol­low. Ca­jus J. C. was de­lighted with this dis­cov­ery and im­me­di­ately ran to Cleopa­tra the Beau­ti­ful and soon worked out his new Ro­man cal­en­dar with her: 11 months with 30 or 31 days, a 12th month of Feb­ru­ary with 28 days, ev­ery fourth year with 29 days, and a bright boy called Cae­sar­ion were the re­sults of this pro­duc­tive col­lab­o­ra­tion, ha­haha.” I don′t know why he laughs so much ev­ery now and then, but older cit­i­zens find some things so funny.  

“But was this cal­en­dar ac­cu­rate enough?” I ask, feign­ing in­ter­est, while I frus­trat­edly leaf through the He­brew Gideon Bible that I found in the night­stand in the ho­tel room, try­ing to at least find out which way is the front and which way is the back. And I find all this cal­en­dar non­sense dis­gust­ing: as if the Ro­man Chris­tian cal­en­dar was the only one! There′s also the Jew­ish, Is­lamic and what­ever cal­en­dars, why doesn′t he take care of them too? 

“Young man,” the hu­mor­ous great con­tin­ues, “you have no idea what Julius left be­hind in Rome.  No, it was not just the un­for­tu­nate year of 46 with its 455 days. The Ro­mans had al­ready up­set the Per­sian war cal­en­dar many years be­fore; the year ended on Feb­ru­ary 24th with the fes­ti­val of the god Ter­mi­nus (not re­lated to “train sta­tion”, but the rea­son for our New Year′s Eve fire­works) and be­gan, in the sen­si­ble Per­sian way, on March 1st, but con­tin­ued with so­lar and lu­nar months of vary­ing lengths and ended in a Feb­ru­ary with 22 or 23 days. The months them­selves had three fixed points, the 1st day (Kalends), the Nones (5th or 7th day) and the Ides (on the 13th or 15th day). The other days were given in re­la­tion to the next fixed point (the 11th was “two days be­fore the Ides”).  Of course, the Ro­mans also in­vented some­thing like a short-cir­cuit month (Mer­ce­do­nius be­gan af­ter Feb­ru­ary 23rd) to com­pen­sate for the in­ac­cu­ra­cies.  These leap days be­tween Feb­ru­ary 24th and March 1st (Latin “bis sex­tum ante cal­en­das mar­tias”) can still be found to­day in French (an­née bis­sex­tile) and Ital­ian (anno bis­es­tile) for the leap year. In ad­di­tion, af­ter Cae­sar′s as­sas­si­na­tion, the Ro­mans moved the start of the year in 43 BC to Jan­u­ary 1st, the day the con­suls took of­fice (that was what the Vi­en­nese lo­cal politi­cians were called in an­cient Rome), where it has re­mained to this day. Nev­er­the­less, even this in­ge­nious Ju­lian cal­en­dar had a catch that would not be cor­rected un­til a mil­len­nium and a half later: the an­nual av­er­age was 12 min­utes, or more pre­cisely 11 min­utes and 12 sec­onds, too long.”  Ephraim K., the fa­mous hu­morist, takes a short break, ex­hausted, which al­lows me to care­fully place the minia­ture He­brew that fell off the bed back on the bed­sheet so that it can con­tinue to wan­der around the yel­lowed HOL­I­DAY INN JERUSALEM let­ter­ing. 

 

Leap year, a pa­pal brain­wave 
 
“Here it comes!” the mas­ter of hu­mor ex­claims, “please write that down word for word! In 1582, Pope Gre­gory XIII (the 13th, E. K. adds in­struc­tively) had fi­nally had enough of hav­ing his lunch served at half past nine in the morn­ing, of hear­ing the An­gelus bells at a quar­ter to three in­stead of five, and, even worse, of hav­ing to pay ex­tra in­ter­est for 11 min­utes and 12 sec­onds at the Banco di Roma ev­ery year. So, while one day, by chance and with­out any ul­te­rior mo­tive, he met the chubby, blond-haired Ro­man  While watch­ing al­tar boy games of sack rac­ing in the Sis­tine Chapel and Mae­stro Michelan­gelo paint­ing fres­coes, he had a sud­den epiphany: a di­vi­sion quickly scrib­bled in the cen­turies-old dust showed the cor­rect­ness of the pa­pal brain­wave: all you had to do was make ev­ery fourth of the sec­u­lar years (the turn of the cen­tury), which oc­cur ev­ery 100 years, into a leap year, and you would have saved or gained around 12 min­utes (in­clud­ing in­ter­est). So the rules were re­fined im­me­di­ately, in 1582: ev­ery fourth year of a cen­tury is a leap year, but not the sec­u­lar years (the ones that end with 00, you cul­tural pigs), un­less they are evenly di­vis­i­ble by 400.  So 1600 be­came a leap year (Gre­gory XIII used the in­ter­est to fi­nance a small week­end cam­paign to give the Pisans a slap in the face), and 2000 will be one too.”

 

Leap year OK, ev­ery­thing OK 

“Then ev­ery­thing is fine,” I say, turn­ing the lit­tle fid­get­ing mini-romper onto his back and try­ing to anes­thetize him with cig­a­rette smoke, “so we′ve had a flaw­less cal­en­dar for a good 400 years…” but the elo­quent ad­vo­cate of hu­mor in­ter­rupts me im­me­di­ately: “What are you think­ing! Noth­ing is fine! Of course, that′s only a piece­meal so­lu­tion, this four-hun­dred-year rule doesn′t re­ally solve the prob­lem, be­cause in the year 4300 an ad­di­tional leap day will be needed to cor­rect this pa­pal cor­rec­tion again! Be­sides, what do you mean here, for 400 years?  Oh, you and your AS/400 num­ber games! No, in re­al­ity this cal­en­dar reg­u­la­tion only ap­plied to the pa­pal sphere of in­flu­ence from 1582 on­wards;  the Swiss can­ton of Valais, for ex­am­ple, only fol­lowed in 1583, the Ja­pa­nese in 1873, and the Greeks in gen­eral in 1923. And your ed­i­tor-in-chief prob­a­bly only in 2012,” says the hu­mor­ous great and laughs briefly and bleat­ingly, as if it were a joke. 

So we gos­sip for a while about whether Cano­pus was just an ad­vi­sor and as­tronomer or maybe even a brother of the Pharaoh, etc. yawn-yawn-yawn, then I let the cu­cum­ber slowly slide to the floor with sleepy eyes and think of Or­nella, her slanted green-grey eyes, her full lips, as she lisps through her cute lit­tle gap in her teeth: “…let′s gos­sip.”  thatß Sssßold year Sssßold year, ßüßer lit­tle Russy…” and the voice of the great­est hu­morist of all time con­tin­ues to squawk from the cell phone, ever qui­eter and more dis­tant and qui­eter…. 
 

Rust van Idas, 

First ed­i­to­rial sec­re­tary 

 

Leap year, an epi­logue: 

In­stead of this epi­cally broad fea­ture ar­ti­cle, a four-line para­graph would have suf­ficed: 

“Cor­rec­tion: in our last is­sue, page 3, a small er­ror crept in with the year 2000: the Ju­lian cal­en­dar was de­vel­oped by Julius Cae­sar in 46 BC. The cor­rec­tion of the an­nual dif­fer­ence of 12 min­utes was made in 1582 by Pope Gre­gory XIII: ev­ery year di­vis­i­ble by 400 is also a leap year, pe­riod.” 

M.M. G., ed­i­tor′s wife 

 

 


An­other news­pa­per ap­point­ment was due, once again I had only been think­ing about earn­ing money, car re­pairs and tak­ing my child to the coun­try school week and hadn′t writ­ten a sin­gle ar­ti­cle. 

At­lanta is not only home to Coca-Cola, but also IBM re­search fa­cil­i­ties and our next com­puter con­gress. The best com­puter club news­pa­per that ever had me as ed­i­tor-in-chief lay las­civ­i­ously stretched out on the hard drive and waited hap­pily to re­ceive my mes­sages. Time was press­ing and I re­ally had to do some­thing quickly - in a one-man ed­i­to­rial of­fice, what I had learned in the course on how to del­e­gate cor­rectly is dif­fi­cult to im­ple­ment - I don′t know why.  — Nev­er­the­less, a real, thor­ough­bred ed­i­tor doesn′t give up and uses the In­ter­net to fill the pages. 

Not ev­ery­thing in this ar­ti­cle is true — with the one ex­cep­tion that my com­puter mag­a­zine was prob­a­bly the best you′ve ever read. — Some things are com­pletely made up, brand names are mixed up, as are man­u­fac­tur­ers — you don′t want to get your­self into trou­ble. Nev­er­the­less, you will al­ready rec­og­nize some things from your own ex­pe­ri­ence, or will soon. You′ll go on­line at some point, won′t you? You have email, right?  Are you al­ready “in”? 

At some point it has to be men­tioned that many a vet­eran pro­gram­mer has been ship­wrecked on these new-fan­gled data high­ways. And that this is less of­ten the fault of the vet­eran pro­gram­mer than you think or than we are led to be­lieve. 

For the sake of clar­ity, it should be noted that all of this hap­pened “back in the day”. Nowa­days, In­ter­net con­nec­tions are com­pletely prob­lem-free and ex­tremely fast, the modems and the ca­bles work per­fectly and of course the stork still brings the lit­tle ba­bies…. 


Chief Tecum­seh

Per­haps you have a mail­box like mine: in the hall­way by the en­trance to the house, all the mail­boxes of the res­i­dents are lined up in a long row. When you come home, you take your brief­case in one hand, your cell phone in your mouth and your bunch of keys in the other. Then you un­lock the mail­box, open the nar­row door, yes, a lot has come in again, and then you drag the sluts out of the mail­box in bunches. If they let you drag them. 

Some­times some­one sends a thick man­ual or Mi­cro­soft sends its lat­est price list, then it can be a big pack­age, and then you tug and pull at this thing un­til it—  more or less un­dam­aged - comes out. Phew, I made it, but al­most ev­ery­thing got stuck in the nar­row door. 

Last week it hap­pened again. Of course, you′re no longer a punch card di­nosaur, and of course you don′t re­ceive your mail via the mail­box any­more, you′re in e-busi­ness af­ter all! Of course, I′ve been post­ing more or less bril­liantly over the last few years us­ing the In­ter­net′s mail fa­cil­i­ties. There have been a few prob­lems here and there, but all in all it works (when it works, and that of­ten doesn′t). Ob­jec­tively speak­ing, my pas­sion for com­mu­ni­ca­tion has ac­tu­ally in­creased, be­cause it′s re­ally quite easy to send a few lines across the At­lantic now.  In the past, such a call would end with a glance at the Swatch (it is now 3:15 in the morn­ing in Toronto) or at the first few pages of the tele­phone book (a minute costs 27.50). 

But e-busi­ness is worth it! As the ed­i­tor of a mar­ket-dom­i­nat­ing trade mag­a­zine (you are hold­ing it in your hands), I have e-mail con­tact with most of the au­thors/ed­i­tors; that is my e-busi­ness. Yes, read­ers can also con­tact me di­rectly and with­out bu­reau­cratic non­sense (do you think there is an­other 750 euro stamp on it, right?) via our web­site or my per­sonal e-mail ad­dress.  Maybe I should pub­lish my first time in the sec­tion “My first time” (the youths Sex-mag­a­zine BRAVO also has a sec­tion “My first time”!): 

 

My first time 

I, a tele­phone-wired PC-pen­dejo, can get in­volved for around $25. A fairly ca­sual iden­ti­fi­ca­tion at IBM­NET, in­sert the disk, type in IN­STALL. Snork snork, and com­pletely sur­pris­ingly: it in­stalls with­out any omi­nous MRI-xxxx or other er­ror mes­sages! Joy! Emo­tion! Fa­therly pride! What do you want to be called, what is your near­est IBM dial-in node (se­lect the phone num­ber from the drop-down list), your credit card num­ber or do you want to can­cel (it used to be: money or life), and that′s ba­si­cally it.  30 days trial, af­ter that it′s a monthly sub­scrip­tion of, as al­ready men­tioned, about 0.25 kilo shillings or $25 per month. And that would be worth it if… 

Or rather, if not. 

Joy in the ed­i­to­rial of­fice. Baby cham­pagne and a bag of peanuts are sac­ri­ficed to the gods. Al­most all peo­ple and in­sti­tu­tions in the ed­i­to­rial of­fice now have In­ter­net ad­dresses. All IB­Mers, of course, and any­one who doesn′t have In­ter­net is no longer in. 

Van­ity and bliss. At­lanta, here I come! Well. No mat­ter how much the At­lantans ad­ver­tise, I just don′t like the Co­Co­LaLa­Light.  The best, in my opin­ion, are the old 0.2-liter bot­tles, which, when half empty, can be re­filled with White Coruba rum. Just by the way, in re­al­ity Cour­voisier Dreis­tern sur­passes both. 

Of course I′m still strug­gling with the tricks of this tiny com­puter. I won­der how un­fair the world is that prod­ucts like Win­dows for Work­groups or WIN­DOWS of this qual­ity make a man like, say, Bill G., the rich­est pri­vate in­di­vid­ual in the world; oth­ers, say, me, write their fin­gers to the bone and then buy a well-run-in new car (four years old) with only 120,000 km on the clock. Sigh! Ad­dio, mondo cane! 

But - where was I? Oh yes, I wanted to say some­thing about the In­ter­net. It takes a while to get used to the tools, of course, as a vet­eran screen voodoo artist, I mean. Of course, I haven′t been able to surf prop­erly yet, be­cause my Net­scape clashes with the Net­scape of my co-user, who has a uni­ver­sity ver­sion at a re­duced stu­dent rate and whose fa­ther is me. Of course, you will im­me­di­ately re­al­ize, just as I do, that Net­scape can­not be com­pat­i­ble with Net­scape, of course! (Any ques­tions?) 

I don′t have to surf around, I have to  yes, work and s… — ähh, earn. So, I′ll just claim the email part of the In­ter­net for my­self, we′ll just look at Hugh Hefner′s col­or­ful pic­tures with “his” Net­scape. OK. If you haven′t asked your­self yet which root words Net­scape is made up of (net = net­work, scape = ab­bre­vi­ated to Es­cape), then that′s prob­a­bly a good thing, be­cause you′re a com­puter spe­cial­ist and not an et­y­mol­o­gist. 

The email pro­gram (EU­LALIA is its name) is just to my taste. It′s great how one (1) line opens up be­hind the term “help” with a mouse click, which is green. I vaguely re­mem­ber that  in OS/2 green in the help screens means “more be­hind” (i.e. hy­per­text be­hind). So I hap­pily clicked on the green text with my lit­tle hand (the ar­row has long since passed), and a paid reg­is­tra­tion form from Qual­comm for EU­LALIA ap­peared (we′ll spare you the de­tails). This reg­is­tra­tion form beamed with joy that you will re­ceive more emails from this com­pany from time to time, you just need to fill in this form and sub­mit it us­ing the but­ton. Thank you for us­ing EU­LALIA. But it doesn′t re­ally help me, I al­ready need help to look at my emails. 

Well, that′s what friends are for. One of them is just com­ing to visit my fridge  and says: “Howdy­Old­Cham­p­What­sUp?” Beam­ing with joy, I tell him about my EU­LALIA, which I still don′t know much about. He quickly gets a small one from my fridge, then sits down in front of the PC with his legs apart and starts click­ing on this and that. Sud­denly a di­rec­tory of names (NICK­NAMES) ap­pears, he says: “Go on, give me your ad­dresses” and types in some of the names along with their In­ter­net ad­dresses. Then he clicks here and there again and also in the top right, and then it says “New Mail, No Sub­ject, No Re­cip­i­ent”.  My Eng­lish is just good enough to guess “New let­ter, no sub­ject, no re­cip­i­ent”, then he starts writ­ing to the ad­dress that hap­pens to be at the top “Tscharli. Hello, old champ, I′ve just taken Eu­lalia for a run, the dumb mas­ter doesn′t even know where to type any­thing. Bye, Xandl” and be­fore I can even say “gicks” he does a mon­key grip SEND click and off it goes. (I haven′t heard any­thing from Tscharli since). 

You see, it′s that easy. I ask him how things are with man­u­als etc. at EU­LALIA. With a broad grin (I only al­low friends to do this with­out reser­va­tion) he squeezes out “nitschewo, no man­ual, in­tu­itive user in­ter­face”. Aha! I say and don′t un­der­stand any­thing. Some­how it has to do with his end­less car ex­am­ples; oh yes, “if you can drive one, you can drive them all.” or some­thing like that. But it′ll take at least three months if you go crazy… In­tu­itive user in­ter­face, and I, the id­iot, write 30 pages of man­u­als for my cus­tomers′ in­tu­itive in­ter­faces. Well, I can still im­prove that. 

When he comes back from the fridge, I ask him what that is now, I′m com­pletely con­fused.  The “de­mon” writes me a “non-de­liv­ery re­port” or, more or less, a “non-de­liv­ery re­port from the evil spirit”. I am in­formed that the ad­dress I en­tered, “I4at­di­aus.abaI@traumi.net. komm”, is wrong. A la­bo­ri­ous search, oh yes, a small typo. Roar­ing laugh­ter and a crash­ing blow on my left shoul­der; he seems to know Monika′s email ad­dress too.  “Brinxtma noa Bia, then I′ll ex­plain ev­ery­thing to you,” and that′s what hap­pens. Soon (it seems like dawn is al­ready dawn­ing) I can send a mes­sage to my friend Alex, at­tach a Word text to my ac­com­pa­ny­ing lines, and it gets through. 

At least I think so. 

Far from it. Af­ter an hour and a half, an­other DAE­MON tells me that the let­ter could not be con­verted. Af­ter de­ci­pher­ing the Eng­lish jum­ble of ab­bre­vi­a­tions that is at the be­gin­ning of ev­ery email (if you like, I know), it turns out that the Word text could not be con­verted by the re­cip­i­ent (an AS/400). Oh yes, com­pat­i­bil­ity. For­got again that you can′t put petrol in, should fill in diesel (thanks for this help­ful ex­am­ple, dear Alex!) 

E-mail, the won­der­ful mes­sage in a bot­tle. If I write a mes­sage on my com­pletely out­dated ter­mi­nal, the er­ror mes­sage ap­pears im­me­di­ately and with­out de­lay if the user ID is wrong or the user is not on­line, etc. You will have to get used to it.  

Friend Alex comes over from the kitchen (“Hi, I′m go­ing now. That′s not how it works. When­ever I come, your fridge is al­ways empty. I re­ally don′t know what you mean by friend­ship. Bye.”). I′m also sur­prised that the fridge is empty again.
 

In­ter­net light 

Two months have passed since then. I have around 300 emails on my PC, around 700MB. I′ll prob­a­bly have to buy a new hard drive or get rid of this or that doc­u­ment. Print­ing would also be an al­ter­na­tive to  pa­per­less of­fice. It′s great that ev­ery­thing has al­ready been thought through so well. 

A week ago I dis­cov­ered: now I can only write. Yes, I can no longer read, in other words: pick up my mail. Then a POP3.CA.US….and­so­me­dia comes up and says I no longer ex­ist! User RUDAS does not ex­ist, please en­ter your pass­word: ******. 

17 times I try to pick up mail (CHECK MAIL). 17 times noth­ing. So no con­nec­tion, the post of­fice doesn′t send any­thing with­out - yes, with­out what ex­actly? I en­tered my pass­word KAK­ER­LAK a dozen times, it al­ways came back OK, then a cer­tain MIME SERVER said you do not ex­ist, the ge­nie in a bot­tle texted, the sad one! Or how do you in­sult the DAE­MON of a mes­sage in a bot­tle?! 

So, at the ter­mi­nal, I know what to do, I call the op­er­a­tor and say: this and that doesn′t work, do some­thing, please! 

It will prob­a­bly be no dif­fer­ent with the In­ter­net; if my pass­word has ex­pired or some­thing sim­i­lar, then he should just give me a new one. Wait - who the hell is the In­ter­net op­er­a­tor? And, just be­cause I′m in­ter­ested, where is he? All I know is that the In­ter­net is a sys­tem of many, many thou­sands of com­put­ers con­nected to­gether.  But which is “the sys­tem”? 

Now I have to go to the fridge (it′s full again) and get some good ad­vice. Af­ter the sec­ond or third piece of ad­vice, I re­mem­ber that there′s a funny icon of a re­cep­tion bell in the top left of the In­ter­net di­aler (you re­mem­ber: Franco Nero rings at the counter in “For a Fist­ful of Dol­lars” be­fore he starts shoot­ing). By now I′m des­per­ate enough to ne­go­ti­ate with any re­cep­tion­ist or op­er­a­tor, be it Django or Quasi­modo him­self. I click on it (the bell should now ring) and a form ap­pears. Open a new ac­count, change an ex­ist­ing ac­count…. no, that′s prob­a­bly not it. Yes, where is he?  

Then I dis­cover HELP at the bot­tom. Click, and a lot of text comes out. I work my way through it, find out a lot about the peo­ple at IBM who write these texts, they also pre­fer man­u­als, and af­ter read­ing for a while (man­u­als are some­times bet­ter than in­tu­ition) I find the U.S. tele­phone num­bers where you can also call toll-free. Of course, this doesn′t ap­ply to me (I′ve al­ready had this ex­pe­ri­ence on satel­lite TV: you can′t call the great girls toll-free from Aus­tria, no mat­ter how good it sounds). Oh, there′s some­thing else… “lo­cal sup­port”. Ha! Af­ter the in­evitable click, a drop­down list ap­pears (a list pops out in a small win­dow) with the num­bers of the world­wide coun­try helpdesks. Yeah! Aus­tria 0660 and some­thing.  Call: there′s no one there ex­cept the Düüt­düüt. Helpdesk light! Does any­one at IBM be­lieve that these new help desks are worth a penny? Re­ally “valu­able”? 

Now good ad­vice is hard to come by, a com­mer­cial ad­vi­sor, so to speak, is called for. The re­frig­er­a­tor re­ports a fail­ure, Jen­nifer gra­ciously lends me my key to the bar cab­i­net. Speak­ing of com­mer­cial ad­vi­sors! The sav­ing idea: I write to a well-known per­son at IBM. No sooner said than done. I know my guys, he′ll get it to­mor­row, then call, etc. And then no-one says that a visit to István′s bar isn′t worth it! 

The next day ev­ery­thing clears up won­der­fully (that will def­i­nitely be to­mor­row, I as­sume, be­cause I can′t wait any longer to write the ar­ti­cle un­til the help desk fi­nally gets around to it), and my IB­Mer will def­i­nitely owe me a piece of good ad­vice or two. Gladly!  But what does some­one who doesn′t know any­one at IBM for a drink? 

Oh, I see. My proof­reader asks what the point of the In­ter­net light is in the head­line. Well, I′ve be­come very light on these time-con­sum­ing quar­rels. It′s a light ex­pe­ri­ence un­til you have this email thing half­way un­der con­trol. And I′m grate­ful to all those who still have it ahead of them. 

 

Chief Tecum­seh 

Friedl and I meet on the In­ter­net, “yes, hey, hello, howdy? Can you send me some­thing for the news­pa­per again? — Yes, I′ll email it to you, I′m in Bu­da­pest right now. —  Okay, see you later then!” - this e-busi­ness is ac­tu­ally sim­ple, isn′t it? 

