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Off to Amer­ica!

In the early 1950s—I was about four or five 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 plenty of green­ery dom­i­nated the land­scape. For us chil­dren, it was par­adise, where we could play cops and rob­bers, cow­boys and In­di­ans, or Rus­sians and par­ti­sans to our heart’s con­tent. If only the Great Man of Steel (Visavoy­onovich Dzhugashvili, alias Stalin) had known! But he sat in the Krem­lin, smok­ing his aw­ful makhorkas and gasp­ing for breath as he ap­proached his fi­nal year…

To my an­noy­ance, all my peers back then were fe­male and com­pletely use­less—thank­fully, that would later change, but per­haps that’s a story for an­other time… In any case, I had no choice but to join the gang of my older brother János (1945–1977), who were about two to four years older than me. Per­haps I should briefly in­tro­duce the group.

János, about eight years old, black-haired and in­cred­i­bly strong. Later, he would be nick­named, not with­out rea­son, “the Rus­sian tank.” Then there was Ár­pád, the same age, son of the judge who lived next door. He trav­eled abroad sev­eral times a year to at­tend con­fer­ences—which wasn’t the norm in Hun­gary at the time—and brought us kids cow­boy hats, Chick­lets (chew­ing gum), and comic strips. He was by far the most beloved old man in our neigh­bor­hood. Ár­pád now lives in the USA as a lawyer. Zoltán was the se­ri­ous, tac­i­turn se­nior mem­ber of our gang and of­ten peeked over at the neigh­bor girls, bit­ing his fin­ger­nails. To­day, he’s also a lawyer and a grand­fa­ther sev­eral times over, which I—prob­a­bly quite wrongly—at­tribute to his 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 them­selves. They also live in the USA to­day, have chil­dren, wives and other mer­its; one as ex­pected as a fire chief, the other as a sports teacher, among other things. Trac­ing all these life paths would pro­vide ma­te­rial for an­other book.

Well, and then there was lit­tle István, me, the fu­ture mas­ter spy of our gang. Back then, a blond-haired an­gel, quite ca­pa­ble of as­sert­ing my­self in re­alpoli­tik with a baby-like pout. Ini­tially, of course, it was dif­fi­cult to keep up with the grown-ups and make my­self in­dis­pens­able. But grad­u­ally, the gang re­al­ized that such a small, an­gelic face could some­times be quite use­ful. They gra­ciously let me par­tic­i­pate ev­ery­where—or al­most ev­ery­where—even though this school was very tough; the lit­tle an­gel some­times had to work quite hard to keep up. Pre­dictably, this only made the lit­tle an­gel even tougher and more re­silient.

Well, that bit about Stalin wasn’t just a ran­dom aside ear­lier. We weren’t just pre­oc­cu­pied with our own af­fairs; 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 self-cen­sor­ship works here too). And the grow­ing pres­sure from the East, the stench of the Iron Cur­tain that threat­ened to en­gulf Hun­gary, per­haps all of Eu­rope, body and soul, was at the heart of their de­bates—af­ter all, they were bour­geois, Catholic, and West­ern-ori­ented.

Of course, I don’t know who came up with the idea any­more; I can only say for sure that it wasn’t me, hon­estly! What­ever the case may have been, we played “em­i­gra­tion” or “run­ning away” more and more of­ten, nat­u­rally to Amer­ica. We had no idea about re­al­ity, but the fact that Ár­pád’s fa­ther brought back the best chew­ing gum and comic books, and of course the coolest cow­boy hats, was an un­beat­able ar­gu­ment for Amer­ica. Af­ter all, ev­ery­one there wore those hats and looked cool, chewed Chick­lets, and read comics. So we walked around look­ing cool in our pa­pier-mâché cow­boy hats, chewed Chick­lets un­til they turned into a crunchy, gray mass, and read comics where peo­ple also chewed Chick­lets, wore cool cow­boy hats, and so on. Wham, Bang and Zo­ing en­tered my vo­cab­u­lary ear­lier 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 more things that also en­tered my vo­cab­u­lary back then: “At­lantic” and “Op­eren­cia,” which re­quire a lit­tle ex­pla­na­tion. It made a last­ing im­pres­sion on me, a lit­tle tyke, when my fa­ther once ex­pressed the opin­ion that the Rus­sian steam­roller of steel, once set in mo­tion, wouldn’t stop in Hun­gary, but would roll straight on to the At­lantic. Since I knew that steam­rollers 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 …” (Be­yond the Up­per Enns, be­yond the great sea…) was some­times whis­tled by the adults as well, for ex­am­ple, when they wanted to dis­cuss em­i­gra­tion and sig­naled to the oth­ers that they were meet­ing in the back room. Lit­tle István was cer­tain that the Op­eren­cia must be a vast sea that an em­i­grant would have to la­bo­ri­ously cross. Of course, the et­y­mol­o­gists among you im­me­di­ately rec­og­nized that the Op­eren­cia is noth­ing other than the Up­per Enns River, and “the sea” is Lake Neusiedl… I vaguely sus­pected some­thing, though: the At­lantic Ocean, or Op­eren­cia, or Amer­ica. Be­cause of the cow­boy hats and all.

Of course, I was the last to find out. To be more pre­cise, I owe it en­tirely to my ex­cep­tion­ally sus­pi­cious at­ten­tion that I wasn’t sim­ply aban­doned, left stranded in back­ward, steel-clad Hun­gary. The grown-ups be­haved al­most nat­u­rally, but only al­most. At some point, I no­ticed that cult ob­jects like Ár­pád’s ul­ti­mate Amer­i­can-made pock­etknife were no longer where they were sup­posed to be. Then Andy’s leather pi­lot’s jacket, the one his fa­ther had worn in the war, dis­ap­peared. When János gave me his comics one af­ter­noon, placed his hand on my shoul­der with fa­therly se­ri­ous­ness, and mur­mured in a husky voice that I had to be very brave now and look af­ter our sis­ters, the penny fi­nally dropped.

Of course, I didn’t let on, but some­thing was def­i­nitely up. The older kids were act­ing very mys­te­ri­ous, and I, on the other hand, didn’t un­der­stand what they were up to—I was only five, or so—and I couldn’t ex­actly ask. So I kept watch­ing and stayed silent. My tar­get was Gá­bor, my best friend and only a lit­tle older than me. I stuck to his heels and wouldn’t let go. Wher­ever he went, I was his shadow. The older kids didn’t no­tice any­thing, but he was start­ing to get a lit­tle un­easy about the fact that the lit­tle one—we’re talk­ing about me!—was cling­ing to him like a burr.

Then, one af­ter­noon, he grew rest­less. He tried to shake me off; me, the bud­ding fu­ture mas­ter spy! I gave him a few sec­onds’ head start and stuck to his heels. Gá­bor scaled the low wall of the neigh­bor­ing prop­erty, crept through a hedge to the next one, and se­cretly slipped through the cel­lar of the last neigh­bor. Over there, on the still-va­cant build­ing plot, he breathed a sigh of re­lief, but nearly died of fright when I sneezed in the dark, musty pas­sage­way just a few me­ters be­hind him. His des­per­ate look, along with the curses he sent sky­ward, re­mains a last­ing mem­ory.

Then Andy, Ár­pád, and János ap­peared on the other side of the con­struc­tion site. Zoli had ap­par­ently been sit­ting for a long time on a silently rust­ing piece of con­struc­tion equip­ment, look­ing at us se­ri­ously. The older boys stopped and con­ferred. 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 along! (Ap­par­ently, my fam­ily says to­day, all that re­mains of that time for me is the de­fi­ant at­ti­tude of a de­fi­ant lit­tle an­gel; — could that pos­si­bly be true?).

Catch­ing the neigh­bor’s cat and lock­ing it in the cel­lar. Steal­ing the care­taker’s moped and rid­ing it around un­til he came run­ning af­ter us, yelling and curs­ing. Us­ing the large full-length mir­ror from my par­ents’ bed­room to shine sun­light on driv­ers and blind them un­til one of them stopped and an­grily smashed the mir­ror, which led to con­sid­er­able ar­gu­men­ta­tive ac­ro­bat­ics. That was roughly what I ex­pected. But noth­ing came close to what the grown-ups now re­vealed to me—rather hes­i­tantly and re­luc­tantly.

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

“We’re go­ing to Amer­ica,” Andy and János said in uni­son.

“But you’re too small,” said Gá­bor, my best friend. “We can’t take chil­dren that small, un­for­tu­nately!” A friend­ship of many years could shat­ter in a frac­tion of a sec­ond, es­pe­cially be­cause I re­ally, truly started to cry. No, not from sad­ness, but from anger. What does “small” even mean here?!

Gá­bor slowly straight­ened up, clutch­ing his aching stom­ach and barely sup­press­ing his tears, for my then-child­ish fist al­ready pos­sessed some of its later strik­ing power. “So, if he ab­so­lutely in­sists…” he be­gan pant­ing, and János, my brother, was the first to fall. “Well, one could per­haps…” he started, but Andy kicked him in the shin. Zoli rose from his rusty old car and saun­tered off. As al­ways in such sit­u­a­tions, as a great states­man and world leader, he had no time for cry­ba­bies or weak­lings; he was des­tined for greater things.

János im­me­di­ately took the ini­tia­tive. “All right, you can come along, lit­tle brother!” he said, tak­ing my hand. As we passed Gá­bor, my for­mer best friend, I mut­tered, “Phew, you pig!” and shook my curls tri­umphantly. I re­ally gave it to him, by Zeus!

We fol­lowed Zoli, the el­dest, un­ob­tru­sively; he was the only one who knew how to get from a gar­den sub­urb in Bu­da­pest to Amer­ica. Of course, we didn’t go down the street—where would you think we’d go! We crept, nat­u­rally, through the gar­dens and fields of the dis­trict, along time-hon­ored pi­rate and rob­ber trails. As we crept through Grand­fa­ther’s large gar­den, I tugged at János’s shirt, sug­gest­ing we might as well go up to Grandma’s; she usu­ally had hot co­coa and cake or cook­ies on hand. Amer­ica would prob­a­bly be quite in­ter­est­ing, too, but Grandma’s cook­ies were cer­tainly worth aban­don­ing this ad­ven­ture. Al­though I had whis­pered al­most in­audi­bly, Zoli grum­bled re­luc­tantly that they—the grown-ups—had sworn a great, sa­cred oath to go to­gether and win, or per­ish to­gether. And should any­one—who­ever, I didn’t know, of course—catch us, we would be as silent as the grave.

I nod­ded, in­tim­i­dated, and János reaf­firmed the Great Sa­cred Oath for me, un­til “si­lence as the grave.” Then we crept on. No one no­ticed that “pi­rates” or “rob­bers” or “cow­boys” were sneak­ing through the gar­dens—we did it al­most daily. Thus we over­came all ob­sta­cles, mov­ing in­con­spic­u­ously and qui­etly through the gar­dens and even­tu­ally reach­ing more pop­u­lated ar­eas.

Zoli strode pur­pose­fully ahead, and soon we crossed the high walls of the hos­pi­tal com­plex, which un­til then had formed a nat­u­ral bar­rier, mark­ing the end of the world. More skill­fully than the adults had imag­ined, I used their hu­man pyra­mid and ar­rived, awestruck, on the other side of the world’s edge. Zoli walked briskly ahead, we crossed a few streets, and then we stood be­fore Bu­da­pest’s South­ern Rail­way Sta­tion, which you might know as Déli Pu. (déli pályaud­var). We lin­gered for quite a while un­til Zoli and Andi, who had gone ahead as scouts, waved. Then we crossed the main street and, with pound­ing hearts, en­tered the beau­ti­ful, old sta­tion, whose metal de­sign bears the sig­na­ture of Gus­tave Eif­fel.

For the younger gen­er­a­tion, I should prob­a­bly add a bit of his­tor­i­cal con­text, as things are han­dled dif­fer­ently to­day. These days, we go to the sta­tion, get on the right train, and sim­ply board. We ei­ther have our tick­ets saved on our phones via text mes­sage or—a bit more old-fash­ioned—as a com­puter print­out. Those in a real hurry sim­ply board and then pay the con­duc­tor, by credit card, of course. Back then, things were a bit slower. Tick­ets were pro­duced by spe­cially made print­ing ma­chines, which were only found at larger train sta­tions: the ticket clerk would take a small piece of light brown card­board, about the size of a match­box, from a drawer (and if you don’t know what a match­box is, then just go to the to­bacco mu­seum next Sun­day in­stead of idling in front of your screen, okay!?). Then, the clerk would find the cor­rect ticket on a large wall panel, where the metal print­ing plates were al­pha­bet­i­cally ar­ranged in small slots, and in­sert it, along with the card­board, into a slot on the ma­chine. A quick, ner­vous check, a press of a spring mech­a­nism, and the metal plate along with the card­board back­ing was shot through the ma­chine, emerg­ing again on a small dis­pens­ing tray at the bot­tom. The metal plate with the neg­a­tive print was then re­turned to its orig­i­nal pack­ag­ing, and the pas­sen­ger re­ceived the printed ticket, pro­vided they had the money ready.

I could have stood there for hours, gaz­ing at this mar­vel of West­ern en­gi­neer­ing, but the grown-ups moved on. Firstly, we had no money, and sec­ondly, rid­ing with­out a ticket, as they say, is part of the real deal. Of course. Any­way, I whis­pered to János as we walked on, one day I’d be­come a ticket clerk, and this amaz­ing ticket ma­chine would be mine, mine for­ever, I swear!

Of course, you, dear reader, have surely also ar­rived late to the train sta­tion at some point, raced pant­ing through the hall, out onto the plat­form, and jumped onto the pos­si­bly al­ready de­part­ing train with your last ounce of strength. Just as this is no longer pos­si­ble to­day with the re­mote-con­trolled, au­to­mat­i­cally clos­ing pneu­matic doors, back then you wouldn’t even have been able to get through the hall.

There are po­lice of­fi­cers there. In all like­li­hood, “real” po­lice of­fi­cers; in all like­li­hood, rail­way sta­tion po­lice. A mat­ter of luck, be­cause in later years I of­ten ex­ploited their sim­ple-minded self-im­por­tance to my ad­van­tage. But back then, when we lit­tle kids were sneak­ing through Bu­da­pest’s South­ern Rail­way Sta­tion, we were a mat­ter of doubt.

They were cor­rect.

Two.

Zoli, Ár­pád, and Andy got through with­out any trou­ble; they were ob­vi­ously hur­ry­ing af­ter “their par­ents.” János, Gá­bor, and I were un­doubt­edly un­lucky, just plain bad luck. The po­lice of­fi­cers’ job was to make sure no riffraff snuck onto the train with­out a ticket or, even worse, brought sheep or goats along—which re­ally makes you won­der who keeps sheep or goats in a me­trop­o­lis like Bu­da­pest, but any­way, the Balkans weren’t far away; as ev­ery­one knows, they be­gin just south of Bu­da­pest.

One po­lice­man stared through the as­phalt of the plat­form with X-ray vi­sion, try­ing to coun­ter­act the Earth’s ro­ta­tion by gen­tly sway­ing his body, still reel­ing from yes­ter­day’s drink­ing binge; the other glanced ir­ri­ta­bly to the left, then glumly to the right, and then ir­ri­ta­bly to the left again. Ir­ri­ta­bly, of course, be­cause three lit­tle tykes, barely eight years old, were com­ing along, want­ing to get to the trains. “That’s not pos­si­ble,” he said; “not while I’m on guard duty here, damn it!”

As so of­ten hap­pens in life, sev­eral things were now hap­pen­ing si­mul­ta­ne­ously. First, the lo­co­mo­tive be­gan to chug and rum­ble might­ily, and the car­riages started mov­ing with ag­o­niz­ing slow­ness. Zoli, Ár­pád, and Andy were al­ready stand­ing on the run­ning board, whis­per­ing ex­cit­edly to each other be­cause the watch­ful po­lice­man was hold­ing us back and try­ing to ques­tion us. Then they jumped off again and came closer. János and Gá­bor took a des­per­ate lunge for­ward and got past the po­lice­man. My lunge came a split sec­ond too late and was also half a per­cent too short.

He had me in his clutches, that po­lice­man!

The train slowly pulled out of the sta­tion. On the com­pletely empty plat­form were two of­fi­cers car­ry­ing out their du­ties and six caught kids. Surely the poi­sonous glares of my gang mem­bers would have dropped me dead on the spot, had I not been so aware of my child­like in­no­cence. And I had taken such a huge lunge!

A lit­tle later we en­tered the guard­room. While the bad guys rightly sat con­tritely on the bench, I soon found my­self perched on a sec­re­tary’s lap, munch­ing on sweets. — Did I men­tion the lit­tle blonde an­gel yet?

Scene change.

Mother ran from house to house in a panic, search­ing for us. Soon the other moth­ers joined in, shar­ing the panic, the search, and the run­ning. Even to­day, I can glean com­plete med­i­cal di­ag­noses from Mother’s ac­count, with “im­pend­ing cir­cu­la­tory col­lapse” be­ing the mildest of the com­plaints. Af­ter an in­de­ter­mi­nate amount of time, the dis­traught women ex­changed glances and de­cided to alert the re­spec­tive fa­thers by phone. What emerged was an im­pro­vised, but no less ef­fec­tive, lo­gis­ti­cal plan, one that I later man­aged to de­velop my­self in sim­i­lar panic sit­u­a­tions—when my chil­dren went miss­ing. I be­lieve that even the news of the leg­endary Puskás’s World Cup goal didn’t spread faster through all the po­lice sta­tions in Bu­da­pest than the news of the dis­ap­pear­ance of a whole hand­ful of mag­nif­i­cent heirs. Wear­ing dirty-white cow­boy hats.

Of course, the re­port reached “our” sta­tion as well. The po­lice of­fi­cers ques­tioned each of us again, one by one, but we just shook our heads silently. The great sa­cred oath, you know, the one about “keep­ing silent un­til death,” and all that.

János, who in the eyes of the law en­force­ment of­fi­cers most closely re­sem­bled the gang leader, had to sit down at the Grand Mufti’s desk and an­swer his ques­tions. He didn’t an­swer for a long time; only when the all-pow­er­ful man turned bright red, as if 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 names John or Jim).

Nat­u­rally, the ques­tioner shouted that his name must be János Rudas, but János stub­bornly shook his head and in­sisted his name was Lacika. And he said noth­ing more.

Af­ter a while, even the tough­est cop gives up, it seems to me, be­cause, wearily, he wiped the sweat from his brow and called my mother to say that the chil­dren—or rather, madam, pre­sum­ably only pre­sum­ably—were at his sta­tion and that she should please come by for iden­ti­fi­ca­tion. She, of course, called my fa­ther, and he hur­ried half­way across the city to come here as well.

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

“Pityuka,” I said, munch­ing away, and gave her my most in­no­cent look—be­cause no one ac­tu­ally called me Pityuka, a ridicu­lous diminu­tive of a diminu­tive, only for true dwarfs. Not for as­pir­ing mas­ter spies. Now my big bud­dies could see that I, too, could give a false name, keep silent un­til my grave. Even if they’d ripped my tongue out, I would have still claimed my name was Pip­fuka.

“Yes, nice, and what are your par­ents’ names?” she asked, be­cause sec­re­taries al­ways ap­proach things more clev­erly than the boss.

“Mommy and Daddy,” I said truth­fully, hav­ing swal­lowed the cookie and glanc­ing again at their stash. Of course, I’d had to mem­o­rize my own name, ad­dress, and phone num­ber in case I got lost. But I hadn’t got­ten lost, had I?

“But surely they must have other names too?” she cooed, bait­ing me with an­other cookie. It’s in­cred­i­bly em­bar­rass­ing for me now, but I gen­uinely didn’t know back then.

“Anyuka and Apuka,” I said, hop­ing you rec­og­nize my mommy and daddy. The kind woman waved an­other cookie and asked where they lived. I re­mained silent, eye­ing the treat. When I fi­nally got it, I cor­rectly stated that we lived “at home.” “All chil­dren live at home,” I added pedan­ti­cally, “ex­cept for Ilona, who lives with her grandma be­cause her par­ents have a fall­ing out.”

“And don’t you have any other name be­sides Pityuka?” she asked, mak­ing one last, des­per­ate at­tempt. Tri­umphantly, I took her last cookie, then, blush­ing, I said with my mouth full, “Yes, I do: my lit­tle an­gel!”

What can I say? Time was run­ning out to de­vour the rest of their sup­plies, be­cause now Mother and her neigh­bor stormed in, hugged me, sob­bing un­con­trol­lably, and turned to János. He looked grim and stared stub­bornly straight ahead.

“But Jánoska, don’t you know me?” she asked, pale, look­ing around des­per­ately, the way any mother would look when her son had be­come ei­ther am­ne­siac or men­tally dis­abled. The po­lice­man glared again, then fi­nally János ad­mit­ted that his name was Lacika and that he didn’t know this woman at all. Not even a lit­tle. Then János stared stub­bornly at the win­dow frame again, prob­a­bly think­ing of the 150 war­riors of Chief Sit­ting Bull who had bravely ac­com­pa­nied our gang’s self-cho­sen pro­tec­tor to his death.

Mother’s weep­ing was of no use. The em­i­grants had sworn to si­lence and were keep­ing their oath. The youngest hadn’t sworn an oath, but tried to stall for 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 em­phat­i­cally when she brazenly claimed to be his mother.

Even when my fa­ther ar­rived, the men couldn’t open their jaws. Silent and stub­born, they sat there, re­main­ing stead­fastly silent. My fa­ther not only had a sharp mind, he also knew how to use it and quickly brought a folder full of fam­ily pho­tos from home. It be­came al­most truly em­bar­rass­ing when one or an­other po­lice­man reached into his jacket pocket and then pro­duced pic­tures of his wife, chil­dren, and dog—a cul­tur­ally in­grained re­flex when some­one shows their pho­tos.

So ev­ery­thing dis­solved into pure bliss and con­tent­ment. Or per­haps not quite, for faith­ful János re­ceived a ter­ri­ble thun­der­ous slap and had to go to bed with­out sup­per, and this is how it hap­pened:

We were all stand­ing in front of the guard­house door when my fa­ther turned around again and sternly de­manded that János give his name im­me­di­ately. János turned around, looked se­ri­ously at the group of uni­formed men, and said:

“Lacika!”



Then!


Oc­ca­sion­ally I al­low my­self a lit­tle nos­tal­gia, ro­mance, and emo­tion. This text is one such ex­am­ple, even though at first glance it doesn’t seem to have much in com­mon with my other texts.

And yet. It was the first con­sciously staged text I wrote with the in­ten­tion of pub­lish­ing it some­day. Since then, of course, I’ve pub­lished it ev­ery­where I pos­si­bly could. Some­times to the de­spair of my read­er­ship, who won­dered, puz­zled, what on earth was the point of all this?! — The worst af­fected, of course, were the read­ers of “Euro Agrar,” who found my scrib­blings amidst a foot-and-mouth out­break. The ed­i­tors, how­ever, had ac­cepted my ar­gu­ment that the 30th an­niver­sary of the great artist’s death was ap­proach­ing.

Look­ing back af­ter some 15 years, I still rec­og­nize sev­eral el­e­ments that are so typ­i­cal of my writ­ing style: a touch of eroti­cism, but only in tiny hints. A crum­pled yet en­dear­ing hero. An event that, of course, is only an event from a sub­jec­tive point of view. Ar­bi­trary names, lit­tle plays on words, and a true core story, wrapped in a sparse nar­ra­tive. A hint of the bizarre. And here and there, a lit­tle hu­mor flick­ers.

Not too no­tice­able, but still.

I did, how­ever, run into dif­fi­cul­ties when a some­what hu­mor­ous reader asked me who ex­actly “Hollinger” was, and who also harshly crit­i­cized the orig­i­nal sub­ti­tle, “Obit­u­ary for KF”—good ad­vice was needed, but too ex­pen­sive. I couldn’t very well ti­tle the text “When I Met KF for the Only Time in My Life”—yes, I had only met him that one time and was deeply af­fected when he died a few months later. Per­haps that comes clos­est to the truth: my sin­gle di­a­logue with the mas­ter still seems worth re­count­ing to­day.