The next day, dur­ing my holy morn­ing hour, when the cig­a­rette, cof­fee, shower, yo­gurt ce­real and the sa­cred post col­lec­tion cer­e­mony (in which the word “cer­e­mony” is only in­cluded by chance: but the au­to­matic spell checker al­ways sug­gests “Sere money” here…) are to be com­pleted one af­ter the other, I am taken aback, and so vi­o­lently that the cig­a­rette falls into my ce­real, just past my cof­fee cup: mail from Hun­gary! Aha, Friedl is send­ing his tips and tricks for the news­pa­per! 

A short but im­por­tant ar­chi­tec­tural di­gres­sion to il­lus­trate my pri­vate sphere: my apart­ment is di­vided into two parts by a long, nar­row cor­ri­dor: the of­fice/edit­ing of­fice and the ma­chine room on one side, the pri­vate rooms (large au­di­ence hall, the princess′s bed­room, kitchen and pantry as well as the bath­rooms) on the other. 

So, I wan­der im­pa­tiently back and forth in my panties  be­tween the of­fice and the Blue Sa­lon (TV room) to hear the “Ping!  You have new mail!” from the mail pro­gram, I glance back and forth be­tween the In­ter­net and Eu­rosport. The thing trans­mits and trans­mits and trans­mits and then fi­nally pings! but only to tell me la­con­i­cally: Er­ror 10060 timed out by SMTP server. 

Oh, I know that al­ready. So, I quickly remixed the muesli in the kitchen, then went back to the PC and hap­pily clicked on “Check Mail”.  My mail pro­gram hooks it­self into the IBM net, me­an­ders past Paris and Os­tend straight to Ross­lare in Ire­land and from there un­der the At­lantic to New York, to con­nect to the smtp-pop3 server of ca.us.ibm­net, the nim­ble devil! 

I get up to get my yo­gurt, nut and nec­tarine muesli, but freeze in the mid­dle of the move­ment, which turns into a still im­age pirou­ette: Ping! Er­ror 10060 Timed Out by SMTP Server. 

“Honey,” comes a voice from the cham­ber, “you can′t even fix the socket, the hairdryer doesn′t work any­more!”  Cau­tion is ad­vised when a sen­tence con­tains the word “net”, so first of all gain some time (dou­ble click on Hang up, then Do you re­ally want to hang up at this time, Yes + Click) and then off to bed. A light tap with the el­bow on the socket, the ends of the plug of the hairdryer are bent apart briefly (why can′t the en­gi­neers at the man­u­fac­turer pro­duce such bent plugs for de­fec­tive sock­ets as stan­dard!?), and then it buzzes again, my sweet­heart, but I scurry back to the of­fice. 

Two time-outs with two ce­re­als, I haven′t had so much bad luck in a long time! I dial into the global con­fla­gra­tion again (IG­NIS, the ab­bre­vi­a­tion for IBM Global Net­work and In­for­ma­tion Ser­vices, means  in Latin: con­fla­gra­tion or world con­fla­gra­tion). At­tempts two and three un­ex­pect­edly fail af­ter 20 min­utes each, and my best half says good­bye with “it′s not okay, honey?”  Oh, don′t take too long, you have an ap­point­ment at 9 o′clock!”, then it dis­ap­pears in a huge cloud of per­fume. I tire­lessly start at­tempts 4 and 5, then my pa­tience and the next 45 min­utes are over, and I curse the sender of such a time-out pack­age. What the hell is he writ­ing so pow­er­fully that the server keeps ping­ing? 

To give the whole thing a spe­cial touch: I have a huge cus­tomer prob­lem to solve - now, and quickly, please! I seem to have ex­hausted the pos­si­bil­i­ties of the lo­cal IBM sup­port staff and have been wait­ing for a help­ful an­swer from the IBM lab­o­ra­tory over­seas for days. And  I stare at the screen with each at­tempt, where I can see that there are 5 more items of mail wait­ing to be picked up be­hind this big egg. I′m im­pa­tiently paw­ing the ground. 

It′s al­ready late in the af­ter­noon when I leave the cus­tomer′s of­fice, full of anx­i­ety, and log back into the mail sys­tem. Ahh, now it′s work­ing! I stare at the screen, spell­bound, watch­ing the blue bar slowly sig­nal the pas­sage of time. DE­COD­ING TIP­SUND6.DOC, is now writ­ten there, be­cause the first 5 at­tempts were a waste of time. When the time bar gets to around 75%, the screen flashes briefly and Er­ror 10060 is back, damn it! 

Hang up to op­ti­mize the phone costs and I walk up and down a few steps. A new form of re­minder?  No, I′m us­ing a bank debit. Is my email soft­ware in…? Sorry. No, it′s not even two years old and is only just en­ter­ing pu­berty, right? What else could be dis­rup­tive? My eyes fall on the backup de­vice (ZIP drive). On the joy­stick. The mouse. The mi­cro­phone. The dual speak­ers. The color flatbed scan­ner, the laser printer. Of course, the poor PC has to mon­i­tor all of this while I′m emp­ty­ing the mail­box!  So I quickly fetch the tools from the ma­chine room, do a few turns with the cord­less screw­driver here, a few there, and the joy­stick, the scan­ner, the ZIP, the speak­ers, the mi­cro­phone (yes, that too, I can type the DOS com­mands in­stead of bark­ing them) etc. are dis­con­nected un­til the de­vice can fi­nally breathe freely again. Sweaty, I take off my sweater etc., I want to breathe freely too. Then I switch the PC back on and let the mail pro­gram, now with­out reins and bri­dle, loose on the POP com­puter like a wild horse, only to get the 10060 with Ping! im­me­di­ately (and that was no pun in­tended). 

My scream must have been sim­i­lar to the death scream of the Co­manches, be­cause the of­fice door is vi­o­lently thrown open: “Honey, what are you do­ing there, naked in front of the screen?!” I cover my­self with an 8” floppy disk (a 3 ½” floppy disk would have done just as well, ed­i­tor′s note) and re­ply: “The mail isn′t work­ing any­more!”  She, now cu­ri­ous, sneaks closer with sus­pi­ciously shin­ing eyes and asks: “Oh, and where are the col­or­ful pic­tures, honey?”. I′ll just ig­nore the next hour. 

(later:) I′m sit­ting in front of the un­plugged PC, lis­ten­ing to Ravel′s Bolero and pon­der­ing. Time Out Er­ror - some­where, some­one is run­ning out of time (what time?). I see the mail­box in front of me. The mes­sages ar­rive at the server via SMTP (Sim­ple Mail Trans­ac­tion Pro­to­col), are neatly ar­ranged one af­ter the other, and are then picked up later via POP3 (Post Of­fice Pro­to­col 3). And the first thing that ap­pears is a big pack­age. The POP3 comes along, takes his brief­case in one hand, his cell phone  in his mouth and opens the mail­box with the key in his other hand, and then just can′t get the big pack­age through the door. Maybe a neigh­bor comes along (let′s say old POP2, for ex­am­ple) and wants to go to his mail­box, but POP3 is stand­ing with his legs apart in front of my mail­box and wants to pull Friedl′s big pack­age out, but he can′t go for­ward or back­ward - so old POP2 hits POP3 and yells: “I want that too! I want that too!”  I want that too!” and kicks him out with an er­ror 10060 Timed out. 

Yes, that′s how it has to be. Quickly pour an­other Jaki (Rus­sian nick­name for co­gnac), then stare at the screen, take a deep breath, and the next at­tempt ends again - as ex­pected - with a ping! What would Mr. Spock ad­vise me to do now? 

“Cap­tain, peo­ple tend to get drunk on jaki in­stead of solv­ing prob­lems. Very strange be­hav­ior, sir!” 

Oh, shut up, I have to con­cen­trate. “No, se­ri­ously, sir, your ex­ces­sive con­cen­tra­tion is trans­mit­ting the vi­bra­tions of your over­loaded - and I must add, im­paired by al­co­hol con­sump­tion - brain to the com­mu­ni­ca­tor, caus­ing in­ter­mit­tent in­ter­fer­ence…” Shut up, pointy-ear! What about al­lolo…al­loho…alkolo… 

Very well.  I sit down com­pletely re­laxed on the swivel chair, let my feet dan­gle coolly, tap the “com­mu­ni­ca­tor” very lightly with the mouse, re­frain from any in­ter­mit­tent… in­ter­mit­tent… ähh and grin just as coolly in the di­rec­tion of Mr. Spock, who is silently con­cen­trat­ing on his con­soles. There!, af­ter twenty min­utes, again! 10060 — ping! Well, Mas­ter Spock? Any sug­ges­tions? 

I won′t say a word about the night­mares (night­mares, ac­cord­ing to Du­den pos­si­ble) of this night, ex­cept that nei­ther Friedl nor IBM nor the SMTP server got away un­scathed, es­pe­cially the nag­ging—pushy POP2 neigh­bor got a real beat­ing… Why IBM,  I don′t know ei­ther, but if she′s in­no­cent this time, then it was for some­thing else. 

In the morn­ing, I growl at my best friend when she brings me cof­fee to the PC that I′ve been tin­ker­ing with for an hour. She rushes off to work with­out mak­ing a sound, but not be­fore hang­ing a gar­lic ring over the door. I hear her spit over her left shoul­der three times as she crosses the thresh­old, and I know that she wants to scare away the evil spir­its and the in­termi… in­terfe… in­terthingy. True love.  

Fol­low­ing a spon­ta­neous idea, I email Friedl, tell him about my trou­ble and ask him to re­send the email, per­haps in a smaller size or even in the right for­mat for Word 6.0. The brevity of my mes­sage must have alarmed him, be­cause shortly af­ter­wards I see in my in­box that there are now 6 items of mail wait­ing to be picked up.  I′m boil­ing in­side and think­ing that the mail pro­gram­mers could have built in a but­ton (F2 or click/there) so that you can “put a cer­tain piece of mail at the back”. But that would be ask­ing too much. I think wist­fully of the (far more con­ve­nient) web mail pro­gram that my son uses, which first shows the list of all pieces of mail in a list and where you can de­cide for your­self whether some­thing should be trans­ferred or not. That would save me the cur­rent wor­ries… 

The an­swer from the USA must have been there long ago.  Maybe they are still wait­ing for ad­di­tional an­swers from me, such com­mu­ni­ca­tions are of­ten real “talks”. Damn, I have to keep try­ing! At­tempts 10 and 11 are over so quickly that I hardly no­tice the si­mul­ta­ne­ous re­port­ing on the life′s work of Aldo Cas­tig­nani, the cre­ator of the Su­per­leg­gera sports car. Yes, I even get the im­pres­sion that the ping! comes at the ex­act mo­ment when I am just sit­ting com­fort­ably in the arm­chair watch­ing TV. Who knows, maybe? 

At­tempt 12: cau­tiously and coolly start the com­mu­ni­ca­tion, stroll out whistling in­dif­fer­ently, then stop next to the arm­chair watch­ing TV in the Red Sa­lon. It works! Just don′t sit down! Hur­rah! The blue bar gets longer and  longer, Aldo is just hand­ing over the Carozze­ria of the Su­per­leg­gera to his son Ser­gio, and ping!, it hap­pened again. So the tele­vi­sion has noth­ing to do with the email prob­lem af­ter all, thanks to Gates! 

Dur­ing at­tempt num­ber 13, I stand pa­tiently next to the PC, use the re­mote con­trol to mute the in­ter­view with Ser­gio and don′t make a sound. The bar gets longer and longer and I can′t stand it any longer be­cause I′m so hun­gry. I tip­toe into the hall­way, turn right to the kitchen and ping! It′s over. Tears of anger mix with the mus­tard spread, mak­ing the gherkin wet too.  and I′m an­gry, damn an­gry, and I al­most bite my own tongue out of sheer anger while I chew the jam, mus­tard and pickle sand­wich. 

What has al­ways been the same? Let′s be an­a­lyt­i­cal. Timed out. What if the pro­gram­mer has en­tered a care­fully-de­tailed er­ror num­ber? 10060 - could just as well mean that he doesn′t want to have an im­prop­erly dressed per­son sit­ting in front of the PC. I was mostly only sparsely dressed, and I don′t know how the mil­i­tary re­acts to that (even when only one uni­form but­ton is open).  I know from my own ex­pe­ri­ence: fall down on ten! (= ten push-ups, if you weren′t in the army). I shower and comb my­self and my beard thor­oughly, get dressed and spray plenty of Eau des Marineurs Bleus Supérieur un­der my armpits. 

At­tempt 14, fra­grant, per­fectly dressed and well-dressed, is a to­tal fail­ure.  I de­fi­antly turn off the PC, get into my “Net-ganz-Su­per­leg­gera” car and purr to the cus­tomer. A very rea­son­able per­son who doesn′t make us un­happy with e-busi­ness. 

In the evening I don′t re­ally feel like both­er­ing with the postal mat­ter any more. I list­lessly start at­tempt 15, go to the laun­dry room (sorry, but that′s the kitchen where there′s a wash­ing ma­chine) and empty this oh-so-per­fectly work­ing ma­chine (an in­tel­li­gent prod­uct that doesn′t yet have in­ter­net ac­cess) and wait and wait for the ping!, but it doesn′t come! Yes, is there such a thing? Can I be­lieve it? Af­ter I′ve fin­ished my house­wifely chores, I tip­toe down the hall­way,  around the cor­ner and stare at the beam that slowly grows and grows. Like an In­dian (let′s say Win­netou, or bet­ter yet Tecum­seh, not ev­ery­one knows him) I slowly sink down and creep on all fours across the of­fice floor to the postal ma­chine, slowly wind my­self up on the swivel chair and 


Ping! Well, I have to catch my breath first, a hun­dred ki­los of In­dian on all fours, that takes en­ergy, doesn′t it? As I close my eyes, I watch as a thou­sand small ex­plo­sions be­hind my eye­lids sig­nal the rac­ing pulse of the alarmed work of art “István”. Reti­nal re­flec­tions of the fun­dus of the eye, yes, Pro­fes­sor. Re­flec­tions of the back­ground? Wide awake, I open my eyes, shake my fist at the com­mu­ni­ca­tor, Mr. Spock and Chief Tecum­seh and start the 16th at­tempt. I know it will be it. When I′m in the mail server, this win­dow is there again: PROGRESS “De­cod­ing Tip­sun16.doc”.  If I now move the mouse (ar­row) be­yond PROGRESS (it flashes through my mind that one of the parts of the de­fec­tive Rus­sian space sta­tion MIR is also called PROGRESS), this ar­row turns into an hour­glass (Bill must be called that, and have plenty of time!). Mean­while, the blue bar that shows the progress of the process jerks im­per­cep­ti­bly by a tenth of a point to the right - that′s it, re­flec­tions against the back­ground. 

I sit there, jerk the mouse up and down, the ar­row be­comes an hour­glass, the hour­glass be­comes an ar­row… the bar grows and grows.  I slowly dress my­self com­pletely with my other hand, while the ar­row and the hour­glass al­ter­nate, I say quick prayers to Mr. Spock and kneel down next to the swivel chair in a Tecum­seh-like man­ner and the beam slowly gets longer and longer and I don′t care that my very, very best friend is now stand­ing in the of­fice door as if pet­ri­fied and watch­ing this un­usual cha­rade with her mouth open, the main thing is that the beam keeps grow­ing and grow­ing… 

This rit­ual lasts 45 min­utes and 23 sec­onds un­til the bar reaches the far right and the sec­ond and I can′t be­lieve it third and hur­ray! the fourth and fifth and last email are re­ceived in rapid suc­ces­sion and a new im­age ap­pears: “You have new mail! Ping!” 



 



96 per­cent of the mem­bers of our com­puter club were not at the an­nual con­gress in Dublin; if we were to ask them, they would prob­a­bly say that fear of fly­ing, the long dis­tance or the lamen­ta­tion of so much wasted kerosene were the main rea­sons for not go­ing (but we don′t, be­cause we′re not stupid and we know full well that it′s down to com­pletely dif­fer­ent things). How­ever, 4 per­cent - fear­less pi­lots who couldn′t care less about kerosene con­sump­tion - were there, so it would un­doubt­edly be dis­grace­ful if I were to bore them again with my sub­jec­tive im­pres­sions of the con­gress.  Which, it should be men­tioned, did not sat­isfy my sail­ing in­ter­ests or my nat­u­ral cu­rios­ity about the mat­ing be­hav­ior of the Seven-spot­ted Cockchafer, but rather of­fered very lit­tle in the way of nau­ti­cal or zo­o­log­i­cal in­for­ma­tion with dry top­ics such as Java, the In­ter­net, SMTP servers and pro­gram­ming lan­guages. 

The fact that I un­der­took a week-long (won­der­ful) tour of Ire­land im­me­di­ately af­ter the con­gress in Dublin had a deep im­pact on this dilemma: I did not waste a sin­gle sec­ond of my valu­able free time on AS/400, OS/400 and what­ever/400. In­stead, I de­voted my­self to the coun­try and its peo­ple, opened my­self (and my wal­let) to the lovely Irish peo­ple and for­got about the world around me.  I was com­pletely sur­prised that a sys­tem change, the next news­pa­per and the un­solved prob­lem of cu­bic, eight-di­men­sion­ally nested sales sta­tis­tics awaited me in Vi­enna. So sit back and let′s read to­gether what my Thinkpad has to of­fer. 

I have to ex­plain two women′s names in ad­vance: Deirdre is the know-it-all, el­derly sec­re­tary and em­i­nence grise of our as­so­ci­a­tion, with whom I have had a bit­ter, pub­lic dis­cus­sion since the con­gress in Jerusalem, be­cause I did not un­der­stand why con­gresses were held in places where bombs were speak­ing. -mdash;  Fiona, on the other hand, is her friendly, ca­pa­ble (des­ig­nated) suc­ces­sor, with whom I got on very well - even out of spite…. 



Irish Splin­ters
 
This ti­tle came about when I tried to trans­late one of the lovely Irish say­ings I came across along the way: “If you slip down the Ban­nis­ters of Life, may the Splin­ters not point the wrong way” or some­thing sim­i­lar.  

The day be­fore yes­ter­day in Dublin I was un­able to an­swer Deirdre′s as­ton­ish­ing ques­tion: “…and where are your bombs now, eh?!” How­ever, to­day, on Sun­day 21 June 1998, the ra­dio (Belfast Chan­nel, FM 100.6) was broad­cast­ing ev­ery hour: “A bomb ex­ploded last night in Belfast, hun­dreds of win­dows were bro­ken. Thank God no one else was hurt, as the IRA had given a warn­ing in time. - A man, 27 years old, was se­ri­ously in­jured with 4 shots in the back of the knee and an­kles. These were prob­a­bly tra­di­tional(!) pun­ish­ment shots. - A car bomb in Ar­magh to­day, 25 June 98, ripped apart two peo­ple and  in­jured a dozen oth­ers. The Na­tional Lib­er­a­tion Front (INLA) claims re­spon­si­bil­ity for this at­tack on the eve of the vote in North­ern Ire­land…” There they are, Deirdre, there they are, even if you don′t no­tice much of it on your golf course. I ap­proach Ire­land re­spect­fully, but with a keen ear; not on the golf course, but in the pedes­trian zone, among the drinkers, street singers and street whores: that′s where you′ll find me.  
 

The stupid sheep 

I want to start my re­port with Deirdre′s sec­ond as­ton­ish­ing ques­tion (and Deirdre, as you surely know, can re­ally ask as­ton­ish­ing ques­tions): “… well, and where are all your women that you al­ways sur­round your­self with, eh?!” Arnold, Beat­rix and Wolf­gang look at me in si­lence, and I sit there with an em­bar­rassed face. What a ques­tion! Firstly: they′re still com­ing! Sec­ondly: my read­ers have long since re­alised that my women (doesn′t sound as shabby as women) are ex­actly here, in the news­pa­per: won­der­ful, ex­otic-erotic-ba­nal crea­tures of my imag­i­na­tion, who I of course couldn′t take with me on such an ar­du­ous jour­ney. So much, dear Deirdre, for your “above  with­out” asked ques­tion. Well, to round off the tran­si­tion to my fur­ther re­port: when I trot­ted up to the car rental com­pany to pick it up, I laughed so sud­denly and brightly that the poor Irish­man who served me looked at me slightly dis­turbed and wor­ried: Deirdre, just imag­ine, I didn′t make this trip with Michiko, the ex­otic Ja­pa­nese model, but with a Ja­pa­nese star­let, a real star­let (from Toy­ota)! Even though I im­me­di­ately re­al­ized that I was risk­ing an an­gry email from you, I laughed very, very heartily at your ex­pense. 

Ad­mit­tedly, she was very nar­row, my Star­let, thirty litres of ex­cess weight had to be stowed be­hind the steer­ing wheel. But I know that from the Prater: go-cart driv­ing in Ire­land! Sec­ond ob­ser­va­tion: it is much, much more af­fec­tion­ate than that. Hap­pened in the park­ing lot of a road restau­rant: I got out and started strolling, and the sheep just rolled af­ter me! I was just able to pull off a skill­ful act as a Star­let catcher and push the stupid thing back into its place.  From then on, the Star­let was called Dolly, the stupid sheep that al­ways had to be care­fully tied up in the park­ing lot, but from then on I also knew what this an­noy­ing lever be­tween the front seats was ac­tu­ally good for: the only prob­lem was that in some park­ing lots the tow rope turned out to be much too short when ty­ing it up! 

 

Mer­lin I 

I′m sit­ting all alone on a tree trunk in the Irish steppe, won­der­ing what to write on my Thinkpad, when I sud­denly hear a dis­creet cough­ing next to me. Al­though there wasn′t a soul there just a mo­ment ago, there′s now an old man dressed up like a car­ni­val cos­tume sit­ting next to me.  

“I′m Muir­linnhe,” he says, and I add on a whim: “Oh yes, you′re Mer­lin, who stole those old stones in Ire­land and brought them to Stone­henge! King Arthur and all…” 

“Shh, not so loud!” growls Mer­lin, look­ing ner­vously in all di­rec­tions, “it won′t start un­til next week, and if the war­like Picts (for non-Latins: the an­cient Irish) hear us, we′ll lose the stones! Be­sides, Arthur is still called Saint Cam­ber here, the Latins used to call him Rhiathamus, and it wasn′t un­til the 11th cen­tury that the French started call­ing him King Arthur.”  

“Mer­lin, old house, you re­ally know ev­ery­thing in ad­vance!  How are you, and how did you get here in the first place, when the evil Mor­gane La Fay locked you up in the magic for­est near Douarnenez and…” 

“Don′t re­mind me of that un­for­tu­nate story! Yes; I wan­dered blindly and aim­lessly around the magic for­est, but af­ter a thou­sand years the spell sud­denly broke as if by it­self and…” 

“Oh, I know that!” I in­ter­rupt Mer­lin, per­haps a lit­tle rudely, “the counter goes to 998, 999 and then comes 000! Then it′s: Bingo, play your game, rien ne va plus! We call it the Y2K para­dox. Y2K stands for Year 2000, the  Year 2000 prob­lem,” I′m still be­ing a smar­tass. 

Then there was a “pop!” and Mer­lin was gone.

 

Port - Star­board 
 
Af­ter at least an hour of zigzag­ging through Dublin′s busy streets (lots of wrong-way driv­ers, I tell you!), it oc­curred to me that  the lo­cal pres­i­dent (Mrs Mary Rob­bins) wanted to do some­thing for women in the “Year of the Woman”: so she or­dered that from now on women could sit in the driver′s seat, and men were ban­ished to the pas­sen­ger seat (at about the same time). But since the car in­dus­try knew from sta­tis­tics that in many fam­i­lies only the men have a driver′s li­cense, they also dis­creetly placed the steer­ing wheel to­wards the pas­sen­ger seat. So overnight the left-hand driv­ing rule was cre­ated here, which we also know from the Eng­lish and seems rather strange to us, but on the other hand gives the oth­er­wise heav­ily op­pressed Irish moth­ers the feel­ing that they are sit­ting in the right place. No, the dad­dies sit on the right!  Mums sit on the left, as does the ash­tray. So, now the con­fu­sion is com­plete, but it′s not my fault. Just ask Mary Rob­bins. 

In­stead of traf­fic lights, there are round­abouts. Imag­ine, in­stead of driv­ing around at ev­ery traf­fic light and look­ing for the right exit: so if you have to go from the South Sta­tion to Florids­dor­fer Spitz, for ex­am­ple, then good­night, you′ll ar­rive feel­ing re­ally tired, I prom­ise you! How­ever, when I got back, my cook said that I didn′t have to drive a whole cir­cle ev­ery time, just the part up to my junc­tion, but I ask you: why is it called a round­about then? - Well, ex­actly!  I′ll tell you, dear read­ers, my recipe for driv­ing on the left: I sim­ply did ev­ery­thing wrong there, and now ev­ery­thing was to­tally right again. Capi­esch? 

On the ex­press­way from Dublin to Gal­way, I slowly got used to this strange wrong-way driv­ing reg­u­la­tion and set­tled in. For ex­am­ple, the mid­dle of the road is not only marked with the cen­tral reser­va­tion that we have here, but also with small, round metal in­serts that re­flect at night and are called bumpers in Eng­lish. The only prob­lem is that when you change lanes, the tires bump ev­ery time they rum­ble over one of these metal things (that′s why they′re called bumpers), which made me a lit­tle ner­vous. My Star­let is still very new, not even 600 miles (or kilo­me­ters?) old.  So I start to avoid this bump­ing with a fer­vent prac­tice of skill­ful slalom driv­ing, and even gain a cer­tain mas­tery in chang­ing lanes quickly with­out bump­ing. Un­til the Garda, the lo­cal po­lice, let me drive on af­ter two hours, a more strin­gent breath­a­lyzer test and 50 Irish pounds lighter. Spoil­sport! 

The con­ti­nen­tal driver, the driver from the main­land, where the moth­ers sit on the right (etc., oh well, just read it above), can be rec­og­nized by the strained, bent-over pos­ture, the pursed mouth and the oh-so-typ­i­cal slow driv­ing. Know­ing these facts, I drove through the coun­try as quickly as I could, mostly belt­ing out Ham­burg pub songs or shanties from Lake Neusiedl and push­ing my shoul­ders back. Beam­ing, I waved jovially to ev­ery trac­tor driver and trekking biker be­fore my wind blew them into the ditch. How I cheered when, sweep­ing down from the Twelve Pins Moun­tains, I saw the line of cars of touristy Con­ti­nen­tal driv­ers slowly creep­ing up­hill!  You should have seen me then, how I roared down the moun­tain like a thun­der­storm in a cloud of dust, belt­ing out the An­dreas Hofer song at the top of my voice and send­ing the as­ton­ished con­ti­nen­tal crawlers into the ditch! Foot­ball World Cup, me? - No, I don′t need it!

 
Dr. Rudas 

The lan­guage is also dif­fi­cult. No, it′s not a prob­lem at all, as the coun­try is bilin­gual: Irish (that is, Celtic/Gaelic) and Eng­lish; so you can choose. But what Eng­lish! An Irish­man doesn′t like talk­ing to Eng­lish peo­ple, but once they un­der­stand that there are no kan­ga­roos in Aus­tria, they thaw out and talk. Fast, in­cor­rectly and non-stop.  That′s what hap­pened to me in the div­ing cen­tre in Kil­kee, about 30 km south of the Cliffs of Mo­her (note: mo­hair is the curly-haired sheep or rather their wool, the word it­self is Per­sian and has noth­ing to do with the Cliffs of Mo­her, as I was sur­prised to learn). 

So, there I am sit­ting on the pier in Kil­kee, feed­ing the seag­ulls (you will find out their names later) and watch­ing the divers go­ing about their busi­ness. The peo­ple from the Ma­rine Res­cue Cen­tre are ex­cited, screech­ing with the seag­ulls and run­ning back and forth. I mean, there has to be some­thing wrong with that.  But what hap­pened? A rub­ber dinghy comes whizzing around the pier, the rub­ber dinghy driv­ers jump out, ges­tic­u­lat­ing wildly, a stretcher is brought, the neo­prene-wrapped body of one of the vic­tims is hoisted onto it! A res­cuer runs wildly to the res­cue cen­tre, talk­ing on the walkie-talkie, oth­ers carry the stretcher, and a young res­cuer pumps the vic­tim′s heart while count­ing loudly 1, 2, 3, go! 

I jump out of my deck chair (you know your István, he must be right up there!) and run the few steps up to the res­cue hut, flick­ing my cell phone, and ask one of the im­por­tant-look­ing peo­ple: Do you need a doc­tor?  and think, now I can fi­nally try the 112 num­ber and find out whether it′s an Irish­man or an Aus­trian. The im­por­tant man looks at me, then says: Come on, doc­tor and leads me into the hut. Are you a doc­tor, the big shot asks me again, and I tell the truth that I′m just an am­a­teur gy­ne­col­o­gist.  The “dead woman” (be­cause it was clear that it was a she) jumps out of her shell and yells, laugh­ing and snort­ing, to the group: hey, he is a spare time gy­ne­col­o­gist! As it turns out, she, Jutta, is from Ger­many and is very much alive. The whole thing is just an ex­er­cise, and I, the id­iot, am stand­ing there with my cell phone and star­ing. Jutta hooks her arm un­der me, squeezes me in a mat­ter of min­utes, where I come from and why, what I do, etc., then I can buy the still crookedly grin­ning team a mug and leave sheep­ishly. 

Jutta catches up with me again at the park­ing lot, re­as­sures me that it is good when out­siders are also spon­ta­neously help­ful  and shows me around the res­cue cen­tre; she seems to be happy to meet some­one who speaks the same lan­guage as me. At din­ner she shows me how to open Cor­nish crab crawls with a nut­cracker and how to re­move the crab meat from the claws with a flat­tened knit­ting nee­dle. Af­ter­wards I had to go to Mc­Don­alds be­cause the crabs are a lot of work but don′t fill you up. 

Bed and break­fast is the right way to get to know Ire­land, al­though I would have pre­ferred not to have had to share break­fast with Jutta. (Deirdre, please: it′s not true, just a story! Made up! Noth­ing Jutta! Just break­fast!).  

The Irish break­fast is worth de­scrib­ing. First, cof­fee with milk and sugar, but with­out the harm­ful cof­fee beans. Milk soup with ker­nels or corn­flakes with or­ange juice. A few slices of bread and toast and lightly salted but­ter; with the salted but­ter, honey and jam for the re­ally stupid. Then fresh and hot: a fried egg (for me), a slice of black pud­ding (ew, that′s for Jutta), two sausages (one for me) and two slices of ba­con (both for me). To fin­ish, a deep and en­joy­able Marl­boro (Jutta rolls a joint, but only to an­noy Deirdre).

 

An Irish cou­ple in love 

“My name is Henry,” says the big-eyed sheep to the star­let who is brak­ing with a squeak, “and over there sits Thus­nelda.” 

“Beat,” says the star­let, “beat, beat!” The hu­man presses the airbag again vig­or­ously. “Beat!”  

“Yes, cousin An­gus had that too, you should per­haps try three drops of honey in your tea!” says Henry, and Thus­nelda turns her head to the star­let and says: “That af­fected city girl! Pahh! She has a red-lac­quered, smooth coat, prob­a­bly be­longs to old O′Brien. Phew, and what big TVs she has!” 

Henry trots slowly to Thus­nelda and whis­pers to her: “A lit­tle more com­po­sure in front of strangers, my dear, if you please, and don′t bleat like a goat!”, and turn­ing to the star­let he says: “Oh, you know, she′s hav­ing trou­ble di­gest­ing, so she′s ly­ing on the warm road now, that will make it eas­ier for her to ex­pel the ex­haust fumes.”  

“Beep,” says the star­let im­pa­tiently, “beep, beep!” In the Toy­ota, you honk with the airbag, funny, isn′t it? 

Henry shakes his shaggy, yel­low-white fur, which is marked with a blue spray spot, and slowly re­treats to Thus­nelda.  “You′re not very talk­a­tive to­day, ma′m′selle,” he says to the star­let be­fore slowly sit­ting down on the road next to Thus­nelda. The star­let hums once again briefly be­fore fall­ing silent, and in­side you can see some­one des­per­ately hit­ting the airbag. 

“The lady looks good,” Henry says to Thus­nelda with a know­ing look, “her smooth, red fur seems to be the ur­ban fash­ion now, isn′t it?” “Oh, you men! You only look at her tires any­way, you horny old goat!”  Thus­nelda sighs sadly, tears well up in her eyes in a sud­den wave of self-pity, so she turns away and stares up at the moun­tains so that Henry, that dear old mon­ster, doesn′t see. 

Mean­while the hu­man has care­fully heaved him­self out of the Star­let, and Henry says some­what con­temp­tu­ously: “Just look at him, my dear, he′s not in a good mood! Just look at his bald head…”, but he doesn′t get any fur­ther, be­cause I′d had enough of it, and I pushed and shoved the two stupid crea­tures off the road to con­tinue on my way. 

 

Map read­ing I 

It is not dif­fi­cult at all to find your way through Ire­land. You just need to fol­low the signs, the sign­posts are in Eng­lish, Celtic or both lan­guages, but some­times also in Ital­ian (ex­am­ple: Pizze­ria Da Gio­vanni, 2km; pro­nounced: due chilometri). So poly­glot peo­ple have a cer­tain ad­van­tage here, even though lan­guages are not ev­ery­thing: dis­tances in kilo­me­ters and/or miles should not be dif­fi­cult in them­selves. They wouldn′t be, if the re­main­ing re­al­ist in the va­ca­tioner′s brain didn′t want to con­stantly con­vert, be­cause a mile is known to be around 1,600 me­ters and a few squashed ones. Or is it?! To­day I came across a sign: an Ceirinn 7½, be­low: 21km.  I′m go­ing crazy, those aren′t nau­ti­cal miles or statute miles, so where the heck do the 21km come from? I then picked up a hitch­hiker, he laughed briefly when I asked him about it, then he said (if I un­der­stood cor­rectly): Don′t look at the signs, just drive along the road and you′ll get some­where! So I did. 

He was an ex­ca­va­tor driver from Din­gle, al­ready smelled strongly of Guin­ness and ini­tially crossed him­self at ev­ery lit­tle church we passed. As our jour­ney con­tin­ued, he also crossed him­self be­fore and later af­ter ev­ery bend and when drift­ing through the peat fields and seemed to be prone to sea­sick­ness in gen­eral, this pale child of the Emer­ald Isle.  

I was able to rely even bet­ter on the map (kindly pro­vided by Fiona). I had to spread it out on the back seat to get the right read­ing dis­tance, though. Glasses? Oh yes, where were they again - just a minute, I′m rum­mag­ing around in my tourist fanny pack - oh, my good­ness, the glasses are in the suit­case in the lug­gage stor­age in Dublin, along with the suit, tie and con­fer­ence doc­u­ments. Bravo, mas­ter! But the spare glasses are at least in the glove com­part­ment (un­for­tu­nately my car with the glove com­part­ment is in Vi­enna…). 

It doesn′t mat­ter, I′m far­sighted (some­times even long-sighted), so I first look ahead, read the sign, then look be­hind to find the place on the map, then en­gage the clutch and ratchet into the next gear, turn left and turn right! You make an even bet­ter im­pres­sion if you press your cell phone to your ear (but it doesn′t nec­es­sar­ily have to be switched on). You can re­ally see the whites of the on­com­ing driver′s eyes, hon­estly! 

It′s amaz­ing what kind of au­toma­tisms peo­ple can build up over the course of a life­time. At first I thought that driv­ing on the left (i.e. when the moms are in the driver′s seat, you know) would be the big­gest prob­lem: far from it!  As a pedes­trian in Ire­land, I must have looked in the wrong di­rec­tion twice as of­ten.  The hard­est part was get­ting used to the ash­tray on the left. No, don′t laugh, I′m se­ri­ous! Driv­ing and smok­ing are ob­vi­ously two dif­fer­ent pairs of boots in my head, not to men­tion felt slip­pers (left) and div­ing fins (right). Turn­ing the steer­ing wheel with the right in­stead of the left hand: works. Chang­ing gears with the left hand or us­ing the hand­brake when skid­ding in a peat field also works (the down­hill zone af­ter tight bends, which is so im­por­tant for us hol­i­day rac­ing driv­ers, is usu­ally laid out as a peat field in Ire­land, al­though the catch fences are made of barbed wire!). But when I then press the cig­a­rette into the right door panel with my left hand over the steer­ing wheel and the plas­tic hisses with a nasty sound, then I know: oops, that wasn′t  the ash­tray! This ash­tray (the one to my right) is in Vi­enna! - You see: no­body is per­fect.

 

Map read­ing II 

Back to glasses. No, not back to Dublin to the lug­gage stor­age, but back to the topic of glasses and map read­ing. Late in the evening, I was jok­ing with friends in a Dublin pub about the fact that the French wine co­op­er­a­tive Le Ven­toux has re­cently started adding Braille to its wine bot­tle la­bels: you could also add Braille to road maps and traf­fic signs… But you should think about the wine bot­tle la­bels and Braille again, and this time very care­fully.  Af­ter all, you could also look at it that way, this could be un­der­stood as a warn­ing: who­ever drinks this broth could then… 

So now I was with­out my glasses and had to rely on my abil­ity to con­fab­u­late (no, you don′t even need to look it up in the dic­tio­nary: to con­fab­u­late means to make some­thing up; for us club of­fi­cials, this is in­dis­pens­able). 

So, what do we have here? A big blue one, aha, the At­lantic. Then a small yel­low-green sausage that juts out into the sea: the Con­nemara Penin­sula. A dark brown one in it -  those are prob­a­bly the Twelve Pins moun­tains. Hey, look, a lit­tle line! That′s def­i­nitely the road through the moun­tains! Where is the sun? On the left. So (I turn the map up­side down) the sea must be to my left now (yes, that′s right, there′s an oil tanker over there), the moun­tains to my right, and now there must be a road some­where?! That′s how the mem­o­rable en­counter with Henry and Thus­nelda came about. 

It was nice up there that I was the only road user for miles around, the oth­ers were all jostling and wind­ing their way through the val­ley be­low, while up here I found green pas­tures and some­times a peat field (af­ter tight bends).  

The only an­noy­ing thing was that this road some­how ended, yes, you read that cor­rectly, the road ended mis­er­ably in the high moor. The black and blue storm clouds that were gath­er­ing that night (it doesn′t get pitch black here un­til around mid­night) couldn′t scare me, as I had full com­pre­hen­sive in­sur­ance. It was a shame about the bed, but I would def­i­nitely be there in time for break­fast. 

The Star­let strug­gled through the hilly land­scape with glow­ing eyes, dig­ging its tires deep into the soft green grass; at least those who fol­lowed later could find a prop­erly groomed trail (to put it in ski terms).  Long story short, I did man­age to get to bed, but I missed break­fast (I only went to bed then, right?). 

So I de­cided to buy a map de­spite feel­ing guilty to­wards Fiona. The woman in the shop was friendly, yes, ex­actly, he wanted it in a larger scale, the gen­tle­man from Aus­tria. She rum­maged and rum­maged and then brought the one with the small­est scale (= the largest res­o­lu­tion, as we screen-dam­aged peo­ple would say). The sea was huge, and in­stead of a sausage there was a real head­land. Ex­tremely sat­is­fied, I paid for the map and went to the cafe to take a closer look at it. 

Please, ev­ery vil­lage is on it, ev­ery street, no mat­ter how small, runs through the tree bark like a fat bark bee­tle chan­nel.  Ev­ery lit­tle stream is a thick blue line, ev­ery lit­tle hut is at least a small black dot. The moun­tains are brown-red ar­eas, in­ter­spersed with green for­est and light green moor ar­eas. The map is so great, I can′t get enough of it! But the place names are in such a tiny, in­con­spic­u­ous font that I′m now re­morse­fully us­ing Fiona′s high-flyer again… 

 

Map Read­ing III 

Fiona and her map, that was quite a thing! Al­most re­luc­tantly, she gave me her road map in Dublin with the apolo­getic com­ment that she had eaten a grilled chicken once and there had been a few spots on the map. I as­sured her solemnly that it didn′t mat­ter to me, I would care­fully drive around the spots.  

Per­haps that was a bit too hasty, be­cause when I re­turned to my room on the first evening af­ter a long walk through Gal­way, de­ter­mined to tackle my over­weight prob­lem se­ri­ously and not eat any­thing to­day, re­ally noth­ing, at most a few Snick­ers, the odd bar of choco­late and a can of Coke, the whole room smelled like grilled chicken. I al­most went mad with pas­sion, in my mind′s eye I could see ten­der, crispy legs, rusty wings and hor­mone-swollen breasts! Fiona! Not two sec­onds later I was on the road again, leav­ing Snick­ers and all my good in­ten­tions be­hind me. 

Ful­filled, I sat down in front of my beer and lit a Thank you for not smok­ing.  I took a deep breath of smoke, closed my eyes and imag­ined Fiona, hold­ing a ten­derly roasted leg be­tween her pointed fin­gers and bit­ing into the crust of skin with a crunch… no, there was some­thing wrong with this pic­ture! I looked at the map again, the stains, the dozens of fin­ger­prints next to the cross­ing from Gal­way to Dublin: yes, that must have been how it was! Now I saw Fiona turn­ing and twist­ing the sac­ri­fi­cial an­i­mal on the map, mut­ter­ing mag­i­cal spells and count­ing out whether she should turn left or right. That, and only that, is what I want to be­lieve: like the au­gurs in an­cient Rome, she asked the gods for the right path by read­ing the en­trails of the bar­be­cue vic­tim! Map read­ing in Ire­land.  

 

Birds in Ire­land 

I fi­nally had all the sights be­hind me, the weather had be­come Irish ac­cord­ingly; rain, fog and strong gusts of wind didn′t make it any eas­ier for me. But I fi­nally reached my des­ti­na­tion. I tied up the Star­let in the park­ing lot, took my um­brella, old bread, phone and lap­top and walked through the dunes. 

Well, some of you know that I have a thing for birds. This was prob­a­bly the most re­mark­able spot in Ire­land, a true bird par­adise. I climbed along a stream bed out onto the sand­bank, then over some stones to the small bird is­lands off­shore and was then right in the mid­dle of them, my birds.  I pulled out the lap­top, put the screen be­tween my teeth and put in the CD “The Birds of Ire­land”. And there they all were. 

On the left a Shag (Latin: pha­lacro­co­rax aris­totelis, Celtic: Seaga) fight­ing with a Cor­morant (Latin: pha­lacro­co­rax carbo, Celtic: Broigheall) over a piece of sea­weed, on the right a Snipe (gal­li­nago gal­li­nago, Naoscach) that seemed to be wait­ing for food from me with its head tilted. The Lap­wing pair (vanel­lus vanel­lus, Pili­bin) were coo­ing vig­or­ously de­spite the bit­ing wind and ap­par­ently didn′t mind that an Oys­ter­catcher (heam­ato­pus as­trale­gus, Roil­leach) was watch­ing them unashamedly. The Arc­tic  Tern (sterna par­adis­aea, Geabhrog ar­tach) tried to scare the horny voyeur away with wild twit­ter­ing, but his cousin, the Sand­wich Tern (sterna sand­vi­cen­sis, Geabhrog dhus­cot­lach), just said: “Leave them alone, young peo­ple to­day want to try ev­ery­thing, you up­tight bas­tard!” The Com­mon Gull (larus larus, Faoilean ban) cir­cled ma­jes­ti­cally above the colony of Black­headed Gulls (larus ridi­bun­dus, Faoilean cean­nd­hubh), while the Great Black-Backed Gulls (larus mar­i­nus, Droim­neach mor) loudly and wildly in­sulted the Her­ring Gulls (larus ar­gen­ta­tus, Faoilean scadan), whose last raid had badly dam­aged the breed­ing colonies.  

So I stood among my feath­ered friends for al­most an hour, typ­ing away on the lap­top and oc­ca­sion­ally sprin­kling old toast (left over by Jutta, dear Deirdre) so that they wouldn′t fly away. Then I sud­denly had the feel­ing of be­ing pushed from be­hind. Well, I know just as well as you, bird-lov­ing reader, and also such lov­ing reader, that I was all alone with them on the bird is­lands, so no one could push me from be­hind. But still, the feel­ing re­mained. Stub­born. You know how it is: no er­ror in the pro­gram code, and yet the re­sult is wrong. 

I looked around.  The stiff breeze blew strongly in my face, the waves raged as they al­ways do, and the birds screeched as usual, they hadn′t learned any­thing else. And the stream, over there, by the dunes, flowed peace­fully up­stream in the streambed. 

Stop! Ex­cuse me? The stream is flow­ing up­stream?! I turned pale and looked down my trouser legs, and sure enough, I was al­most up to my an­kles in wa­ter. The tide was ris­ing rapidly, and I, the top spe­cial­ist, wasn′t pay­ing at­ten­tion. The ford to­wards home was now at least knee-deep or even deeper, so I had no choice but to climb higher up the bird is­land.  The shag and the cor­morant took off screech­ing in­dig­nantly (please read the other birds above for your­self; they also took off when I gasped), and I ended up stand­ing on the top gran­ite block, roughly 20 min­utes be­fore I went un­der. 

Good bikes are ex­pen­sive, as my friend Miro once said. I looked at my now com­pletely soaked Bally treads and was amazed that they had sur­vived all of this so well. Fur­ther up, in the dunes, there was a park­ing lot with a bus from Pe­ter′s Reisen from Kas­sel (what do they think they′re do­ing here), but of course no one was look­ing. 

Per­haps they are just tak­ing a photo of me (ti­tle: Irish­man on off­shore is­land). Fur­ther down, in the dunes, there are a few col­or­ful anoraks, in­de­fati­ga­ble Ire­land trav­el­ers who are not de­terred by wind and weather from their evening stroll along the sandy beach and who at most shake their heads in amaze­ment at the liv­ing ad­ver­tise­ment for IBM Thinkpads on the bird is­land. 

In be­tween, in the mid­dle, the tide, and in the mid­dle of it I and my lit­tle is­land, which was rapidly los­ing square me­ters. In the bay, a fish­ing boat was slowly swing­ing (turn­ing) and a man waved to me in a friendly man­ner, of course I waved back. Vig­or­ously. 

I couldn′t un­der­stand a word he was shout­ing to me.  I sim­ply called back in Ger­man: Yes, you too! and thought about how of­ten I have let down rub­ber mat­tress driv­ers who drifted away in Lake Neusiedl (ac­tu­ally never). 

Mike - of course I didn′t know at the time that his name was Mike - so Mike swung him­self into his dinghy and rowed slowly to­wards my bird is­land. About half a ca­ble′s length from the is­land - or was it only 20 me­tres? - he slowed down and started to chat. All I could hear was that he was speak­ing Celtic, not Eng­lish. I knew im­me­di­ately that  this was a lan­guage test, be­cause if I an­swered in Eng­lish (British), it would be a long and wet night. I gath­ered all my strength and shouted: “I am from Aus­tria!” - Mike thought for a mo­ment, then shouted: “Rain­hard Fendrich!”  And I called out, com­pletely stunned: “Yea, that′s cor­rect!” So Mike rowed over, let me get in and brought me safely to shore. With a broad grin, he told me that he saved at least 5 or 10 tourists per sea­son. He was also a fan of a cer­tain Wulf­geng Em­brous, and to the as­ton­ish­ment of the Kas­sel pen­sion­ers′ group, the “two Irish­men in the rub­ber dinghy” roared loudly and so-so “for­ever young, for­ever yay!” On the bank, I asked how I could re­turn the fa­vor: at “half past nine” in the “Wag­oneer” in Kil­mare, said Mike (a Brit would have said half past eight) and un­rowed. (Cur­tain). 