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 now, and a pos­si­ble round an­niver­sary of his death is nowhere in sight!”

Where first-class Ital­ian ice cream is served to­day, there used to be the LUGECK, a re­fined and af­ford­able restau­rant that had al­ready seen bet­ter days. I dined there one evening with my bride and fu­ture in-laws, who had rushed to Vi­enna from the far­thest pro­vin­cial cap­i­tal to check on things af­ter the teacher with whom my bride An­ge­lika, who was some­what in love with her and had fol­lowed her to Vi­enna dur­ing her fi­nal year of high school (since the for­mer had been trans­ferred to Vi­enna as pun­ish­ment for lov­ing young girls—some­thing com­pletely un­heard of for a Catholic nun in a pro­vin­cial cap­i­tal at the time), had ini­tially stayed, had anx­iously in­formed the par­ents that their daugh­ter had been sent to Vi­enna be­cause she had a hus­band! who had al­lowed her to stay overnight and who, in turn, now felt com­pelled to evict her, cit­ing the pimp­ing law, so that the poor child was now com­pletely un­pro­tected with this strange man!, who had fol­lowed said daugh­ter like an amorous rooster and was also a ca­sual la­borer from the prov­inces with­out long-term prospects.

“Let’s get down to busi­ness, Hollinger, let’s get down to busi­ness!” grum­bles my gray-haired Ger­man pro­fes­sor in im­pec­ca­ble High Ger­man, “and no such dar­ing sen­tence struc­tures, please!” He shakes his head wearily: “13 com­mas, 2 ex­cla­ma­tion marks, seven pe­ri­ods!”

LUGECK was there­fore the per­fect end to this wet and cold No­vem­ber week­end, dur­ing which we checked on things, even though we were the only guests in the cel­lar and the slug­gish ser­vice from the nasal-voiced waiter did lit­tle to con­vey the so­phis­ti­cated cap­i­tal city flair. But the young cou­ple, blessed by their par­ents, needed nei­ther cheer­ful ser­vice nor lively com­pany; they were per­fectly con­tent on their own. The only other guest, who ar­rived later, sat down at the fur­thest ta­ble and im­me­di­ately be­gan silently spoon­ing up the liver dumpling soup, which had been served with­out a word or greet­ing.

We ex­changed eye­brow-rais­ing glances and whis­pered, “Isn’t that… what’s his name again, Karl Farkas?” “Oh no, yes, be­lieve me, I rec­og­nize him!” Again and again, furtive glances flit­ted to the mas­ter as we ate our meal and chat­ted qui­etly, un­til, af­ter dessert, my fu­ture fa­ther-in-law hemmed and hawed and fi­nally blurted out, “It would be so great to have an au­to­graph from HIM!” The ef­fect of his wish on the day la­borer with no long-term prospects was elec­tric. “I’ll do it!” “No, I just said it off­hand,” my fu­ture fa­ther-in-law half-heart­edly tried to stop me, in vain. I was al­ready half out of my chair when my mother-in-law hissed af­ter me, “Däs chaascht doch näd dua!?”, which those fa­mil­iar with Ale­man­nic di­alect can eas­ily trans­late as “You can’t do that!” But I’m al­ready on my way, cross­ing the hall with wob­bly knees and a queasy stom­ach. Hun­dreds of ta­bles and chairs, which I hadn’t even no­ticed be­fore and which block my path, fill the vast­ness of the hall, and I’m right in the mid­dle of it all, in a nim­ble slalom, head­ing to­wards the mas­ter.

He stares at me, stony-faced, when I fi­nally stand be­fore him. I hear some­one who ob­vi­ously has ei­ther throat can­cer or is go­ing through pu­berty ask, “Could I please have an au­to­graph for my fu­ture fa­ther-in-law, Mr. Farkas?” He looks at me for a long time, silent and ex­pres­sion­less. The ma­chin­ery in my head, par­a­lyzed by fear, slowly be­gins to grind back into mo­tion. I fol­low his gaze and, af­ter what feels like an eter­nity, re­al­ize I haven’t brought any­thing to write with. “Just a mo­ment, Mr. Farkas!” A fran­tic slalom back to our ta­ble, “Do you have any­thing to write with?” and a plead­ing look around the room. My fu­ture fa­ther-in-law rum­mages in his pock­ets; an un­writ­ten post­card has to do. Slalom back, push­ing the chairs aside, I turn around half­way, “And some­thing to write with!” and then, armed with a pen, I head back to Mr. Farkas. I will re­mem­ber the fol­low­ing di­a­logue for the rest of my life:

“For?”

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

“For Hans.”

The mas­ter turns the post­card over, star­ing blankly at the Lip­iz­zaner horse, the Fer­ris wheel, and the opera house. The ball­point pen scratches deeply as he scrib­bles the il­leg­i­ble, sweep­ing mes­sage. I sur­mise, “For Hans, KF.” I watch, fas­ci­nated, as he looks only at his enor­mous nose while writ­ing, and not at what he’s writ­ing.

“From where?”

“Bre­genz, Mr. Farkas.”

“Have you been here long?”

“Three months.”

Pause. He turns the post­card over again, look­ing from the town hall to­wards the Up­per Belvedere and Schön­brunn.

“Do you like it?”

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

“Do you like Vi­enna?” he in­ter­rupts me ir­ri­ta­bly.

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

“Sim­ple?”

I am hurt and look at him de­fi­antly; I may be from the coun­try­side, and I’m not a doc­tor yet, but I don’t have to put up with be­ing in­sulted, not even by Mr. Farkas.

“Have you been to the Simpl yet?” he re­peated his ques­tion some­what im­pa­tiently.

I fran­ti­cally search my brain, des­per­ately look­ing for the key­word for “Simpl”. What on earth does he mean? Oh yes, there it is: “…a record­ing from the cabaret SIMPL. With Karl Farkas and Ernst Wald­brunn.”

“Un­for­tu­nately not, Mr. Farkas, my in-laws were only here for the week­end.” Icy si­lence. Long si­lence. Shift­ing from one foot to the other. “My fi­ancée and I can’t af­ford to go out,” the day la­borer with no long-term prospects mur­mured awk­wardly, star­ing blankly at the table­cloth. Pause, a very long pause, I waited.

“Then then.”

I fever­ishly rack my brains try­ing to fig­ure out what this could mean. I con­tinue to look at him ques­tion­ingly for a long time, while the mas­ter, with­out any emo­tion, turns back to his liver dumpling soup and con­tin­ues slurp­ing it down—com­pletely ig­nor­ing me.

Okay 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 hurry back to our ta­ble. “What did he say, what did he say?” my fam­ily asks all at once. I’m trem­bling with re­lief, my wet shirt cling­ing cold to my back. “Noth­ing,” I say, “he just asked how we were lik­ing Vi­enna and if we’d ever been to Simpl.” My bride beams at me, her hero.

“You’re a fool, Hollinger,” my gray­ing Ger­man teacher growls grimly, the ra­tio in his mix­ture of stan­dard Ger­man and di­alect shift­ing to a mild 61:38. “Since grad­u­a­tion thirty years ago, you don’t even need to know me or even greet me, and now you come to me with your scrib­blings so I can cor­rect them!” He shakes his head and mut­ters some­thing about the de­cline of West­ern civ­i­liza­tion. “An obit­u­ary for Karl Farkas, well, I never! Hollinger! — Well, then hand over the piece of pa­per!”



The es­cape


My chil­dren kept urg­ing me to tell them the won­der­ful story of our es­cape (from Hun­gary, 1956) one more time. Read­ing aloud had never been easy for me; they al­ready knew “And Again, No One Looks” or “The Lan­guage Craft Book” by heart, not to men­tion “At Night All Ravens Are Col­or­ful.” So I in­creas­ingly suc­cumbed to the temp­ta­tion of telling sto­ries (or rather, anec­dotes) from my life. And the es­cape story sim­ply had to be re­told again and again—it was a mat­ter of honor! Of course, it went ex­actly as ex­pected. In­stead of fall­ing asleep, the child sat up in­dig­nantly in her crib and com­plained that last time the “…” had been com­pletely, com­pletely dif­fer­ent! And why weren’t there any evil po­lice­men in­volved this time?! The part with the rocket was also miss­ing…

Caught out, the fa­ther’s ig­no­rance turns red, he searches for words, for ex­cuses, and flails his arms fran­ti­cally. “Child, you don’t un­der­stand yet, but we older folks are some­times for­get­ful.” “Okay, fine,” he says, “I’ll tell you about the “…” again, try­ing to re­mem­ber the de­tails [what on earth did I say at this point last time?!].” The child nods and obe­di­ently con­tin­ues suck­ing his thumb, lis­ten­ing in­tently and shak­ing his head vig­or­ously when­ever the po­lice­woman story comes up again at the wrong mo­ment. His lit­tle lips move silently, recit­ing the text with­out sound, his lit­tle eyes are al­ready long­ing to close, but his dis­trust of his fa­ther’s sto­ry­telling keeps the poor thing awake…

The mother cau­tiously poked her head in the door and grum­bled that the child cer­tainly wouldn’t fall asleep like that…

But you all know that.

A few years ago (1996, for the for­ti­eth an­niver­sary), I de­cided to write down the story of our es­cape once and for all and give it to my chil­dren for Christ­mas. Per­haps (and I say per­haps be­cause – as men­tioned above – I am rather for­get­ful), per­haps even back then I was al­ready fed up with this stupid Christ­mas gift-buy­ing frenzy, per­haps I was al­ready re­pelled by the junk and tin­kling noise on the high street and was look­ing for some­thing that came from me and that might bring joy to my chil­dren.

Per­haps it was also the case that my chil­dren were dis­cussing their fa­ther’s sto­ries and no­ticed that one or two de­tails didn’t quite match up (I de­lib­er­ately say: not quite). Af­ter all, no two chil­dren are alike, so you have to adapt your in­ven­tions, would be my ex­cuse if I needed one. In any case, one day the chil­dren con­fronted me with the “not quite” match­ing de­tails. (Now comes the bit about the red ears again…).

Be that as it may, I sat down at the com­puter and thought. Could I be­gin as triv­ially as, “One day I de­cided to es­cape…”? No, and no again. I don’t write like that. Rather, I had to have the story (and its em­bar­rass­ing lit­tle dif­fer­ences) told by sev­eral peo­ple, thus cre­at­ing THE ES­CAPE as a Rashomon hy­brid. Yes, of course, the par­tic­i­pants each told a piece of their sub­jec­tive truth, de­lib­er­ately only a piece, and the reader/the child has to piece the frag­ments to­gether them­selves.

I liked the idea, so I had Aunt Elli (whose real name is Elis­a­beth and who is called Elly by my fa­ther) tell the whole story – I de­lib­er­ately didn’t por­tray Elli as hys­ter­i­cal as my fa­ther might have ex­pe­ri­enced her, but that’s how she was to me. Then I let one or two of the sol­diers we came into con­tact with have their say – of course, this is all pure fic­tion, 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 group of refugees con­sist­ing of four adults and eight chil­dren?

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

In ret­ro­spect, our be­hav­ior to­wards and as­sess­ment of the Rus­sian sol­dier, who pre­sum­ably came from Mon­go­lia, seemed ar­ro­gant and pre­sump­tu­ous. So I quickly jot­ted down a few lines: the Mon­go­lian writes about us and won­ders why we con­sider him a hill­billy: “…or do you mon­keys re­ally think I can’t tell a vi­o­lin case from a mon­strance?!”

Un­cle Ákos was also al­lowed to “take notes”; he is the same Feri whose son, Feri, was my fa­ther’s best friend at the time and who fled with us. The rea­son I named him Ákos is prob­a­bly be­cause I con­sider Feri a hor­ri­ble Teu­toni­ciza­tion, and I liked the rather rare and old name Ákos (back then). Af­ter that, I had my sis­ter Juli tell the last part (the mix-up of the bot­tles); I sim­ply liked let­ting her rant a lit­tle against the adult world—that, too, was true back then, just a lit­tle bit.

One small dif­fi­culty couldn’t al­ways be over­come per­ma­nently: the lin­guis­tic pe­cu­liar­ity in Hun­gar­ian of us­ing dif­fer­ent “pet forms” for given names. So, when we talk about Bandi and En­dre, it’s the same per­son (as you now know), mean­ing they can’t pos­si­bly play ten­nis to­gether. Some of these names are very old, and of­ten their ori­gin and con­text can no longer be de­ter­mined (for ex­am­ple, why István can be­come Pityu). Let me give you a few ex­am­ples:


	An­dreas = Bandi = En­dre

	István = Pista = Pityu

	Maria = Manci = Mányika



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


	Elis­a­beth = Elli = Elly

	July = Juliska, etc.



I had chris­tened my work THE BLUE RIB­BON, re­fer­ring to the last chap­ter, printed four copies with dif­fer­ent fore­words and af­ter­words for my chil­dren, and bound them my­self in card­board. (Note well, print­ing the card­board with the PC was an ad­ven­ture in it­self and led to a long-last­ing friend­ship with an Amer­i­can named Bill Gates, I be­lieve that’s his name). The thin lit­tle book got lost among the other presents un­der the Christ­mas tree; sev­eral days passed be­fore the chil­dren read it. I waited im­pa­tiently to see if they liked it (be­cause ev­ery au­thor is re­ally ea­ger to know if the reader liked it), and whether they might no­tice that some­thing was “not quite right” again. But they were prob­a­bly too grown-up and per­cep­tive; not a peep, not a sin­gle com­plaint. My sib­lings read it later, too, laughed heartily, and thought I had be­come a real sto­ry­teller. No, one couldn’t claim that any of it was un­true, but the whole thing is cer­tainly nicely pre­sented, isn’t it?

My fa­ther sat down and wrote his own ver­sion.

Was I mis­taken, or did he mut­ter some­thing about “taste­ful - un­se­ri­ous” to him­self be­fore he be­gan to write? - Be that as it may, ul­ti­mately, even in RUSHOMON, the wise man must have the last word, and the viewer may only un­der­stand the whole thing af­ter ev­ery­one has told their truths (and noth­ing but the pure truth).

Be­sides the many true parts, there must also be some­thing like the whole truth.

PS: An early and very tear­ful ver­sion of ES­CAPE re­ceived the 1st prize of the Aus­trian stu­dent com­pe­ti­tion in 1967 and was sub­mit­ted by the Salzburg Li­ons Club to the head­quar­ters in New York for the 50th an­niver­sary of the Li­ons Club.





Chap­ter 1

(The sec­ond night, as told by Aunt Elis­a­beth)

Not that I’m a par­tic­u­larly anx­ious per­son. But even now, when I think about it, my knees trem­ble, and I know it’s not just amus­ing, but also fright­en­ing. Any­way, it’s been forty years al­ready, and I’ll try to tell the story in or­der. So, we ar­rived in Aus­tria on De­cem­ber 8, 1956, and the first place we en­tered was Deutschkreutz in Bur­gen­land. On the morn­ing of De­cem­ber 7, we were caught by the bor­der guards, which means we left Bu­da­pest on the morn­ing of De­cem­ber 6. “We” are my hus­band Feri, our three chil­dren aged 8 and 5, our baby, just a few months old, and me, Aunt Erzsi, or Elis­a­beth in Ger­man. Yes, and there was also Feri’Ää’s work col­league En­dre (also called Bandi), his wife Maria and their 5 chil­dren János, Juli, István, Jo­hanna and the al­most one-and-a-half-year-old Tomi.

Af­ter con­sult­ing with En­dre on De­cem­ber 5th about the rea­son for his threat of ar­rest on De­cem­ber 4th, we came to the con­clu­sion: now or never. Feri was also in dan­ger, and we women were afraid not only for her, but above all for the fu­ture of our chil­dren. We pre­pared ev­ery­thing, prac­tic­ing march­ing in col­umns with the older chil­dren, fol­low­ing the men’s com­mands. “Jump—for­ward—take cover!” I will never for­get that for the rest of my life.

Of course, we told the chil­dren a tall tale: that we were go­ing to Aunt Anni’s in So­pron, for­merly the Aus­trian Öden­burg, be­cause she was slaugh­ter­ing a pig again and we would fi­nally get some meat, real meat. We dis­guised the mil­i­tary prepa­ra­tions by telling them about the cur­rent sit­u­a­tion and the dan­gers lurk­ing along the way. The chil­dren were very quick learn­ers; al­though the girls ini­tially acted a bit silly, they were soon spurred on by the am­bi­tion to em­u­late the boys.

The men took on the task of pack­ing the doc­u­ments, money, and other im­por­tant fam­ily pos­ses­sions into man­age­able pieces of lug­gage. We women first had to take care of the older chil­dren and their equip­ment, and then our­selves and the ba­bies. Oh, I won’t even go into de­tail about what that en­tailed—in any case, it was a piece of cake com­pared to equip­ping a Hi­malayan ex­pe­di­tion! But the men hadn’t drawn the bet­ter lot, be­cause while they packed what lit­tle they had, they had far more time than we women to dread the un­der­tak­ing and its con­se­quences, and to re­con­sider the wis­dom of their de­ci­sion a thou­sand times over…

Even to­day I re­mem­ber dis­cussing with Feri and En­dre how much bribe money we would bring in small, handy bun­dles (and each one was “truly, our very last money!”). Feri had the bril­liant idea of also tak­ing a small bot­tle of schnapps so we could im­me­di­ately cel­e­brate our suc­cess­ful es­cape. He would have pre­ferred co­gnac or some­thing else fine, but in those dif­fi­cult times, noth­ing like that could be found; it was al­ready a real strug­gle to get hold of this cheap rotgut. I also took an­other small bot­tle of schnapps, just in case, in case we ran out of bribes and needed to soften up a bor­der guard with a good drink. To dis­tin­guish this one from the bot­tles of baby tea, I took a blue rib­bon and tied it around the neck of the bot­tle: Juli, the overea­ger one, kept fid­dling with it and com­plain­ing that the rib­bon 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, it all be­gan; the train jour­ney seemed to last for­ever. The train kept stop­ping, and Rev­o­lu­tion­ary Guards, reg­u­lars, and Red Army sol­diers took turns check­ing pas­sen­gers, lug­gage, and any pre­sumed loot. I be­came slightly hys­ter­i­cal ev­ery time a sol­dier’s hand stroked my baby; I breathed a sigh of re­lief when the fel­low dis­ap­peared again, and I was al­most in­dif­fer­ent when some brazen hand brushed against my body as if by chance—so what? As long as these de­gen­er­ate men left my chil­dren alone.

We ar­rived in So­pron, pre­pared ev­ery­thing, and went to bed early. The guides, friends of En­dre, woke us long be­fore sun­rise, and we drove to the bor­der in a very old van. There, our guides waited with us un­til dawn, de­scribed the route once more, and then scur­ried back into the un­der­growth. We, the “Twelve Apos­tles,” marched along the rail­way tracks to the point where they split south and west; here, as planned, we were to “get lost” and fol­low the tracks west­ward. While the two men tried to agree on the car­di­nal di­rec­tions (in the fog, with­out sun or com­pass, that cer­tainly wasn’t easy), we saw a Hun­gar­ian bor­der guard ap­proach­ing us.

We were star­tled at first, but he looked peace­ful, and when he ar­rived, he re­ally just wanted to al­le­vi­ate his lone­li­ness and chat with us, smoke a cig­a­rette, and find out the chil­dren’s names, etc. All in all, it was a rather peace­ful sit­u­a­tion, and when he no­ticed the rest­less­ness among us adults, he said, “Yes, yes, I know! Well, I didn’t see you, I’m go­ing on a bit fur­ther now, and now you see that you get on your way!” he grum­bled kindly and turned to leave.

Had the higher be­ing whom some of you wor­ship in­tended to cre­ate the bor­ders for es­cape pur­poses, he would prob­a­bly have cre­ated warm wait­ing rooms, well-sign­posted paths such as “This way to Aus­tria!” and “To free­dom, please keep left”, squeaky es­ca­la­tors, and bored of­fi­cials.

But His Ex­cel­lency was, as ev­ery­one knows, in the Holy Land at that time, wit­ness­ing the Suez Cri­sis live from a bank of clouds, so we had to cope with our fate alone. Yes, of course I still be­lieved in guardian an­gels back then, but when we ar­rived at the rail­way junc­tion, they merely flapped their wings briefly and whis­pered al­most in­audi­bly, “We’ll fly ahead”—and then we were truly alone.

Not quite alone af­ter all. The friendly bor­der guard’s foot stopped. A small group of Red Army sol­diers, look­ing cold and hun­gry, were com­ing to­wards us. Our bor­der guard turned around, yanked his gun off his shoul­der, and shouted at us: “Halt! Sto­jeto! Scum! Stop right now!” and whis­pered through clenched teeth: “I’m sorry, guys, but I know those guys, and you don’t mess with them. Un­der­stand me, but I have to think of my­self too. They won’t hurt you, just come up with a good ex­cuse, and they’ll send you home…”

The Rus­sians took us with them; we rode in an open truck to the com­man­dant’s of­fice. There, we had to go from in­ter­ro­ga­tion to in­ter­ro­ga­tion all day, but we had prac­ticed that be­fore­hand, and they only heard the same story about our Sun­day out­ing and get­ting lost, re­peated stub­bornly. Even­tu­ally, though, even a com­man­dant like that has to call it a day, and grumpily, he threw us out, threat­en­ing that if he caught us again, then…; and we scam­pered, as fast as our feet could carry us, re­lieved, back to Aunt An­nie’s house and licked our wounds.

Our guides, fa­ther and son, knew their area in­ti­mately. They pored over the gen­eral staff maps for hours with Feri and En­dre, then found a route, which the men mem­o­rized. We set off late that night; the guides led us to the death strip, lo­cated the trail mark­ers for us, and then whis­pered di­rec­tions to our men. Then they em­braced us once more, firmly re­fused any pay­ment, and dis­ap­peared silently into the pitch-black night.

Bandi (that’s what En­dre was some­times called) went ahead, his youngest son asleep on his shoul­ders, a metal strip in his hand, which he in­tended to use to lo­cate mines, and we all fol­lowed in com­plete si­lence. The older chil­dren had by now re­al­ized what time it was, so they were very fo­cused and quiet. Ev­ery few hun­dred me­ters we had to change di­rec­tion when­ever Bandi found an­other mine, or even just sus­pected one. He was very re­li­able and an ex­pert in these tech­ni­cal mat­ters. Sev­eral times we had to throw our­selves flat on the cold, wet ground be­cause flares went off and wild gun­fire erupted all around us. Once I was ly­ing next to Bandi and saw his sweat-drenched bald head re­flected in the flares’ light. I whis­pered to him that he could surely be seen a hun­dred miles away, and he pulled his lit­tle son, who was sleep­ing peace­fully, over his head. An­other time I let out a soft cry be­cause, while throw­ing my­self down to “De­fense!”, I landed on a dead body. I sobbed and couldn’t be calmed down for min­utes.

Well, we were get­ting closer and closer to the barbed wire fence, and Bandi and Feri got to work on it. Feri had brought his thick chem­i­cal gloves for this pur­pose, and Bandi had some metal wires, which he deftly threw at the fence, caus­ing it to spray vi­cious blue sparks and hiss nastyly. Then they snipped the wires and tore a small hole in the elec­tri­fied fence. Bandi at­tached some in­su­la­tors, took off his glove, and—af­ter a mo­ment of hes­i­ta­tion—touched 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, heads bowed, we crept into Aus­tria.

That is to say, I thought we were al­ready in Aus­tria. But no sooner were we all across than a cig­a­rette em­ber flared up not ten paces away, and a hoarse, muf­fled male voice said, “Well, you did a good job!” Feri, the well-man­nered city boy, who hadn’t even at­tempted the es­cape with­out a tie and metic­u­lously pressed trousers, thanked us warmly and said that we were fi­nally across the bor­der. The other man laughed softly, and as we drew closer, I saw with ris­ing hor­ror that his coat bore badges and gleam­ing but­tons; in­deed, when he stood very close to us, we all stared at him: it was an armed Hun­gar­ian bor­der guard.