It was my most ex­pen­sive evening  in Ire­land, folks: when Mike ap­peared, washed, combed and ob­vi­ously very thirsty, the bar­tender turned pale and asked for a re­place­ment. Mike, who knew all the wait­resses in the bar and in­tro­duced me to ev­ery­one prop­erly (that bloody guy from Aus­tria got wet at Kings Head, you see). Mike, who could drink four pints with­out a pee break. Mike, who pitied me be­cause I didn′t drink more than two small beers. Mike, whose 150 litres of body weight had to be dragged home around mid­night by his blas­phe­mously curs­ing maid Mary and me. Mike, who as­sured me at least a dozen times on the way that our Fed­eral Pres­i­dent, a cer­tain Mr Höl­mut Cole, was a won­der­ful Mr Pres­i­dent. And that  he loves him very much, Cole, the Höl­mut.

 

Two bad fouls

I was re­lieved when I was able to wash the socks and jeans in my quar­ters and hang them up to dry.  The widow Plun­kett, with whom I stayed, of­fered me a video of Scot­land vs Mo­rocco in her liv­ing room, as well as a plaid (Scot­tish pat­terned wool blan­ket) for my loins, “oth­er­wise you′ll catch a cold, my dear!”. It re­ally only hap­pened by ac­ci­dent, to be hon­est, that I jumped up re­flex­ively when a Mo­roc­can player com­mit­ted a nasty foul, but then I let it go, even though she re­wound the scene three times. Ev­ery­one has their prin­ci­ples. 

I′m watch­ing the fish­er­men in the har­bor get­ting their boats ready, clean­ing their nets or just stand­ing around and tak­ing a smoke break. I′m just about to walk on when a guy speaks to me: “Hello, how are you?”  and chat­ters away hap­pily about where I come from, how I like Ire­land, etc. etc. In the course of the con­ver­sa­tion I po­litely ask him what his pro­fes­sion is (sens­ing that I would not get an hon­est an­swer, as I had al­ready no­ticed his er­ratic, blurred eyes and I sus­pected that the whole thing would end in the oblig­a­tory bak­sheesh for the next pint), when he takes my hand pa­thet­i­cally and says: “I am a vi­sion­ary.” Then, af­ter an­other dra­matic pause: “The vi­sion­ary of Clif­den.” I have trou­ble sup­press­ing a grin and say: “My chil­dren are vi­sion­ar­ies too - they are Tele­vi­sion­ar­ies.”  He smiles wryly, as­sures me that I will have a nice trip and dis­creetly guides our steps to­wards the pub. When I let him in first, his clair­voy­ant abil­i­ties seem to have sud­denly de­serted him, be­cause far too late he no­tices that I had turned around be­hind him and was look­ing to see if I could move on.

 

Mer­lin II 

Up on the pass, the heavy rain, the cor­ner­ing in the thick fog and the sheep wan­der­ing aim­lessly on the road were too much for me, so I looked for a spot in the meadow and dozed a lit­tle on the re­clin­ing seat. But I had barely closed my eyes when an old man knocked on my win­dow with his knot­ted stick.  

“Failte, wel­come!” he said, “I am Muir­linnhe, the king′s ad­vi­sor.”

“Failte you too, Mer­lin, old friend,” I said, tired but still sur­prised, “You again? What brings you here at this time of night, you should ac­tu­ally be lan­guish­ing in the magic for­est near Douarnenez in Brit­tany?!”

“The evil Mor­gane La Fay locked me up there for a thou­sand years,” said the wise old Mer­lin, “but I don′t know how that hap­pened, sud­denly the spell was bro­ken…”

Laugh­ing, I in­ter­rupted him: “Hey, we′ve al­ready had that, af­ter 998 comes 999 and then 000, bingo!  Year2000! Don′t you re­mem­ber?” Ploff, it went again, and Mer­lin dis­ap­peared. 

I dozed a lit­tle longer and thought about Mor­gane and the ob­vi­ous pro­gram­ming bun­gle in the Dark Ages when there was an­other knock on my win­dow. “Okay, Mer­lin, what′s go­ing on now?” I asked, wak­ing up.  But the old man out­side in the rain didn′t look like Mer­lin at all, more like an old shep­herd with the in­evitable Irish paddy cap on his head.

“The name′s O′Brien,” he said some­what dis­ap­prov­ingly and asked if I could take him down to Molly′s pub in this (beep!) weather, his (beep!) old legs weren′t so good any­more and it would be a good three miles, (beep!) and (beep!) again! When we ar­rived there af­ter a word­less drive, he got out, thanked me and asked: “Why did you call me Mer­lin ear­lier?” I couldn′t an­swer him and, shak­ing his head, he dis­ap­peared into Molly′s den of vice, mut­ter­ing “(beep!) for­eigner!”

 

The big­gest steak in Ire­land

In Wex­ford I was quite sur­prised when I re­turned to the car from a lunchtime stroll in the har­bor and found a voucher from the lo­cal po­lice (worth 50 pounds) be­hind the wind­shield wiper. For 50 pounds (equiv­a­lent to a measly thou­sand), I walk miles, or more pre­cisely around two kilo­me­ters, up­hill to the po­lice sta­tion. When I got there, I quickly turned into a men­tally hand­i­capped, anx­ious Alpine coun­try­man, nospiek Eng­lish. I can′t read any traf­fic signs. I can′t un­der­stand any­thing, Mr. In­spec­tor, what kind of voucher is that? 

Ex­cited buzzing in the bee­hive. Phone calls, a ra­dio con­ver­sa­tion: “Jamie, you′ve caught a stupid tourist!  What can we do?” I cross my fin­gers and pray qui­etly to St. Bren­dan, the pa­tron saint of Irish sailors. 

The con­sta­ble be­hind the glass looks at me two or three times, nods vig­or­ously, de­scribes me in de­tail (I can′t re­peat it here, but I might buy the guy…). Bark­ing on the other end, then the man nods and hangs up. Turn­ing to me, he says: “Okay, you don′t pay any­thing, noth­ing fifty pounds, we′ll do blablabla with the car rental com­pany.” Well, he′ll thank me, I think, but why do I have fully com­pre­hen­sive in­sur­ance?!  

Then he says: “You go to the car, Jamie is wait­ing there.” 

I am ir­ri­tated by the slightly amused gleam in his eyes (there′s some­thing there, right, but what?!), I sum­mon all my lan­guage skills and say good­bye “humbly”. And out of the tem­ple, trudge to the car, which is now al­most three kilo­me­ters away be­cause I′m tak­ing a short­cut. 

On the way I imag­ine that Jamie, the lit­tle guy, will prob­a­bly want a drink or some­thing. That′s fine, the two or three pounds is still worth it to me. But I shouldn′t count my chick­ens be­fore they hatch. 

Jamie was stand­ing by the car, that was vis­i­ble from a dis­tance. 

To be more pre­cise, Jamie was stand­ing there, and right next to him, my lit­tle red star­let from Japan was crouch­ing in a no-park­ing zone. My feet ini­tially stopped when I saw Jamie, but then I kept walk­ing, whether I liked it or not.  

When I ar­rived, my eyes about level with Jamie′s belt buckle, I couldn′t say much more than “Hi, ma′am!” 

Jamie stretched her shoul­ders back so that the two enor­mous domes of the Duomo di Mi­lano loomed over me and boomed down: “So, you′re the one who says he can′t read the Irish tablets! Hey, guys, look, that′s the drom­e­dary from far away Aus­tria that can′t read this tablet, please, this tablet here!”  and pointed ac­cus­ingly at the round blue sign with a red bor­der and a red X on it (you can look at any no-park­ing sign on Mari­ahil­fer­strasse if you don′t know what a com­plete no-park­ing zone looks like, you drom­e­dary…). 

There then fol­lowed a ten-minute lec­ture on traf­fic signs and ground sig­nals. How to walk, how to stand. Where to look left and where to look right. When to sig­nal and when not to - un­less you′re from the con­ti­nent, as Jamie sneered. On which Sun­days, pub­lic hol­i­days and bank­ing days you are no longer al­lowed to stop where and why, un­less it′s a Tues­day.  Dou­ble yel­low line: “Even peo­ple from Aus­tria are not al­lowed to stop here!” Sin­gle yel­low line: “You are al­lowed to stop here briefly to load or un­load!” - “Ma′am,” I say, “Ma′am, there is only one yel­low line!”  Jamie pauses, looks down un­kindly at me, a lit­tle earth­worm who dares to in­ter­rupt her: “Now don′t chat­ter, there are two yel­low lines!” I don′t give up. “Ma′am,” I say, “there are two yel­low lines up ahead and there too, but here, where I and at least ten other cars are stand­ing, there is only one yel­low line!” Jamie growls some­thing non-Eng­lish (prob­a­bly (beep!)), walks briefly up and down the street, bends down next to the cars and fi­nally states: “That must have hap­pened when the new sur­face was be­ing as­phalted, there, you see, it was sup­posed to con­tinue with two lines, but they just slapped the sur­face over it (spoiled over if you don′t think I know what  (in Eng­lish it′s called gos­sipy)!” 

Jamie shrinks a lit­tle, I grow a lit­tle, now I can al­ready see the sweaty marks of her Won­der­bra un­der her uni­form shirt. If she wasn′t so anx­ious to ap­pear of­fi­cial, she would be a very nice lady.  A lit­tle strict and a lit­tle edgy, but when I imag­ine her in leather, with a mask and a whip… “They′re hav­ing fun,” Jamie says sternly, but at the same time un­sure how to in­ter­pret my cheeky grin. I say: “You know, ma′am, I′ve been in Ire­land for a few days now: a won­der­ful coun­try! But I′ve be­come an even big­ger ad­mirer of Irish women, they have their hearts in the right place, they bravely grit their teeth on a prob­lem and stick to it like bull ter­ri­ers. That′s some­thing I re­ally like!” 

Bingo, she runs her hand through her hair to tidy things up: “No Irish­man sees a woman when you′re wear­ing a uni­form, and they shouldn′t see me as a woman on duty ei­ther.  And as for the bull ter­ri­ers,” my cheeky heart stops for a sec­ond, “you′re ex­ag­ger­at­ing. I don′t in­sist on a dou­ble line if it′s not clearly vis­i­ble, but that would still be twenty pounds!” Half of fifty pounds is twenty pounds, of course. 

Be­fore I go down an­other wrong path about uni­forms and “my God, you look good in them”, I′ll add a lit­tle sweet talk: “Of course you′re a po­lice of­fi­cer first and fore­most and that′s how you should be seen when you′re on duty (sorry, I got the text from one of those in­cred­i­bly bor­ing Sat­ur­day af­ter­noon soaps, Cagney and Lacey or some­thing. But now comes the orig­i­nal István tran­si­tion, which you, dear read­ers, al­ready know very well:).  But when I imag­ine you with­out the uni­form (oops, too early), in civil­ian clothes or ca­sual dress (cor­rec­tion suc­cess­ful), then I see a smart Irish woman with heart and char­ac­ter.” 

Jamie now moves a good step away from me, a few peo­ple are stand­ing around us and gawk­ing. “Don′t imag­ine me with­out the uni­form!”, but threat­ens me with a smile and points his in­dex fin­ger and turns away with a flir­ta­tious, jagged turn, strolls to­wards the har­bor and looks back twice in­con­spic­u­ously to see if this sleazy guy from Aus­tria will fi­nally dis­ap­pear. Which he does with­out a sec­ond thought.  

That evening, dear Arnold, I re­warded my­self with a steak three times as big as the one you had at Planet Hol­ly­wood and only man­aged the last quar­ter af­ter a long smoke break (The Coach House, Round­wood near New­town Kennedy, £9.95 in­clud­ing veg­eta­bles, salad, young pota­toes AND chips), and for the rest I raised a beer or two to Jamie′s health (that hor­ri­ble non-al­co­holic one from Schmeck′s, be­cause of the star­let, you know?). 

 

Irish hu­mor 

Later I tell Mike how I avoided a peace­fully graz­ing billy goat in the raised moor near the Ne­olithic stone ring, which, star­tled by the flash of my cam­era, pre­tended to blast its horn harm­lessly in my di­rec­tion, so that I, now fright­ened in turn, jumped vi­o­lently to the side, not con­sid­er­ing that I was stand­ing on stones placed in the moor: in do­ing so, my mo­bile phone fell into the moor wa­ter (dear Fiona, that′s 9 (nine) com­mas, and please keep them!). Re­flex­ively, I grabbed this gem of Swedish crafts­man­ship and saved it from de­struc­tion. Af­ter a mo­ment of shock, I knew what to do: sit down, call Vi­enna im­me­di­ately, to say that the mo­bile phone was prob­a­bly lost.  or drowned, so that they don′t think I′m miss­ing. — How­ever, if some­one from Ire­land called me to say that their mo­bile phone had just “drowned”, well, … 

Mike slaps his thighs and al­most chokes with laugh­ter when I de­scribe to him what this pic­ture must have looked like: a mad­man sits in the mid­dle of the old pa­gan Druid mon­u­ment, talk­ing on his cell phone in Ger­man and moor wa­ter drips from his cell phone. The 4 or 5 Ital­ians who are just turn­ing the cor­ner stare in amaze­ment when, to top it all off, the guy on the phone says: “Questo­qui è un Druid­o­fono —  fun­ziona solo con ac­qua, ve­r­a­mente!” and lets the wa­ter drip out of the de­vice. I trans­late for Mike: “That′s a Druido-phone, it only works with wa­ter, re­ally!” 

That evening, Mike makes me tell the story ten times, each time new friends turn up in the roar­ing pub. He drinks beer in quan­ti­ties and I shout into the ear of his maid Mary, who is sit­ting be­tween Mike′s and my bar stools, wedged on our thighs: “Mike must have a damn big blad­der!” and of course I mean that he hasn′t gone to the toi­let (Pipi) once so far. 

Mary, again, turns red from her hair to her chest, and looks at the stuffed ca­per­cail­lie above the bar; I′ve ob­vi­ously said some­thing very wrong. Mike asks, so I ex­plain that I′m sur­prised he doesn′t go pi af­ter 4 or what­ever litres of black Guin­ness. He grins, digs a one-penny coin out of his pocket and says: that′s a pi. I smell a joke and dig out a two-penny coin: that′s a pi-pi. Mike now digs out a five-penny piece and holds it un­der Mary′s nose: well? But Mary just gives us two ven­omous looks and sits away. Irish hu­mor that I didn′t quite un­der­stand, but Mike laughed loudly and for a long time.  

Mike has to sing songs by W. Am­bros, Franz A. Heller or R. Fendrich again and again, and I shout along more out of tune and loudly than beau­ti­fully: niente san­dale, lauter Skan­dale, and so on, you prob­a­bly know the lyrics (I don′t, of course). Then Mike tells us about his trip to Aus­tria: he was in Wiesen, at a jazz fes­ti­val. And he also had a great meal with his friends in Lower Aus­tria: he liked the “Saumösen” best. I al­most get a bad taste in my thin beer and look at him, tak­ing a deep breath: say it again, please! Then ask him to re­mem­ber “Saumaise, Maise Maise Maise” and not to use the other no-no word any­more.  When I say no-no-word, Mary′s in­ter­est is aroused and she re­ally wants to know what it means. Jon Bon Jovi′s por­trait is em­bla­zoned on her T-shirt, so I reach out to where - in my mind′s eye - Bon Jovi′s belly but­ton should be and say: that′s it! I′m a bit taken aback my­self, though, be­cause she looks at me calmly with­out bat­ting an eye­lid and doesn′t seem the least bit em­bar­rassed. Irish girls, which I didn′t quite un­der­stand, but we both laughed loudly and for a long time. 

In­ter­mezzo (ded­i­cated to all those who think they know me): well, I don′t know how you feel about it, but ev­ery time I fall in love, it′s re­ally sad!  That′s the rea­son why I′m rac­ing through the rain-soaked land­scape and hug­ging trees: ei­ther an un­happy love af­fair that is par­tic­u­larly painful for me. Or an un­happy pain that I par­tic­u­larly love. Or a par­tic­u­larly un­happy per­son that I love painfully. I hug an­other mossy tree (ac­cord­ing to tra­di­tion, this is sup­posed to in­crease fer­til­ity) and speed on through south­ern Ire­land. Of course, one or two of the driv­ers fol­low­ing be­hind will have had a thought for it, but it′s all the same to me: if I see a mossy tree, I brake hard, leave the en­gine run­ning and jump out into the rain, hug and kiss the tree and then carry on again. There has to be enough time for fer­til­ity, don′t you think?  What an ef­fort, I think as I reach the last tree be­fore the pass, my God, if only it hadn′t rained so much! What the heck, I have to go through it, have to suf­fer and cry and keep hug­ging trees. The bit­ter pain of be­ing in love di­min­ishes in pro­por­tion to the moss-green dis­col­oration of my light sweater - oh, it′s all so com­pli­cated! István′s pri­vate life, which prob­a­bly no one un­der­stands, but please laugh loudly and for a long time any­way.

 

Bon­nie and Clyde 

This morn­ing I am at­tacked for the third time. Clyde holds his gun to my head, Bon­nie holds her or­ange laser ri­fle to my chest, some­what un­cer­tainly, and a lit­tle wa­ter drips from the bar­rel onto my pants.  Clyde squeezes out in an East­wood-like man­ner be­tween his pursed lips: “Stranger, 20 Pi for Snoop­ies (sweets), oth­er­wise your last hour has come!” I rum­mage in my pocket and put the coin in his small, cheeky, de­mand­ing hand. “And an­other 20 Pi for Eli… oh, Bon­nie, she′ll get some­thing sweet too!” and I dig out an­other coin. Bon­nie bites her lip a lit­tle un­cer­tainly, then looks up at her big brother, and when he nods, she pock­ets the loot as nim­bly as a seag­ull (Larus larus, oh well, just look for your­self!).  The ban­dit looks at me with a mer­ci­less look and says: “It′s over any­way, Stranger, pray your last Hail Mary.”  and “bang bang bang!” he sprays the full load from his wa­ter pis­tol into my face. 

Bon­nie des­per­ately presses her laser gun, but it doesn′t work prop­erly. I help the seven-year-old and press the pump mech­a­nism a few times, which is re­ally a bit stuck, and then I get my full salvo. Aaargh! Like a hit Godzilla, I choke on the air with my flail­ing arms, sink to my knees and croak mis­er­ably in the soft grass. Bon­nie and Clyde run around me scream­ing wildly with drip­ping Colts (smok­ing would prob­a­bly not be ap­pro­pri­ate) and hoot. 

“Kevin, Eliza, come in the house, leave the gen­tle­man  from Aus­tria sat­is­fied!” cries widow Plun­kett and rushes wor­riedly to­wards the fa­tally wounded Alpine na­tive.  “Wait, I′ll bring you a plaid (wool blan­ket, see above), give me the wet clothes to hang up!” I ap­pease the widow Plun­kett, and for cer­tain rea­sons (see above) I cat­e­gor­i­cally refuse the plaid and the trouser dryer. The widow Plun­kett is, as you will surely know, a di­rect de­scen­dant of William Robert (real name Joseph) Plun­kett, one of the ring­leaders of the Sinn Fein up­ris­ing of 1916, where he and many oth­ers fought for their (which? whose?) free­dom un­der the lead­er­ship of the Pol­ish Count­ess Mankiewicz (!) in the St. Stephens Green park in Dublin. W. R. Plun­kett (here the widow was cry­ing and snif­fling piti­fully, so that I put a re­as­sur­ing hand around her)  her trem­bling shoul­ders), so W. R. Plun­kett was sub­se­quently shot by the Eng­lish, but the death sen­tence of the no­ble­woman Mankiewicz was com­muted to 6 years im­pris­on­ment (re­leased early af­ter two years) (here the widow Plun­kett trem­bled with anger at the so­cial in­jus­tice and en­er­get­i­cally shook off my ther­a­peu­ti­cally placed hand, sat me down snif­fling and blow­ing my nose in front of the video record­ing of Eng­land against Mo­rocco, care­fully laid the plaid on my knees and dis­ap­peared into her king­dom with my wet trousers). 

No, Deirdre, no! For your peace of mind, I will not soften it, such as: “The Widow Plun­kett, with whom I stayed, was very ami­able, gar­ru­lous (see William Robert, etc.) and busy; her chil­dren were at least my age, red-faced, un­em­ployed drunks with mod­er­ate IQs, who lived on their mother′s bed and break­fast and slyly watched me at break­fast as if I were steal­ing some­thing from them.”  Fur­ther­more, dear Deirdre, my sto­ries would be ab­surd if I were play­ing Wild West with wa­ter pis­tols with two fifty-year-olds (I can al­ready hear Mrs. Plun­kett′s com­ment: “Now they′re act­ing to­tally stupid! Bon­nie and Clyde are play­ing in the gar­den! - I′d rather have Alzheimer′s!”). So, and now I′m driv­ing on (now the tree-kiss­ing can come back). 

 

Mas­ter of sav­ings 

A few Irish peo­ple also love to pluck us tourists like we′re stupid birds. 25 pounds (ap­prox. 450 öS) for a smelly, mod­er­ately clean bed, a non-func­tion­ing shower and a poor copy of the Irish break­fast de­scribed above give rise to a de­sire for re­venge. So one morn­ing I passed the bread bas­ket around the break­fast room, de­mand­ing ap­plause, say­ing that the bread was al­ready green and moldy. The lady of the house hastily ex­changed it for freshly toasted bread. When I paid, I left the bread bas­ket open.  she gave me 5 of the 25 pounds and apol­o­gized a thou­sand times, shak­ing her head, say­ing that she re­ally didn′t know how the bread could have gone moldy… I left her high-priced es­tab­lish­ment and thought to my­self that I had done quite well not to have fed ev­ery­thing to the birds back then…. 

 

Mer­lin III 

In ret­ro­spect, I must of­fer silent apolo­gies to that poor Irish­man who spoke to me very kindly and po­litely in the cof­fee shop op­po­site Richard II′s palace in Wa­ter­ford, built in 1741 (now the bishop′s res­i­dence): “So, how is the Pope in Vi­enna?” 

I am ex­pe­ri­enced and con­fi­dent in such sit­u­a­tions and ex­plained pa­tiently that the Pope was in Rome. 

“No, in Vi­enna,” he said stub­bornly, so I or­dered him a some­what more de­tailed trea­tise on the Hab­s­burgs, the Hof­burg, the Span­ish Rid­ing School and the Lip­iz­zan­ers, cul­mi­nat­ing in the - not in it­self in­cor­rect -  in­struc­tion that  the Pope lives in Rome, or more pre­cisely in the Vat­i­can City, and has done so since the treaty con­cluded with Italy′s King Emanuele in the year … 

No, the Pope is in Vi­enna, not in Rome, the kid in­sisted(!), in­ter­rupt­ing(!!) me, and Em­manuelle is banned in Ire­land, it is sex­ist trash, yes, he only saw the video once and only re­luc­tantly with his nephew Brian…. 