For what seemed like an eter­nity, he sa­vored his en­trance. Then his wrin­kled face broke into a broad grin, and he said: “Well, I’m not a mon­ster. I don’t hurt any­one and I help ev­ery­one with this wretched fence if they get stuck. Per­haps you could give me some­thing if you can.”

Feri fum­bled a small bun­dle of ban­knotes out of his jacket pocket and be­gan to awk­wardly di­vide them. Smil­ing, the bor­der guard took all the bills from his hand and said, “Good bloke, you won’t be able to do any­thing with these in Aus­tria any­way!” I was stand­ing very close to this in­so­lent fel­low and could smell his sharp breath. I im­me­di­ately re­mem­bered the schnapps bot­tle, and I reached into my pocket, found the bot­tle with the rib­bon, and handed it to him: “To your health, sir, and God will thank you for let­ting us go!”

Per­haps this boor­ish fel­low be­came some­what em­bar­rassed, be­cause he didn’t want to up­set God (the higher be­ing whom some of you wor­ship), or it was sim­ply the thirst of the eter­nally thirsty: he thanked him with un­in­tel­li­gi­ble mut­ter­ing and slunk away.

Only then did I no­tice how much my knees were shak­ing; I quickly handed my baby to Feri and said, “I have to, I have to go right now, or it’ll hap­pen!” and took a few steps away. The child woke up in Feri’s arms and im­me­di­ately be­gan to scream. I ran back to him as fast as I could, took a bot­tle of baby tea out of my bag, and gave it to him. The lit­tle one swal­lowed and swal­lowed, then in­dig­nantly spat out the tea and screamed bloody mur­der. We were at a loss; Feri help­lessly tried 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 and gasped, “Good heav­ens, this is rotgut!” I froze. The child! I yanked an­other bot­tle out of my bag, 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 bliss­fully.

We walked an­other half mile un­til we could clearly make out the houses and street­lights, then we sat down, had a bite to eat, and sang our old na­tional an­them. We were deeply moved, not ashamed of our tears, and took turns look­ing from our aban­doned home­land to our new one and back again.

We were al­ready in the vil­lage; the Aus­trian bor­der guards had kindly shown us to the school, where sleep­ing quar­ters, hot soup, and warm meals were wait­ing for the refugees. We had taken care of 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, sud­denly burst into loud laugh­ter. Like mad, they slapped each other on the back, clapped their thighs, and laughed like id­iots un­til tears streamed down their cheeks. They could hardly calm down, and Feri stam­mered, the fit of laugh­ter shak­ing him be­tween each word: “Imag­ine the bor­der guard’s face when he takes a deep swig from your bot­tle and then re­al­izes it’s just baby tea…”

My chil­dren are grown now. Pe­ter is an en­gi­neer and ar­chi­tect, Paul a suc­cess­ful den­tist, and Feri and I have been re­tired for years. Feri has had a bril­liant ca­reer as a chemist, mak­ing sev­eral in­ven­tions and fil­ing patents world­wide. He ful­filled a child­hood dream, as even as a school­boy he al­ways talked about want­ing to be a fa­mous in­ven­tor one day. He hasn’t changed in one re­spect, though: even now, well into his eight­ies, he in­sists on wear­ing a crisp white shirt and a nice tie ev­ery sin­gle day. He’ll prob­a­bly keep it up for the rest of his life, even though my eye­sight is fail­ing and iron­ing is al­ready quite dif­fi­cult for me. I hope I don’t leave this world be­fore him, be­cause who knows who will iron his shirts for him then?




Chap­ter 2

(The third night, nar­rated by Sergeant Béla)

Well, at least I’m still wear­ing my own boots. Those damn Rus­sians took ev­ery­thing from me: belt, cap, and win­ter coat. This thin uni­form jacket is the warm­est thing I’m wear­ing. They tried to steal my wal­let too, but since it con­tained noth­ing but a pic­ture of my wife and kids, they let me have it.

The damp De­cem­ber fog creeps through the con­crete walls, the small barred win­dow, even pen­e­trat­ing the floor. A few cock­roaches scur­ry­ing busily back and forth are my only cell­mates. How good a drink would be right now, even if it were just wa­ter! My split lower lip burns, I think not just from the punches, no, it burns 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. In­ter­ro­gated, beaten, in­ter­ro­gated again, and beaten some more. The com­man­dant ques­tioned me at length. He wanted to know ex­actly who had crossed the bor­der, and of course, I didn’t tell him ev­ery­thing right away. But then, at some point, when I was ly­ing there half-dead from the pain, I told him how these city dwellers had sud­denly ap­peared be­fore me, with a good dozen women and chil­dren. And that I had then thought of my own fam­ily and let them go.

He wanted to know ex­actly how many there were, what they looked like, and where they came from. I tried my best, al­though in the dark I prob­a­bly saw lit­tle more than that dandy or the quiet man car­ry­ing a child on his shoul­ders. But all of a sud­den he seemed to know pre­cisely what and whom he was look­ing for, and his de­lib­er­ate kicks helped me re­mem­ber. Yes, there was also a small, del­i­cate woman who had noth­ing but her chil­dren on her mind.

I didn’t re­mem­ber much of the con­ver­sa­tion, per­haps that they’d talked about the Raab-Eisen­stadt rail­way tracks, about a Sun­day out­ing where they’d got­ten lost and been caught, and then all I saw was his fist fly­ing to­wards me, ac­com­pa­nied by a fu­ri­ous curse, “Job toi Matj!” The Rus­sian had com­pletely lost it, his face was dark red and the veins on his fore­head were bulging 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 down to the cel­lar. His hench­men had at­tacked me roughly when they brought me out of the com­man­dant’s in­ter­ro­ga­tion room, but in the cor­ri­dor they loos­ened their grip and led me down in si­lence. Down­stairs, one of them gave me a cig­a­rette; we smoked in si­lence at first, then one of them said the old man had been com­pletely out of his mind to­day. “It can’t be, buddy, that you up­set him so much that he got so an­gry, just be­cause you were drunk and shoot­ing. What did he want?”

Well, I started cau­tiously, but then quickly and flu­ently re­counted the whole story about the city folk. They looked at each other and burst out laugh­ing at the same time: “Those were the Bu­dapesters!” Grin­ning for an awk­ward mo­ment, I asked if I could join in the laugh­ter, and they said these city folk had al­ready been there yes­ter­day. The Red Pa­trol had caught them as they marched mer­rily along the rail­way tracks to­ward Aus­tria, hum­ming a lit­tle tune. The Red Army sol­diers cer­tainly felt sorry for them, but they knew they wouldn’t get their own food un­til they had cap­tured refugees, so they took them to the bar­racks and then im­me­di­ately ran to the cook. The old man had in­ter­ro­gated the peo­ple, but they were hard­ened and couldn’t be cracked. They ad­mit­ted noth­ing, couldn’t be per­suaded to aban­don their sim­ple sto­ries and ex­cuses, and didn’t con­tra­dict them­selves. They must have been ei­ther cun­ningly well-pre­pared or com­pletely bonkers. In the evening, the old man was fu­ri­ous be­cause he had to send them home, if only for the sake of the chil­dren.

The small black cock­roach tries to climb up my boot. Fas­ci­nated, I watch its ef­forts. I see it get a lit­tle way up, then it starts to slip and lands back on the floor.

My sit­u­a­tion is ac­tu­ally no dif­fer­ent. They sim­ply forced me into ser­vice; they didn’t ask me if I wanted to be a bor­der guard or not; they shoved a ri­fle into my hand and sent me out into the cold. I haven’t seen my fam­ily or heard from them in weeks.

And then those city folk. I was friendly to them, al­most broth­erly! Well, I took their money, but what good is it to them in the West? It’s worth­less there, and I have to pro­vide for my fam­ily some­how. But the fact that they pressed a bot­tle of luke­warm tea into my hand in­stead of schnapps—that I can never for­give—“En­joy, sir!”—those two-faced snakes!

I hadn’t had a proper drink for hours, and then this mock­ery, this dis­ap­point­ment! I greed­ily opened the bot­tle and im­me­di­ately put it to my lips, tak­ing a deep, greedy gulp, and only re­al­ized af­ter the sec­ond or third sip that it was lightly sweet­ened tea.

Rage surged within me like boil­ing lava ris­ing from a vol­cano. Sud­denly, all I saw was red. I smashed the bot­tle against a tree and bel­lowed like a bull. I grabbed my ri­fle and emp­tied the en­tire mag­a­zine into the air, fir­ing and bel­low­ing un­til there was noth­ing left in the cham­ber, and then the four of them at­tacked me…



To the

Com­man­ders 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 armed forces last night.

Since I do not be­lieve this is any­thing se­ri­ous, I re­quest, es­teemed Colonel, that you 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!

Yours sin­cerely, your ser­vant,

János BÁNFFY

Ma­jor in the Na­tional De­fense Forces

Prince Eu­gene of Savoy Bar­racks So­pron



To

Reg­u­lar Na­tional De­fense Force

Bor­der Se­cu­rity De­part­ment

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 lose valu­able am­mu­ni­tion be­cause he was com­pletely drunk, fir­ing worth­less shots in the area and hit­ting noth­ing? Thank Lenin. He first smug­gled a bunch of im­pe­ri­al­ist spies and traitors across the bor­der and let him­self be bribed with a small amount of money that’s prac­ti­cally worth­less now.

Our es­teemed Com­man­dant, Colonel Vladimir J. Kniezewski, per­son­ally in­ter­ro­gated spies and un­cov­ered some un­be­liev­able facts. Among other things, he dis­cov­ered that cap­i­tal­ist im­pe­ri­al­ist spies hide be­hind chil­dren, but also feign strolls along the bor­der, singing and car­ry­ing walk­ing sticks, play­ing the in­no­cent fools with whis­tles to their lips. Our es­teemed Com­man­dant, Colonel Vladimir J. Kniezewski, im­me­di­ately re­ported this to the Main Com­mis­sariat via tele­gram.

And the es­teemed Chief Com­mis­sioner Colonel WJ Kniezewski has in­structed me to tell you that the fool shouldn’t think it’s noth­ing se­ri­ous, be­cause he’ll tell him him­self soon enough. And that Pri­vate Béla will of course be in­ter­ro­gated fur­ther, be­cause he has al­ways been a col­lab­o­ra­tor with the im­pe­ri­al­ist bor­der spies and prob­a­bly knows even more, most likely.

At the end, the Com­mis­sar, Colonel Vladimir J. Kniezewski, says that af­ter the ex­e­cu­tion they might eat a good goulash to­gether and drink vod­kas with the Ma­jor, and then ev­ery­thing will be over.

Long live the glo­ri­ous So­viet Rev­o­lu­tion!

Jan Tschech, trans­la­tor for

Mr. Colonel Com­mis­sioner WJ Kniezewski,

Main Com­mand of the Vic­to­ri­ous Red Armed Forces SO­PRON



UR­GENT!!!! OF­FICE MAIL!!! PER­SONAL!!!

To the

Com­man­ders of the

glo­ri­ous Red Army

Colonel Vladimir J. Kniezewski

Field Mar­shal Von-der-Trenck Bar­racks

SO­PRON

Sub­ject: Sergeant Béla HANC­SÁR So­pron, 12/10/56

Ref. 8934/56.01

But my dear Colonel!

We don’t want to talk about ex­e­cu­tion just be­cause good old Béla has a drink or is shoot­ing around! Noth­ing hap­pened! I ad­mit, the lad should hold back a bit if he can’t hold his liquor, right, Colonel? We two have cer­tainly downed a lot more and han­dled it with ease, ha­haha!

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

I don’t want to re­hash old sto­ries, but I need this Béla Hanc­sár, still alive and sober. Trans­late that lit­er­ally, Jan Chekhov, or I’ll open your ly­ing mouth wide! — And, es­teemed Com­mis­sar Colonel, I’ve made in­quiries about the spies and as­sure you, they were re­ally just a few crack­pots who even knelt down and sang hymns af­ter il­le­gally cross­ing the bor­der! No of­fense, my dear Colonel, but you should for­get about those silly peo­ple once and for all.

Just send me that Béla, I’ll take care of him, be­lieve me, he’s al­ready caused me enough trou­ble and de­serves a good dress­ing down, but ex­e­cu­tion, no, thank you! So, once that’s done, come on over and we’ll for­get the whole thing over a drink!

Long live the glo­ri­ous so­cial­ist rev­o­lu­tion!

Down with the rev­o­lu­tion!

Yours faith­fully, al­ways yours,

János BÁNFFY

Ma­jor in the Na­tional De­fense Forces

Prince Eu­gene of Savoy Bar­racks So­pron



To

Reg­u­lar Na­tional De­fense Force

Bor­der Se­cu­rity De­part­ment

Ma­jor J. Bánffy

Prince Eu­gene of Savoy Bar­racks

SO­PRON

Sub­ject: Zl. 8934/56.01 Sol­dier Béla H. So­pron, 12/11/56

Dear Ma­jor!

We in­ter­ro­gated Pri­vate Béla again vig­or­ously. He con­fessed to ev­ery­thing, but also ad­mit­ted that he was quite a fool. That at least saved him from the fir­ing squad. But he had seen the spies cross­ing the bor­der, and that’s why he shot so much.

I think he missed be­cause there weren’t any spies there at all; it was just vodka-fu­eled non­sense in his head. So let’s for­get about the spies, and the child spies too. I’ve al­ready sent a dis­patch to the cap­i­tal ex­plain­ing: vodka and De­cem­ber fog, ha­haha.

And you’re do­ing some more vig­or­ous drills with Pri­vate Béla to clear the De­cem­ber fog, be­cause, as we have a Rus­sian proverb: if you can’t han­dle a 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 Czech didn’t trans­late ev­ery­thing ac­cu­rately, so I re­placed him with a sub­sti­tute in­ter­preter, and now he’s scrub­bing pota­toes for the whole big pot. He trans­lated “De­cem­ber fog” as “im­pe­ri­al­ist spies,” so he’s scrub­bing pota­toes for the whole glo­ri­ous sol­diers’ kitchen un­til the De­cem­ber fog is gone.

And we’ll meet again on Thurs­day evening for a game of chess, okay?

Down with the rev­o­lu­tion!

Long live the glo­ri­ous So­viet Rev­o­lu­tion!

Wo­jtech Czymielinek, trans­la­tor for

Mr. Colonel Com­mis­sioner WJ Kniezewski,

Main Com­mand of the Vic­to­ri­ous Red Armed Forces SO­PRON






Chap­ter 3

(The first night — told by Un­cle Ákos)

So, now ev­ery­one is set­tled in nicely; the chil­dren are up­stairs in their grand­par­ents’ bed­room, and the adults are in the hayloft above the barn. Bandi, Feri, and I went over ev­ery­thing, and then they all went to bed.

I marked out the route for them through the last fields and then through the el­der­berry bushes to the rail­way tracks, drilled into them where they should “get lost,” and marked some land­marks on the map, such as the di­lap­i­dated mill and the cut­ting in the rail­way em­bank­ment. If they’re lucky, they’ll cross the bor­der un­scathed and with­out ma­jor prob­lems. I’ll take them to the bor­der early in the morn­ing, along with my son An­tal.

I made sure they had small bun­dles of ban­knotes with them in case of en­coun­ters with bor­der guards. Feri, that dandy, ini­tially acted a bit fool­ishly (no, of course you don’t get a re­ceipt!), but fi­nally even he re­al­ized that only courage and im­pro­vi­sa­tion would help here. I’m pray­ing to God that they get across the bor­der smoothly, be­cause Feri’s ner­vous­ness and clum­si­ness could still ruin ev­ery­thing.

Dur­ing my walk-through, I checked to make sure ev­ery­thing was al­right. Lit­tle Juliska was still rum­mag­ing through the lug­gage un­der the stairs; I think she was check­ing and putting away the baby bot­tles. She was a bit star­tled when I walked by, but I gave her a con­spir­a­to­rial wink and then con­tin­ued on my way. She’s a dreamy, but also very head­strong child.

Be­hind the pigsty, I sud­denly stop short; I hear some­one whis­per­ing. I cau­tiously creep closer: it’s 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 twelve years old, she had sud­denly be­come very quiet and shy and just adored him; damn, we had a hard time mak­ing her un­der­stand that he was al­ready taken and much too old for her any­way. Bandi and I had a drink to­gether then, 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 left for the cap­i­tal again.

Now they stand there, and Ildikó, now well into her twen­ties, speaks to him with her head bowed. Tears stream down her face, and it al­most breaks my heart. I don’t need to un­der­stand what they’re say­ing; I un­der­stand it any­way. She sud­denly em­braces Bandi with all her heart, her head rest­ing for a mo­ment on his chest, time seem­ing to stand still. He awk­wardly takes hold of her hair and gives her a gen­tle kiss on the fore­head. Then he pulls away de­ci­sively and goes through the door, up­stairs.

Ildikó stood frozen for a few sec­onds, then her shoul­ders slumped, and she en­tered the house through the back door. I stood there for a while longer, sens­ing how much this fi­nal farewell must hurt her, and then I went to bed my­self.

I wake An­tal and the towns­peo­ple be­fore sun­rise.

Mother and Ildikó have al­ready pre­pared a good break­fast; there’s even real beef broth for the adults and older chil­dren. As 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 court­yard and waits for old Karcsi, who will drive us to the bor­der in his an­cient truck. When he ar­rives, they quickly climb onto the back in the dark­ness, and we pull the tar­pau­lins closed.

Karcsi is the worst driver in town, but he’s de­ter­mined to keep driv­ing that old clunker him­self. Ev­ery time he shifts gears, he winces be­cause the gear­box makes a truly aw­ful grind­ing noise, then he grins stupidly and says, “Ah, the clutch!” An­tal stands out­side on the run­ning board, fac­ing back­ward, and tells me when cars are com­ing. Then I knock three times on the rear win­dow, and the towns­peo­ple know they have to be as quiet as mice.

Af­ter about half an hour, we ar­rive un­mo­lested at the fields that stretch to the rail­way tracks. The truck comes to a halt with a jolt, the en­gine dies with a fi­nal, des­per­ate diesel pop, 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 Bu­da­pest men crawl wearily from the truck, and I im­me­di­ately walk a lit­tle way ahead along the path 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 need more money, and An­tal gives Karcsi some more, but then re­mains firm and sends the grum­bling old greedy man away.

I take the back path, and ev­ery­one fol­lows be­hind me in sin­gle file. An­tal brings up the rear and helps the chil­dren with any small ob­sta­cles that arise. The chil­dren walk in pairs: Pe­ter with Pa­ulchen, János with Hanni, István with Juliska. And An­tal, my el­dest, walks be­hind them, mak­ing sure they don’t lose track. It fills me with pride that I can rely on him com­pletely.

At the end of the last field, I stop, say we’ll take a fif­teen-minute break, and then go around to make sure we don’t en­counter any un­pleas­ant sur­prises. There are still a few mines scat­tered be­side the rail­way tracks, so I show Bandi and Feri again in the be­gin­ning dawn where small craters from ex­ploded mines can be seen next to the rails. I see them clench their teeth. “There are no mines on or be­tween the tracks, just stay away from the em­bank­ment!” I say, and they nod.

The sun will rise soon, I think, and yet it won’t break through the fog to­day. I show Bandi and Feri once more the small rise be­hind which the path branches off, then we say our good­byes. I hold Bandi’s hand for a long time and re­al­ize he wants to say some­thing more, but then he presses his lips to­gether. I say, “I know what you want to say, I’ll pass it on,” and he looks at me, con­cerned. I pat him on the shoul­der, swal­low the lump in my throat, and hug the oth­ers; then An­tal and I quickly head back along the path.

The sur­prise was great when the Bu­da­pest res­i­dents reap­peared at the door that evening. They ex­cit­edly re­counted their ad­ven­ture, and I thought to my­self how in­cred­i­bly lucky they had been.

The Rus­sian com­man­der is a bit­ter, bru­tal man, torn be­tween de­prav­ity and duty. He has of­ten per­son­ally tor­tured pris­on­ers, and ru­mor has it that he is re­spon­si­ble for sev­eral deaths.

An­tal not only helps me around the farm, he stud­ied en­gi­neer­ing un­til the out­break of the un­rest and has a very sharp mind. He lis­tened qui­etly un­til ev­ery last de­tail had been re­counted and the towns­peo­ple be­gan to re­peat them­selves. Then he looked at me in­tently and said: “We can’t wait un­til to­mor­row! That’s ex­actly what the Rus­sian will think, be­cause of the chil­dren, who have to sleep some­time. We should put them to bed for a few hours right now, but then leave be­fore mid­night. They should take the death strip as their route; the Rus­sian won’t ex­pect that.”

I know im­me­di­ately he’s right. So we sit down with the two men and ex­am­ine the map very care­fully. Bandi says he knows about elec­tric fences, and we shouldn’t worry about the mines ei­ther; he dealt with them dur­ing the war. An­tal brings some mines he’s dug up and de­fused, and he and Bandi study their con­struc­tion to­gether. Mean­while, I make some de­tailed sketches of ex­actly how the elec­tric fence and the death strip are laid out, and Bandi and Feri mem­o­rize ev­ery­thing. It’s ap­proach­ing mid­night when we wake the chil­dren and get ready to leave. An­tal comes in with Karcsi and says Karcsi will drive us part of the way. Karcsi grum­bles to him­self that this is surely the very last time he’ll do it. An­tal whis­pers to us that it won’t cost any­thing this time, and I se­cretly won­der how he man­aged that.

The jour­ney pro­ceeds like the first, and for days we hear noth­ing. Af­ter about ten days, a call comes to the mayor: “The city apart­ment is free,” the agreed-upon code word that they have ar­rived safely in Aus­tria. I still chuckle to my­self to­day that Bandi used that fat com­mu­nist swine as the mes­sen­ger of con­spir­a­to­rial news. At least I was able to ex­plain briefly and suc­cinctly to the ques­tion­ing-look­ing fatso that it was a stu­dent apart­ment for An­tal.

Ildikó didn’t speak a word for months. She silently did her work 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 light­hearted na­ture had be­come dull and sad. For many days, our house was quiet and op­pres­sive.

One day, on a whim, she went to the city, com­pleted teacher train­ing, and re­turned af­ter sev­eral years. Since then, she has taught at our school, and chil­dren and par­ents love her for her gen­tle na­ture. She still lives with my mother and me and helps care for my mother, who is no longer the same af­ter her stroke.

An­tal now lives in Bu­da­pest, works for the ra­dio, and has be­come a suc­cess­ful di­rec­tor. He’s made some­thing of him­self, and yet he hasn’t for­got­ten his el­derly par­ents and vis­its us quite of­ten. His chil­dren are grown now, and some of his grand­chil­dren have gone to uni­ver­sity and are our pride and joy.

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

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

That was about 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, too, was lucky they never caught me: af­ter all, I smug­gled hun­dreds across the bor­der back then…




Chap­ter 4

(Af­ter­noon of the first day — nar­rated by sol­dier Yuri)

When we ar­rested the two fam­i­lies, I felt quite mis­er­able. I pic­tured the chil­dren from our vil­lage in my mind’s eye and thought: what we’re do­ing isn’t right. I was brought to this coun­try from my home­land of Tun­gu­sis­tan weeks ago. The of­fi­cers had 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 em­broiled in a civil war, that our en­e­mies were women and chil­dren. The bor­der troops were ro­tated ev­ery month be­cause they lost their morale so quickly.

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 loaded peo­ple onto our truck, I no­ticed the two men whis­per­ing to each other and clearly heard the word “Mon­go­lian.” One of the lit­tle girls had her vi­o­lin case with her and was clutch­ing it tightly to her body. She seemed afraid we might dam­age the vi­o­lin. Yes, of course, af­ter what this peo­ple had ex­pe­ri­enced with the glo­ri­ous Red Army, this fear wasn’t en­tirely un­founded.

I of­fered the lit­tle girl the seat; I wanted to al­lay her fears and con­vince her through my kind­ness that we were dif­fer­ent from what peo­ple said about us. I re­peat­edly ges­tured for her to sit down and tried to trans­late my Rus­sian and Tun­gu­sic words with the ap­pro­pri­ate ges­tures.

The men whis­pered to the lit­tle girl, who now clutched her vi­o­lin case even tighter and looked rather tear­ful. The finely dressed man, in par­tic­u­lar, show­ered her with a tor­rent of words, and she looked at me silently and de­fi­antly with her dark eyes, press­ing her lips tightly to­gether. It didn’t ex­actly look like friend­ship.

I asked Gre­gorij, who un­der­stood some of the lan­guage, what the men were whis­per­ing. He said he hadn’t quite un­der­stood, but per­haps it meant that you con­sid­ered the vi­o­lin case a de­ity or a house­hold al­tar, and you were ask­ing her to “lay out” the god or al­tar on the seat…. Gre­gorij shook with laugh­ter.

“Yes, and then you feed us ba­nanas,” I thought grimly, fu­ri­ous be­cause in­ter­na­tional un­der­stand­ing was clearly not on the agenda to­day. This dandy seemed to di­vide 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 was speak­ing bro­ken Ger­man to the men, and I rec­og­nized his sly grin! He was prob­a­bly spin­ning them the tale of the en­chanted Mon­gol prince or some­thing sim­i­lar. That re­ally made me an­gry.

Then it was Gre­gorij’s turn to stand there look­ing stupid with his mouth open, 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 be­gan to bow like a pray­ing Mus­lim and rat­tle off stupid say­ings like, “Your ticket, please? Any­one else get­ting on? To­day is Wednes­day, the fog is white, long live Mother Rus­sia,” and so on, what­ever came to mind.

Gre­gorij couldn’t stop laugh­ing. The lieu­tenant glared from the driver’s cab and grum­bled. None of us had eaten yet and we were all ir­ri­ta­ble. My clown­ing around was just a sign of ut­ter ex­haus­tion, fa­tigue, and hunger. We were all re­lieved when we fi­nally ar­rived at the bar­racks.

Years later, Gre­gorij vis­ited me. He had lost a leg dur­ing the fight­ing and was now trav­el­ing the coun­try, go­ing from one friend to an­other, beg­ging his way through life. We told each other this story—among oth­ers—over and over again, laugh­ing heartily. At the time, I had a good po­si­tion as a se­nior en­gi­neer at the oil re­fin­ery and was able to em­ploy Gre­gorij for a short time un­til he moved on again.

I won­der what be­came of the lit­tle girl with the big sad eyes and the de­ity – par­don, the vi­o­lin case?




Chap­ter 5

(The evening of the sec­ond day — nar­rated by Juliska)

No. I’m al­ways por­trayed as stub­born, as some­one who can’t do any­thing on my own, and the adults never ad­mit when they make a mis­take. But if I try to say some­thing, all they say is: be quiet, you’re just a child.

No. I’m not a lit­tle child any­more. I know much more than the adults think. Only my dad is the only one who takes me se­ri­ously. My mother and that dis­gust­ing Aunt Erzsi, or her lech­er­ous hus­band, they’re all against me; they al­ways find some­thing to crit­i­cize and nag about me.

Then they tell us about the pig slaugh­ter and the trip to So­pron to visit Aunt Anni. As if we were com­pletely stupid! Of course, we al­ready know ev­ery­thing. Pityu and I spent half the night ly­ing on the floor, spy­ing and lis­ten­ing through the crack un­der the door as they planned 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, and I am the Queen, nat­u­rally. We are cur­rently re­cruit­ing more knights.

We also ini­ti­ated János, even though he’s not a Knight of St. Stephen; he prob­a­bly thinks too highly of him­self, even though al­most ev­ery­thing about our se­cret so­ci­ety was orig­i­nally con­ceived by him. But this mat­ter is of the ut­most im­por­tance, so we’re ini­ti­at­ing him any­way. He scratches his head for a long time and then says that if we cross the bor­der, we’ll prob­a­bly never, ever get back.

Sud­denly, I have a huge lump in my throat. The play­ground, my school­mates, the se­cret so­ci­ety, my best and sec­ond-best friends, our dear nurse Mányika: are we never, ever, ever to see any of them again? I sud­denly feel so small and shriv­eled. János then says we have to call a Grand Se­cret Meet­ing. I don’t know what that is, but then he ex­plains that all se­cret so­ci­eties have a Grand Se­cret Meet­ing, and that ev­ery­one has to come, even the ri­val gangs, and that they have to abide by a gen­eral truce.

The next morn­ing saw a flurry of diplo­matic ac­tiv­ity. Knight Pityu, Queen Ju­lia, and Spe­cial En­voy János hur­ried from house to house, greet­ing each guest with the re­spec­tive cer­e­mo­nial salute of the lo­cal se­cret so­ci­ety and whis­per­ing the mes­sage into ears spit on three times. Ev­ery­one was as­ton­ished; no one had ever heard of a Great Se­cret Meet­ing, but it was an­other new ad­ven­ture, and ev­ery­one would be com­ing. We met in the Royal Court­room (a base­ment of the wa­ter­works) and took our seats solemnly. János, Ár­pád, and Zoli, the three el­dest, had perched on a higher wa­ter pipe and, for the spe­cial oc­ca­sion, wore their dirty-white Amer­i­can cow­boy hats, which 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 ad­min­is­tered a com­pletely novel, yet seem­ingly fool­proof, oath to ev­ery­one, pledg­ing to re­main silent about the mat­ter and never to speak a word to a hu­man or an­i­mal soul. Now ev­ery­one was on ten­ter­hooks, wait­ing un­til Ár­pád then la­bo­ri­ously passed the floor to János.

János rose dra­mat­i­cally slowly, threw his cloak over him­self once more, and pointed the­atri­cally into the dis­tance: that was where we were go­ing, far away, to a strange, dis­tant land, and we would never, ever, ever re­turn. The el­ders had de­cided this, and af­ter­ward, there was a pro­found si­lence.

Some re­marked dis­mis­sively, “Aha, so they cross the bor­der too,” but the oth­ers were gen­uinely moved and shushed. Cer­e­mo­nial oaths of loy­alty fol­lowed, vows of si­lence were sealed with all sorts of se­cret sym­bols, and eter­nal friend­ships were promised. I could only say good­bye to Zoli with tears in my eyes, as we were prac­ti­cally be­trothed, a fact known only to me and Pityu, my First Knight. Zoli’s sis­ter, Babu, howled loudly as she bid farewell to János, and Pityu, with a mag­nif­i­cent ges­ture, be­stowed his trea­sures—his beau­ti­ful long­bow and his in­fal­li­ble sling­shot—upon the com­rades of the First Wars. His eyes, too, were glis­ten­ing with tears.

Then, one last time, the sa­cred mist rose from a fire of news­pa­per leaves, the princes and shamans mur­mured their in­can­ta­tions once more, and we went our sep­a­rate ways in all di­rec­tions.

Ah, then came the ad­mo­ni­tions from those pesky adults again. They wanted to be ab­so­lutely sure that not a sin­gle word was whis­pered, and if they had known that about thirty neigh­bor­hood chil­dren were in on it, they would have had a heart at­tack! But we trusted in our sa­cred oaths, and we were right: no one ever be­trayed us. It took a while un­til I had dis­trib­uted my trea­sures, which I couldn’t pos­si­bly take with me, among my friends. There was jeal­ousy, squab­bles, and some sore throats. But for my ego, it was good to act and be treated like a queen. I didn’t give away some of my dear­est trea­sures, though, but wrapped them neatly in a cloth and hid them in my vi­o­lin case. It was ob­vi­ous 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 all right. But Aunt Erzsi, a skinny, pale old goat who was al­ways ob­sessed with the baby—oh, she re­ally got on my nerves! While she packed and un­packed the baby things for the umpteenth time, I silently helped her sons, Pe­ter and Paul, pack their things. Lit­tle Paul was quiet and still, but Pe­ter, the older one, was quite cheeky. Once he tugged at my braid, then he pushed me here and there, tried to grab me—he was quite a nui­sance. Of course, I knew what that cheeky toad wanted, but it would never, ever, ever hap­pen that I would show him any­thing, even though that kind of cu­rios­ity was quite im­por­tant in se­cret so­ci­eties.

Aunt Erzsi was repack­ing the baby things again. Then she chirped to Feri, her slicked-back lit­tle dar­ling, about how they ab­so­lutely had to take an ex­tra bot­tle of schnapps for the bor­der guards. Un­cle Feri, as usual, wasn’t lis­ten­ing 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. I, of course, had much more del­i­cate fin­gers than that whiny old goat and tried to make a proper, pretty bow out of her mess: but you should have seen it! Like a fury, she snarled at me to get lost, that she al­ready had an in­sane amount on her plate and couldn’t pos­si­bly have to deal with me, a “brat,” too! And that her bow was per­fect, I should just keep my hands off it!

The queen strode off, her head held high, but her heart was con­sumed by mur­der and may­hem. The First Knight was tend­ing to Pe­ter, who had cut his fin­ger, and so I could take a lit­tle re­venge on the wretched goat by help­ing with the ban­dag­ing and mak­ing Pe­ter suf­fer more than nec­es­sary. The fool be­lieved any­thing; blood poi­son­ing and tetanus only had to be ca­su­ally men­tioned, and the cow­ard would whim­per with fear of hellish tor­ments and gan­grene, his eyes bulging. In de­spair, 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 vividly (but you’ve al­ready read all about that). Per­haps I should add that in the evening in So­pron, af­ter ev­ery­one had gone to bed, I had to go out again “to the toi­let.” There they were, our travel pack­ages, un­der the stairs.

I crept qui­etly over there, waited a mo­ment to make sure no one would dis­turb me, and then searched Aunt Erzsi’s bag. I sim­ply wanted to do the trick prop­erly, and if she wouldn’t let me, I’d take mat­ters into my own hands.

I had un­packed the bot­tles and un­tied the rib­bon. I smoothed it down with my hand and be­gan to tie a pretty bow when I sud­denly heard Un­cle Ákos ap­proach­ing. I quickly shoved all the bot­tles back into the bag, hold­ing only the rib­bon in my hand, but there wasn’t time to put it away, 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 Un­cle Ákos had blud­geoned his en­e­mies to death with his bare fists in the war, stran­gled them with his bare hands be­fore they cap­tured him. If that was true, then he could eas­ily crush me—or some­one like me—be­tween two fin­gers. I stared, mes­mer­ized, at his hands, which were truly enor­mous, and felt my skin shiver, as if I were get­ting goose­bumps.

But he just looked at me and winked in a friendly way. Had he no­ticed some­thing? Why wasn’t he say­ing any­thing? He must have no­ticed me crouch­ing un­der the stairs, my hands in my travel bag, prob­a­bly look­ing a bit de­fi­ant. I looked up at him, pre­pared to come up with some nasty ex­cuse, but he just gave me a friendly pinch on my left cheek and said, “Good night!” Then he moved on and left the house through the court­yard door.

I waited a few heart­beats and then took the bot­tle out of my bag. It was this bot­tle, wasn’t it? I looked at it, a lit­tle puz­zled, be­cause they all looked the same. Then I re­al­ized how time was slip­ping away. Yes, I could al­most phys­i­cally feel the sec­onds tick­ing by. On im­pulse, I tied the blue rib­bon around the neck of the bot­tle, made a pretty bow, and put it back in my bag. I didn’t think for a sec­ond about what might hap­pen if I had mixed them up af­ter all.

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

Later, when the adults were won­der­ing how the poor baby had man­aged to get schnapps at the bor­der, and what the bor­der guard might have said about his bot­tle of baby tea, I felt very un­easy, but no­body paid any at­ten­tion to me.

And Pityu, to whom I con­fided, had to swear a hun­dred sa­cred oaths that he would never, ever, ever tell any­one.


…just a word, my child!

Of course, any­one who was there will im­me­di­ately re­al­ize that these sto­ries aren’t en­tirely true. Well, Erzsi’s story re­ally did hap­pen—apart from a few tiny de­tails. The elec­tric fence wasn’t charged that day; there prob­a­bly wasn’t al­ways power dur­ing those chaotic events. This is just a small ex­am­ple of when a story can be em­bel­lished with­out re­sort­ing to out­right lies!

The other sto­ries, as well as the names of all the peo­ple, are in­vented, al­though any­one who was there will sense that it all hap­pened al­most ex­actly like that. But how else can I por­tray a mood, a time, and the ex­pe­ri­ences of peo­ple at a par­tic­u­lar time, ex­cept through fan­tasy sto­ries that are, in some mag­i­cal way, nev­er­the­less true?

Juli got the worst of it. Of course, there was never a blue rib­bon, so she never snuck out at night and never mixed up the bot­tles. It’s no mal­ice on my part to at­tribute this role to her; I sim­ply wanted to come up with a some­what plau­si­ble ex­pla­na­tion for the bot­tle mix-up. And, it seems to me, it’s read­able and en­joy­able. Juli will for­give me, I’m sure…

My fa­ther (Bandi) also un­de­servedly kissed Ildikó’s hand (that wasn’t her real name). On the other hand, how was I, as an eight-year-old, sup­posed to rec­on­cile things I saw but didn’t un­der­stand with my imag­i­na­tion? The pretty young girl, ea­ger to please and at­tract at­ten­tion, fawn­ing around her fa­ther? Of course, she wasn’t even born dur­ing the war, and my fa­ther had more press­ing con­cerns than fawn­ing young women. But, that’s how un­fair our world of po­ets is, and Ildikó will re­main for me the lonely, ag­ing spin­ster, even though the real Ildikó is prob­a­bly a grand­mother many times over, heartily laugh­ing, and oth­er­wise quite wrin­kled.

Per­haps you did en­joy this story af­ter all, even if it turns out that not ev­ery­thing is quite as you wished. All I can say is: I like it this way. And next year I would re­write it, com­pletely dif­fer­ently, yet some­how still the same.

It hap­pened ex­actly like that, ev­ery jot, I swear!



My friend Pa­tro­clus


Ho me dareis an­thro­pos u paideue­tai
 A per­son who is not abused will not be ed­u­cated!


Only in later years did I un­der­stand the above say­ing, which the parish priest of Troy, Lao­coön, so ca­su­ally and lightly ut­tered to his king Priam. No, not just ca­su­ally ut­tered: Lao­coön was an ad­vo­cate of a “healthy slap,” and there­fore I don’t feel sorry for him at all that the sea ser­pents swal­lowed him up. A healthy slap has al­ways been un­healthy, you sir, you!

Apart from that, Lao­coön was quite right, for the crit­i­cized Prince Paris was a cheeky young man who de­fi­antly railed against the gods and was ter­ri­bly con­ceited about his fu­ture king­ship. Al­though, on closer in­spec­tion, in Troy, with its barely two thou­sand in­hab­i­tants, he could at best play the role of mayor. Paris, who lust­fully pur­sued the daugh­ters of the Greeks and Tro­jans on the beaches of Greece and Troy…

But I wanted to tell you some­thing com­pletely dif­fer­ent. My fa­ther held the laud­able and hon­or­able opin­ion that his chil­dren had to go to elite schools to have the best pos­si­ble start in life. My older and younger broth­ers at­tended a well-known school in Ried, Up­per Aus­tria, my sis­ters went to a con­vent run by tall, im­pos­ing fig­ures, and I was des­tined for Stella Matutina, the most pres­ti­gious Je­suit school in Vo­rarl­berg.

Thank­fully, the Je­suits were wiser than my fa­ther in this re­gard, rec­og­niz­ing my dif­fi­cult tem­per­a­ment—with­out ever hav­ing seen me—from afar, and they didn’t budge a sin­gle penny on the ex­or­bi­tantly high school fees, refugee or not. The monastery school on the shores of Lake Con­stance was more un­der­stand­ing; the feud with the Je­suits of Stella had been sim­mer­ing for cen­turies, and be­sides, they had a heart for refugees. I was look­ing for­ward to Lake Con­stance, the fan­tas­tic sports fa­cil­i­ties, and the horses that were cared for by stu­dents in the ad­ja­cent en­clo­sure.

Well, so much for the the­ory. In prac­tice, it was re­lent­less study­ing, high-per­for­mance sports, and nightly can­ings (strokes on the bare bot­tom with a cane) for the mi­nor or ma­jor trans­gres­sions of daily life; only the best, most com­pli­ant, and most dili­gent were al­lowed on the horses. This was a mat­ter of pres­tige for the monastery, as they were only a frac­tion of a sec­ond be­hind the Stella. Like the Stella, the Stella was a clas­si­cal high school, mean­ing Latin, An­cient Greek, and a broad, clas­si­cal gen­eral ed­u­ca­tion. I con­fess that I some­times cried into my pil­low at night in anger and dis­ap­point­ment, and very, very qui­etly, be­cause there were 40 of us boys in one dor­mi­tory. But look­ing back, I am grate­ful for the thor­ough and quite mod­ern ed­u­ca­tion.

I don’t re­mem­ber all the priests, but some names I’ll never for­get. Paulus, the old warhorse in charge of trouser stretch­ers; Am­bro­sius, who play­fully taught us Latin and Greek; Kas­sian (the cur­rent ab­bot), who, as a young gym­nas­tics teacher, once climbed the scaf­folded church fa­cade with his cas­sock hiked up to pre­vent a lovelorn, drunken high school se­nior from clum­sily at­tempt­ing sui­cide over a pub wait­ress’s re­jec­tion, and got him down over the scaf­fold­ing; Anselm, who was re­spon­si­ble for the choir­boys at early mass and the the­atri­cal pro­duc­tions. It won’t sur­prise you, dear reader, that I not only dis­tin­guished my­self as a fear­some an­kle-killer on the foot­ball field, but also, spurred on by Fa­ther Anselm’s empty prom­ises, im­pru­dently pushed my way to the front of the singing au­di­tions.

And won.

Six boys with bell-like so­prano voices ac­com­pa­nied Theo, two or three years older than me, ev­ery morn­ing as a choir. Theo was a child prodigy and would prob­a­bly have be­come a new Be­ni­amino Gigli if he hadn’t been called home by the Lord years later, one morn­ing in the mid­dle of Gre­go­rian chant. So, this whole choir thing needs some se­ri­ous ex­pla­na­tion. Nat­u­rally, my heart leaped when Fa­ther Anselm read out the six names af­ter the au­di­tion, lastly “lit­tle István from Hun­gary.” The next day, there was no more leap­ing, be­cause it started at 5 (five!) a.m. with­out break­fast: putting on choir robes and singing bell-like voices at the early Mass, Gre­go­rian chants in an­tiphonal chant with the basses of the priests, who had al­ready be­gun their silent prayers at 4. When Theo sang, I closed my eyes and was moved to tears: I want to sing like that some­day, I thought again and again, with­out sus­pect­ing that my voice break­ing would ruin my plans.

God’s re­ward came at 6:30: while the oth­ers were still asleep or fight­ing over the best wash­ing spots, we choir­boys sat with the priests in the large re­fec­tory, re­ceived a hearty break­fast, and lis­tened silently to the reader, just as they did. Just as things are done in a proper monastery.

Un­for­tu­nately, I wasn’t just the bell-like so­prano, but also the an­kle-killer. When­ever we were al­lowed, we romped around the foot­ball pitch, scor­ing goals, and I de­stroyed an­kles one af­ter an­other. One day I went too far, was sur­rounded by an­gry team­mates, and threat­ened with lynch­ing. The guy from Ravens­burg nar­rowed his eyes in pain and hissed that he would beat me to a pulp, and how, be­cause I was a wild boar! The twins from the Bre­gen­z­er­wald copied ev­ery­thing the guy from Ravens­burg did and hissed too, even though, in my eyes, they were tiny lit­tle things and toads. But this time, the Swiss guy, Roger S., was also an­gry, and he was no pushover. The only one whose fist I had ever felt and who could beat 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 air sup­ply to the twin I had in a head­lock, while the Ravens­burg na­tive, a cow­ardly Lake Con­stance pi­rate with a hooked nose, threw him­self on top of the ball of flesh and smashed ev­ery­thing be­low him.

With eyes wide in sur­prise, Roger stag­gered back­ward as an even more pow­er­ful fist grabbed him from be­hind and yanked him back. I caught my breath, kicked the cow­ardly Ravens­burg na­tive hard in the groin, and stag­gered away from the fight­ing. It was Klaus H., a Liecht­en­stein stu­dent from my fi­nal year, who couldn’t bear to watch me go down and had saved me from be­ing lynched. The dis­ap­pointed mob dis­persed, Klaus tended to my bleed­ing nose, and a brief friend­ship de­vel­oped, be­gin­ning with him teach­ing me the ba­sics of ex­pertly killing treach­er­ous Ravens­burg res­i­dents, Bre­gen­z­er­walders, and Swiss. I of­ten vis­ited him in his sin­gle room; we stud­ied to­gether, and once, when I ad­mired his at­las, he gave it to me with­out hes­i­ta­tion.

I wasn’t un­grate­ful. But what could I, an 11-year-old, pos­si­bly of­fer an 18-year-old? I ex­pe­ri­enced first­hand the wis­dom that even some­one with­out means, but with a bright mind, can give a gift to some­one. Klaus was a gifted per­son, well-man­nered and from a good fam­ily. He ex­celled in math­e­mat­ics and the nat­u­ral sci­ences, but in lan­guages he was a ge­nius. He spoke his Liecht­en­stein di­alect per­fectly, in fact, but all other lan­guages re­mained a mys­tery to his ge­nius.

He suf­fered greatly be­cause of it, and af­ter a while he ad­mit­ted that de­spite dili­gent study­ing, he was only just man­ag­ing to pass in both Latin and Greek. I could al­ready read Greek and of­ten sat with him, study­ing with him and quizzing him on vo­cab­u­lary. Of course, I had known since the be­gin­ning of the school year that there would be a the­atri­cal per­for­mance at the end of the year; the grad­u­at­ing stu­dents would be reen­act­ing scenes from Homer’s Il­iad, as they did ev­ery year. Klaus, like all the grad­u­at­ing stu­dents, was as­signed a role and, much to his dis­may, had to learn Achilles, one of the most talk­a­tive main char­ac­ters in the Tro­jan War.

Great ar­mor (bor­rowed from the The­ater am Ko­rn­markt), great fight scenes (with real the­atri­cal swords), and a whole lot of di­a­logue! Klaus al­ways seemed very trou­bled by the lat­ter. When he re­cited his lines, he didn’t sound like Achilles, who frivolously blas­phemes and chal­lenges the gods at a drink­ing bout and then laughs up­roar­i­ously, but rather like Klaus, who barks out the text in a clipped, se­ri­ous, al­most sour ex­pres­sion, bor­ing the gods with repet­i­tive hex­am­e­ters, and of course, there’s not a trace of up­roar­i­ous laugh­ter. More­over, Achilles had a friend, a best friend, whose name, as we know, was Pa­tro­clus, a reck­less youth who, on royal or­ders, was sup­posed to look af­ter the im­petu­ous young war­rior; King Agamem­non him­self in­sisted on it. This year’s Pa­tro­clus, how­ever, was in re­al­ity a dis­ci­ple of Bac­chus de­voted to wine, women, and song, sleep­ing more of­ten in the city tav­erns than at the board­ing school, and cun­ningly promis­ing to prac­tice the di­a­logues of the friends with Klaus “to­mor­row,” and then for real. Of course, “to­mor­row” turned out to be “to­day,” and Pa­tro­clus, of­fended, in­sisted that this was the agree­ment: “to­mor­row,” not to­day!

Do what­ever you must, dear reader, but never do one thing: never chal­lenge the an­cient Greek gods! They ac­tu­ally ex­ist—un­like UFOs—and they can pun­ish ter­ri­bly. About three or four days be­fore the per­for­mance, for which Achilles was pre­par­ing very con­sci­en­tiously and for which I was as­sist­ing, stand­ing in for Pa­tro­clus, Zeus, the fa­ther of the gods, had had enough of Pa­tro­clus, the drunk­ard. He let the brave hero, who had to leave his beloved wait­ress and his beloved tav­ern at clos­ing time, fall asleep in the beer gar­den, even though it was driz­zling. Pa­tro­clus de­vel­oped a se­vere case of nephri­tis and re­mained in the hos­pi­tal un­til af­ter the per­for­mance date. Zeus nod­ded grimly and turned, sat­is­fied, back to his earthly con­sorts; his anger lasted for weeks, and so he left it to Apollo, in the guise of the gym­nas­tics teacher Fa­ther K., to pluck the com­pletely drunken man from the scaf­fold­ing of the church fa­cade… — Fa­ther Anselm, his grad­u­at­ing 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 de­lib­er­ated back and forth, Fa­ther Anselm even con­sid­er­ing aloud can­cel­ing the per­for­mance due to di­vine prov­i­dence or speak­ing the text him­self, when Klaus sug­gested, al­most un­der his breath, that I (lit­tle István from Hun­gary) could play Pa­tro­clus.