My hack­les rose and I hissed at him quite ven­omously, Em­manuelle could only be de­scribed as trash from the episodes with Laura Gemser at the ear­li­est, and the Pope cer­tainly lives in Rome, I had seen him there my­self around 1967, and he should please not tell me who was in Vi­enna and who  not…. 

The know-it-all said about my Lip­iz­zan­ers, which come from Yu­goslavia and not from Italy, that they were known to have come from Spain and came there with the Moors from north­ern Africa, and that the Hab­s­burgs were Swiss from Aar­gau; he gra­ciously left the Hof­burg to me. When he then also claimed to have foot­ball knowl­edge and I tri­umphantly coun­tered that we Aus­tri­ans don′t need the first 89 min­utes at all, that the one minute, the 90th, is enough for us to win, he fell silent, shak­ing his head and fi­nally left me my Pope in Rome.  

It was only on the plane that I was al­most shocked when the Kro­nen­zeitung news­pa­per laughed at me as I boarded: “Pope has re­turned to Rome - Schön­born next Pope?” 

That, I sus­pect to­day, was my last en­counter with Muir­linnhe, King Arthur′s strange ma­gi­cian.



 



Fi­nally, my busi­ness was do­ing so well that I could lease my own new com­puter - but the joy didn′t last long, be­cause the man­u­fac­turer had ob­vi­ously thrown out the wrong peo­ple in its overzeal­ous­ness to save costs, and the cheap work­ers who were al­lowed to stay couldn′t cope with ei­ther the cus­tomers or the pro­grams. Be­tween you and me, the ad­min­is­tra­tion was in a real mess. 

My dilemma was mul­ti­ple. On the one hand, I was a pay­ing cus­tomer and didn′t want to put up with such mis­er­able treat­ment. On top of that, I had projects with com­put­ers from the same man­u­fac­turer and couldn′t just piss in my own nest.  Thirdly, I was the ed­i­tor-in-chief of the only true and most beau­ti­ful news­pa­per, which was main­tained by the club of fans of this com­puter se­ries. Of course, the term ed­i­tor-in-chief is per­haps a bit of an ex­ag­ger­a­tion in a one-man ed­i­to­rial de­part­ment, but what is true must re­main true. 

That was the fourth prob­lem. It was true that this man­u­fac­turer pro­duced the best com­puter at the time. But it was also true that some of its ad­min­is­tra­tive staff were ob­vi­ously com­pletely over­whelmed and were deeply an­noy­ing the cus­tomers. The news­pa­per had to re­port, but how? 

Ne­ces­sity is the mother of in­ven­tion; so I asked my friend Quin­til­ius Ter­tius Faber from the Latin pro­vin­cial town of Vin­dobona for a guest com­men­tary. Not know­ing that  this hu­mor­ous com­men­tary was sup­posed to break my neck as ed­i­tor-in-chief… 


De Ad­min­is­tra­tionibus
 by Quin­til­ius Ter­tius Faber, Unio COM­PUTANDI Latina 
 Quin­til­ius Ter­tius Faber am­ici sui ad Unionem COM­PUTAN­DEM salu­tat —  

Apol­lo­nia, the first wife of all, ac­tu­ally had the idea: “The club is your lobby, your strong …” she quotes from some piece of pa­per that she was prob­a­bly given at the mar­ket or some­where else -  ; in re­al­ity, none of this has any­thing to do with us, you can be sure of that. “Be­sides, the pre­vi­ous ed­i­tors have dis­ap­peared,” she sniffs, “so we can now com­ply with the re­quest, ”  about our ex­pe­ri­ences!” Yes, we. We, that′s me. 

A word about me: I head the com­plaints de­part­ment of our small com­pany (here, us means Apol­lo­nia), ev­ery­thing else is man­aged  her. From de­sign to pro­duc­tion to de­liv­ery. She con­sults me on le­gal and busi­ness is­sues on a case-by-case ba­sis (mar­i­tal mat­ters ex­cluded). As a hus­band  I have a dif­fi­cult to de­scribe not-but-yet-some­how func­tion in our com­pany. 

I like to sit in my of­fice, in the com­plaints de­part­ment, and watch the ceme­tery spar­rows. Apol­lo­nia has  I was strongly ad­vised to men­tion our com­pany in this ar­ti­cle, you never know. Maybe I will. — 

I wanted to be­come a mas­ter para­chute tai­lor back then, yes, but then  Apol­lo­nia, daugh­ter of a rich stone­ma­son, and I put the thread and awl to one side. I can hardly say no, God knows! So, here we are, Apol­lo­nia and I, with our FABER GRAB­STEIN CON­SULT­ING LLC.  We de­liver promptly and free of charge (so, to the church­yard, so to speak), at the best con­di­tions, grave­stones in all sizes and vari­ants, in real mar­ble, real mar­ble sub­sti­tute or in real plas­tic, mar­ble-look­ing. 


Per­haps that is enough, Apol­lo­nia would cer­tainly like to see more here, but I am think­ing of your news­pa­per, where you shouldn′t do too much self-pro­mo­tion. Nev­er­the­less, one last thing: should you - as we did with our Unio Com­put­eris Latina - want to lay it to rest one day, then you will get the best con­di­tions from us, in terms of tomb­stones. Us, that′s ac­tu­ally just Apol­lo­nia, be­cause I only head the com­plaints de­part­ment (sur­viv­ing rel­a­tives ex­cluded!). 

So one day we de­cided to re­place our old PRAE­TOR com­puter sys­tem from Ru­fus with a mod­ern one from Busi­noxx Ma­chinibus In­ter­na­tion­alis (BMI).  The con­sul­ta­tion went smoothly, ev­ery­thing was in or­der, the Busi­noxx sales­man was beam­ing and we were al­ready won­der­ing whether he hadn′t sold us some­thing like Ju­lian′s tomb. But we put our gloomy thoughts to one side, be­cause the hor­ren­dous one-off price was mit­i­gated by an at­trac­tive of­fer from Busi­noxx to pay in in­stall­ments. We would only have to pay two hand­fuls of ses­ter­ces now and then small hand­fuls of ses­ter­ces ev­ery month. We asked Apol­lo­nia′s un­cle, a Gal­lic men­hir sup­plier, what he thought about this ad­van­ta­geous con­tract, but then we or­dered it any­way.  

Faster than a Phry­gian run­ner can run, or­der forms and con­tracts from Busi­noxx flut­tered in, and Apol­lo­nia joked: no job is done un­til the pa­per­work is done, a say­ing she prob­a­bly picked up from one of the Scythian or Pic­tish slaves. We opened the care­fully sealed pa­pyri. And froze. 

I will spare you the blas­phe­mous curses that fol­low, but suf­fice it to say that ev­ery­one from God­fa­ther Jupiter to the Ger­manic Loki got their come­up­pance. What was that about?! The con­tracts - there were V of them - were made out to V (five!) dif­fer­ent com­pa­nies, from J.F. Faber, who sold au­to­mo­tive bi­cy­cles, to Gutem­ine Faber, Sen­a­tor at Busi­noxx it­self, to the veg­etable shop Faber & Faber, and yes, Faber Castel­lum, the pen man­u­fac­turer, was also there. 

An an­gry phone call sent a mes­sage to the com­pany.  the writ­ing slaves at Busi­noxx turned pale, but I ad­vised Apol­lo­nia to be more cau­tious, be­cause the poor guy was the least to blame. But I could tell from his stam­mer­ing that this was a mal­func­tion of the word pro­cess­ing that some­times oc­curs, no, they don′t use Busi­noxx′s own at Busi­noxx, but the one from Mi­cro­proxx, which is so pop­u­lar ev­ery­where, even with the pi­rates in Tai­wa­nium. Apol­lo­nia and I looked at each other: yes, had we or­dered the wrong thing af­ter all? I won′t soon for­get the sleep­less night that I spent - to es­cape the an­gry woman - in the mid­dle of or on our cold home-made prod­ucts. 

Any­way, af­ter a few days we re­ceived the mes­sage from a friendly Busi­noxx slave that  the con­tracts had now been cor­rected and ev­ery­thing had been sorted out; this was ac­tu­ally the case. So we were re­as­sured, signed and sealed ev­ery­thing (Con­sul T. Ing. Faber sounded very pompous to Con­sult­ing Faber, pre­sum­ably the Busi­noxx word pro­ces­sor or that of Mi­cro­proxx had gone crazy again). 

The mild days of March passed un­event­fully, I sat in my of­fice watch­ing the spar­rows and was glad that no com­plainant came back from the ceme­tery - then some­thing hap­pened again. 

Oh joy, oh ju­bi­la­tion, oh cheer­ful­ness! The oops!  (ob­ject-ori­ented par­cel ser­vice) de­liv­ered the Aba­cus Elec­tron­i­cus AE/CCCC packed in card­board pa­pyrus, in­clud­ing all ac­ces­sories in­clud­ing many pa­pyri, car­tonii and man­u­alii, but also the ELP/CCCC (first liv­ing pro­gram/400) on many small discii com­pacti, with which the AE/CCCC first had to be given ar­ti­fi­cial life, in­stal­lare necesse. Apol­lo­nia and I had to first en­dure the tomb­stone stress that fol­lowed the many bac­cha­na­lia, sat­ur­na­lia and other fes­ti­vals be­fore we could turn our at­ten­tion - sobered up - to the new Aba­cus.  

What a joy to see this truly vir­ile black com­rade stand­ing in the midst of our equally not unattrac­tive black mar­ble, mar­ble sub­sti­tute and plas­tic grave­stones! 

But be­fore I could even fin­ish think­ing about my vague idea of a new grave­stone model in the shape of an aba­cus, Apol­lo­nia said, let′s take a look at the many pa­pyri, maybe there′s some­thing im­por­tant in there, a Ridmi-först, or what­ever the peo­ple at Busi­noxx call it. So we looked through ev­ery­thing for the new AE/CCCC, so far ev­ery­thing seemed to be in or­der, but wow, the li­cense seal for all pro­gram disci Com­pactii was (this time uni­formly) in the name of Gutem­ine Faber, the well-known sen­a­tor at Busi­noxx her­self, a kind-hearted per­son with great gen­eral and spe­cial­ist knowl­edge, but with whom we are not re­lated in any way and whose busi­ness has ab­so­lutely noth­ing to do with our busi­ness, FABER GRAB­STEIN CON­SULT­ING GmbH (I should men­tion this again here).  

So I called Busi­noxx again, drum­ming my knuck­les, pant­ing hard, heav­ing my chest. No, we are not who peo­ple think we are. We have plas­tic stones that look like mar­ble and ones made from real mar­ble sub­sti­tutes, and real mar­ble on re­quest, but we are not the hon­or­able Sen­a­tor Gutem­ine F., but A. & Q.T.F. Couldn′t that be fixed some­how? It′s not right that we have to guess whether we are us or not ev­ery time we watch a new pro­gram about oops! or Lit­ter­com.  The friendly writ­ing slave whis­pered “but of course” into her tele­phone and promised to put the mat­ter to rest once and for all. Yes, even more, she sent an e-mail to us via the UUU (Urbi Ur­bani Ubique, the global Ro­man net­work), to Hi­ber­nia and else­where, to in­form ev­ery­one about the Fabers and their nam­ing rights. Last but not least, with a wink, she sent us a dig­i­tally cer­ti­fied e-mail, in which it is as­sured that we, the real Fabers, are right to use the prod­ucts of Busi­noxx Ma­chinibus In­ter­na­tion­alis on our Aba­cus Elec­tron­i­cus /CCCC. Yes, in­deed. 

Af­ter this last e-mail, Apol­lo­nia and yours truly threw a lit­tle party, there was Au­rochs tripe in honey and —  oh well, that re­ally doesn′t be­long here. Any­way, we were happy to be the Fabers, FABERS GRAB­STEIN CON­SULT­ING LLC, to be pre­cise (sorry, but it has to be said). Fred­er­i­cus from Carinthia and An­to­nius from Pan­nonia and many other friends talked to Cervisia from Noricum un­til the early morn­ing. Then the Lit­ter­com came and brought an ex­press reg­is­tered let­ter. From Busi­noxx. 

Af­ter read­ing the let­ter (which was sur­pris­ingly cor­rectly ad­dressed to us), Apol­lo­nia ripped open her toga from her navel to her knees, screamed mur­der and man­slaugh­ter and threat­ened to mal­treat the brand new Aba­cus Elec­tron­i­cus with a twelve-tooth chisel. It was only with great dif­fi­culty that the Nu­bian ser­vants (copy­right by Wolf, Gang) man­aged to calm her down and es­cort her to the Bu­dovar­ium. The guests and I were amazed when we read that Busi­noxx had sent us a first re­minder for the in­stal­ment amount due for last month, for a hand­ful of ses­ter­ces. But - we had con­trac­tu­ally agreed that  af­ter the down pay­ment, the first in­stall­ment was due at the next Sat­ur­na­lia, so in about 14 days?! 

De­ter­mined, I sat down that same day and wrote a not en­tirely hu­mor­less, but se­ri­ous let­ter to the Busi­noxx, di­rectly to Quir­i­nus Schlap­fus, the keeper of the ses­ter­ces and other pe­cu­niary items. I told him the facts, copied the orig­i­nals and sent ev­ery­thing with a re­li­able ex­press courier. 

For days I sat in front of my of­fice, watched my spar­rows rather list­lessly and waited im­pa­tiently for an an­swer. In­stead of a mes­sen­ger, the one I ex­pected, an­other uni­formed Lit­ter­com of­fi­cer came and brought a reg­is­tered let­ter to the Fabers. That′s us, as ev­ery­one now knows.  Again, the let­ter was from Busi­noxx, and, sus­pect­ing noth­ing good, I opened it with­out wait­ing for Apol­lo­nia to re­turn. 

The peo­ple at Busi­noxx must have gone com­pletely mad: a 3rd warn­ing (where was the 2nd?) about the same hand­ful of ses­ter­ces, a type­writ­ten warn­ing in hor­ri­bly tor­tured Latin that  the Busi­noxx will now un­for­tu­nately have to hand all of this over to a lawyer and will have to col­lect so much in­ter­est on ar­rears be­cause we, the delin­quent Fabers, did not pay the ses­ter­tii that were due up to the month be­fore the month be­fore the month be­fore! 

As sure as my name is Quin­til­ius Ter­tius Faber, I was left speech­less at such im­pu­dence, which I have never en­coun­tered be­fore ei­ther among Hi­ber­nian box­ers or Frank­ish oys­ter suck­ers (please do not clas­sify these com­par­isons as racist). On the other hand, I feared that Apol­lo­nia would even take off her en­tire toga in her pain, so I grabbed the in­ter­com and an­grily called the keeper of the ses­ter­ces and other pe­cu­niary items, Quir­i­nus Schlap­fus, and had him sum­moned.  I left aside all the trin­kets and hu­mor and asked him frankly whether he had an Ar­chaeopterix or even a He­likopterix in his head: a third re­minder with an ad­vo­cate, al­though ac­cord­ing to the con­tract the first in­stal­ment is only due in 10 days?! He re­mained cool and wanted to look into the mat­ter first, but be­hind his cool­ness I sensed his bored dis­in­ter­est in me, the im­pe­rial sub-sub­ject. When I ca­su­ally men­tioned that I had re­cently torn apart a Libyan lion with my bare hands, he hastily as­sured me that he would look into the mat­ter im­me­di­ately and call back - he doesn′t have to know that  it was an im­age on a news­pa­per pa­pyrus… 

XL min­utes later my cell phone chirped, it was Quir­i­nus. Well, he had looked at ev­ery­thing, the re­minder text was com­pletely wrong, be­cause it was ac­tu­ally about the down pay­ment that this Aba­cus was miss­ing, but (here he quickly in­ter­rupted my an­gry in­ter­rup­tion) he knew that we had al­ready paid the down pay­ment months ago be­cause he could see it in an­other Aba­cus Elec­tron­i­cus. It′s just that this is one Aba­cus and that is the other Aba­cus, and - he put the joke record in - you know those an­cient punch card pro­grams, don′t you?  And no, I didn′t need to do any­thing else, he had since cor­rected the sit­u­a­tion in all Abaci Elec­tron­ici; I could safely re­cy­cle the re­minders with­out fur­ther thought. When I fi­nally got a chance to speak, he didn′t un­der­stand at all what I meant when I said that Busi­noxx should buy it­self a good aba­cus and good pro­grams as well. A shoe­maker couldn′t walk in worn-out san­dals, a butcher couldn′t walk with meat poi­son­ing and a grave­stone dealer - well, that was the end of my ar­gu­ment. 

Well, I didn′t tell Apol­lo­nia all this un­til ev­ery­thing was def­i­nitely over. On the one hand, she was grate­ful to me for spar­ing her this ner­vous break­down.  On the other hand, I re­cently no­ticed that while she was paint­ing her toe­nails red Phoeni­cian pur­ple in the Bu­dovar­ium, she was talk­ing on the cell phone with her friend Elena and ca­su­ally pon­der­ing how much it would cost us to switch from Busi­noxx to Mi­cro­proxx - it′s not bet­ter, but cheaper? 

Dear friends of the Unio Com­putandi, you may not have these prob­lems with your aba­cus sup­plier, but we here in the Urbs Latina must build a strong lobby to make it clear to Busi­noxx that only they them­selves can con­trib­ute, with ex­em­plary ad­min­is­tra­tion, to trust­ing their prod­ucts for ad­min­is­tra­tion.  

“But do you think it′s pos­si­ble that this could hap­pen to you too?” Take part in our unique COM­PE­TI­TION by an­swer­ing this one ques­tion and send­ing me an email: one of you can win a beau­ti­ful ar­ti­fi­cial mar­ble stone with an in­di­vid­ual gold in­scrip­tion, guar­an­teed to be hand-sol­dered; at the same time you can also let me know whether you liked my first work. 

May Her­mes guide your af­fairs, Apollo smooth your face and Hebe bless your women 

Yours, Quin­til­ius Ter­tius Faber. 

 

 



The busi­ness of Quin­til­ius, Apol­lo­nia and the Aba­cus led quite di­rectly to my res­ig­na­tion from the news­pa­per ed­i­to­rial of­fice af­ter the cen­sor­ship de­part­ment of our as­so­ci­a­tion vig­or­ously for­bade the ed­i­tor-in-chief from pub­lish­ing it. Never in my wildest dreams did I think we had such a thing as cen­sor­ship. 

Any­way, I shook the dust off my san­dals and turned my back on this un­wor­thy heap.  Be­cause of course it was once again the case, as is so of­ten the case with the rulers of this world: if a red warn­ing light is on, the bulb is un­screwed, but the ac­tual prob­lem is not fixed… 

For a year and a half, I re­ceived re­minders from Busi­noxx month af­ter month. On a sunny De­cem­ber morn­ing, I was sit­ting on a plane to Cyprus and was forced to lis­ten to a con­ver­sa­tion be­tween two busi­ness­men, one of whom was an em­ployee of the same man­u­fac­turer and praised his com­pany above all else. I couldn′t re­ally get in­volved, al­though I al­most choked with anger when I in­vol­un­tar­ily lis­tened to these lies, but I im­me­di­ately de­cided to write a Christ­mas story. 

Here it is. 


Merry Christ­mas 

I told you: you′ll get the ul­ti­mate, most heart­break­ing and emo­tional Christ­mas story any­where, for real! The only truly com­plete com­pen­dium of pre-Christ­mas po­etry, even Selma Lager­löf or Karli Wag­gerl would be thrilled! 

Santa Claus in a sleigh, with rein­deer, snow and a traf­fic jam on the A2, lit­tle an­gels flut­ter­ing ex­cit­edly around the manger and un­der their smocks the lit­tle, frozen bot­toms… 

??? 

One mo­ment please, the door­bell is ring­ing, I think it′s the post­man!  

Orig­i­nally it was sup­posed to be a re­ally nice, cheesy Christ­mas story with Santa Claus, rein­deer, snow flur­ries and ching ling bells. But then the post­man rang twice… 

The Eu­ro­pean Christ­mas sen­sa­tion!  

e-XMas at its finest!  

 Down­load, now!!! 

 

Quin­til­ius called me a week or so ago, up­set and quite hec­tic. 

“I′m at the air­port, but I have to tell you this first!” Ap­par­ently he′s drag­ging Apol­lo­nia′s suit­case through the de­par­ture hall, pant­ing.  I wait pa­tiently un­til the crack­ling of his guar­an­teed noise-free cell phone dies down, then I tell him: “Well then, do it!” 

Quin­til­ius seems very an­noyed and con­fused be­cause he asks back: “What?”  

You know me, dear read­ers, my prover­bial pa­tience is not eas­ily strained, so I re­main silent and con­tinue typ­ing “…..shh, and then the Lapp mother put the lit­tle, most dar­ling Lapp baby in the Lapp fa­ther′s…” 

“Oh, yes!” says Quin­til­ius, “so, what I wanted to say is that this morn­ing, as you know, we are fly­ing on hol­i­day and then sud­denly the door­bell rings and the post brings a reg­is­tered re­minder from Busi­noxx and I think I′m go­ing to have a heart at­tack, which I′m sure you un­der­stand!” 

“Please, dear Quincy, not so many ′and′s, be­sides, why  I know that you are go­ing on hol­i­day? And - who ap­proved that?” 

Quin­til­ius was of course not up to this mas­ter­ful rhetor­i­cal hook, and in the break that fol­lowed I cor­rected the pas­sage “…but no mat­ter how hard Santa tried, the rein­deer flopped off into the bushes to the side…” and lis­tened to Quin­til­ius again. 

“I′m not in the mood for jokes,” Quin­til­ius grum­bles re­bel­liously into his cell phone. “You′ve al­ready sent me a re­minder, again with the threat of a lawyer, but this time by reg­is­tered mail!” 

I re­main silent and think that′s what he gets for not be­ing a club mem­ber, but please, he has to go head­first into the wall! - But if I re­mem­ber cor­rectly, this dull club has al­ready re­nounced its his­tory once be­fore … 

“What should I do?” he in­ter­rupts my club-philo­soph­i­cal mus­ings, and I hear the an­nouncer in the back­ground telling the driver of the car with the li­cense plate W 236 KL to please go to the in­for­ma­tion desk.  

Time is ob­vi­ously press­ing, be­cause if he parked his car wrongly, he′ll prob­a­bly have to walk. So I help him and an­swer: 

“I don′t know what to do ei­ther!” This story with the Busi­noxx has been go­ing on for a while, maybe we should… . . 

“I have an idea, Quincy, why don′t you write down the whole story and send it to me via the In­ter­net. Then we′ll see what hap­pens!” I hear him breathe a sigh of re­lief and he says: 

“Thanks, I′ll do that! But I have to go, my car is right in front of the fire de­part­ment en­trance and Apol­lo­nia′s hat box is…” 

I quickly in­ter­rupt him and wish him a good flight.  — An­noy­ing guy! 

A few days later, I was just writ­ing “…a small piece of dirt from the hoof of the last rein­deer flew straight into Santa′s eye, so that his tears mixed with the snowflakes…”, when my PC sang: “You have got an e-mail!”, so I looked it up, and lo and be­hold, it was the story that Quin­til­ius sent me from va­ca­tion. 

 

The shrill ring­ing of the door­bell rouses me from my sleep. 

7:01 a.m.! Yes, hello, that′s un­be­liev­able! But the short-short-short-long sig­nals to me that it is Mr. Wawranek, our post­man - a die-hard old ra­dio op­er­a­tor who sim­ply ig­nores the of­fi­cial world­wide ces­sa­tion of Morse code (July 1, 2000) and rouses me from my sleep with the (now for­mer) call sig­nal ···—. 

He will cer­tainly not do it with­out a good rea­son, I think in alarm and get up with a groan, try­ing not to wake Apol­lo­nia. I shuf­fle down the hall and open the door: it is the post­man.  

“Well, mas­ter, how are you?” he asks as al­ways and holds out an en­ve­lope to me. I grum­ble some­thing at him in a friendly but grim tone and look at the sender: Busi­noxx In­ter­na­tion­alis Ma­chinibus, BIM! - 

Yes, are they com­pletely crazy now? Are they al­ready send­ing their an­noy­ing monthly re­minders by reg­is­tered mail?! 

I sign ner­vously and nod to Mr. Wawranek, then I shuf­fle back into the bed­room, roll my­self into the warm blan­ket and try to go back to sleep. My heart­beat sub­sides and Hyp­nos, the god of sleep, takes care of me again. As I fall asleep, I think that  we are go­ing on hol­i­day to­day and this id­i­otic re­minder doesn′t in­ter­est me at all, I pre­fer to imag­ine the blue sea and the palm trees, the ice-chill­ing tequi­las and romp­ing around with Or­nella in the hot sand… 

And then the bell rings again.  · · · — Di-Di-Di-Daaa! Wawranek! What has he for­got­ten again, the id­iot, why does he have to ring me out of bed again?! I jump up an­grily with the el­e­gance of an ex­ca­va­tor and wake Apol­lo­nia, who sleep­ily mum­bles “Well, what′s wrong, dar­ling?” and rolls over to the side again. 

“I′m go­ing!” I whis­per and stomp out with a dark look on my face. And that too - now she′ll prob­a­bly be in a bad mood all day! As I open it, I joke grimly: “… and if the post­man rings twice!” 

Mr. Wawranek looks at me with his dachs­hund eyes, trust­ing but un­com­pre­hend­ing, holds out a pack­age and says: “Sorry, this seems to be for you too!” 

I look at the thing, it′s in­cred­i­bly heavy. Ad­dressed to Quin­til­ius T. Faber, Big Boss.  I tell Wawranek that I′m not a big boss, but he thinks I′m the only Q.T.Faber in the house, ex­cept maybe my nephew, but his name is Q.Q.Faber, Quin­til­ius Quar­tus. 

Shrug­ging my shoul­ders, I sign and go back into the bed­room. On the way, I put the pack­age on the couch, check­ing who the sender is. But it′s il­leg­i­ble, a “Sowieso” from San Tacla, U.S. Aha, from the USA - well, it must be some kind of plug in or some­thing. I sneak into the bed­room and am just swing­ing leg num­ber one over the edge of the bed when the door­bell rings again. Kli­hi­hi­hing.  

Well, now I′m go­ing to give Wawranek a smack, damn it! Can′t he de­liver ev­ery­thing at once?! First this stupid re­minder from Busi­noxx, then the omi­nous pack­age - what will it be this time? I walk briskly to the door and tear it open, freez­ing in mid-move­ment. Out­side are Joshua alias Samuel Jack­son, and Vince alias John Tra­volta. 

No, I′m not com­pletely crazy, as you might think - I′m just stand­ing there with my mouth open, amazed. Out there are the two su­per killers from Quentin Tarantino′s PULP FIC­TION, Joshua and Vince. In their black suits, Joshua with oiled curly hair and Tra­volta with a shoul­der-length wig. In their hands they ca­su­ally hold their si­lenced can­nons.  [If you haven′t seen the film yet: a lively rogue com­edy that will make your French fries get stuck in your throat when you laugh!] 

“The Lord gives, the Lord takes away,” says Joshua, the for­mer preacher, push­ing past me into the apart­ment.

“We′re just pick­ing up the pack­age that was left here!” ex­plains Vince, “hh Tra­volta,” and pushes me back into the apart­ment with the si­lencer on my chest, clos­ing the door be­hind him. 

We leave - I back­wards -  to the liv­ing room, Joshua picks up the pack­age from the couch and grins: “If you seek, you will find!”. 

It′s to­tally para­dox­i­cal, it can′t be true! How do these char­ac­ters come to me, why do they want this pack­age, what do I have to do with all of this? Joshua - Mr. Jack­son - sees the ques­tion marks on my fore­head and ex­plains: “We have been tasked with send­ing the Big Boss a nice greet­ing from the Lit­tle Boss - who now wants to be­come Big Boss him­self. It seemed eas­i­est to us to send the pack­age by post, that′s still the most re­li­able way to­day!”  I′m still star­ing at Vince′s long shot, but I can′t help but whis­per, “You′re prob­a­bly the only one who still be­lieves that.” Vince pokes me in the chest with the bar­rel and asks Joshua: “Kill me?” 

I′m hor­ri­fied at how quickly some­thing like that can hap­pen. Tra­volta aims at me and is just wait­ing for Joshua′s OK. Des­per­a­tion and a fair amount of anger make me burst out: “It′s just un­fair! First this stupid warn­ing from Busi­noxx! Then the pack­age -  and now you two, who want to flat­ten me with­out any trou­ble!” 

Mr. Jack­son — Joshua — thinks for a long time, then nods. Tra­volta aims the buf­fer di­rectly at me, I squint my eyes and hear a dou­ble “plop!”, hear the bul­lets click­ing into the plas­ter be­hind me. When I open my eyes again, I see Vince fid­dling an­grily with the de­vice, prob­a­bly a jam. 

Not so Joshua. He reaches for Tra­volta′s si­lencer and the bar­rel falls to the ground. “A mir­a­cle! The Lord has per­formed a mir­a­cle!  Lis­ten, my brother, this mir­a­cle is a sign!” 

Per­plexed, I hear Joshua giv­ing a ser­mon, talk­ing about the Lord and his mir­a­cle, about how Vince has never, he re­peats, never failed! While the crazy Joshua gets more and more en­tan­gled in his ser­mon and Vince looks more and more em­bar­rassed at the floor, I look at the bed­room door, where Apol­lo­nia is stand­ing, still look­ing com­pletely tired, in her short, fa­vorite good morn­ing toga. Sud­denly it be­comes clear to me why Vince had missed the mark: no man can see past this noth­ing­ness of a toga! 

With shak­ing knees, I sink onto the couch. Joshua′s cell phone rings, in­ter­rupt­ing him in the mid­dle of the ser­mon. He says po­litely, “Ex­cuse me!”  to me, holds the phone to his ear and lis­tens to his con­ver­sa­tion part­ner. At the end he says “Okay, boss!” and puts the de­vice away again. Turn­ing to Vince he says la­con­i­cally: “Our job is done, the big boss got caught jog­ging this morn­ing!” Vince shrugs his shoul­ders, then asks: “And what now?” Joshua sits down, Vince too and waves to Apol­lo­nia to sit down with us, then Joshua asks me af­ter a long pause: “What was that about the trou­ble this morn­ing?” 

I ask care­fully whether he had read my story on the In­ter­net; but Joshua says no. So I tell him in broad strokes that we had leased a com­puter from Busi­noxx.  And since the first in­stall­ment, we have re­ceived a re­minder ev­ery month (un­til to­day!), some­times a stern one with the threat of le­gal ac­tion. To­day was the first time we re­ceived one by reg­is­tered mail, which in­di­cated that the last fuse had ob­vi­ously blown at Busi­noxx. 

Vince asks if I haven′t com­plained? Of course, I an­swer, of course! I have called them at least a dozen times, and they told me that there are two com­puter sys­tems in­volved, one that re­ceives the pay­ments and an­other that care­fully en­ters them into the ac­count­ing ac­counts. The two just don′t get along well.  And, I was ad­vised to just throw away the re­minders, as they would be ob­so­lete af­ter a few days, when com­puter num­ber 1 had no­ti­fied com­puter num­ber 2. Month af­ter month, a nasty re­minder comes out, then my au­to­matic pay­ment ar­rives, and then there′s peace again for three weeks. 

Fur­ther­more, I said, I sus­pect that Busi­noxx has a prob­lem with my stand­ing or­der, as it seems that only the di­rect debit has been pro­grammed prop­erly; but, and now I look in­no­cently at the two crooks, would you grant such a com­pany the au­to­matic di­rect debit when you see how in­com­pe­tent the peo­ple at Busi­noxx ac­tu­ally are?! When they both shake their heads, I grin and tell them that - in or­der to be able to give the whole thing a hu­mor­ous touch in a pos­si­ble le­gal dis­pute - I have  I also made a man­ual over­pay­ment.

When Joshua looks at him in dis­be­lief, Vince ex­plains to him that Busi­noxx ap­par­ently has no con­trol over its sys­tem at all, and that if there is an over­pay­ment, the re­minders should stop im­me­di­ately - the cus­tomer has a credit bal­ance. It′s a shame, says Vince, as he once worked in ac­count­ing him­self, back then, be­fore com­put­ers. But Busi­noxx? A com­puter man­u­fac­turer so big that it boasts about e-busi­ness and so­lu­tions for a small planet, but uses such a cat­a­strophic sys­tem that God have mercy on it!  Well, peo­ple have saved up, I say, oth­er­wise I wouldn′t get a re­minder ev­ery now and then about “(-,-) ATS”, zero shillings, so to speak. Vince laughs so hard that tears run down his makeup. 

“I un­der­stand,” says Joshua, “so you rented the ma­chine and set up a stand­ing or­der; but be­cause they can′t cope with their own com­put­ers and pro­grams, you are bom­barded with re­minders, month af­ter month!” He pauses for a long time and lets the thought ma­ture in our heads be­fore he slowly con­tin­ues: “Well, then we′ll just bom­bard them back!” I look at him wide-eyed;  and he grins, tap­ping the pack­age with his hand. “Well, what did you think was in there?” he smirks, “a lit­tle greet­ing from Santa Claus!” - I sud­denly un­der­stand what San Tacla, U.S., means. 

“But you can′t do that!” I protest, “You can′t just…” Joshua grins and snarls, “Of course we can!  So, let′s go, we′re go­ing!” He and Vince stand up, and since nei­ther Apol­lo­nia nor I make any move to fol­low them, Vince pulls his buf­fer and forces us to come with him. 

There fol­lows a rapid ride in the white Mer­cury, across the ring to the Danube Canal, where the main build­ing of Busi­noxx is. I close my eyes, pray­ing that Joshua doesn′t drive over a bump, be­cause what can hap­pen! I re­mem­ber all too clearly that in the film the car jumps over a bump, a bump, and a shot goes off from Vince′s can­non … 

The car stops right in front of the main en­trance. Vince takes the  Pack­age, both get out and go to re­cep­tion. While Joshua en­gages the per­son on duty in a com­plex con­ver­sa­tion, Vince gets into the lift and comes out again af­ter a sec­ond. I hug Apol­lo­nia, who is shiv­er­ing in her good morn­ing fa­vorite toga, to my chest and pray silently that to­day will be a hol­i­day. That the early com­ers are not yet al­lowed in and the late com­ers are al­ready out. But it is still 7:01 in the morn­ing, so there is no par­tic­u­lar dan­ger. 

Joshua and Vince come back to the car.  Joshua says: “Merry Christ­mas, Busi­noxx!” Vince lights a cigar and counts: “Four, three, two, one, boom!”  and at the same mo­ment a dull ex­plo­sion tears apart the Busi­noxx build­ing, and Joshua adds: “… and a Happy New Year!” The build­ing is torn apart from the in­side, desks, fil­ing cab­i­nets full of punch cards and in­sanely long lines of com­puter print­outs are cat­a­pulted out into the morn­ing si­lence. One such fil­ing cab­i­net full of punch cards flies straight to­wards our car, turns on its axis and will crush us in the next mo­ment! While the oth­ers stare at this pro­jec­tile as if spell­bound, I tear open the door and throw my­self out side­ways … 

… and crash onto the bed­room car­pet with a cry of pain. Where am I, what hap­pened to the ex­plo­sion? Slowly I rec­og­nize the fa­mil­iar  Out­lines of the bed­room, I sit up dazed and rub my eyes. Apol­lo­nia wakes up with a sigh, bends over me with a smile and gives me a kiss: “Merry Christ­mas, my dar­ling, to­day we′re go­ing on hol­i­day!” 

Quin­til­ius swal­lows grate­fully and says: “Merry Christ­mas, my dar­ling!” (Also a kiss). 

His gaze falls on the reg­is­tra­tion re­minder, which is ly­ing crum­pled on the floor. 

And - well: “Merry Christ­mas, Busi­noxx!” (but no kiss), “…and a Happy New Year!”

 



Ist­van is pac­ing up and down the liv­ing room, ex­cited. “I knew as much,” he says over and over again, wav­ing the card with the in­vi­ta­tion wildly around. “Andy Rit­ter, he′s a pi­anist, I′ve al­ways said so,” is the sec­ond sen­tence that keeps com­ing back. It looks as if the great psy­chol­o­gist is not quite com­ing to terms with the fact that he com­pletely mis­judged a col­league from the com­puter club.  “But,” he con­tin­ues, talk­ing to his spir­its in the air, “I sus­pected some­thing. He has some­thing with mu­sic, I could tell right away, and what does SWEAT­ING THINGS mean? Andy will pound away at the pi­ano keys, un­til he sweats! - Ah, in Plutzer­bräu! They have a stage there, some­times small-art-cabaret artists per­form, or even a pi­anist. Andy is def­i­nitely a pi­anist, del­i­cate hands, smokes like a chim­ney - pi­anist, af­ter all.”  

Sat­is­fied with him­self and his per­fect anal­y­sis, István looks around, rubs his hands tri­umphantly and says: “Well, and if I′m wrong, then he′s just one of those small-art-cabaret artists, like Josef Hader or I-Stangl, you know?” 

He turns to me to ex­plain ev­ery­thing to me in great de­tail for the umpteenth time, puts on his fa­therly ex­pres­sion and be­gins: “So, we′re go­ing to go to Andy Rit­ter′s con­cert on Sun­day evening, lis­ten to it a lit­tle, nod to him and so on, and then we′ll go to your place. Only for twenty min­utes, but we have to, he′s with the com­puter club!”  I know that as soon as he says these words, he be­comes very soft and docile, he loves his com­puter club so much. 

Sun­day evening - he had laid out at least six or seven ties on our bed and moved them around, but then de­cided to go “with­out” them in a rev­o­lu­tion­ary way - so Sun­day evening we walked up to the Gasslw­erk around Spit­tel­berg (I will spare you the fact that he told me at al­most ev­ery cor­ner that the Plutzer­bräu was com­ing up, but then it was just one cor­ner fur­ther and an­other…).


Sweat­ing Things
 
István went straight up to the man­ager of Plutzer­bräu, put his hand on his fore­arm and whis­pered con­spir­a­to­ri­ally: “Where is the stage?”, where­upon he took a step back, looked us up and down twice and then said to me: “Ono koga ono wanna aisuru”, where­upon I said to him: “Please speak Ger­man, he doesn′t un­der­stand Ja­pa­nese” and thought to my­self that if he did un­der­stand, he would smack him straight away. The man­ager then said calmly: “We don′t have a stage, but if you want to go to SWEATY, please go there.  Go down­stairs!” 

István said, quite un­nec­es­sar­ily, “I have a vis­i­tor from Japan and I′d like to show her a bit of Vi­enna,” then we slowly went down into the cel­lar vault while I whis­pered the greatly wa­tered-down trans­la­tion “Ev­ery man loves this woman” into István′s ear. We seemed to be the first guests, but then, sure enough, a slim young man walked up to István and said how pleased he was that he had ac­cepted his in­vi­ta­tion.  

István briefly in­tro­duced me as a friend from Japan and a mu­sic stu­dent, and em­bar­rass­ingly he de­lib­er­ately fibbed “and she plays the pi­ano, just like you; you are col­leagues, so to speak!”. Andy Rit­ter just nod­ded briefly at the “col­league” and then made the in­ter­na­tional ges­ture with his hand “it′s all around here”, and István looked around the al­most empty room in amaze­ment. “Where is the pi­ano?”  he asked Mr. Rit­ter, who in turn looked some­what ir­ri­tated be­hind his glasses at István and shrugged his shoul­ders: “Which pi­ano?” 

I ad­mit it: I′m al­ways re­ally happy when István comes ashore. Like a heavy oil tanker, he drives straight to­wards the reef with the cer­tainty of a sleep­walker, crashes, bursts - and then very, very slowly runs out of oil. This alone makes the trek up Spit­tel­berg worth­while. 

Istán looked around again, looked in­quis­i­tively be­hind this and that cor­ner, and then said vaguely, but still some­what un­cer­tainly: “But the in­vi­ta­tion, Mr. Rit­ter - there′s sup­posed to be some­thing go­ing on tonight? I ac­cepted  to…, I meant…, you look like a pi­anist, so where is the pi­ano, the grand pi­ano, the jin­gle box?” 

An­dreas Rit­ter laughed, went with us to the buf­fet, of­fered us a drink and told us that in his free time he made sculp­tures out of left­over metal (weld­ing and forg­ing, aha!) and gave them away to fam­ily and friends un­til one day he found the courage to hold an ex­hi­bi­tion (in Mu­nich). When he was well re­ceived at that one, he de­cided to try it in Vi­enna: and voilà, there it is! He showed us around, showed us the ex­hibits, some of which were still for sale, and told us the per­sonal story be­hind each piece. 

As I didn′t have any­thing to write with, I had to write down the de­tails.  I can now dig it out of mem­ory, and I don′t even need to ask István for help, he al­ready has Alzheimer′s! On the far right, next to the GUARDIAN, a men­ac­ing-look­ing mon­ster, stood UAKA TANKA, and Andy said that this was the Great Spirit of the In­di­ans. A proud, man-sized struc­ture that cre­ated a strong feel­ing, es­pe­cially be­cause of the light­ing that Andy had made him­self. Next to it was a RUN­NING MAN, who seemed to be run­ning down the cel­lar stairs. On the wide side of the room were two sim­i­lar wall lamps, the ONE-ARMED BAN­DIT and GOM­BKÖTÖ, which Andy said was  it be­longed to Toni (G.) and was only on dis­play as a loan. These wall lamps were made from pans, pitch­forks and scythes and fit­ted with lamps. They would cer­tainly look very good in a mod­ern apart­ment! 

FELI and MAUSI seemed to be two fe­male fig­ures, but Andy got us an­other glass and de­lib­er­ately ig­nored the story of these fig­ures. My gut told me that there was more to these fig­ures, but we had al­ready moved on to DON QUIXOTE, and István was taken with him: there re­ally was the old His­panic, shield and spear in hand, ready to take on all the wind­mills in the world.  “I want it,” István whis­pered in my ear, so I asked Mr. Rit­ter if it was for sale. Andy - who was now on first name terms with István - said: “Well, I′m very sorry, but the Don be­longs to my seven-year-old, it was his birth­day present. You can′t have it any­more.” István walked on, ap­par­ently un­moved; only I no­ticed his dis­ap­point­ment. We came to KAWASABE, whose ti­tle, as Andy ex­plained, had come from a song by Lau­rie An­der­son. István only looked at it briefly, his gaze slid long­ingly back to Don Quixote.  “The Quixote would look great in my of­fice, and my cus­tomers would know straight away what kind of per­son I am,” he said to Andy, some­how still hop­ing that Andy would re­act to that. 

But Andy Rit­ter con­tin­ued to show his ex­hibits: HÄLTA SCHIFFTA, he ex­plained, was based on the ti­tle of the Bea­t­les′ Hel­ter Skel­ter song. I saw a funny guy who was clearly hold­ing his over­sized, half-limp pe­nis in his hand for the pur­pose of uri­nat­ing. István walked on, be­cause he wasn′t in­ter­ested in this topic, and looked at the last two ex­hibits in si­lence, one of which was prob­a­bly based on Mickey Mouse, the other on a gi­raffe and was prob­a­bly also in­tended for Andy′s off­spring. 

Andy went to other guests in the mean­time, István and I also spot­ted an old ac­quain­tance, Bir­git, a foto model. We gos­siped and made small talk, and it soon be­came clear to me that  István was vig­or­ously fore-check­ing his chances for a shoot. I qui­etly crept away to the group around Andy, be­cause a crowd had formed around him and a vis­i­tor, and they were hag­gling over the price of a fig­ure. Af­ter some back and forth, Andy fi­nally man­aged to sell the sculp­ture with­out a dis­count! Ev­ery­one laughed at each other and was very loud (which - as al­ways - seemed very in­ap­pro­pri­ate to me) while the lady wrote out the check and cer­e­mo­ni­ously handed it to Andy. The first per­son to con­grat­u­late him was Andy′s mother, who could be very proud of her ca­pa­ble son.  

I took a cou­ple of rolls from the buf­fet, ad­mired Andy, who could bal­ance a glass of wine, a goulash soup, a loaf of bread and a spoon with both hands and still nei­ther eat nor drink, and let my­self drift slowly through the densely pop­u­lated area back to­wards István. He was sur­rounded by a crowd of young girls to whom he ex­plained HÄLTA SCHIFFTA in great de­tail, ges­tic­u­lat­ing mag­nif­i­cently and feast­ing on their wide, lust­ful eyes;  He was also hav­ing an ar­gu­ment with a know-it-all who had come along and who thought he was the artist and was per­sis­tently ask­ing how much the wrought iron ban­is­ter lead­ing to the vaulted cel­lar would cost and would not be fobbed off. 

My in­ter­ven­tion by kiss­ing him on the cheek saved István from a fit of rage or a stroke, which he was ob­vi­ously close to. We looked at the re­ally great and suc­cess­ful ex­hibits again, stood for a long time, al­most too long, in front of Don Quixote and then said a very warm good­bye to An­dreas Rit­ter.  As we walked home in si­lence, István only broke his an­gry, pon­der­ing si­lence once: “…and he plays the pi­ano! …But don′t tell any­one about the pi­ano!” he de­manded, and I promised him. 

Holy crap. 

Michiko,
 foto model


 



At one of the low­est points in my life, I took the night train 700km al­most ev­ery week to visit my sick par­ents. Night trips take ages, the pound­ing of the wheels goes through the mat­tress and pil­low straight into my brain, mak­ing me think up the most ab­surd sto­ries. A chance glance in the sleep­ing car cor­ri­dor, the en­counter of two lives in a tenth of a sec­ond lets me sink into tor­ment­ing fan­tasies for hours. 

I al­ways thought I had no prob­lem with get­ting older.  But when lit­tle in­nu­en­dos, hid­den bites and tiny digs at me, who was al­most fifty, started to pile up, I started to think hard. I started to hear things that no one had said; I started to ob­serve my­self more closely and soon dis­cov­ered this and that which you only no­tice when you start to ob­serve your­self crit­i­cally and sus­pi­ciously. 

The most painful thing for me was that the young and pretty girls, whom I al­ways met in the tram and ad­mired, re­acted to my eyes with sur­prise or be­wil­der­ment and re­turned them less and less of­ten. Tick.  The re­al­iza­tion that I was no longer the ir­re­sistible con­queror (of tram-rid­ing beau­ties), even if only for the du­ra­tion of the jour­ney from sta­tion A to sta­tion B, caused self-doubt to arise. Tick. The cog­wheel of self-alien­ation turned a lit­tle fur­ther, the self-doubt sank deeper and lay like lead on my weak­en­ing loins, Tick. I′m get­ting old, sug­gested my loins, it will soon be over! Tick. Damn, what do you ac­tu­ally ex­pect?! Tick. 

A chance glance in the sleep­ing car cor­ri­dor, the en­counter of two lives in a tenth of a sec­ond, lets me sink into tor­ment­ing fan­tasies for hours.