With­out hav­ing been there, I know that you could have heard a pin drop at that mo­ment, it was so quiet. An 11-year-old?! Pa­tro­clus?! Im­pos­si­ble! Af­ter some back and forth, Klaus came run­ning into the large study hall and whis­pered to the priest on duty, then weaved his way through the rows of pews and word­lessly tugged at my arm: “Come with me!” I waited for the priest’s nod of ap­proval, then slipped out of the pew like a weasel and ran out af­ter Klaus.

Fa­ther Anselm re­sisted for a long time, say­ing my voice was far too high for a Greek hero; the oth­ers com­plained that I was lost in the hero’s bronze-col­ored breast­work like a peas­ant 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 and where Pa­tro­clus should sit or stand, and when he should bravely draw his sword to make it clear to Achilles that he, Pa­tro­clus, would, if nec­es­sary, use armed force to pre­vent him, Achilles, from his plan (namely, to mas­sacre the hero Paris).

A twist of fate or the fa­vor of the gods, for which I had prayed most earnestly? At the third re­hearsal gal­lop, Fa­ther Anselm fi­nally re­lented and gave his ap­proval. The grad­u­at­ing stu­dents cheered and pat­ted me on the shoul­der. “Pa­tro­clus, 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 with a grin, say­ing Pa­tro­clus would draw the laugh­ter and dis­tract from her/him. “Thank God,” added the beauty of the night with a pa­gan, mad-eyed wink. Fa­ther Anselm shook his head and went into the back the­ater room and se­lected the small­est pos­si­ble breast­plate, the small­est hel­met, and a hemp beard for me. The hel­met was later omit­ted; I was given a kind of crim­son tur­ban, and my milk-faced cheek was tanned with a dark paste.

I was in­cred­i­bly ner­vous and had ter­ri­ble stage fright, and I stum­bled over my lines in the dress re­hearsal, so much so that I burst into tears of anger. Fa­ther Anselm was a good man; he gave me a moth­erly hug and said ev­ery­thing would be al­right, that I could take the text with me to the per­for­mance and read it aloud, and that ev­ery­one would un­der­stand.

Friend Pa­tro­clus, he then an­nounced be­fore the per­for­mance, had un­for­tu­nately had an ac­ci­dent and was in the hos­pi­tal (well, now I was en­light­ened: even cler­gy­men tell fibs). But, Fa­ther Anselm con­tin­ued, I had dis­cov­ered a young Greek tal­ent in the lower grades (cor­rec­tion: shame­lessly ly­ing) who could speak Pa­tro­clus like the grown-ups; so he asked for your kind un­der­stand­ing re­gard­ing my high-pitched, child­ish voice and my short stature, which, how­ever, cer­tainly wouldn’t have pre­vented the real Pa­tro­clus from aveng­ing the death of his pro­tégé Achilles (fi­nally set­tled: cler­gy­men are clue­less, as if an im­mor­tal could be dead!). An ob­ser­vant per­son would im­me­di­ately no­tice that Fa­ther Anselm had no idea what this play was ac­tu­ally about. Oh well. Thus pre­pared, the au­di­ence waited with bated breath for the “Scenes from the Siege of Troy.”

Imag­ine it like this: the props—the scenery, weapons, and cloth­ing of the leg­endary he­roes—were bor­rowed from the The­ater am Ko­rn­markt. The back­drop was a Re­nais­sance paint­ing, an Eng­lish park land­scape with an Eng­lish cas­tle: this was Troy. Rough potato sacks rep­re­sented the sandy beach in front, and wooden chairs cov­ered with rags served as seat­ing. The bon­fire, around which the he­roes gath­ered and belted out their lines, was in­deed there as a wood­pile, but fire reg­u­la­tions for­bade it from be­ing lit, which made the whole thing look some­what dis­con­cert­ingly ar­ti­fi­cial. Only a pedan­tic nit­picker would be both­ered by the fact that the he­roes wore Ro­man le­gionary ar­mor and car­ried Ro­man short swords. The art-lov­ing spec­ta­tor could close their eyes and feel trans­ported di­rectly to an­cient Troy. —So be it!

I only had a very brief ap­pear­ance, in the fourth scene. My nerves got the bet­ter of me, and I laid my man­u­script down up­side down. My tur­ban slipped over my fore­head and eyes as I took off my much-too-large hel­met upon en­ter­ing. I couldn’t see the au­di­ence be­cause of the bright spot­lights, but I im­me­di­ately sensed that a large, breath­ing, cough­ing mon­ster was lurk­ing be­hind the lamps. I hastily turned the man­u­script right side up and mem­o­rized the first few verses un­til I re­al­ized I al­ready knew them.

Achilles came in awk­wardly, thus giv­ing me—as agreed—a lit­tle time. Then we be­gan. As in the dress re­hearsal, I was ir­ri­tated by the in­ter­rup­tions of Odysseus and Her­a­cles, who were per­fectly jus­ti­fied in do­ing so, but of course, we had omit­ted their parts dur­ing Klaus’s re­hearsal. Now I had to wait care­fully un­til Klaus gave me the sig­nal to be­gin. Nat­u­rally, I still un­der­stood very lit­tle 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, Ital­ianate ges­tures and hand move­ments.

Fa­ther Anselm nod­ded ap­prov­ingly to the ab­bot and the deputy mayor, nod­ding par­tic­u­larly grace­fully and sin­cerely hyp­o­crit­i­cally to the group when­ever a hero stum­bled and stum­bled ig­no­min­iously.

The fi­nale was ap­proach­ing. Pa­tro­clus man­aged to ap­pease Achilles by tak­ing his ar­mor and beat­ing Her­a­cles him­self. The burly demigod wouldn’t stand for it, and so I—con­tin­u­ing my the­atri­cal de­claim­ing—had to bite the dust. The dead Pa­tro­clus watched the rapid ring-pound­ing from the cor­ner of his eye; Menelaus fi­nally res­cued my corpse and Achilles’ golden ar­mor: he grabbed me by the el­bow, dragged me around the still-un­lit bon­fire, and dropped me with a crash onto the stage be­hind it. Klaus, sadly amused by his friend Pa­tro­clus’s pain-dis­torted face, grimly belted out his lines at the deputy mayor, the fes­ti­val di­rec­tor’s as­sis­tant, and Fa­ther Anselm, un­til his di­vine mother Thetis (mul­ti­ple times the trans­ves­tite He­lena, shrouded in a black cloak) brought him a shield, hel­met, and spear from the deep sea. Hav­ing thus be­come in­vin­ci­ble, he slew Her­a­cles, then torches were lit, and while the cho­rus of re­main­ing he­roes mur­mured a fi­nal dirge, the cur­tain fell and the bright light went out.

Cae­sar’s tri­umphs could not have been greater than when the cur­tain fell af­ter the fi­nal scene and the au­di­ence, led by Fa­ther Anselm, erupted in fren­zied ap­plause. Yes, it wasn’t we who de­served the ap­plause, but Fa­ther Anselm, who had backed the right horse and had the courage to in­clude a fresh-faced young­ster in the troupe; it was Fa­ther Anselm who had tamed a horde of un­ruly youths and pre­sented them tri­umphantly on stage. While the he­roes em­braced each other pa­thet­i­cally in the dress­ing room and acted like mad (like ev­ery­one who has an enor­mous weight lifted from their shoul­ders), Klaus sim­ply ex­tended his hand to me and looked me in the eye. “Thank you, my friend Pa­tro­clus,” he said, and that was that.

An­kle killer!? No, from then on they called me Pa­tro­clus. The guy from Ravens­burg jovially pat­ted me on the shoul­der and said he’d told ev­ery­one I’d de­liver, and I’d to­tally nail it! The twins looked at each other and whis­pered that they’d al­ways said the same thing, and so on. Roger re­mained hon­est, couldn’t get his hands out of his pock­ets, and mut­tered de­fi­antly over his shoul­der that I’d just been in­cred­i­bly lucky, pure luck!

Then we cleaned up the the­ater, and the adults went to the cel­e­bra­tory meal, which took place in the ab­bot’s pri­vate cham­bers, as was the tra­di­tion. Klaus tugged at Fa­ther Anselm’s el­bow, and then Fa­ther Anselm an­nounced that I, of course, had to come along to see the ab­bot. I nearly 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 ail­ing ab­bot. He ex­changed a few more triv­ial words about the ex­is­tence and non-ex­is­tence of refugee chil­dren and the Lord’s mag­na­nim­ity in hav­ing blessed me with a beau­ti­ful voice and a good feel for Greek tragedies (even though I was just a refugee child, mind you!), then his es­teemed in­ter­est waned.

Ac­tu­ally, I shouldn’t re­port on the feast of the leg­endary he­roes. Suf­fice it to say, Brother Joseph was sweat­ing bul­lets when the ab­bot or­dered Pa­tro­clus to have milk, fresh milk! The he­roes of Troy roared with laugh­ter, Brother Joseph rolled his eyes and whis­pered that, for agri­cul­tural rea­sons, there wouldn’t be any fresh milk again un­til morn­ing, but no way, waved the ab­bot, the boy wasn’t get­ting any wine! Then he turned to the deputy mayor and the as­sis­tant fes­ti­val di­rec­tor and no longer cared what the boy was ac­tu­ally get­ting. And so it came to pass that Pa­tro­clus made the ac­quain­tance of white wine spritzer for the first time in his life.

Brother Josef brought the glass with a slightly trem­bling hand, and Klaus mut­tered dryly that, in a pinch, it could just about pass for milk. “Ego te ab­solvo,” he whis­pered con­spir­a­to­ri­ally to the be­wil­dered brother, who hastily made the sign of the cross and made a hasty exit.

Of course, there was no happy end­ing. Af­ter the long meal and drink, the Ab­bot re­mem­bered the lit­tle Hun­gar­ian refugee and asked him to sing a Hun­gar­ian hymn. The boy turned bright red and whis­pered in a fal­ter­ing voice that he couldn’t, but Fa­ther Anselm’s stern gaze al­lowed no ex­cuses. Even the fact that the boy didn’t know any Hun­gar­ian hymns would have been of no use, and his silent pleas echoed un­heard in the state room. “István will now sing us a Hun­gar­ian hymn,” Fa­ther Anselm an­nounced in his soft, eu­nuch-like voice, fold­ing his hands as if in prayer. Black mists ob­scured the boy’s empty reper­toire of hymns. Klaus, who in­stantly rec­og­nized the boy’s predica­ment, kicked me in the shin, telling me to just start singing, any­thing at all. Thus it came to pass that the ab­bot, the dig­ni­taries, and the he­roes of Troy, with folded hands and gaz­ing rev­er­ently at the table­cloth, lis­tened to a sup­posed Hun­gar­ian hymn, which squeaked and sounded rather medi­ocre from the boy’s throat and could eas­ily be rec­og­nized as a chil­dren’s song in trans­la­tion:

“Be­hind the Oberenns, be­hind the sea, once lived a lit­tle May bee­tle, …”



Cor­sica

In late sum­mer 1967, my brother János (1945–1977) and I took a moped trip to Cor­sica, which pushed me—then 18 years old—to my lim­its. Since al­most all doc­u­ments and pho­tos were later de­stroyed in the fire that de­stroyed our par­ents’ house, I have to re­con­struct this ad­ven­ture largely from mem­ory. Nev­er­the­less, ev­ery­thing hap­pened as I de­scribe it; how­ever, it’s pos­si­ble that one or two of the sharks we en­coun­tered now ap­pear some­what larger and more men­ac­ing in my mem­ory…



Prepa­ra­tions

The fre­quent cor­re­spon­dence with my brother, who was study­ing in Rome, of­ten 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, three years my se­nior, was study­ing canon law and dog­mat­ics at the In­sti­tut Ger­man­icum et Hun­gar­icum, silently read­ing his bre­viary daily and some­times sur­rep­ti­tiously glanc­ing at the small map he had tacked into the in­side cover of the bre­viary.

Cor­sica.

My vis­its to my par­ents’ house, which took place ev­ery two to three weeks, 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 men­tioned the “other stuff” shortly be­fore leav­ing, of course!). Then I would rush into the gar­den and poke fun at my fa­ther’s moped. He was ap­proach­ing 50 by then and had fi­nally bought his first car; his moped was used by ev­ery­one who knew how to ride it. Which in­cluded me, since my sis­ters were girls (!) and my younger brother was still too young.

Un­be­knownst to my fa­ther, I trans­formed my­self into a bril­liant me­chanic in the gar­den, ded­i­cat­ing my­self to spruc­ing up and cus­tomiz­ing the moped. Had Fa­ther ever sus­pected what we boys were re­ally up to, he prob­a­bly would have given us a good thrash­ing. But as it was, he was happy that I was en­thu­si­as­ti­cally pur­su­ing a con­struc­tive ac­tiv­ity—clean­ing the moped, it seemed to him—and not roam­ing around with a horde of beer-drink­ing hooli­gans. In re­al­ity, I dis­as­sem­bled the thing in a flash and took the parts to the neigh­bor boy, who was a gifted ap­pren­tice me­chanic and gen­er­ously trained me to be a (moped) mas­ter me­chanic. In short, a Puch 50 be­came a rocket, boast­ing a bored-out car­bu­re­tor and widened, pol­ished fuel chan­nels, as well as a gut­ted sec­ond ex­haust si­lencer that could be re­leased with a small foot lever (which I wisely stored at my men­tor’s place). Un­of­fi­cial mea­sure­ments showed peak speeds of around 100 km/h with a tail­wind.

In dis­tant Rome, János pored over the map, tin­ker­ing with dif­fer­ent route op­tions, in­quir­ing about ferry fares, and anx­iously watch­ing the fluc­tu­at­ing petrol prices. He chewed his cal­cu­la­tor in de­spair and prob­a­bly shook his head more than once: our shared fi­nances would leave us stranded mis­er­ably in the mid­dle of the Cor­si­can moun­tains. Mean­while, I tire­lessly filed and drilled the ex­haust valve, pol­ish­ing it for hours. Then I wrote to János, telling him not to get gray hairs, be­cause I had taken on a three-week job that would fat­ten our cof­fers.

This job was some­thing else en­tirely and could fill a chap­ter of its own; per­haps suf­fice it to say that we loaded house­hold ap­pli­ances into rail­way cars and got paid for it. The ex­tra night shift brought me a lot more cash, but on one of the last days, I got my leg caught be­tween the plat­form and the train car. My knee swelled up badly, and that ended my stint there. I couldn’t re­ally go to the doc­tor, since the cig­a­rettes I bummed were prob­a­bly the only le­gal thing on this job (to be more pre­cise, I doubt even that now, be­cause they were likely con­tra­band too…). The fore­man, a for­mer For­eign Le­gion­naire, paid me with a gruff look and told me to get lost, af­ter em­pha­siz­ing once again that there were no elec­tri­cal ap­pli­ances or train cars here and that he didn’t even know me.

The plan for the Cor­sica trip was bril­liantly sim­ple: I would ride my moped from Bre­genz to Rome, where János would join me, and we would take the ferry to Sar­dinia and from there con­tinue on to Cor­sica. Fi­nally, we would take a third ferry to La Spezia, where I would have to drop János off at the train sta­tion for Flo­rence on a cer­tain date. From Flo­rence, I would ride my moped back to Bre­genz alone. We would cover ap­prox­i­mately 2,800 km by road, sleep out­doors or in haylofts, and gen­er­ally be very, very fru­gal.

To give you an idea: a Puch 50 moped (not two), with two boys plus a large back­pack on top, no tent, no sleep­ing bags, and not an ounce too much. And of course, with a No. 2 ex­haust. Fa­ther lent me his leather hel­met; I po­litely de­clined the enor­mous rub­ber coat be­cause of its weight and be­cause “the sun al­ways shines in Cor­sica.” Be­sides—as Fa­ther should have known—James Dean doesn’t wear a rub­ber coat like the Gestapo.

Cloth­ing was one thing that needs men­tion­ing. I must have watched too much James Dean or Humphrey Bog­art, be­cause I’d bummed a white hat from the Red Cross—or rather, a once-white, wide-brimmed hat—and a shabby, worn-out leather jacket. I also bought my­self (with a heavy heart and with­out in­form­ing János be­fore­hand) a pair of white jeans. Yes, white jeans! —You’re al­lowed to grin: there I was, sit­ting on the white moped, with a brown leather hel­met, a shabby black leather jacket, a white scarf, and white jeans: the out­fit of an ad­ven­turer! —James Humphrey Rudas.


All roads lead to Rome

Then my alarm clock rat­tled at three in the morn­ing. I loaded my back­pack onto the moped, hugged my mother, and set off with a pound­ing heart. To­wards morn­ing, I reached Chur and rode up to the small San Bernardino Pass (the tun­nel ei­ther wasn’t there yet or I didn’t want to go un­der­neath it). The higher I climbed on my moped, the colder it got; the sky slowly dark­ened, and I reached the bor­der guard post in the snow. The bor­der guards were quite as­ton­ished, and while one dis­ap­peared into the of­fice with my pa­pers, I got off and clam­bered around a bit to warm up. Grin­ning, the other let me step un­der the door and then said I could help my­self to some 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 through Genoa, of course, but be­cause I’d heard the port there was par­tic­u­larly great, I had to). The moped was sput­ter­ing and back­fir­ing, and I kept get­ting off to clean the spark plug and try to find the cause. As I en­tered Genoa, it got to the point where I only made it a few hun­dred me­ters be­fore the en­gine died. I looked for a garage and, af­ter a long search, found one that was just about to close. My over­achiev­ing at school (or should I say, my not-too-fre­quent tru­ancy?) was start­ing to pay off: speak­ing bro­ken Ital­ian, I pointed to “il Ver­gasero” and ex­claimed, “nix fun­ziona maladetto Scheiß­dreck!” (noth­ing works, damn it!). The me­chanic pushed me aside, shook his head at the sight of my makeshift ex­haust, and then said the “car­bu­ra­tore” was shot. Shak­ing his head, he in­di­cated that some­one had filed it down too much. For all I care, let the car­bu­re­tor be called car­bu­ra­tore from now on, what do we do?

I re­al­ized what I could do with my car­bu­re­tor when he sim­ply tossed it over his shoul­der into the bucket. Then he went out the back, and I trot­ted along be­hind him, beam­ing: he had dozens of moped wrecks ly­ing around. He made a wel­com­ing ges­ture and handed me his wrench. I nod­ded, went from wreck to wreck, and af­ter a while, I had two car­bu­re­tors that should fit. The me­chanic nod­ded, took one from my hand, and shook his head: into the bucket it goes! 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: okay! He was sat­is­fied with a ban­knote, then said that I could work in the front yard. I just had to put the tools back in the box af­ter­ward, then he locked the work­shop and dis­ap­peared.

It took me about two hours to in­stall the car­bu­re­tor, which was a bit larger than the orig­i­nal and also more pow­er­ful; how­ever, this also meant higher fuel con­sump­tion. In the dark, I took a test drive to the har­bor, where, nat­u­rally, all the sailors were al­ready in their bunks, and I couldn’t see any­thing spe­cial ex­cept si­lence and dark­ness. Well, not ex­actly si­lence ei­ther, since sud­denly sev­eral sailors were shout­ing wildly at me to get my car­bu­ra­tore mov­ing! I con­tin­ued a few kilo­me­ters south and slept in the grass on the out­skirts of a vil­lage whose name con­tained “Mamma.”

At dawn, I con­tin­ued my jour­ney, re­peat­edly glanc­ing at my white-spot­ted jeans and feel­ing a pang of re­gret. They weren’t white any­more, not en­tirely. But the car­bu­re­tor was per­fect, and the en­gine had its bite back, even more so than be­fore, I thought. Some­where on the coun­try road to Gros­seto, I tested the speed and reached about 90 km/h. Then I tried what I’d seen other Ital­ian moped rid­ers do: I held onto the tail­gate of a truck with one hand, let it pull me along, and switched off the en­gine to save fuel. (Chil­dren: please don’t try this at home!) The fol­low­ing evening, I pulled up in front of the Col­legium Ger­man­icum et Hun­gar­icum in Rome. Sweaty, dirty, and wear­ing my black and white jeans.

The porter brother had ac­tu­ally wanted to send me away brusquely (beg­ging and so­lic­it­ing were for­bid­den!), but my brother met me 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, look­ing at ev­ery­thing and ev­ery­one, and re­turned to the sem­i­nary in the evening—usu­ally hun­gry. 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 way led through the red-light dis­trict and he was wor­ried about my spir­i­tual well-be­ing, as he ad­mit­ted with a grin. But the land­lady (I’ve for­got­ten her name), a mid­dle-aged woman who bat­tled the tri­als of cos­met­ics ev­ery day, pa­tiently es­corted the Padre (that was János in his red cas­sock, the sem­i­nar­ian’s priestly robe) and the Sig­nore (that was me) to their room and had to prom­ise the Padre ev­ery evening that she would watch over my virtue. And no sooner had he left than she re­turned 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, the “pri­vate” mean­ing that only a few hun­dred (not thou­sands) of be­liev­ers were present. The prob­lem was, I had noth­ing to wear. My black and white spot­ted jeans were sim­ply not pa­pal-ap­pro­pri­ate. János some­times had bril­liant ideas. And so it was this time: he brought me his “spare cas­sock,” and I slipped into it; well, János was a few cen­time­ters taller than me and also a few ki­los heav­ier, but it would work. But my room­mate Wolf­gang (later my best man and then a bishop in Ger­many) shook his head and said we couldn’t do that. An­other friend, Gyuri (later arch­bishop of Alba Iu­lia, Ro­ma­nia), sug­gested we sim­ply clean the jeans. So the two of us knelt high in front of the bath­tub, scrub­bing the gar­ment with a hand brush and an­other brush of un­known ori­gin, us­ing soap af­ter soap. The stains faded, fad­ing un­til they turned light gray. The idea of tak­ing it to a dry cleaner never oc­curred to us. When Gyuri, who is about my height, lent me a snow-white shirt, noth­ing stood in the way of my visit to the Vat­i­can. To put it col­lo­qui­ally to­day, I might not have been in the fish­er­man’s shoes, but I did wear the socks of a Ger­man bishop and the shirt of a Ro­ma­nian arch­bishop.

The pa­pal au­di­ence was un­event­ful. Cer­tifi­cates and medals were pre­sented, and some prince or other lord­ship was the only one al­lowed to briefly kneel be­fore the throne and kiss the ring of St. Pe­ter. Fi­nally, the faith­ful filed past the Holy Throne in a long line from the pews, were al­lowed a brief nod to the Pope from a few me­ters away, and then had to move on. The pa­pal ear whis­perer stood be­side His Ho­li­ness and whis­pered the name, rank, and im­por­tance of each per­son pass­ing by into his ear. It might seem un­be­liev­able, but I un­der­stood per­fectly what was whis­pered be­cause I could (at least back then) lip-read.

“The Count and the Press…”

“God bless you, my son!”

“…and his daugh­ter, the Con­tessa!”

“God bless you, my daugh­ter!”

“Lord Green­bawm and his wife Sara!”

“God’s bless­ing!”

“Sem­i­nar­ists from the Ger­man­icum & Hun­gar­icum sem­i­nary!”

“God bless you, my sons!”

“The Pon­gratz fam­ily from .. “

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

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

The eyes of the pa­pal whis­perer etched a deep hole in my shirt: “A sem­i­nar­ian who ap­par­ently isn’t wear­ing a cas­sock, Your Ho­li­ness!”

“Benedetto, Benedetto!” The tone be­comes some­what sharper, the holy nos­trils quiver: “…and, tell me, don’t you smell it, it sud­denly smells so strongly of cheap soap here…?”

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

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

The Pon­gratz fam­ily was push­ing and shov­ing, so I moved on, but I still 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 that was the gist of it. Sur­rounded by all those snobs dressed up like jesters, I felt very small and worth­less, hid be­hind the car in front of me, and re­pented pro­fusely of all my sins, es­pe­cially the unau­tho­rized car­bu­re­tor tam­per­ing—and even three times over! I vowed to do bet­ter and that I would never, ever, ever drink that lady’s beer again. Hon­estly.

The next morn­ing—that is, the morn­ing af­ter I had fi­nally bro­ken my beer vow, and long be­fore the Ro­man spar­rows awoke—we both knelt be­fore the Fa­ther Spir­i­tus (who wasn’t so named be­cause of his drink­ing habits, but be­cause he was the house spirit) and re­ceived his fa­therly bless­ing for our un­der­tak­ing. Then we hap­pily rode south­west on the gleam­ing moped to the ferry to Civ­i­tavec­chia, which took us overnight to Sar­dinia.


As a bank rob­ber in Sar­dinia

Ol­bia in Sar­dinia greeted us at the crack of dawn with bril­liant sun­shine and an un­friendly of­fi­cial who held up our pa­pers for at least an hour, but we stood our ground and re­fused to hand over any bribes. Even­tu­ally, János had had enough and pro­duced his sem­i­nary ID card, in Latin and bear­ing the pa­pal coat of arms. At that very mo­ment, the pa­pers were sorted, and we ex­changed glances: next time, the ID card will be shown im­me­di­ately!

We spent the whole day driv­ing slowly and leisurely north. It was only an hour’s drive, so we swam in a bay and grilled a slice of rye bread to go with our canned tuna. The ferry to Cor­sica wasn’t un­til evening, so we daw­dled all day and fi­nally set off in the late af­ter­noon for Santa Teresa di Gal­lura, the north­ern­most point of Sar­dinia, just cen­time­ters from Cor­sica (look it up in an at­las if you don’t be­lieve it!).

This Santa Teresa, in case you’ve never been there, was back then a tiny vil­lage with not even 10 houses, a ware­house with a po­lice sta­tion (also har­bor mas­ter’s of­fice and bor­der sta­tion) and a con­crete wall left be­hind by the Al­lies, which could pass as a har­bor fa­cil­ity if nec­es­sary (but only then).

The ferry hadn’t ar­rived yet, but I was al­ready savvy from the pre­vi­ous day and knew I had to be in the front row to get on quickly. So there we were with the moped, sort­ing our lug­gage and rat­tling our tick­ets, un­aware that the vil­lage po­lice­man and two other civil­ians with shot­guns had po­si­tioned them­selves be­hind us.

Sud­denly we get a call: “Hands up!” For the first time in my life, I’m star­ing down the bar­rels of pis­tols and ri­fles, and I feel quite un­easy. János looks up, more as­ton­ished than scared, and tries to ap­proach the three of them to ask what’s go­ing on, but then the po­lice­man shouts that he should stop, you scoundrel, or else! So there we stand, hands half-raised, look­ing ridicu­lous, knees shak­ing (com­pletely), and prob­a­bly look­ing rather fool­ish.

The three whis­pered about who was go­ing to dis­arm us. Gio­vanni, you go first! No, I have two chil­dren, do it your­self! The short, stout po­lice­man cau­tiously ap­proached and told us to open our jack­ets, but slowly. We fol­lowed his in­struc­tions in slow mo­tion. He walked around us, look­ing and look­ing, then care­fully felt us and called out to the other two: “You have no weapons!” János wanted to ask what was go­ing on, but the ner­vous po­lice­man shouted at him to shut up. So we re­mained silent; the men and the po­lice­man stood mo­tion­less, and ev­ery­one waited. Then the po­lice­man told us to go ahead, into the sta­tion.

One of the men goes ahead and un­locks the door, János and I stum­ble in be­hind, and then we’re sit­ting in a small, dirty cell. Out­side, a crowd has gath­ered, ev­ery­one cheer­ing and shout­ing at once: “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 feel like an eter­nity, the po­lice­man comes into the sta­tion and starts talk­ing fran­ti­cally on the phone. 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 mat­ter-of-factly: I had no idea how dan­ger­ous we ac­tu­ally are.

Our ferry, which had filled up with peo­ple, cars, and goats over the past half hour, gave three piti­ful toots and then cast off. In my mind, I tore up our tick­ets and won­dered what we would do for the next two days un­til an­other ferry from this com­pany ran. And how we would ever be able to fill this huge hole in our travel bud­get.

The sher­iff calls one col­league af­ter an­other, re­count­ing in in­creas­ingly lengthy vari­a­tions how he and Gio­vanni and Guido, well, ac­tu­ally just he and Gio­vanni, no, ac­tu­ally he alone, had ap­pre­hended the dan­ger­ous mur­der­ers.

The phone rings again, the law­man an­swers. Ap­par­ently, it’s a gen­eral on the line, be­cause he jumps up and salutes the in­vis­i­ble man. Yes, there are two of them. A short one and a tall one, yes, both bald. I breathe a sigh of re­lief, be­cause I have bushy, thick hair, a James Dean looka­like. No, the tall one is bald. I shrink back down. Yes, a leather jacket. White trousers, yes, but very dirty. No, they’ve thrown away the ri­fles. I feel a chok­ing sen­sa­tion in my throat, I ask János if gar­rot­ing is only fash­ion­able in Spain or also in Sar­dinia. He says, shh, and gar­rot­ing isn’t prac­ticed any­where these days.

The sher­iff nod­ded on the phone. They have ev­ery­thing with them, it’s them, for sure! No, not the ri­fles, and not the money ei­ther, but a huge back­pack, he’d al­ready ex­am­ined it. Just tourist stuff. And a white mo­tor­cy­cle, yes, he’d con­fis­cated that. It’s parked in front of the house, Brigadier.

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

I perk up my ears. The fend­ers are made of white plas­tic; that can’t be black painted over, I can prove it.

The fat, sweat­ing po­lice­man rum­mages through our pa­pers and reads out our de­tails. Then he says it can’t be right, the shorter one cer­tainly isn’t 17, def­i­nitely older. Sud­denly he hes­i­tates. Hes­i­tates, then says: “Brigadier, the tall, bald one has a strange ID card with him, ‘Col­leg­gio’ and so on, a pa­pal coat of arms. A very nice forgery.” His Ital­ian-ac­cented Latin al­most makes me laugh.

János says through the bars, “Call them, Sig­nore, I’ll give you the num­ber!” The po­lice­man waves him to be quiet, then lis­tens into the re­ceiver and grum­bles, “Very well, what’s the num­ber?” János closes his eyes and re­trieves the stored data from the card: pa­tiently he re­peats num­ber af­ter num­ber, which the fat man then re­peats in turn, and the in­vis­i­ble man ap­par­ently writes down. János calls out to ask for Padre Spir­ito, but the call has al­ready ended.

The po­lice­man ap­proaches and asks, some­what un­cer­tainly: “So, is all of this cor­rect?” János ex­plains ev­ery­thing to him, re­count­ing in de­tail the prepa­ra­tions for our trip, and it seems to me that the portly 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 when he looks over at us.

“You ar­rived early this morn­ing,” he said, “that’s only half an hour from here. Where were you all day?” “No, don’t tell me, I know: from Ol­bia it’s only two hours to Palma. You robbed the bank there and shot the se­cu­rity guard, then spent two or three hours in the moun­tains bury­ing the loot and the guns. From there you drove back here in two or three hours to es­cape to Cor­sica.”

He grabs the phone to give his brigadier an­other dress­ing-down. He pauses as János says, “My ID is real, you’ll see!” It sends our sher­iff squirm­ing, pac­ing back and forth, mut­ter­ing to him­self. Then he goes out and leaves us alone.

János and I try to calm down and dis­cuss the sit­u­a­tion, which isn’t ac­tu­ally all that rosy. He says that no one at the sem­i­nary an­swers the phone at this time; it’s al­ready af­ter clos­ing time, and ev­ery­one is prob­a­bly al­ready in the dor­mi­tory.

The hours slip by, I’m des­per­ate be­cause I can hear the vil­lage chil­dren out­side tin­ker­ing with my moped and I imag­ine that by morn­ing only a bare skele­ton will re­main. Ev­ery few hours the sher­iff comes again, brings wa­ter and some strips of pizza around mid­night, then dis­ap­pears again to con­tinue the party at the vil­lage inn.

János and I sit on the cold floor, doz­ing in the semi-dark­ness, and some­times I mut­ter some­thing about Chateau d’If and Abbé Faria, un­til he tells me to stop spin­ning my mind, that ev­ery­thing will be sorted out sooner or later…

Even­tu­ally, the guard­house will be locked from the out­side, and we will be 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 Ital­ian for say­ing hello. It takes at least fif­teen min­utes for the po­lice­man to ar­rive. We ex­cit­edly ex­plain that the phone has al­ready rung sev­eral times.

He calls his sta­tion, but it wasn’t them. Fi­nally, fi­nally, the door­bell rings. It’s the Brigadier. The short, stout po­lice­man salutes, lis­tens, shrink­ing smaller and smaller. Yes, Brigadier, yes. - Yes, yes.

Af­ter be­ing placed on the ground, he slowly comes to our grid.

He plants him­self out in all his small breadth be­fore us, looks as se­ri­ous as the rob­ber chief­tain Hotzen­plotz, and bounces on his toes. Then he takes the keys in his hand and un­locks the gate, opens the gate wide, and points out­side: “You are free!”

We step un­cer­tainly out­side, I gaze at the bright morn­ing sun and think how beau­ti­ful Sar­dinia is. He comes out be­hind us and launches into a tirade: that the men had been caught dur­ing the night, that the brigadier had called Rome and had Padre Spir­ito roused from his bed by a pa­trol car be­cause no one had an­swered the phone, that they had also found the black mo­tor­cy­cle, the ri­fles, and all the loot, and that he now be­lieves us that we are Aus­trian tourists.

Then he in­vites us to sit at the ta­ble out­side the guard­room; there’s cof­fee and a roll. We chew and lis­ten to his dra­matic ac­count of how the real rob­bers were cap­tured—a wild shootout, by my soul!

János in­ter­rupts him at some point and says that we won’t have an­other 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 as well. Af­ter a quick check, I’m re­lieved to find that ev­ery­thing else is still at­tached. The po­lice­man (I’ve for­got­ten his name, but he in­tro­duced him­self over cof­fee) gets up and calls out a name across the street. Then he sits down with us again and says we’ll fig­ure it out.

A small, scruffy boy slowly walks down the street, greets us, and looks se­ri­ous. The po­lice­man chat­ters away rapidly in a lan­guage I don’t rec­og­nize. The boy ini­tially looks an­noyed, then nods and runs off. We con­tinue talk­ing; the po­lice­man says ev­ery­thing will be al­right and asks if we know Rapid. János shakes his head, I guess it’s a foot­ball team, our po­lice­man laughs and says, “Yes, but they got a real beat­ing,” and I nod, with­out know­ing what the id­iot is talk­ing about. Time passes, our ship is gone, the tick­ets too, the moped is wrecked, and he’s still talk­ing about foot­ball.

There’s a rustling be­hind him, and two lit­tle gnomes drag our back­pack over. I want to jump up, but the law tells me to sit down again. The gnomes bolt as fast as they can run. Then there’s an­other rustling, and a lad my age ap­pears be­hind the law­man, places two mir­rors on the ground, and dis­ap­pears again with­out look­ing at us. I beam, be­cause this is real magic. While I’m putting the mir­rors back up, János and the law­man go into the inn, re­turn­ing af­ter a while, beam­ing with joy. The day is saved. A barge will cross to Cor­sica around noon and take us along for free. Since we hardly have any money, the po­lice­man has of­fered to buy the “Cap­i­tano” a large drink, so that works out per­fectly.

Hours later, we heave the moped onto a small, sturdy-look­ing cargo ship, the ever-in­creas­ing swell caus­ing the ves­sel to pitch and roll, and I imag­ine the moped sink­ing into the waves a hun­dred times. Af­ter some ef­fort, ev­ery­thing is stowed away. The cap­tain gets his drink at the vil­lage inn, while János and I wait im­pa­tiently on the ship. The wind picks up, the waves grow larger, and János is al­ready quite pale. I tie the moped to the wildly pitch­ing ves­sel, which is now trav­el­ing at 27 knots, and fran­ti­cally won­der whether I’m just feel­ing hun­gry or if I’m get­ting sea­sick. From the inn comes the cap­tain’s cheer­ful, boom­ing laugh­ter, then we hear him shout “Un al­tro!” (One more!).


The cross­ing to Cor­sica

The cap­tain’s shrill whis­tle hurt my ears al­most more than the clat­ter of the rusty gears as he ma­neu­vered the boat back and forth to bring us out of the port of Santa Teresa di Gal­lura. “The Pipers of Tralee,” or per­haps just a Cor­si­can free­dom song—who could have said?

The brave lit­tle barge chugged along, its diesel en­gine chug­ging, through the strait be­tween Sar­dinia and Cor­sica, which is about 14 km wide – or less if you’re talk­ing nau­ti­cal miles. The cap­tain was in good spir­its; he’d bravely swal­lowed the fare and now seemed to be try­ing to com­pen­sate for the miss­ing loud­speak­ers with some rather mer­rily whis­tled sea shanties from the Sar­dinian moun­tains – af­ter all, we do care about our guests’ well-be­ing, don’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-pow­ered chauf­feur.

János looked ter­ri­ble, pale and wan around the nose, clutch­ing the wooden rail­ing with one hand, star­ing in­tently into the dis­tance, gag­ging. I lis­tened to my body, as­ton­ished that this could be the fa­bled sea­sick­ness, and pon­dered the mat­ter. What if it wasn’t sea­sick­ness af­ter all? What if I was sim­ply hun­gry? Af­ter all, my break­fast had fallen vic­tim to work­ing on the moped. János, my good János, had even made me a dou­ble-decker of white bread and Sar­dinian cheese be­fore we’d set off and tucked it into my jacket while I tin­kered with the moped. I thought about it for a long time, then de­cided it could only be hunger—I don’t get sea­sick, not me!

János’s ears twitched ner­vously as I reached into my jacket pocket and heard a rustling sound, but he bravely sup­pressed his cu­rios­ity and didn’t look over. Slowly and care­fully, I un­wrapped the bread; it was rock­ing so ter­ri­bly, and some­times a lit­tle sea­wa­ter splashed up, so I had to be care­ful not to make it salty! The pun­gent smell of the Sar­dinian cheese (which, un­like Cor­si­can cheese, was never used as an ex­plo­sive) as­saulted my nos­trils at first, only to then un­fold into a ca­cao-ol­fac­tory cloud of all the scents and smells of the high­lands. The cloud of aro­mas must have hit János like a blow from a club, be­cause he flinched and hunched his shoul­ders. While I opened my mouth wide, very wide, to sink my teeth into the juicy bi­plane, poor János also opened his mouth wide to of­fer a sac­ri­fice in a high arc to the sea god Nep­tune and the wind god Ras­mus.

Of course, I re­mained hun­gry, be­cause János’ ac­cus­ing, lamb-like glare abruptly halted my snack. The sand­wich rus­tled back into my jacket pocket and stayed there un­til we reached Cor­sica, at its south­ern­most town, Boni­fa­cio. Cor­sica, here we come!


Boni­fa­cio

Boni­fa­cio is a vil­lage perched atop sev­eral high chalk cliffs, its har­bor nes­tled in the cleft be­tween them. Noth­ing par­tic­u­larly re­mark­able so far—an ea­gle’s nest on rocks, very close to the sky, sim­ply beau­ti­ful. And main­land, above all. The mis­er­able rock­ing ceases, a rope is thrown to the pier and se­cured; one is glad to have land un­der one’s feet again, even if it is bar­ren and rocky. But the joy is short-lived when the sol­diers, ap­pear­ing as if from nowhere, be­gin ar­gu­ing with the cap­tain. Shrug­ging, he re­peat­edly points at us, bab­bling away while chew­ing a cig­a­rette, nod­ding his head, and spit­ting into the har­bor.

Case closed. A barge with two stow­aways; your pa­pers, please! Now it’s my turn to trans­late, with my three years of school French, and my first sur­prise is how slop­pily these le­gion­naires speak their own lan­guage, and above all, how fast! It sounded quite dif­fer­ent in school, Pro­fes­sor! - It cer­tainly wasn’t my trans­la­tion, but sud­denly we’re sit­ting on the back of a larger jeep, help­ful hands heave the moped up, then we head up the steep road to the bar­racks in the fortress. “We’re go­ing to see the cen­tu­rion,” says the de­cu­rio, “he has to de­cide, af­ter all, he’s the cen­tu­rion and I’m just the de­cu­rio!” Un­for­tu­nately, I think of yes­ter­day and try, grop­ing and stam­mer­ing, to find out if they’re look­ing for bank rob­bers again (I say: rob­bers of a bank, for lack of the proper term). Well, per­haps I shouldn’t have tried that. 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,” János mur­murs re­signedly, bury­ing his face re­signedly on his crossed fore­arms. I whis­per back, “…but there is one good thing about it; with this in­cline, one of us would def­i­nitely have had to get off and push!”

Pre­sum­ably, the Boni­fa­cio fortress is a beau­ti­ful tourist at­trac­tion. Pre­sum­ably. We drive into the fortress’s bar­racks court­yard, which looks like any bar­racks court­yard in the world. Oth­er­wise, we see noth­ing of Boni­fa­cio. Oh yes, per­haps we do: the large clock in the long, bare cor­ri­dor where we sit on a wooden bench and wait, wait, wait. The de­cu­rio, prob­a­bly pro­moted to cen­tu­rion dur­ing the long wait, of­ten walks past us, nod­ding sternly each time; the le­gionar­ies, per­haps by now also pro­moted to de­cu­rio, march through the cor­ri­dor once with­out even glanc­ing at us; then fi­nally, the cen­tu­rion ap­pears, who has prob­a­bly only been 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 all the way down the hall as he talks on the phone with his coun­ter­part in Santa Teresa di Gal­lura, whom we know very well. [Per­haps some­thing like this: “Hello, my dear ser­vant, you can call off the search, I’ve got your bank rob­bers!” - “No, we’ve got them!” - “Why? They’re sit­ting with me, a fat bald guy and a tall skinny one, we fished them off a barge…” - “No, we’ve got the right ones, the ones with you are two harm­less Aus­trian lu­natics on a moped…” - “Oh, come on, tell us…”]. Then he comes out into the hall, grins, hands us back our pass­ports, and says that our ad­ven­ture with the Sar­dini­ans is very funny, he has to tell his wife right away, and waves us on that we can go now.

The de­cu­rio from ear­lier greets us in the court­yard and says it’s prob­a­bly too late to con­tinue driv­ing; if we like, we can spend the night in the for­mer—now empty—sta­bles. Af­ter briefly glanc­ing into the yawn­ing, dark empti­ness with its in­escapable bars, we ex­change a quick look and po­litely de­cline. No, thank you, we’d rather sleep out­side! The sol­dier is sur­prised, shrugs, 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 court­yard in Cor­sica; that’s quite a record. We sit bun­dled up against the snow, lean­ing against the moped, doz­ing to­wards morn­ing. Sev­eral times dur­ing the night, shouts ring out, boots clat­ter: chang­ing of the guard!


‘over the sea
 
In case 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, counter-clock­wise, just like Juan Fan­gio once did. So, the next day we set off. Af­ter a quick cel­e­bra­tory lap through the steep streets of the moun­tain town, we headed north­west to­wards Pro­pri­ano, which lies half­way to the cap­i­tal, Ajac­cio. We wanted to see two things there: the na­ture re­serve near the Bruzzi Is­lands and the Calan­ques of Roc­cap­ina. You prob­a­bly know what is­lands are, but the Calan­ques need some ex­pla­na­tion: they are bizarre rock for­ma­tions, cliffs that rise ver­ti­cally above the sea. (Well, okay: some peo­ple also use the term Calanque to re­fer to those fjords that have carved their way deep into the main­land be­tween the ac­tual Calan­ques…). The most fa­mous calanque is the one on France’s south­ern coast, 13 km from Mar­seille, near the town of Cas­sis – there, Eu­rope’s high­est cliff edge, the Calanque du Cap Canaille, rises to over 500 me­ters above sea level (to­day it’s a par­adise for free climbers). Sec­ond place goes to the Calanque of Pi­ana in Cor­sica (we’ll be vis­it­ing there later); it’s not quite as im­pos­ing, but it still climbs and de­scends about 400 me­ters…

In the six­ties, free climb­ing didn’t ex­ist yet, or at least we weren’t fa­mil­iar with the sport. How­ever, János and I (usu­ally to­gether) had been ex­plor­ing the moun­tains of Vo­rarl­berg; many a real moun­taineer could only shake their head silently and/or de­spair­ingly when they saw us city kids, armed with Mom’s hemp rope (yes, the one for hang­ing up laun­dry!), scram­bling around in the moun­tains. Of course, we had no idea about real climb­ing; we were sim­ply hik­ers who oc­ca­sion­ally scram­bled over an easy rock face, es­pe­cially when our par­ents weren’t watch­ing. Our last climb­ing ad­ven­ture was as­cend­ing the Tschengla rock, lo­cated di­rectly be­low the Pfän­der ca­ble car in Bre­genz. That’s when Mom’s hemp rope, and her pa­tience, fi­nally ran out. [When­ever I later rode the ca­ble car up there, I shud­dered ev­ery time, be­cause now I’m a fa­ther my­self, and my stom­ach churns when I imag­ine my chil­dren up there…]

Okay, where were we? At the Calan­ques. Hardly any­one knows the third set, the ones by Roc­cap­ina. For self-re­spect­ing free climbers, they’re far too un­spec­tac­u­lar; they’re not 500 me­ters high, not 400, no, maybe not even 40 me­ters, and not even ver­ti­cally slop­ing. But for us am­a­teurs, they’re just right. And, as János naively pointed out, “…if you fall, just get away from the rock, push off! And make sure you fall into the wa­ter…”

[From a purely film-aca­demic point of view, the fol­low­ing di­a­logue would have to be in­serted here:]

“Have you ever tried that?” - “No.”

“Did you be­lieve back then that this could work?” - “Yes.”

“Do you be­lieve that this can work to­day?” - “No.”

We spent the whole day in the Bruzzi area and were a lit­tle dis­ap­pointed be­cause the fa­mous is­lands were just tiny islets – and there weren’t any ship­wrecks to be seen! But that’s pre­cisely what they were fa­mous for: the clever Cor­si­cans of cen­turies past used false light­houses to lure ships to the Bruzzi. – I won­der if they were among Bill Gates’ an­ces­tors? – Well, we weren’t dis­cour­aged, be­cause the na­ture re­serve is beau­ti­ful, and we also dis­cov­ered that the best swim­ming and div­ing spots are right next to the “No Swim­ming” signs. Those clever Cor­si­cans!

Din­ner: cold – we didn’t dare light a fire in the na­ture re­serve. Sleep­ing in the pine thicket: a dream! We saw stars, thou­sands upon mil­lions of mega­tons of stars! We com­peted to see if the mov­ing ob­ject was a satel­lite or a comet, only to re­al­ize with some dis­ap­point­ment that there must have been an air­port nearby. How­ever, it was also the first truly un­in­ter­rupted night’s sleep, com­pletely with­out prison bars. My brother, I love you, sleep well, you too!


The Calan­ques

In the morn­ing, we drive a few kilo­me­ters along a tiny, nar­row coastal path, through in­creas­ingly dense un­der­growth, to the Calan­ques. With a few quick ad­just­ments, we dis­able the moped, hide it un­der the bushes, and cover it with pine branches. Clad only in swim­ming trunks and car­ry­ing my fa­ther’s cam­era (a Mak­ina bel­lows cam­era), we head out onto the Calan­ques. Up close, 40 me­ters is quite a throat-squeez­ing height. Be­fore we climb, I pull a thorn out of János’s foot; we had clearly un­der­es­ti­mated the maquis (that’s what the low scrub is called here).