Night ride
 
“The brain is fucked,” Jack quoted, “when the sky is full of vi­o­lins!” I care­fully peeked out of the cor­ner of my eye at the pretty blonde woman who - like me - was stand­ing in the aisle of the sleep­ing car and smok­ing. I quickly drank my beer and, shak­ing sense­lessly in­side, went to the con­duc­tor to get an­other bot­tle. “Don′t talk non­sense,” I heard Jack′s voice, “you just want to walk past her and talk to her!” Jack knew as well as I did that this could never hap­pen.  

No, I am not schizo at all, but Jack is some­thing like the per­son­i­fi­ca­tion of my parental super­ego, as Freudi­ans would prob­a­bly call it. He has been with me since my youth, cor­rect­ing, crit­i­ciz­ing and an­noy­ing me with his cold and clear logic.  It may be OK that he is the one who stares at the speedome­ter nee­dle and growls “130!” or who chews out the sen­si­ble and log­i­cal sen­tences that I then just have to re­peat in or­der to ap­pear log­i­cal and sen­si­ble. The fact that he is a lo­gi­cian and math­e­ma­ti­cian with heart and soul and loves com­put­ers more than any­thing, and can look into them with X-ray vi­sion, is the ba­sis of my pro­fes­sional suc­cess. But I was de­ter­mined to ig­nore Jack com­pletely to­day, here and now. As if my life de­pended on it. 

With the new bot­tle in my hand, I slowly walked back to my com­part­ment in the sway­ing train. As I passed her, she looked at me and that look com­pletely threw me off bal­ance.  

In truth, I stopped be­cause I was out of breath and couldn′t take an­other step. I broke out in a sweat and she prob­a­bly saw the color of my face change de­spite the semi-dark­ness. 

I spoke to her. 

She smiled at me, her eyes ra­di­ant, her whole be­ing invit­ing. Sud­denly my daze van­ished and we chat­ted about what trav­el­ers chat about in such sit­u­a­tions - where they go, what they do, who they visit. Evi, that was her name, worked as a ther­a­pist and had just re­turned from vis­it­ing her par­ents. I told her that  I was just about to visit my par­ents, and I steered the con­ver­sa­tion to­wards my el­derly mother′s ill­ness, as this co­in­cided ex­actly with Evi′s work. I don′t know, maybe I was get­ting on her nerves, but this had been both­er­ing me ever since I bought the ticket. 

Jack re­treated grum­bling, from a dis­tance I some­times heard him mut­ter­ing “he doesn′t dare!” and I thought de­fi­antly “yes he does!”. While Evi and I were chat­ting an­i­mat­edly, a com­part­ment door opened be­hind us and a sleepy guest came into the cor­ri­dor. Cor­rectly in­ter­pret­ing his look, I asked wor­riedly whether we were dis­turb­ing his sleep and he nod­ded grimly. I looked at Evi, gave my­self a jolt (and, folks, bungee jump­ing is noth­ing com­pared to that!) and of­fered my com­part­ment so we could carry on chat­ting there. My knees were shak­ing and I ex­pected the end, may it only be quick and pain­less.  

She asked again if I was alone in the com­part­ment and when I said I had re­served it so I could travel alone, she said yes.  I could prac­ti­cally see Jack′s face turn­ing green and he said: “You won′t dare!”. “Yes,” I whis­pered back and walked sur­pris­ingly calmly with Evi to my com­part­ment. 

I looked at her as we talked and I felt my­self burn­ing for her by the minute. At first I started to talk about my pro­fes­sional suc­cesses, but then I thought that was ac­tu­ally a stupid thing to do and - some­how - I got to talk­ing about sex, love and re­la­tion­ships. Maybe she was taken aback by the change, but maybe it was OK for her to talk about it and we be­came more se­ri­ous and closer to each other. 

Close­ness. She of­fered to ad­dress me as “you”  I be­gan to open up to her more and more, a bliss­ful rush of open­ing up be­gan to take hold of me. 

Grasp. I no­ticed that in the last few min­utes I had been grab­bing her hand more and more of­ten when I spoke about things that had been kept se­cret for years. 

It doesn′t re­ally mat­ter what we talked about, dear Jack; what was im­por­tant was that she had a kind, open per­son­al­ity and was nei­ther a bitchy city noo­dle nor a stupid, naive pro­vin­cial aunt. She was sim­ply Evi, who talked about her ideas about re­la­tion­ships, about her work, her par­ents in Vi­enna and her apart­ment. Jack adds that it was Evi who let me speak for a long time, al­most too long. 

Speak out. As if I had been sen­tenced to si­lence for life (which wasn′t true!), I held on to her and talked about my lone­li­ness, my grief over the things I had lost in my life, but also about things that didn′t put me in such a great light.  It sud­denly seemed im­por­tant to me to stand there openly, hon­estly and naked and to leave all the so­cial non­sense aside. At times I was re­ally afraid of my own courage, that Evi would be re­pelled by my di­rect­ness and my re­fusal to present my­self as a great show­man and would leave. 

Leave. She stood up sud­denly and said that she had to go to the lit­tle girls′ house and when she came back she didn′t know yet whether she wanted to sleep with me; she might not be as in love as I was, but she liked me very much. I hugged her while she was sit­ting there stand­ing in front of me and I said noth­ing and just thought to my­self that it wasn′t im­por­tant, I wanted to be close to you, hug you - come back!  Af­ter she left, I saw that she had left her hand­bag be­hind - was that trust? No one else I knew would ever leave their hand­bag in a stranger′s com­part­ment. 

When she came back, we turned off the com­part­ment light and sat very close to each other. We kissed and hugged each other, whis­pered and were happy. The kisses and hugs turned into ca­resses, my hand tried to get un­der her sweater.  “It′s a body­suit,” she whis­pered, but I didn′t know what it was at the time. I con­fessed my prob­lem to her, but she just laughed qui­etly and un­dressed quickly and eas­ily. I quickly took off my clothes and we lay down next to each other. 

I can re­mem­ber ev­ery lit­tle de­tail, that night was so im­por­tant to me. Jack and the bad air con­di­tion­ing en­sured that my al­ready re­tired mas­culin­ity stayed in the back­ground; I was far too afraid to sleep with her, be­cause nei­ther of us had any con­tra­cep­tion with us - it was a sur­pris­ing, com­pletely un­planned event. (I would have to laugh at my­self if I was con­stantly car­ry­ing a con­dom in my pocket  walk­ing around…). 

I gave her all my at­ten­tion, my ten­der­ness and let all the soft­ness I felt to­wards her slide through my hands onto her beau­ti­ful body. She loved to be ca­ressed and ca­ressed, she gave her­self over to her feel­ings and I tried to give her all the love and ten­der­ness I felt for her - I kept catch­ing my­self be­ing too fleet­ing and in­sen­si­tive, but I was ter­ri­bly ner­vous, ir­ri­tated by the sur­round­ings and thought far too of­ten about to­mor­row.  Only once did we both get too car­ried away, but Jack, the re­li­able one, was there and pulled us apart just in time. 

The hours passed in lust and ten­der­ness, in gen­tle­ness and ex­cite­ment, in close­ness and con­cern. But at some point we got tired, whis­pered to each other and smoked, lis­tened to the rat­tling of the wheels and were silent. Evi said she might want to sleep for an­other hour or two be­fore she got out. I said good­bye to her body with many, many lit­tle kisses, kissed ev­ery place I could reach and cried silently in my grief.  

Then she got dressed, and as she put on the body­suit, Jack looked closely at how it was con­structed… 

I gave Evi my card, scrib­bled my per­sonal phone num­ber on the back, asked her to get in touch with me and to give me time to sort out a few things. We had reached a very de­press­ing point. I sus­pected that now, tired, worn out and sleepy, she might not be think­ing about con­tin­u­ing. I told her to get in touch, please, but at the same time I said (or was it Jack?) that she had a choice. She shouldn′t feel pres­sured by me;  I would be in a blaze of joy now, but I knew that I would never be pushy or de­mand­ing with her. I can still hear her say­ing the same thing. That she could feel how much I was in love, but she her­self was not as in love as I was. She put my card in her wal­let and said that maybe she would get in touch, but she wasn′t sure. Bye, said Jack. 

I don′t re­mem­ber the mo­ment she left, only that I watched her for a long time af­ter she had gone to the front. My eyes filled with tears that choked me deep in my throat, and I was left in the dark com­part­ment.  I set my alarm to be awake when Evi got out, lay down and tried to sleep. 

I didn′t sleep. Jack had de­cided to keep me awake with his com­ments. All he had to of­fer was mock­ery and bit­ter­ness. And clear logic about the mean­ing of the po­si­tions of the pieces on the game board - Jack and his game board! 

Jack ex­plained: af­ter the first sleep-in, Evi would wake up and there were sev­eral pos­si­bil­i­ties as to what would hap­pen then. First, if this wasn′t her first sleeper ad­ven­ture, she might think it was quite nice and then go about her day′s busi­ness with­out mak­ing a fuss about the night. Bye, said Jack.  

Sec­ondly: if it was her first such ad­ven­ture, then she would per­haps be ashamed, blame her­self or be shocked af­ter­wards by our di­rect­ness or think that I might dis­qual­ify her as an “easy girl”; then she would hardly seek con­tact with me. In­stinc­tively I wanted to punch Jack in the face, but he was only wor­ried about me - and that′s why I couldn′t re­ally be an­gry with him. 

Evi could also be smart and know that Cu­pid′s ar­rows can hit any­one at any time. That in the given sit­u­a­tion nei­ther she nor I had any other chance. The usual be­gin­ning of a re­la­tion­ship, get­ting to know each other slowly and slowly be­com­ing fa­mil­iar with the other: that  was not pos­si­ble in this sit­u­a­tion! But should ev­ery­thing be lost be­cause of that? On the other hand - what did I ex­pect? Could I, al­most 50, ever hope to meet such a beau­ti­ful and much younger woman and be loved by her again? Would I be able to get my cur­rently rest­less and stress­ful life un­der con­trol in or­der to start from scratch, from the be­gin­ning, with a lovely per­son like Evi? From the be­gin­ning? That  I could say: “with­out ifs and buts”? 

What, a thought flashed through my mind, if Evi thought I was a sly dirty old man? What if she was con­vinced that I drove sleeper cars week af­ter week just to lure young girls into my com­part­ment? I asked Jack to leave me alone - I didn′t even want to think about this, be­cause in that case I would be com­pletely out, com­pletely out of the loop; she would be glad to have es­caped the old pig. Bye, said Jack. 

In the half-light, Jack mum­bled some­thing about some­one else, said that Evi cer­tainly had a lover, a re­la­tion­ship that our meet­ing was in­signif­i­cant com­pared to, and that Evi would soon for­get this night and turn her at­ten­tion back to her re­la­tion­ship. I fought des­per­ately against this thought, held on to her warmth, her smell, her wom­an­hood, her close­ness with all my senses and didn′t say an­other word to Jack. 

I turned off the alarm be­fore it could star­tle ev­ery­one and quickly got dressed. I saw that we were al­most there and went ahead; Evi stood all alone, se­ri­ous and silent at the door. I was very in­hib­ited and couldn′t get a whole sen­tence out, maybe she no­ticed, maybe she was an­noyed at how clumsy I was -  I went crazy at the thought of mak­ing a se­ri­ous mis­take now, at the last sec­ond. We were more silent as we stood so still next to each other and looked out into the last foggy No­vem­ber morn­ing. Maybe we even spoke to each other, I don′t re­mem­ber. 

I saw the first houses and the rail­way fa­cil­i­ties only through a slowly blur­ring wall of tears, which I fought against as much as the lump in my throat. The train slowed and then stopped. When she got out, Jack au­to­mat­i­cally bent over her lug­gage, picked it up and handed it to her. 

Jack saw that a wilt­ing, long-stemmed red rose was ly­ing on top.



 



Quin­til­ius Ter­tius Faber sends his read­ers his warm­est greet­ings. 

For a long, long time I thought about whether and how one can write some­thing that some read­ers (who are well known to me) might find blas­phe­mous, dis­re­spect­ful or sim­ply taste­less, but that oth­ers - the ma­jor­ity, I mean, of read­ers who do not know me - would very well clas­sify as en­joy­able read­ing ma­te­rial. The more I thought about this pub­li­ca­tion prob­lem, the clearer it be­came to me why such a dis­crep­ancy, al­beit only ap­par­ent, ex­isted.  

Firstly, af­ter a death, it is sim­ply not ap­pro­pri­ate for the be­reaved to be funny; a poet in mourn­ing should put down his quill. Para­dox­i­cal, be­cause what should a griev­ing poet do when Dionysian hu­mor smiles back at him? - Any­thing other than hearty laugh­ter would be sour. 


Sec­ondly, a story al­ways says some­thing about the au­thor. Sup­pose the au­thor thought that the log­i­cal con­clu­sion A + B = C was given. But per­haps you see it dif­fer­ently, if A is not an A for you but an F or some­thing like that, then you would surely think, “Aha! So that′s how the old Latin thinks that  A and B are con­nected!” I usu­ally like to hide my thoughts, but in this case I am giv­ing in to my de­sire to write. It is. 

Thirdly, a story says some­thing about the char­ac­ters. All of whom, thank God, are in­vented here. Be­cause I would not know how to pro­tect my­self against their in­dig­nant tele­phone calls from Vin­dobona, Os­tia or Lute­tia if these char­ac­ters were all real and alive. 

Quin­til­ius Se­cun­dus, my fa­ther, went to his an­ces­tors. When he was still alive, he fear­lessly wrote against Cae­sars, con­suls and au­gurs, ea­gerly sharp­en­ing his goose quill and of­ten think­ing long and hard be­fore he went into it deeply.  and stabbed vi­o­lently into poi­sonous ul­cers and pa­pist felt. But he also loved it when there was some­thing to laugh about; then his se­ri­ous face would split into a thou­sand laugh lines and he would some­times laugh un­til he gasped: “Stop, stop, I can′t take it any­more!” 

I am writ­ing this story for him, I am with him in my thoughts and I hope that he reads it and laughs un­til the tears run down his cheeks. 

The blas­phemy can be­gin. Sit ve­nia verbo.



Di­a­mond Fever
 
“Tele­phone for you” István′s voice rasps an­grily from the in­ter­com. He has been work­ing on the rep­re­sen­ta­tion of his fam­ily tree for days, which he had promised his fa­ther he would make, as he has a graph­ics pro­gram on his Aba­cus Elec­tron­i­cus. Dur­ing such pro­duc­tion phases, it is best not to dis­turb him at all, as he takes any in­ter­rup­tion per­son­ally. Par­tic­u­larly be­cause this pro­gram comes from the Mi­cro­proxx com­pany of Giuliel­mus Gat­tus, whom István now con­sid­ers to be a com­plete id­iot, as his pro­grams re­sist any kind of con­tin­u­ous pro­duc­tiv­ity and au­to­mat­i­cally exit at beau­ti­ful ir­reg­u­lar­i­ties. Dur­ing these phases, the tele­phone is no longer the nec­es­sary  It is not a bad way to main­tain com­mu­ni­ca­tion with the en­vi­ron­ment, but a de­vi­ous en­emy whose ring­ing is a hos­tile in­ter­fer­ence with the pro­duc­tiv­ity of the ge­nius. 

“Thank you, and please ex­cuse me!” I an­swer quickly and pick up the re­ceiver. “Quin­til­ius, yes, hal­lus?” I an­swer, keep­ing an eye on my two grand­chil­dren, the twins Tiberius Primus and Tiberius Se­cun­dus, with whom I had just been play­ing. 

On the other end of the line is my half-aunt Agrip­pina from Nova Sco­tia. I am happy about her call, be­cause she is also still very af­fected by the death of our fa­ther, we talk about all the things that rel­a­tives talk about at such times. Af­ter a while Agrip­pina gets to the point. 

“Tell me, do you know any­thing about a di­a­mond? Did your fa­ther per­haps give you a di­a­mond?” I can hear in her voice that she is a lit­tle em­bar­rassed by the ma­te­ri­al­is­tic con­tent of her ques­tion. I an­swer truth­fully: “No, I don′t know any­thing about it, and he hasn′t given me any­thing like that.” I see her in front of me, a half-ex­pected dis­ap­point­ment spread­ing across her face. 

“Well, it was just a ques­tion.  It could have been,” she says and steers the con­ver­sa­tion in a dif­fer­ent di­rec­tion. Apol­lo­nia, my wife and owner of A. Faber Grab­stein Con­sult­ing GmbH (this must be men­tioned again here), has over­heard a few words and is now wav­ing her arms as if she wants to tell me some­thing ur­gently, but I con­tinue to con­cen­trate on the phone call. Agrip­pina and I say good­bye, then I put the re­ceiver down. 

What was so ur­gent, I growl some­what gruffly in Apol­lo­nia′s di­rec­tion and take the Schuko plug out of Tiberius Se­cun­dus′ mouth: “That′s malus, lit­tle Se­cun­dus, very very malus! That-there is elec­tri­cus, Stro­mus elec­tri­cus, he can re­ally, re­ally malus pinch lit­tle Se­cun­dus!”  

Apol­lo­nia′s acute need to com­mu­ni­cate wins out over her stan­dard crit­i­cism that my meth­ods of up­bring­ing and, above all, my child­ish lan­guage - sin­gu­lar mas­cu­line chau­vin­is­ti­cus - are sim­ply stupid. “The di­a­mond, Grandma′s di­a­mond!” 

I′m con­fused (no, not Stro­mus elec­tri­cus). Which di­a­mond? Which grandma? Apol­lo­nia beams at me like a quiz­mas­ter beams at his coun­ter­part when ask­ing the five thou­sand ses­terce ques­tion; it′s that typ­i­cal “Well, tell me!” face. If there′s noth­ing else I hate, then it′s Apol­lo­nia′s sim­ple quiz shows on the Tele­vi­sio­n­ium. Ex­em­pla trahunt.  

Ist­van, who has re­treated to our house be­cause he fi­nally wants to fin­ish this project, stands up and paces rest­lessly. I ask him what is both­er­ing him. He mum­bles some­thing about Mi­cro­proxx and that the Javascrip­tum doesn′t al­ways do what it wants. Then he con­tin­ues to run around in cir­cles and mind­lessly tries to light his Tabac­cum, but I grunt and point to Primus and Se­cun­dus; that doesn′t have to be the Ben­zedrine from the Tabac­cum! 

Apol­lo­nia can′t wait any longer and bursts out: “Re­mem­ber, when Grandma Con­stan­tia died, ev­ery­one was look­ing for her di­a­mond!” Now it hit me like a blow. This story was so an­noy­ing that I could still lose my tem­per to­day. And this is how it hap­pened: 

Good old Con­stan­tia lived in that part of the em­pire that was oc­cu­pied by evil east­ern peo­ples and whose peace­ful in­hab­i­tants suf­fered a lot un­der their rule - es­pe­cially when it came to the Peku­nia, their pos­ses­sions. Those who had once been rich pa­tri­cians were now poor pen­ni­less, the de­val­u­a­tion of money and the ex­pro­pri­a­tions did their part. Con­stan­tia had a small bag from her hus­band (Quin­til­ius Primus).  ses­ter­ces, and when she felt her end ap­proach­ing, she called me, her grand­son with the most fi­nan­cial in­ter­ests, and asked if it was true that the best way to in­vest your money was to in­vest it in di­a­monds and then hide them. I said yes, be­cause that′s what we all do, and have al­ways done. But when I asked Con­stan­tia how many ses­ter­ces it was, I had to tell her, to my cha­grin, that for that amount of money, it was un­for­tu­nately not worth tak­ing the some­what ar­du­ous de­tour via di­a­monds. Po­litely and con­sid­er­ately, I did not tell her that  her ses­ter­ces would have been enough to pay for a sin­gle orgy for two at the “Drago Im­pe­ri­alis Pekinen­sis”. 

When I learned some time later that Mother Con­stan­tia′s last hour had come, I im­me­di­ately rode off with Apol­lo­nia and vis­ited her in the hos­pice. When we ar­rived, she was al­ready half with the gods and talk­ing to her an­ces­tors, prob­a­bly no longer notic­ing our earthly pres­ence. Some­times she saw her Quin­til­ius Primus through me and spoke to him, stam­mer­ing bliss­ful words of love un­til tears ran down my cheeks. Apol­lo­nia and I kept quiet and rode back home in si­lence. 

But as soon as she was laid in her poor mau­soleum and the grave flow­ers be­gan to wilt, my aunt Olivia from Baleum Mal­lorquiniae called me and asked if dear Grandma Con­stan­tia had passed away safely and hap­pily. I am de­lighted to hear her call, as she too was very af­fected by our grandma′s death; we talk about all the things that peo­ple talk about at times like these. Af­ter a while, Olivia gets to the point. 

“Say, do you know any­thing about a di­a­mond?  Did Grandma give you a di­a­mond?” I can hear in her voice that she is a lit­tle em­bar­rassed by the ma­te­ri­al­is­tic con­tent of her ques­tion. I an­swer truth­fully: “No, I don′t know any­thing about it, and she didn′t give me any­thing like that.” I see her in front of me, a half-ex­pected dis­ap­point­ment spread­ing across her face. 

“Olivia,” I say, “Grandma Con­stan­tia was as poor as a church mouse. She just didn′t know it, be­cause ses­ter­ces don′t weigh as much to­day as they did back then, in her day. She asked me about in­vest­ing in di­a­monds, but I ad­vised her against it.” 

“But I thought -  we all thought she had a di­a­mond and we thought she might have en­trusted it to you.” Olivia was a proud pa­tri­cian be­fore she be­came an im­pov­er­ished proud pa­tri­cian and it was hard for her to ad­mit that she had fol­lowed a ru­mor. I de­clared once again that I had not re­ceived a di­a­mond from Grandma Con­stan­tia, be­cause where would the im­pov­er­ished Grandma Con­stan­tia have one from, and that was the end of the mat­ter for me. 

It was not. Be­cause years later my mother also went to her an­ces­tors, I of­ten vis­ited her in her sickbed and talked to her un­til she was al­ready half with the gods and be­gan to talk to her an­ces­tors. So I stayed away and mourned un­til she too died in her poor  small mau­soleum and the grave flow­ers slowly be­gan to wilt. 

A few days later, Aunt Cas­siope calls from Lug­dunum. I′m happy to hear from her, be­cause she′s also very up­set about the death of our mother — her sis­ter — we talk about all the things that rel­a­tives talk about at times like these. Af­ter a while, Cas­siope gets to the point. 

“Tell me, do you know any­thing about a di­a­mond? Did your mother give you a di­a­mond?” I can tell from her voice that she′s a lit­tle em­bar­rassed about the ma­te­ri­al­is­tic con­tent of her ques­tion. “You mean Grandma Con­stan­tia′s di­a­mond, right?” I ask cau­tiously and she says yes. 

I an­swer truth­fully: “No, I know.  noth­ing about it, she gave me noth­ing of the sort and as far as I know, it doesn′t even ex­ist.” I can see her in front of me, a half-ex­pected dis­ap­point­ment spread­ing across her face. 

“Well, it was just a ques­tion. It could have been,” she says re­signedly and steers the con­ver­sa­tion in a dif­fer­ent di­rec­tion. I re­turn to the di­a­mond again and ex­plain to Aunt Cas­siope that since Grandma Con­stan­tia′s death, this has been re­peated in loose suc­ces­sion with ev­ery death and is grad­u­ally get­ting on my san­dal laces. There is no Con­stan­tia di­a­mond, and that′s that!  