Af­ter just half an hour of climb­ing, I’m com­pletely fed up. But a glance at my brother, who’s stub­bornly con­tin­u­ing on, gives me re­newed strength: no, if he can do it, then so can I! Ev­ery now and then I stop, guide him a lit­tle fur­ther for­ward or back­ward, and take a photo. What sounds so easy here was ac­tu­ally a hair-rais­ingly cum­ber­some af­fair. A bel­lows de­vice like that isn’t just heavy, it also needs two hands to un­fold and op­er­ate (with the third hand, you’d be hold­ing onto the rock, if you had one). And the film is ex­pen­sive. So no half-hearted snap­shots; you have to care­fully con­sider ev­ery shot, the fram­ing has to be just right, János has to be in good spir­its, with the sea and the steep cliffs drop­ping away, so I have to lean fur­ther for­ward—no, back­ward—and—a cry from János, and I catch my­self just in time. Phew, that was close!

János also takes a few pic­tures of me, and dur­ing the han­dover, the cam­era is re­peat­edly in mor­tal dan­ger. Un­til the clever lit­tle younger brother (that’s me) comes up with the idea of swap­ping the per­son in­stead of awk­wardly hand­ing over the cam­era.

So the de­vice is wedged into a crevice in the rock, then A climbs on and B reaches the de­vice. This works quite well, be­cause climb­ing is eas­ier with­out the de­vice. We scram­bled around there all day, found a deep spot in the small fjord that juts into the Calan­ques, and jumped into the wa­ter from a height of 3-4 me­ters – pure swim­ming fun!

For the next two days, we lazed around the Pro­pri­ano area, swim­ming at the rocky beaches of the Gulf of Val­inco or scram­bling through waist-high un­der­growth to reach some di­lap­i­dated wind­mill ruin or farm. The lat­ter proved to be a re­li­able source of food; our money was worth more to the farm­ers than in the city.

We grad­u­ally made our way to­wards Cap de Moro, a bar­ren and rocky area that of­fers, above all, a mag­nif­i­cent view of the Bay of Ajac­cio. There we sat, watch­ing the boats and ad­mir­ing the sea: it was truly much larger than Lake Con­stance, and far more breath­tak­ing.

János still had some ace up his sleeve; he’d vaguely hinted in Rome that there would be some­thing spe­cial in Ajac­cio, but he hadn’t re­vealed any­thing to me. We looked out over the gulf, and far in the dis­tance, west of the city, we could see the Îles San­guinaires, the “Bloody Is­lands.” János kept glanc­ing there, ask­ing if I couldn’t see the light­house on the mid­dle is­land; and with dreamy eyes, he mur­mured: “It must be won­der­ful there, I want to go there!”


Ajac­cio

At first, I didn’t take it lit­er­ally. We rode into Ajac­cio, and I was al­ready look­ing around on the out­skirts of town to see if there were any af­ford­able places to stay. But János tapped me on the shoul­der and shouted in my ear that I should con­tinue along the coastal road by the sea, yes, into the cen­ter, along the prom­e­nade.

In the mid­dle of the prom­e­nade, he com­manded, “Halt!” János walked to­wards a palace, grinned at my be­wil­dered face, and rang the bell. The door­man opened the door and let us in. While we took care of the moped and un­loaded 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 okay; at least we could sleep in proper beds and have a real break­fast. We planned to stay one or two nights, ex­plore the city, and then con­tinue our jour­ney.

And so it was. Or al­most. On the very first evening, János di­rected me about 10 km west from the city to a head­land called Pointe de Parata. There, at the foot of an old Moor­ish (ac­tu­ally: Ge­noese) light­house, we sat, sip­ping wa­ter thought­fully from a can­teen (an ear­lier form of sun­downer) and gaz­ing across at the Îles San­guinaires, their sil­hou­ettes against the sun­set. I didn’t need to be a clair­voy­ant to guess my brother’s thoughts. From Pointe de Parata, it was a good 2 km to the largest is­land, with smaller rocks (is­lands would be an ex­ag­ger­a­tion) strung out in the wa­ter like pearls on a neck­lace. And I thought I saw a small white dog run­ning around un­der the light­house on the main is­land, back­lit by the sun. The light-col­ored build­ing in front of it must be a restau­rant, right? (By now, it should have been clear that we had to plan the en­tire trip with­out Du­mont or Marco Polo, oth­er­wise things would prob­a­bly have turned out quite dif­fer­ently…)

We didn’t say much; on our pre­vi­ous ex­pe­di­tions, we’d never had to de­bate the how and what for long. Yes, swim over to the small rock, rest on it. Pocket a few coins to maybe buy a drink at the restau­rant on the main is­land. Swim back af­ter a stroll. We ex­changed a thought­ful glance, then nod­ded in uni­son: so be it!

The next morn­ing – at the crack of dawn – we drove back to Pointe de Parata. A beau­ti­ful, bright, and clear morn­ing. When we ar­rived at the Moor­ish tower, we had a brief mo­ment of shock: the place, de­serted and empty the pre­vi­ous evening, was now teem­ing with peo­ple. A film crew was work­ing on the tower it­self, shoot­ing a love scene (a pi­rate kisses a scant­ily clad woman be­fore swing­ing up the tower with a knife be­tween his teeth, and re­peats this a dozen times in a row!). I pulled out my cam­era and pho­tographed the his­tor­i­cally sig­nif­i­cant tower (some­how the pi­rate’s im­pos­si­bly long legs also ended up in the pic­ture, strange, very strange!). The cam­era­man took my cam­era and was quite as­ton­ished: built in 1939! We are un­de­cided for a while (János is think­ing about where to hide the moped, and I am won­der­ing what the pi­rate might look like with­out makeup), then János spots a group of bushes where we can hide the moped and change our clothes.


The Îles San­guinaires

With only a few coins (from the restau­rant!) and a small pock­etknife (from the white dog!) tucked into our swim­ming trunks, we set off. The sea is like glass, there’s not a breath of wind, so we make good progress. It takes a while be­fore we reach the first small rock and take a break. Then on to the next, and so on, un­til we (al­most) reach the main is­land. By now, a strong wind has picked up, cre­at­ing some waves. Swim­ming “against” the cur­rent is be­com­ing ar­du­ous, so we have to take breaks in the wa­ter; while one of us rests, the other treads wa­ter and holds the first; then we switch. The closer we get to the main is­land, the more a sus­pi­cion grows in my mind: the light­house isn’t one at all, but one of those Moor­ish round tow­ers, and the restau­rant is di­lap­i­dated, win­dow­less, burned out, and be­yond re­pair.

I’m not say­ing any­thing yet; we’re still fully oc­cu­pied with swim­ming and rest­ing. The wind picks up even more around mid­day, and we barely man­age to reach the east­ern shore of the main is­land. János care­fully climbs ashore 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-edged as coral, and our soles are bleed­ing from tiny cuts. We dis­cuss the lack of a light­house, a restau­rant, and drinks; we de­cide to swim along the lee­ward north­ern side of the coast to the light­house. No one can walk bare­foot on the is­land; they would com­pletely ruin their soles.

So we swim along the is­land, just a few me­ters away, the mid­day sun beat­ing down mer­ci­lessly. As we ap­proach the tower, it turns out to be a ruin (it’s called Tour Genoise, by the way, the Ge­noese tower). No white dog, no restau­rant, and climb­ing it on this steep coast is out of the ques­tion. We rest in the wa­ter and swim back a lit­tle way. We rest 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 re­turn trip is eas­ier, as the wind is blow­ing from the south­west and we’re swim­ming with the waves. But my knee (the one that got pinched) is start­ing to hurt and swell. I’m tak­ing more fre­quent breaks now; János is wor­ried about whether I can man­age swim­ming with only one leg, but I prove him wrong that I can grit my teeth: we reach Pointe de Parata again at sun­set. Ex­hausted and pant­ing, we sit on the beach, take our first sip of wa­ter since morn­ing, and watch the sun­set. As we dig the moped out again and get dressed, he com­plains of pain in his shoul­ders. I look at him and dis­cover fin­ger-thick, wa­tery, swollen blis­ters from the burns.

Half an hour later, we rang the door­bell at the brother’s house and lay down. An hour later, I ran down­stairs in de­spair and tried to ex­plain to the priest on duty that János had blis­ters on his shoul­ders, a ter­ri­ble headache, and a fever to boot. Af­ter ages, the doc­tor (that’s re­ally what he was called) was sum­moned. He treated János with burn oint­ment and a sy­ringe, shak­ing his head at us fools who had spent a whole day un­pro­tected in the wa­ter in the blaz­ing sun. I had red­ness but no pain, and yet he still smeared the oint­ment on me. I cow­ardly avoided the sy­ringe. [Years later, at a high school re­union, one of János’s class­mates—I think it was the well-known Vo­rarl­berg ski racer Udo Albl—told me 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!]

Fa­ther Medi­cus comes sev­eral times to check on János. By morn­ing we’re feel­ing some­what bet­ter; the priest gives us a long and only par­tially com­pre­hen­si­ble lec­ture (or has the fool ever tried swim­ming in the sea wear­ing a wide-brimmed hat?!). The ugly, weepy blis­ters are care­fully lanced and ban­daged. János has to stay in bed for three days. We’re crest­fallen, as our travel plans are com­pletely de­railed. And, would we even be al­lowed to stay that long? János had only ne­go­ti­ated with His Ex­cel­lency the Arch­bishop from Rome for one or two nights; there was no men­tion of four or five days! Fa­ther Medi­cus looks stern and re­mains firm; he’ll take re­spon­si­bil­ity for it.

I’m now try­ing my hand at be­ing a nurse, as best I can. Fetch­ing wa­ter. Bring­ing food. Emp­ty­ing the cham­ber pot. Fluff­ing the pil­lows. Feed­ing him semolina por­ridge by the spoon­ful. I bravely sit hour af­ter hour be­side János’s bed, twid­dling my thumbs. We dis­cuss at length his fu­ture as a priest, and later my ca­reer as­pi­ra­tion of be­com­ing an as­tro­naut. I’d need a lot of math for that, yes. And the bi­nary sys­tem, cal­cu­lat­ing with ze­ros and ones, vi­tal for sur­vival in space. So János teaches me how to add and sub­tract with my fin­gers (they’re called dig­its). When it comes to mul­ti­pli­ca­tion, which he, as a ge­nius, has mas­tered just as well as bi­nary di­vi­sion, I com­pletely give up. Out­side, the birds are chirp­ing, the chil­dren are laugh­ing brightly, and down be­low, on the prom­e­nade, beau­ties in miniskirts are strolling. And there I am, hunched over in a spar­tan, dimly lit hos­pi­tal room, lis­ten­ing to some­one ex­plain how to re­mem­ber the carry by bend­ing your lit­tle fin­ger.

“Now go, go!” says János. I make him coax me for a while—no, I can’t do that, you just can’t do that—but then I give in and dis­ap­pear, ex­plor­ing the old town, the beach prom­e­nade, and the beau­ties strolling there in the sun­shine. Oh, how long ago it was since the Sig­nora brought me that dread­ful beer to my room! Sigh­ing, I re­turn to my brother. Celibacy isn’t for me, re­ally!

On the third day, Fa­ther Medi­cus care­fully ban­daged the burns, re­marked that it was far too early to leave, and added sadly that he knew we were un­stop­pable. We thanked him, said good­bye to each priest in­di­vid­u­ally with long hand­shakes and solemn farewells, then sad­dled up the moped and set off. But we only made it to the end of the prom­e­nade, where chil­dren, tourists, and ethe­real beau­ties were frol­ick­ing on the sandy beach. We de­cided to en­joy a long swim be­fore con­tin­u­ing our jour­ney.


Bathing fun (II)

The very idea of go­ing into the wa­ter with my blis­ters was pure folly. But then again, I could have just stayed in Bre­genz in front of the TV, couldn’t I? So, off with the clothes, and into the wa­ter I went! I could feel the gazes of the fairy-like fig­ures, my chest puffed out, and my trousers bulged (sorry, but that’s how it was!). And, like the pea­cock I was, I strut­ted a few me­ters across the sand and ex­pertly dove head­first into the waves. Flat, as is proper for shal­low wa­ter, half belly flop, half dive. And then, with my arms un­der­wa­ter, I im­me­di­ately pushed my­self back up. I sur­faced and im­me­di­ately checked to see if the beau­ties had been watch­ing!

Yes, of course they did, and ap­pre­cia­tive glances flick­ered out from un­der wide-brimmed sun hats; I looked over at them grate­fully. I saw János stand on a small boul­der, then climb onto a higher one and try to dive head­first into the wa­ter. I shouted and yelled: “No! János! Don’t jump! Not like that!” but it was too late. He flew in a wide arc like an ea­gle over the wa­ter, dug deep into the sand of the shal­low wa­ter, and stood up, be­wil­dered, in the knee-deep wa­ter: his fore­head was scraped, and bright blood was run­ning down his face. I ran to him and ex­am­ined him in a flurry of ac­tiv­ity: thank­fully, noth­ing se­ri­ous. But he was bleed­ing quite a bit! Again and again, dazed and com­pletely be­wil­dered, he asked why he could do it and not me?! I ex­plained to him that I had prac­ticed div­ing into shal­low wa­ter be­fore and that my dive had only been an act. Be­cause of the girls, I add sheep­ishly.

My hand­ker­chief is now soaked with blood; I fran­ti­cally try to think of what I can do. My gaze falls on the arch­bishop’s palace. János fol­lows my gaze and shakes his head, no, we can’t do that!

Ab­so­lutely! I’m now his mother and fa­ther; I en­er­get­i­cally grab the re­sist­ing boy and lead him across the street, im­pa­tiently ring­ing the door­man’s bell. The ques­tion chokes in his throat when he sees János cov­ered in blood. He im­me­di­ately calls Fa­ther Medi­cus.

Priests are only hu­man, I’m learn­ing that quickly. Even the dazed János pales at the Cor­si­can curses the priest is now un­leash­ing. Se­ri­ously, these brain-dead tourists! They can’t even go an hour with­out ban­dages and painkillers! Well, at least János only suf­fered a su­per­fi­cial scalp cut and didn’t frac­ture or even get a con­cus­sion. While the priest ap­plies a proper ban­dage and then a tur­ban to my brother, I swear to my­self that we would im­me­di­ately drive an­other 20 or 30 kilo­me­ters so that—even in the worst-case sce­nario—we wouldn’t find our­selves in the hu­mil­i­at­ing sit­u­a­tion of hav­ing to ring his door­bell a third time.

The kind-hearted Samar­i­tan sur­veyed his work once more, nod­ded with sat­is­fac­tion, and de­creed that we must spend an­other night here; only af­ter he had ex­am­ined János again in the morn­ing could he be cer­tain that he didn’t have a con­cus­sion. So we re­turned to our room, I fetched the moped and lug­gage from the beach, and had to tell the sym­pa­thetic ladies there how poor János was do­ing. They asked and asked, and I ur­gently needed to get back to the palace, so I promised to be right back. This, of course, meant that I hastily stowed away the lug­gage, moped, and the dazed János, and then re­joined the elves on the beach. - I owe it en­tirely to the long-prac­ticed art of stealth among the Bre­genz In­di­ans that I was able to pass by the door­man un­seen and cat­like at night (the­o­ret­i­cally, be­cause all the sneak­ing and sweaty heart-pound­ing was for noth­ing: the gate was open, the door­man’s lodge empty, and he was bliss­fully snor­ing in front of the crack­ling tele­vi­sion…).


‘Above the Sea II

This hap­pened on the very first day of the sec­ond half of our trip, and we were still in Ajac­cio. At that point, we should al­ready be in the high­lands; the orig­i­nally planned route led via Viz­za­vona to the old cap­i­tal, Corte, and then west­ward past the foot of the 2708m high Monte Cinto to Porto and Pi­ana, back to the sea, to the Calan­ques of Pi­ana, and back onto the Mille Vi­rages route. Dur­ing our (def­i­nitely) last break­fast in the arch­bishop’s kitchen, we de­bated back and forth, find­ing it hard to ac­cept a change of route, as it would mean ad­mit­ting par­tial fail­ure. On the other hand, we had un­ex­pect­edly spent four days in Ajac­cio with­out see­ing much of the city and should have al­ready left the Calan­ques be­hind us by now. How­ever, we would save a bit of money on petrol, which seemed ad­vis­able given this thirsty Genoa-built car­bu­re­tor. So we de­cided to “only” drive along the coast and forgo the trip to Corte, but not the Calan­ques near Pi­ana.

With­out look­ing left or right, we hur­riedly left Ajac­cio head­ing north, stop­ping only at the Gulf of Sagone for a long swim. János still seemed quite frail, and be­sides, a few dis­agree­ments needed to be set­tled am­i­ca­bly. Couldn’t I have thought of bring­ing sun­screen? Spend­ing a whole day in the wa­ter was bound to lead to sun­burn, so why hadn’t any­one con­sid­ered that? Did my jump re­ally have to be so spec­tac­u­lar and showy? And—worst of all—what was go­ing on be­tween those old women and me? There was that young friend in Bre­genz, wasn’t there?!

I coun­tered that I didn’t get sun­burned be­cause I wasn’t weighed down by ex­cess fat (an un­fair ref­er­ence to my then-ath­letic 60 and his al­ready con­sid­er­able 90 kg, ap­prox­i­mately). And which of us is bald, who scalps them­selves in the sand, who has to com­pul­sively copy ev­ery­thing the lit­tle guy does? And you don’t un­der­stand about the ladies, my brother, there’s noth­ing to con­fess, and that’s that! - Only vague rem­nants of this con­ver­sa­tion re­main in my mem­ory; for­get­ting will have its ad­van­tages.

All day we swam in the area north of Cargese, lazed in the sun, and pol­ished off sev­eral cans of tuna that had trav­eled from the At­lantic to Bre­genz and from there by moped to Cor­sica in the Mediter­ranean, fi­nally reach­ing their des­ti­na­tion here. Grad­u­ally, I brought up more se­ri­ous mat­ters; our cal­cu­la­tions re­gard­ing petrol prices and fi­nances were com­pletely wrong, and our funds were dwin­dling alarm­ingly de­spite our most fru­gal spend­ing. It must have looked rather odd, two lads camp­ing out in the mid­dle of nowhere, with noth­ing bet­ter to do than metic­u­lously re-ex­am­ine the travel ac­counts. Then János sighed and said, “That’s right, we’re run­ning into trou­ble.” He’d call a fel­low stu­dent who lives in Calvi first thing to­mor­row morn­ing to see if we could visit him; he might be able to help us out of our predica­ment.

The next morn­ing we drive high up into the heart of the Calan­ques, spend the whole day climb­ing around and gaz­ing down at the blue sea. We don’t dare to reck­lessly chal­lenge these enor­mous cliffs and stick care­fully to the nar­row goat paths. Some­times we crawl out onto one of the ledges and stick our heads over the abyss. Some­times János throws a stone down; we count the sec­onds and try to cal­cu­late how far it must have fallen. In this beau­ti­ful, peace­ful land­scape, our dis­agree­ments sud­denly seem very far away, as do our wor­ries about the travel bud­get.

We spent the night in Porto Bay, sleep­ing won­der­fully in a di­lap­i­dated lit­tle stone hut and gaz­ing up at the stars through the miss­ing roof. In the evening, János had called his friend Pierre in Calvi to let them know we were com­ing; we re­ceived a most warm wel­come!

The next day we drive north again, chat­ting with a shep­herd dur­ing siesta in three lan­guages (French, Ital­ian, and Cor­si­can, which only he speaks) and learn­ing a lot about his life as a shep­herd. We share canned tuna, salami, and Cor­si­can cheese so sharp it knocks your socks off. I’m fas­ci­nated by the enor­mous Cor­si­can fold­ing dag­ger the old man uses to cut white bread and cheese. From that mo­ment on, I know I wouldn’t re­turn home with­out one.

To be hon­est, the time and the route be­tween Pi­ana, Ile Rousse and St. Flo­rent have largely been for­got­ten; al­though I’m itch­ing to throw in a proper tall tale here, or at least try to, I’ll ex­cep­tion­ally stay on the straight and nar­row and only re­port what is still there in mem­ory - at least a lit­tle bit.


The snake

Some­where along this stretch, as we skill­fully nav­i­gate the wild curves of the poorly main­tained, nar­row coastal road, I jerk the han­dle­bars: a long, thin snake crosses our path. I strug­gle to keep the over­loaded moped on the road de­spite the high speed. János shouts in my ear: “Did you see it?!” and I growl back over my shoul­der, ask­ing if he re­ally thinks I was zigzag­ging for no rea­son at all, huh?!

Later – I think a few days later – we had our (only) break­down in Cor­sica: I felt the rear wheel start to wob­ble, slowed down, and stopped. The rear tire was flat. No prob­lem, since I had brought plenty of tools as a pre­cau­tion, so we got to work to­gether, like a well-oiled ma­chine. Af­ter un­load­ing the lug­gage and putting the bike on its cen­ter stand, I started to un­screw the axle and im­me­di­ately stopped: there was some­thing wrapped around the wheel hub and the chain guard. It was prob­a­bly just an old rag, I thought, and pulled it out.

János picks it up, and then we both get a shock: it’s the re­mains of the snake that didn’t make it and wrapped it­self around the rear wheel and chain guard. I’m quite pale and skip my snack that day.


Calvi

We won’t see much of Calvi, be­cause right at the edge of town, János di­rects me left into the moun­tains, where, af­ter some search­ing and wan­der­ing, we find the small vil­lage where Pierre lives. I only re­mem­ber that Pierre, whom I as­sumed was a fel­low stu­dent, turned out to be one of the uni­ver­sity pro­fes­sors from Rome, was al­ready a few years older than us, and was va­ca­tion­ing here at his par­ents’ house. He wanted to go with János in the dusty Re­nault to the next largest vil­lage, or rather, sub­urb of Calvi, to visit some­one; I have the honor of tak­ing his niece (I think) along in the back seat and fol­low­ing the two grown men as best I can.

Be­fore any false im­pres­sions arise, I’d bet­ter men­tion right away that I was al­ready fa­mil­iar with the sto­ries of shot­gun-wield­ing Cor­si­can fa­thers back then, that my niece Renée didn’t 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 on Pierre un­til he gave in and, shak­ing his head, trans­lated his ir­rev­o­ca­ble de­ci­sion into a re­quest. Se­cretly, I was proud to have some­thing spe­cial with the moped and agreed im­me­di­ately.

While Pierre, János, and Renée dis­ap­peared into the rec­tory, I po­litely de­clined their of­fer and said I would wan­der around and have a look at the place—parish talk wasn’t for me to­day. I wan­dered around a bit, re­turned to the main square, and dis­cov­ered a stone bench en­cir­cling the church, where sev­eral old men sat, calmly gaz­ing at the heat of the square. (Later, when I was read­ing the Cor­sica As­terix vol­ume with my son, I was sur­prised to see the same old men there again.)

I sat down at a re­spect­ful dis­tance, but some­one ap­proached me and ges­tured for me to come closer. In a trilin­gual mix of the two lan­guages I knew, we chat­ted about where I was from and where I was go­ing. What kind of moped was that? “No, you don’t say, all the way from Aus­tria to here, and so fast—they saw me speed­ing up!” “Giuseppe, right? He’s got one of those too, but it only goes in first gear. You could over­take it on foot, at least you could, with your young feet!”

And what a pretty young wife I have! “She’s very young,” one of them grum­bles. “No, she’s not my wife, I’m still a stu­dent.” “Oh, it must be dif­fi­cult, sit­ting in school as a mar­ried man, sur­rounded by all those chil­dren. No, I’m not mar­ried, she’s not my wife!” “Well, my boy, that’s the same for all of us; first we can’t do enough crazy things just to get them, and then once we’ve had them long enough, we can’t get rid of them, can we, Gio­vanni? You don’t want your old lady any­more ei­ther?” A roar of laugh­ter en­sues. I protest, but it’s com­pletely use­less. My school French and equally good Ital­ian ap­par­ently don’t pen­e­trate their pre­sum­ably bat­tery-free hear­ing aids. If they even know what those are. Bat­ter­ies, I mean.