István, who was still pac­ing rest­lessly, sud­denly stopped and in­ter­rupted my train of thought. “I′ll leave the pro­gram for now,” he said to the wall, “and maybe con­tinue with the old­est an­ces­tors, that′s more pro­duc­tive. I′ve dis­cov­ered an in­ter­est­ing branch of the fam­ily, the Weiss fam­ily from Bu­da­pest.” And af­ter a while he added in a di­dac­tic man­ner, as if we Ro­mans were un­e­d­u­cated bar­bar­ians: “Bu­da­pest, the cap­i­tal of Pan­nonia.” He looked at me ques­tion­ingly. “Are you join­ing in?” 

I had ac­tu­ally al­ready played enough with the grand­chil­dren and now left them to Apol­lo­nia, who re­treated to the mar­ble bench with them and tried to teach them Mices, al­though I had re­peat­edly ex­plained to her that they were still much too young for this dice game. 

Then I sat next to István and to­gether we rushed through the old data sets, try­ing to sort his an­ces­tors in or­der. But with the very old­est, Weiss, we got no fur­ther.  “Per­haps they em­i­grated to Amer­ica!” I mut­tered to my­self af­ter a while, with­out think­ing much about it. But István ea­gerly took up the thread. 

“Amer­ica! Aah! We should look into that right away!” and his fin­gers flew quickly over the keys. Yes, some­one had em­i­grated from Bu­da­pest, a Dr. Samuel Weiss and his fam­ily, in 1878. In si­lence we read the lists of names that the Im­pe­rial and Royal State Ar­chives had metic­u­lously listed. 

Istán cleared his throat and said: “No, not what you think, dear Quincy!  There′s def­i­nitely a catch, just like with that grand­mother who had the same name as the Hun­gar­ian kings but turned out not to be my grand­mother at all!” I re­mem­bered that that grand­fa­ther had been a cun­ning bigamist and had left be­hind a num­ber of grand­moth­ers as well as many bro­ken hearts… But I couldn′t help but say un­der my breath, “It seems to be in your blood.” 

We printed out what we had found and ar­ranged the pages. It was an amaz­ing and ex­cit­ing story that un­folded be­fore us. In the mid­dle of it all, he asked me what I thought about Hou­dini, so I dug ev­ery­thing to­gether from my mem­ory: Amer­i­can es­cape artist, dar­ing stunts and fa­mous per­for­mances where he frees him­self from chains un­der wa­ter, un­til one day his jeal­ous wife switches the key and he drowns mis­er­ably in the ice-cold wa­ter, … 

“Easy, Ro­mans, easy!” István in­ter­rupts my flow of speech, “not a word of it is true!”  Then he leans back, takes an­other deep puff on his to­bacco and then be­gins to tell his story. 

On March 24, 1874, Ehrich Weisz was born in Bu­da­pest as the third of five chil­dren of Rabbi Dr. Samuel Mayer Weisz and his wife Ce­cilia Steiner Weisz. Four years later, the Weisz fam­ily em­i­grated to Amer­ica, where the im­mi­gra­tion au­thor­i­ties changed their name to Weiss. Weiss set­tled in Ap­ple­ton, Wis­con­sin and be­came the spir­i­tual leader of a new, Ger­man-speak­ing Zion­ist move­ment, as he spoke flu­ent Ger­man in ad­di­tion to Hun­gar­ian and Yid­dish.  

The young Ehrich soon Amer­i­can­ized his name to Erik, was al­ready de­liv­er­ing news­pa­pers at the age of 7 and took on a va­ri­ety of odd jobs un­til he was 13 to help out his fam­ily, which was still very poor. But his in­ter­est was in magic and magic tricks; he first ad­mired the trav­el­ing ma­gi­cian Dr. Lynn and later the French­man Jean Robert Houdin. The de­cid­ing fac­tor was an ap­pren­tice­ship with a black­smith (a lock­smith who also made locks and keys), which he later aban­doned. Lit­tle Erik quickly learned how to pick locks.  The nine-year-old made his first ap­pear­ance on Oc­to­ber 28, 1883 as the rope and trapeze artist “Ehrich, Prince of the Air.” Not even 13, Erik ap­peared on small stages as “Erik the Great” and ran away from home, fol­lowed the trav­el­ing peo­ple (cir­cus), and only re­turned to his fam­ily a year later, who were now liv­ing in New York.  

Af­ter his fa­ther′s death (Oc­to­ber 5, 1892), Erik worked as an er­rand boy, elec­tri­cian, cut­ter and “girl for ev­ery­thing” at the tie man­u­fac­turer Richter & Sons, be­came a pho­tog­ra­pher and again an ap­pren­tice to a lock­smith. At the same time, he kept him­self phys­i­cally fit for his artis­tic per­for­mances and won sev­eral sports medals in run­ning and swim­ming. At the age of 15, he read the au­to­bi­og­ra­phy of Jean Robert Houdin: his life sud­denly changed. Full of en­thu­si­asm for the then world cham­pion in es­cape, he called him­self Hou­dini, Harry Hou­dini. 

At the end of 1892 he ap­peared with his brother Theo “Dash” (who later be­came fa­mous un­der the stage name Hard­een) in a show called “Meta­mor­pho­sis Il­lu­sion - The Hou­dini Broth­ers”; they grad­u­ally worked their way up and ap­peared at the 1893 World′s Fair in Chicago, as well as at the P. T. Bar­num Mu­seum Cir­cus and the Welch Broth­ers Cir­cus.  Over the course of his life, Hou­dini per­formed 11,000 “Meta­mor­pho­sis” per­for­mances. 

In June 1894, he per­formed in Coney Is­land, where he fell in love with one of the artists from the Flo­ral Sis­ters, Bess. Two weeks later, he mar­ried 18-year-old Wil­helmina Beat­rice Rah­ner (June 22, 1894). Bess soon re­placed Theo in the per­for­mances, who be­gan a solo ca­reer as Hard­een, the Iron Man. 

From 1898, Hou­dini de­vel­oped in­cred­i­ble num­bers with strait­jack­ets and hand­cuffs, and was soon nick­named “The Hand­cuff King.” He never failed.  His ac­quain­tance with the vaude­ville agent Mar­tin Beck soon brought him out of the sub­ur­ban squalor. Beck ar­ranged for him to make large-scale news­pa­per re­ports, and even to carry out dar­ing prison es­capes in front of the eyes of the state po­lice and pay­ing au­di­ences, of course. His fee soared to $125 a week, and soon his fame spread be­yond the USA, so that in 1900 he be­gan his first Eu­ro­pean tour (in Lon­don). His weekly fee set­tled at $1,200 af­ter he es­caped from Scot­land Yard cus­tody while hand­cuffed. In Paris, he jumped off a bridge over the Seine while tied up and fooled the hor­ri­fied spec­ta­tors by hid­ing be­hind a bridge pil­lar for min­utes.  He then not only al­lows him­self to be hand­cuffed, but is chained to a chair in a strait­jacket and pushed off the bridge - his fee in­creases to $2,000. Hou­dini buys a beau­ti­ful house in New York with Bess. 

In 1906, he al­lows him­self to be art­fully tied up and chained up in the death cell of Charles Gui­teau, the mur­derer of US Pres­i­dent Garfield, and es­capes: the whole of Amer­ica goes wild with ex­cite­ment. He jumps off the Golden Gate Bridge in San Fran­cisco, chained up, hand­cuffed and weighted down with a 75-pound iron ball.  When he demon­strated on Jan­u­ary 27, 1908 in St. Louis how one could es­cape hang­ing head­first in a gi­ant wa­ter jug de­spite chains, a strait­jacket and hand­cuffs, an im­i­ta­tor drowned. Hou­dini was shocked and wrote ar­ti­cle af­ter ar­ti­cle in spe­cial­ist mag­a­zines and be­gan to write his au­to­bi­og­ra­phy, in which he de­scribed some of his tricks in de­tail. At the same time, he spoke out against all oc­cultism and the con artists in­volved; this in­ter­est stayed with him un­til the end of his life. Hou­dini ex­posed fraud­sters sev­eral times, which also brought him world­wide at­ten­tion. 

He bought a plane in Ham­burg for $5,000 and in 1910, dur­ing a tour of Aus­tralia last­ing sev­eral months, he set the first Aus­tralian flight record (in Dig­gers Rest) - the 17th flight record in his­tory. For what­ever rea­son, Hou­dini never flew again af­ter that. 

He in­vented ever more dizzy­ing stunts, es­cap­ing from wa­ter tanks at night or from the bar­rel of a huge can­non just a frac­tion of a sec­ond be­fore it was fired. His dar­ing game with death, a very re­al­is­tic death, was not in­signif­i­cant for his fame. His most spec­tac­u­lar in­ven­tion was the Chi­nese Wa­ter Tor­ture Cell, which he was able to drag out so nerve-rack­ingly that it took him al­most 100 min­utes to com­plete.  Soon and quite per­sis­tently, the ru­mor that he had died in the process arose, and in some places it still per­sists to­day. In­creas­ingly dar­ing com­bi­na­tions of ropes stretched be­tween sky­scrapers or ropes dan­gling from the world′s tallest build­ings, from which Mas­ter Hou­dini hung and freed him­self from chains, hand­cuffs and strait­jack­ets, brought him con­stant head­lines in the news­pa­pers and a con­sid­er­able in­come. In 1918, he made the ele­phant Jenny dis­ap­pear in the hip­po­drome in New York City in front of thou­sands of spec­ta­tors. 

In 1919, Hol­ly­wood dis­cov­ered him, he played sev­eral small roles and then made two films him­self, with him­self as the lead ac­tor; the films were a fi­nan­cial suc­cess.  Hou­dini is at the peak of his ca­reer and is in­dis­putably the most fa­mous ma­gi­cian of his time. 

On Oc­to­ber 22, 1926, Hou­dini per­forms in Mon­treal. While he is pre­par­ing for the show in the dress­ing room, he chats with some stu­dents from McGill Uni­ver­sity, where he had given a lec­ture that af­ter­noon. One of the stu­dents, J. Gor­don White­head, asks him if it is true that he can take any punch to the stom­ach (like his brother Hard­een, the Iron Man). Be­fore he can an­swer, he is com­pletely un­pre­pared for three punches to the stom­ach. Nine days later, on Oc­to­ber 31, 1926, Hou­dini suc­cumbs to in­ter­nal in­juries (peri­toni­tis, to be pre­cise) in De­troit. 

I was moved and silent, be­cause what István had un­earthed in terms of his­tory, based on a pre­vi­ously undis­cov­ered an­ces­tor named Weiss in Bu­da­pest, was some­thing! Ad­mit­tedly not a jeal­ous mur­der­ous wife and a man strug­gling in death throes in the icy Ni­a­gara Falls, but … 

“Stay cool, Ro­mans!” István warned me, guess­ing my thoughts. “Our Weiss cer­tainly have noth­ing to do with the Amer­i­can Weiss, be­lieve me! There must have been sev­eral more Weiss in Bu­da­pest!” There fol­lowed a long pause in which I re­mained thought­fully silent and he blew his to­bacco smoke. 

Sud­denly he slaps his thighs, looks at me with a grin and starts laugh­ing loudly.  “That′s it!” he gasps ev­ery now and then, “that′s it!” And while I look at him, wor­ried and ques­tion­ing, the words slowly come over his lips, in­ter­rupted by a boom­ing laugh: “That′s it: the Hou­dini di­a­mond! It′s there, it′s not there! Dis­ap­peared — reap­peared —  dis­ap­peared!” I′m usu­ally quick to un­der­stand, but now it takes a while un­til I can fol­low his train of thought from Harry Hou­dini to Aunt Agrip­pina′s call from ear­lier. 

Then I laugh too. 


So much for the con­tri­bu­tion from good old Quin­til­ius, dear read­ers. How could he know that some­times at night, when ev­ery­one is al­ready asleep, I sneak to my safe and take the beau­ti­ful, large di­a­mond out of the leather bag to ad­mire its sparkle in the moon­light…

 


The thing with the pheas­ant
 
The man­u­script was ac­tu­ally al­ready fin­ished. Ac­tu­ally, be­cause un­for­tu­nately the most im­por­tant thing was miss­ing: the ti­tle. I only briefly con­sid­ered keep­ing the pre­vi­ous ti­tle “My col­or­ful fur” from the In­ter­net and con­sulted with fam­ily and friends, but even the bril­liant work­ing ti­tle “I wish I could write like Kishon” was re­jected af­ter the first dis­cus­sion with the in-house lawyer. I con­tin­ued to rack my brains, and the va­ca­tion date was get­ting closer and closer… 

I had de­cided months be­fore to go to Venice for a few days with my youngest daugh­ter Ju­lia. Oh, these chil­dren grow up all too quickly in our fast-mov­ing world and that′s why we have to be care­ful.  As a fa­ther, you have to make up for all the hol­i­days you have missed in good time, be­cause one day she will also leave the nest and pre­fer to spend her hol­i­days with peo­ple her own age rather than with her el­ders. Ju­lia′s adult­hood is de­cep­tive, be­cause I am still suc­cess­fully cling­ing to the last piece of my own youth… 

Venice. I breathe in the smell of the won­der­ful la­goon city, en­joy the au­tumn mist and spend hours with Ju­lia on the va­poretto, that′s what the pub­lic trans­port boats are called, through the canals. With a bit of luck, we get the best seats in the bow, let the wind blow around our noses and look, look. Some­times some­thing ap­pears that means some­thing to both of us, then we break the si­lence and talk in a low voice.  Yes, look, over there: the small palazzo with the green roof gar­den, your mother would def­i­nitely like that! 

We were just imag­in­ing how we would con­vert the lot­tery mil­lions we still have to win into palazzi, green roof gar­dens and fast, ma­neu­ver­able boats, when a pas­sen­ger leans for­ward in his seat and says in a low voice: “From the sound of his voice, that could be István!” 

I look at him in amaze­ment - the short, grey hair, the an­gu­lar fea­tures, the sharp, sparkling eyes be­hind the glasses - heav­ens, that′s…!  “And you are Chris­tian N.N.” I say, al­though I didn′t know the name at the be­gin­ning of the sen­tence and had to look it up from the dusty file in my brain box. 

The joy of see­ing a room­mate from board­ing school again af­ter 33 years. The all too quickly ap­proach­ing fi­nal des­ti­na­tion forces a quick de­ci­sion: we would meet at such and such a time for din­ner to­gether, then he and his fam­ily would dis­ap­pear into the crowd of St. Mark′s Square, Ju­lia and I would con­tinue our jour­ney to the la­goon is­lands. It warms my heart to have seen this friend again, my mouth over­flows and I tell Ju­lia again and again about our time to­gether at board­ing school. Soon I′m only talk­ing about Win­netou, be­cause that was Chris­tian′s “war name” among our friends.  And I′ll call my­self to or­der again, be­cause Chris­tian′s wife and daugh­ter had looked at me very strangely when I said Win­netou to him for the first time (again). No, we weren′t chil­dren any­more: I would prob­a­bly have to switch to Chris­tian! 

In to­tal, it was two evenings, be­cause the first wasn′t long enough to make up for 33 years. You can prob­a­bly imag­ine that the ta­ble or­der was un­spo­ken and com­pletely au­to­matic: we two grey-heads sat to­gether, op­po­site us Ju­lia, Win­netou′s wife and her daugh­ter tried to talk about com­mon top­ics when they just couldn′t fol­low our ram­bling any more. It wasn′t un­til the end of the sec­ond evening that our ini­tial cu­rios­ity was sat­is­fied enough for us both to break free from our iso­la­tion and fi­nally all talk to­gether.  

Ju­lia had, in all in­no­cence and hon­esty, an­swered the ladies′ ques­tion about what “other things” her fa­ther was do­ing, men­tion­ing sail­ing and writ­ing books. I had only half lis­tened, but the con­ver­sa­tion threat­ened to turn to “books” and I have some­thing against that: it′s bad luck to talk about a book that hasn′t even been printed yet! So, like a mouse, I looked for a hole to slip through.  

Not for the first time in my life, it turns out to be a mis­take to start again from the past, usu­ally with “Oh yes, I wanted to ask you…”. But since I have not yet reached the age where not mak­ing mis­takes is con­sid­ered wis­dom, I started: “Oh yes, I wanted to ask you, Win­nie, what do you do in your free time, what is your hobby?” 

Win­netou′s an­swer was ini­tially un­con­vinc­ing, be­cause the fact that he had taken over his fa­ther′s hunt­ing and be­come a hunter seemed en­tirely le­git­i­mate to me, es­pe­cially since my ques­tions re­vealed that he was highly pro­fes­sional and con­sci­en­tious about the game and the game pop­u­la­tion. “Not like be­fore,” grinned Win­netou and his wife looked up at­ten­tively, “when we still caught pheas­ants, right?” His daugh­ter and Ju­lia im­me­di­ately fell silent and also looked at us ex­pec­tantly. 

“Oh?” said his wife slowly. 

“Yes, and what about the pheas­ant?” asked her daugh­ter.  

Ju­lia looked at me in sur­prise: “Pheas­ant?” and her eye­brows twitched up­wards ques­tion­ingly. 

“Well, I don′t know any­thing, I wasn′t there and I have an ir­refutable al­ibi,” I choked out and tried to avert the in­evitable, al­though I knew painfully well that I could no longer stop the avalanche.  Win­netou mis­in­ter­preted my light kick to his shin and said lightly: “Oh, come on, that′s long since out of date!” 

You know my avalanche the­ory: sweaty, you smoke - fi­nally! - the sum­mit cig­a­rette, flick the ash down, which falls into the snow and forms a small, dirty-grey lump, the small lump rolls down the val­ley and grows big­ger and big­ger, soon tear­ing huge snow slabs from the slope and then the Arl­berg Ex­press de­rails be­low, dozens of peo­ple die - some­thing like that, any­way. 

Now there′s no stop­ping it  more, the ladies first ask, then they ve­he­mently de­mand the story about the pheas­ant. Win­netou tells it (in my opin­ion, a lit­tle too mat­ter-of-factly and def­i­nitely too dryly) and fi­nally nudges me in the ribs: “Well, that′s how it was, wasn′t it?” 

I nod silently and think of the Arl­berg Ex­press. 

For years I wrote my sto­ries and let my chil­dren read ev­ery­thing - af­ter all, it was all true, maybe a lit­tle em­bel­lished here or there, but that′s just how po­etic free­dom works - but of course I didn′t write about ev­ery­thing that hap­pened over time, ev­ery­one still has their lit­tle se­crets! And now Ju­lia looks at me silently and with big, wide eyes in which I can read the head­line: “MY FA­THER, THE POACHER!” 

Win­netou looks from Ju­lia to me, then he clears his throat and says: “What, you haven′t told her that yet?”  I say no, shake my head un­hap­pily and think that there is noth­ing I hate more than a book that ends like this: To be con­tin­ued!


 


Au­thor′s notes
 

The au­thor should prob­a­bly first point out that all peo­ple, ac­tions and events, wher­ever they did not ac­tu­ally hap­pen or be­fall the au­thor, are fic­ti­tious and there­fore fic­tional. Any re­sem­blance to liv­ing, dead or un­dead peo­ple would there­fore be purely co­in­ci­den­tal and, in the lat­ter case, ex­tremely sur­pris­ing. 

It should not be sur­pris­ing that the peo­ple in all au­to­bi­o­graph­i­cal texts are ac­tu­ally alive or have lived - even if, for good or not so good rea­sons, their names have been changed here and there. One should prob­a­bly point out in the same breath that  some of these real or in­vented events, viewed in ret­ro­spect - and not in­fre­quently un­der the in­flu­ence of al­co­hol, which the au­thor con­tritely ad­mits and warns his pos­si­bly young read­ers not to im­i­tate - have been slightly or se­ri­ously dis­torted, which can be at­trib­uted to for­get­ful­ness, a de­sire to ram­ble or sim­ply the po­etic li­cense of writ­ing. 

How­ever, it was by no means in­tended to mis­lead the es­teemed reader in any way or to por­tray the au­thor as a spe­cial hero or artist of life, al­though he would like to see him­self as a spe­cial hero and/or artist of life.  If it weren′t for the ir­ri­tat­ing fact that the for­mer usu­ally lie in beau­ti­ful mar­ble tombs and the lat­ter quite of­ten sit in prison. 

Thirdly, the au­thor should men­tion that this book is a col­lec­tion of texts, some of which have al­ready been pub­lished on his web­site and in com­puter mag­a­zines, which will cause a cer­tain amount of frus­tra­tion for the loyal reader. As para­dox­i­cal as it may sound, this pres­sure gives the un­faith­ful, i.e. new reader more plea­sure than the loyal reader who al­ready knows the texts from the news­pa­per or the In­ter­net. 

It is to be hoped that one day a psy­chol­ogy stu­dent will sci­en­tif­i­cally treat this phe­nom­e­non of the reader-psy­cho­log­i­cal para­dox and its ef­fect on au­thor­ship at the be­gin­ning of the twenty-first cen­tury (in­clud­ing propaedeu­tics and proof of prof­itabil­ity for the pub­lish­ing in­dus­try) and thus gain a mas­ter′s de­gree or even a doc­tor­ate.  

And since the pub­lisher has al­ready been men­tioned here, the au­thor should also men­tion, fourthly, that he was fed up with can­vass­ing at good and not so good pub­lish­ers from the very be­gin­ning and that he there­fore took the - prob­a­bly not so - un­con­ven­tional route of self-pub­lish­ing; de­spite the lame PC soft­ware and stub­born laser printer, he tack­led the text again and again un­til he was men­tally and elec­tron­i­cally ex­hausted, un­til it was type­set and, thanks to the help of a pub­lisher friend, could be printed and given to the book­binder. 


Thanks must also be given, quite un­doubt­edly. The au­thor him­self an­other time, but first of all his chil­dren and the women who shared his life with him (and he shared his life with them, too).  

His life also meant read­ing his texts. 

To praise heartily. 

To crit­i­cize care­fully. 

Very care­fully. 

It hit the chil­dren par­tic­u­larly hard, with­out a doubt. Usu­ally when an ex­cit­ing TV se­ries was on or friends were invit­ing them to chat on the In­ter­net, the au­thor would ap­pear at the door with sweat-stained glasses and flow­ing hair (this one was thin­ning, though) to ask his dear chil­dren for the ur­gent ser­vice of proof­read­ing. Ur­gently to ask. Nat­u­rally, there­fore, thanks must also be given to the video recorder, which recorded the ex­cit­ing TV se­ries at the same time as the chil­dren were do­ing their fa­ther′s ser­vice.  

Thanks also to ev­ery­one who was friends with the au­thor (at least up to that point) and who read his texts and helped to shape them with their opin­ions. It would be right to thank each in­di­vid­ual in par­tic­u­lar, but the au­thor ad­mits his mis­takes and sim­ply re­frains from mak­ing them. Those who are still his friends know this any­way, and the rest can go to hell. 

Un­con­ven­tion­ally, the au­thor will now also thank the char­ac­ters in the story (even if they are only fic­tional), sim­ply be­cause he has never heard of an au­thor who has thanked his pro­tag­o­nists (al­though this may also be due to our au­thor′s hear­ing loss, ad­mit­tedly).  Or did William Shake­speare write a sin­gle word of thanks to his Mer­cu­tio or Agatha Christie to her old Her­cule Poirot in their book, eh? 

There you go! 

Fi­nally, the au­thor has the honor of thank­ing all those who he met on his jour­ney through life and who have re­mained in his mem­ory for this or that small or large event (or who have given him one or an­other strange thought or even the idea for a funny, bizarre or se­ri­ous story). 
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