In the po­lit­i­cal part that fol­lowed, I kept my mouth shut as best I could. I nod­ded when they com­plained that the French had al­ways op­pressed the Cor­si­cans. I nod­ded again when they said that “un­der the pre­fect” such things hadn’t hap­pened (who­ever the pre­fect might be). That the French had been rag­ing ter­ri­bly ever since the pre­fect was gone (aha, dead, pre­sum­ably). But the young­sters would bomb the French out of Cor­sica, yes in­deed, and that was cer­tainly in the pre­fect’s in­ter­est, since he him­self had been a sav­age back then, hadn’t he? (I nod­ded vaguely, doubt­ing the right to be wrong). And then they asked me, in­dig­nantly, whether I thought it was right that the French had ex­iled the pre­fect and let him 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 co­op­er­a­tive? Some­what re­signedly, I ex­plain that we don’t have a sin­gle sheep and that Fa­ther doesn’t pro­duce cheese, but tin­kers with elec­tron­ics in the base­ment work­shop (as a hobby; or, how else am I sup­posed to trans­late “ex­port mer­chant” for Cor­si­can hear­ing aids?). The old folks nod thought­fully and shake their heads. Yes, yes, so-and-so tried it too, but the ma­chine-made cheese is no good; so-and-so would have to take it all the way to Mar­seille, no­body here would buy it. I nod and grin, say­ing that Cor­si­can cheese re­ally is some­thing spe­cial. They thaw out; one of them fum­bles in his pocket 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 ir­re­vo­ca­bly and mer­ci­lessly, the fa­mous ex­plo­sive! Some­one hands me a bot­tle as I gasp for air. The sharp, bit­ter cider has never been more wel­come than now. My fa­ther should re­con­sider the ma­chin­ery in his cheese shop and maybe go back to mak­ing the cheese by hand; that’s what we all do here. I nod silently, not dar­ing to breathe. Be­cause of the ex­plo­sives.

The con­ver­sa­tion then con­tin­ued with­out my par­tic­i­pa­tion; the stranger was in­formed that the pre­fect had been the Great Cor­si­can, born in Ajac­cio (Au­gust 15, 1769), and that he had ruled half the world. But the French! No, they can’t even make proper cheese, wouldn’t you like an­other piece? And so on and so forth. I breathed a gen­uine sigh of re­lief when Pierre, János, and the niece fi­nally came out again and I could say good­bye to the old folks.

Be­fore we set off, Renée was quite cheeky, chat­ter­ing and ges­tur­ing in sign lan­guage that she was ex­pect­ing at least a rocket ride: vroom, give it some gas! OK, I nod­ded in­ter­na­tion­ally. - Af­ter our ar­rival, she jumped out of the sad­dle and ran to­wards Pierre’s car, which was just ar­riv­ing, ges­tur­ing wildly and let­ting out a tor­rent of words: how great it had been and how we had rid­den like ma­ni­acs; her arms and hands elo­quently de­scribed the ride on the rocket, the scat­ter­ing goats, and the goatherd who saved him­self by bravely leap­ing into the ditch. I grinned at János, who un­der­stood a bit more of her ram­bling and didn’t seem to ap­prove of my ride. Fa­ther Pierre gave me a friendly pat and said: “Tu es con, tu sais?” which I would trans­late, with a touch of self-dep­re­ca­tion, as: “You rode like a ma­niac, you know?”

Pierre’s sis­ter gen­er­ously packs us bread, cheese, and a hard salami—the pro­vi­sions will last us for a few days. We con­tinue our jour­ney with­out ask­ing Pierre for money, vis­it­ing Calvi’s old town and the fa­mous cas­tle. We drive around the area near the vil­lage of Île Rousse for a bit, tak­ing in the sights. I re­cal­cu­late ev­ery­thing, mak­ing sure the re­turn fare (in Ital­ian lire) re­mains un­touched, rum­mage around for the last few pen­nies, and to­gether with János, I buy a beau­ti­ful Cor­si­can fold­ing knife for my­self—the small­est and cheap­est they had, but a Cor­si­can one none­the­less. Prob­a­bly not the smartest de­ci­sion, but very emo­tional. Very István.


Fair in St. Flo­rent

We ar­rived in St. Flo­rent on our penul­ti­mate evening, a small and very Cor­si­can-look­ing town in the bay of the same name. There was a fun­fair on the beach. We ate our last of the pro­vi­sions and wan­dered around the fair; a minia­ture Prater amuse­ment park in the heart of Cor­sica. Our eyes sparkled; we felt like chil­dren again. The last at­trac­tion on the north beach was a tent with mu­sic and an open-air dance floor. Many young peo­ple our age were on the dance floor. We sat on the side­lines and watched them; my neigh­bor and I kept smil­ing at each other.

János glances at the dance floor, I scoote over a bit and make con­tact. Cor­si­can? No, from France, Nicole. Ah, my brother and I are from Aus­tria. By moped. The white one, over there. Nicole is im­pressed. She’s friendly, speaks slowly and in sim­ple words. My French doesn’t sound so stilted any­more, I dare to speak more flu­ently. I tell her what, where, how, and why. She’s on her grad­u­a­tion trip, from the Lyon area. She’s go­ing to study medicine, liv­ing in a stu­dent apart­ment with a friend. The whole class passed, and now they’re stay­ing for a few more days. Those peo­ple on the dance floor, those are her class­mates. I’m com­pletely clue­less and just say: aha!

“They have lovely mu­sic,” Nicole says, glanc­ing back at the dance floor. “Yes,” I say, nod­ding sev­eral times, “the mu­sic is good, but it’s from a tape.” “You can still dance to it,” Nicole says, and I’m still stuck. Slowly, like a bead of sweat, a thought creeps into my mind, and I brush it aside. Then Nicole asks if I don’t want to dance. I ex­plain 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 benev­o­lent god takes pity on me and puts on one slow, lan­guid dance af­ter an­other. János sits rather for­lornly in the sand, gaz­ing up at the stars when he’s not watch­ing us dance. Nicole doesn’t seem to be hav­ing much luck, hav­ing to charm a real dancer like me. I give it my all, but all our at­tempts end the same way: in a tightly en­twined, lan­guid dance.

That has its ad­van­tages, too. We can whis­per in each other’s ear, I can hear my heart pound­ing in my chest, feel Nicole with all my senses, and re­al­ize it’s been ages since I last drank Sig­nora’s beer. I per­ceive us as a sin­gle body, di­vided in two by both­er­some fab­ric; sweaty bod­ies, ten­ta­tively and cu­ri­ously ex­plor­ing each other as they rock and sway. I hear Nicole gig­gling and whis­per­ing, won­der­ing if all those aw­ful Aus­tri­ans are as dar­ing as I am.

Ap­par­ently, one can also dance on a long wire, not just sit; at least, I re­ply that I con­sider my­self rather shy. Nicole laughs and says she’s 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 my dance part­ner looks at me grumpily, as if I’d said some­thing ter­ri­ble. Nicole is silent, then she whis­pers, ask­ing if I don’t un­der­stand, a puce, a pu­celle (a lit­tle flea, then, a lit­tle flea).

Here and now, I de­mand a com­plete re­think of French lessons in our schools; we learn what a metro is, a bourdaloup, or a top­gal­lant stay­sail, yes, but not what the French un­der­stand by “pu­celle”: Nicole dis­creetly dances me out of the throng to the less lit edge of the dance floor and hugs me tightly, then whis­pers in my ear that a “puce” is when you’ve never had sex with a man. Jeanne d’Arc, the Pu­celle d’Or­léans, the Maid of Or­leans. Do you un­der­stand? I nod silently, and we sway, closely en­twined, to the beat of “Yes­ter­day, all my trou­bles seem so far away,” my mind rac­ing with thoughts: why is she telling me this, and what does it all mean…?

We dance in si­lence, I’m heart­bro­ken be­cause I’ve just fallen in love and to­mor­row it will all be over. I tell Nicole that our trip is over and we’ll be leav­ing to­mor­row morn­ing, for Bas­tia, to catch the ferry to Italy. Nicole asks if we’re re­ally leav­ing al­ready, I nod, and then we both cry. John Lennon fin­ishes at some point, Paul Mc­Cart­ney con­tin­ues: “She was just sev­en­teen, and you know what I mean,” and we jump around like crazy, like ev­ery­one around us. Nicole stops and says she can’t dance any­more. Not now, 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 sun­beams, sit be­neath a bil­lion stars, lis­ten to the gen­tle lap­ping of the waves, and whis­per softly, whis­per, and cry. István from Bre­genz kisses Nicole from Lyon, gen­tly pulls her into the sand, and em­braces her. János from Rome slowly ap­proaches, coughs softly, and says to István from Bre­genz: “Come on, we have to go!” and to Nicole from Lyon: “Il faut nous par­tir (we have to leave)!”

Blinded by tears, I ex­cep­tion­ally let János drive. We drive a few kilo­me­ters to­wards Punta Mignola, where we had al­ready scouted out a good spot to camp near a cas­tle ruin dur­ing the day. We don’t talk much. János starts by say­ing he’s sorry, but I growl at him to fi­nally leave me alone. We both know he’s right, but my heart is al­most burst­ing with grief and lovesick­ness.


The Col de Teghime

The next morn­ing, the sun doesn’t wake us un­til it’s al­ready quite high in the sky; we’ve both slept soundly and with­out dreams. Silently, János pre­pares some bread, silently I se­cure the steel spring that keeps slip­ping off the ex­haust pipe and needs to be tight­ened sev­eral times a day. Then we sit fac­ing each other, and I suf­fer un­der János’s sad gaze. Oh well, I play­fully punch him on the arm with a grin: “Must be tough for you, trav­el­ing with an ass­hole like me!” János smiles ten­ta­tively at first, then we both laugh. Years later, we still wink at each other when­ever some­one men­tions a sand flea in Cor­sica.

We ate our last pro­vi­sions for break­fast and drove past St. Flo­rent to the moun­tain pass road that climbs over the Col de Teghime to al­most 1300m and from there de­scends back to sea level in the port city of Bas­tia, where the ferry to Italy awaited us. We’ve al­ready ruled out 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 pull over. We check our lug­gage, travel funds, and gas tank again: ev­ery­thing seems pretty mea­ger. Our pro­vi­sions are gone, our travel funds are empty ex­cept for our “Ital­ian re­serve,” and the tank, well, the tank! I shake my head and say that we might have enough fuel to get up the hill, but go­ing down­hill we’ll have to drive elec­tri­cally (that is, with­out the en­gine) to make it to the port. János says we can’t linger too long to­day, be­cause we can’t buy pro­vi­sions again un­til we get to Italy. That would mean 24 hours “with­out.”

A tourist stand­ing next to us ap­proached us. He was also from Aus­tria, he said, and that old black Mer­cedes with Vi­enna li­cense plates was his. He asked where we were from, and so on. Good heav­ens, by moped, from Bre­genz to here! That was a huge dis­tance! He had come by ferry from Mar­seille; the cross­ing was in­cred­i­bly ex­pen­sive, but he had saved up for a long time for this trip and could fi­nally af­ford it; but by moped, no way! It quickly be­came clear that he was a friendly and easy­go­ing man who meant no harm, quite the op­po­site: af­ter ques­tion­ing us at length, he said he had over­heard us dis­cussing things, and he wanted to give us (so many) francs to en­sure we got home safely. He cal­cu­lated aloud that this should roughly cover two tank­fuls of fuel plus a de­cent snack.

At first we thought it was a joke when he ca­su­ally blurted it out, but then 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, come on, you’ll surely meet some­one who needs it some­day, just like you do to­day, so just give them some­thing!” Then he got into his car, said, “God bless you and drive care­fully!” and sped off.

We re­mem­bered this man for years af­ter­ward; that was true neigh­borly love in ac­tion! But for the mo­ment, we drove the short dis­tance back to the gas sta­tion, filled up the tank, and bought gro­ceries for two days. Then we drove up the moun­tain, at that time (af­ter the Kop­pen Pass near Hall­statt) the sec­ond steep­est moun­tain pass in Eu­rope. At the top, on the pass where an old can­non com­mem­o­rates one of the de­ci­sive bat­tles for the lib­er­a­tion of Cor­sica, we rested and looked once more at Cor­sica, which can be seen al­most in its en­tirety from up there.

János rum­maged through his pa­pers again, found the pas­sage about the Col de Teghime, and read aloud who had fought whom there. It was a won­der­ful end to our trip; we had suc­cess­fully com­pleted some­thing im­por­tant to us, and the sun was shin­ing, es­pe­cially brightly to­day for a man in a Mer­cedes head­ing south to­wards Porto Vec­chio. Yes, my friend, I’ve rec­og­nized you many times since then, paid off my debts, and am still work­ing on it! I looked down at St. Flo­rent, down there where the old church stands in the wa­ter, al­most for­get­ting Nicole, my lit­tle flea from Lyon. János con­tin­ued read­ing, bring­ing a part of Cor­sica’s his­tory to life.

From Bas­tia, the ferry took us to La Spezia, and from there – due to a ferry de­lay – we made a real mad dash to Flo­rence, where I lit­er­ally got János to the train at the last minute. I re­mem­ber it like it was yes­ter­day: the last 70 km took me ex­actly 58 min­utes; we were check­ing our watches al­most ev­ery minute, time was so tight be­fore de­par­ture.

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

But the rest is for­got­ten. For­ever.



The box­ing grad­u­a­tion

I don’t re­ally care that ev­ery Tom, Dick, and Harry uses the West­ern zo­diac signs for as­trol­ogy; how silly that is can be seen from the fact that I, for ex­am­ple, was born un­der the sign of Li­bra; an in­ter­est­ing an­i­mal, isn’t Li­bra? — So, nat­u­rally, one would choose some­thing more suit­able, like the Chi­nese cal­en­dar, ac­cord­ing to which I was born un­der the sign of the Rat. That’s much more fit­ting. Or the Tas­ma­nian Devil — def­i­nitely my zo­diac sign! I would like it best if it were ac­knowl­edged that I was born un­der the sign of Au­riga, whose main star is Cano­pus. And I could tell you quite a few things about Cano­pus, the bright­est mind at the court of Pharaoh Ptolemy III.

Why am I think­ing about this now? — Well, I was just won­der­ing why I only got my high school diploma at 20, even though I didn’t lose a sin­gle year by re­peat­ing a grade or any­thing like that. Since I was born in au­tumn and was there­fore a team­ster, I didn’t start school un­til I was 7 and com­pleted a 5-year up­per sec­ondary school pro­gram—in­clud­ing a poly­tech­nic year—it’s easy to cal­cu­late why I wasn’t ready un­til I was 20. I spent those 5 years of up­per sec­ondary school in Salzburg.

Why Salzburg? — Well, the pro­fes­sor of An­cient Greek at our hu­man­is­tic high school was a die-hard Nazi who, among other things, made my class­mate Tomi, who was also of Hun­gar­ian de­scent, and me—sit­ting back­wards on our wooden chairs—gal­lop across the wooden floor of our class­room while spout­ing his fa­vorite say­ing (it doesn’t get much dumber than that): “…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’d make sure of that, by Thor!—or leav­ing the school hon­or­ably. I was the wiser of the two and em­i­grated to Salzburg, where my par­ents were able to se­cure me a place at an elite school. — When I heard years later that this teacher had been dis­hon­or­ably fired from the school be­cause of his hon­or­able but re­ac­tionary be­hav­ior, I was rather pleased. I was even more pleased when he lost his po­si­tions as a mem­ber of par­lia­ment be­cause the Right Party fired him due to some em­bar­rass­ing gaffes on the ra­dio and a com­pletely un­hinged cam­paign speech on lo­cal tele­vi­sion. He was then com­mit­ted to a psy­chi­atric hos­pi­tal, where he lived to a very old age.

The fact that I only took my fi­nal ex­ams in the fall re­quires some ex­pla­na­tion. Sub­jec­tively speak­ing, I was al­ways a good stu­dent; ob­jec­tively speak­ing, other things in­ter­ested me more and more than study­ing at that time; strictly ob­jec­tively speak­ing, my grades were rather medi­ocre to just about pass­able, even if they put me in the top third of my class. No sooner had I painstak­ingly ac­quired a ba­sic un­der­stand­ing of the topic of women (which hasn’t changed sig­nif­i­cantly to this day) than I was pre­sented with the con­se­quences in math­e­mat­ics.

No, I don’t think it had any­thing to do with the fact that the math teacher was the sec­ond (and last) Nazi among my teach­ers; I was sim­ply too am­bi­tious when it came to ba­sic knowl­edge and too lazy and com­pla­cent when it came to study­ing, and that’s just not ideal for math. When I blurted out dur­ing a smoke break in the school­yard and called the math 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 trem­bling with rage. Since my grades in the first three quar­ters of the school year were fairly sat­is­fac­tory to just about ac­cept­able, and I had al­ready passed the writ­ten fi­nal ex­ams, I wasn’t par­tic­u­larly wor­ried. But I should have been, be­cause in the fol­low­ing last few weeks of school, I racked up fail­ing grades in math. So far, so good.

And, since I’ve al­ready started, I must also men­tion that Michael K., a lov­able, af­fec­tion­ate, but even­tu­ally rather tire­some school friend, took me along to box­ing train­ing a few times, hop­ing we’d achieve some­thing to­gether at the Salzburger Stier* box­ing club. How­ever, I didn’t have the right at­ti­tude to­wards train­ing, and so Michael had to be­come a box­ing leg­end on his own. The Salzburger Stier needs a bit more ex­pla­na­tion here; per­haps you’ll be in Salzburg some­time and won­der what all goes by the name “Salzburger Stier.” First, since 1981, the Salzburger Stier has been a cabaret prize, and know­ing this will make you the hero of the evening—hardly any­one knows about this cov­eted cabaret award. Then, the tour guides at Ho­hen­salzburg Fortress show off an an­cient or­gan* that, in ear­lier times, sounded a far-reach­ing alarm sig­nal when­ever the ma­raud­ing Bavar­i­ans in­vaded. More fa­mous, how­ever, is the leg­end of the Salzburg Bull, a real beast that the be­sieged Salzburg­ers painted a dif­fer­ent color ev­ery night and walked along the fortress walls 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 would then ac­tu­ally with­draw. Last but not least, the renowned Salzburg box­ing club, which has pro­duced nu­mer­ous cham­pi­ons, is also named af­ter the Salzburg Bull.

But af­ter this lit­tle di­gres­sion into Salzburg’s an­i­mal life, back to box­ing: Michael soon gave up try­ing to drag me along; I was sim­ply in­ca­pable of con­sis­tent train­ing and wasn’t re­ally fo­cused any­way; there was still so much ba­sic knowl­edge to ac­quire! More­over, Michael com­plained whin­ing be­hind my back about my “lazy left,” mean­ing a feint I had in­vented my­self that re­peat­edly sur­prised him with painful punches.

Our head­mas­ter, who held me in high es­teem, ap­pointed me as head of the board­ing school, hop­ing to re­lieve his highly paid teach­ing staff through the “vol­un­tary” Sat­ur­day and Sun­day shifts he man­dated—he wasn’t about to miss the op­por­tu­nity to ex­ploit a naive young man like me. Un­for­tu­nately, his ap­pre­ci­a­tion came to an abrupt end one fine Sat­ur­day af­ter­noon when I beat a boy across the long cor­ri­dor of the board­ing school and then through the closed door at the end. I only stopped beat­ing him when the lad was ly­ing on the floor on the re­mains of the door—in the room of a house­mas­ter who was stand­ing at the sink shav­ing, wear­ing only brightly col­ored boxer shorts. The boy screamed, the house­mas­ter screamed—he had slashed his cheek in shock—and I screamed too, be­cause I was still fu­ri­ous. “Mur­derer!” screamed the bleed­ing house­mas­ter, and the whole house came run­ning, “Mur­derer!”

I was im­me­di­ately put on house ar­rest. Be­fore the po­lice were called, my vic­tim’s mother rushed over and in­ter­viewed her son, in­spect­ing his knocked-out tooth and bruises. Ap­par­ently dis­sat­is­fied with his ex­pla­na­tions, she de­manded to see me. I was stub­born and in­sisted I had been in the right (as if there were a right to beat some­one!). Un­der her cross-ex­am­i­na­tion, I had to re­peat word for word what the fel­low had said, which is why I had beaten him up. The mother asked me to re­peat it again, more or less mak­ing me swear that it had hap­pened ex­actly like that and not oth­er­wise. Then she called her hus­band, the am­bas­sador, and con­sulted with him. The di­rec­tor had mean­while been alerted and now joined our small group. The teacher breath­lessly de­scribed ev­ery­thing to him from the per­spec­tive of the shat­tered door, bloody shav­ing foam, and ad­he­sive ban­dages—the head­mas­ter must have ini­tially as­sumed I had at­tacked the teacher with the ra­zor. He only re­al­ized much later that I hadn’t beaten the teacher, but the fel­low, try­ing to de­fend my honor—in any case, the head­mas­ter loudly in­ter­rupted any fur­ther dis­cus­sion and de­creed that the of­fender (mean­ing me) would be ex­pelled from the school im­me­di­ately!

God must be a woman, for now she in­ter­vened in the guise of a mother. She be­lieved me more than her own son, she said coolly and res­o­lutely. She had spo­ken with me at length, and ev­ery­thing I had said seemed cred­i­ble and hon­est. We all knew that vi­o­lence was fun­da­men­tally wrong, and he (mean­ing me) had surely un­der­stood that by now. Her son had made a grave mis­take and should ac­tu­ally be apol­o­giz­ing to me, not the other way around! The am­bas­sador and she in­sisted that the whole mat­ter be dropped and ve­he­mently de­manded that I re­main at the school. The am­bas­sador (or was he the con­sul?) would be re­turn­ing to Aus­tria in a few days and would per­son­ally speak with the head­mas­ter once more; he in­sisted ex­plic­itly that I not be pun­ished. Ex­plic­itly—I will never for­get that.

Al­though the sit­u­a­tion es­ca­lated for days, and I, along with my buddy, had to serve sev­eral hours of potato peel­ing and kitchen clean­ing to im­prove com­mu­ni­ca­tion and in­still hu­mil­ity, the am­bas­sador’s de­ci­sion stood. Only Michael K. was very dis­ap­pointed, be­cause the di­rec­tor had im­me­di­ately called the box­ing club and given them a piece of his mind: surely such a bru­tal thug as my­self didn’t align with their un­der­stand­ing of box­ing, did it?!

Ah yes, once the whole thing had died down and things had seem­ingly qui­eted down af­ter that stupid fight, the head­mas­ter called me into his of­fice a few days later and ac­cused me of cow­ardly be­tray­ing the trust he had placed in me and call­ing me a real nasty lit­tle bully, yes in­deed! And he was dou­bly up­set that I had taken box­ing lessons, be­cause now he wasn’t sur­prised that I had beaten up the guy who was eas­ily 20 cm taller than me. He solemnly promised me he’d get me yet, just you wait!

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

It was no use that the en­tire class, de­spite my protests, went en masse to the head­mas­ter’s of­fice and de­manded, in essence, that one should be al­lowed to call a Nazi a Nazi. Even to­day, I can still imag­ine those scoundrels pat­ting each other on the back and laugh­ing un­til they cried, af­ter we naive fools had been ush­ered out empty-handed!

While 75% of my class­mates were pon­der­ing what to do with their lives af­ter grad­u­a­tion, Eve­lyne and Eva, Chris­tian, Billy, and I were con­sid­er­ing what es­sen­tial things we could learn over the sum­mer to ex­cel in the re­sit ex­ams in the fall. Chris­tian—who would later be­come a prom­i­nent busi­ness­man in the civil ser­vice—had his con­nec­tions and dis­cov­ered that there was a reg­u­la­tion dat­ing back to the Kaiser’s time stip­u­lat­ing that those who vol­un­teered for mil­i­tary ser­vice and ar­rived at the ex­ams in uni­form were to be judged le­niently by the ex­am­i­na­tion board—which es­sen­tially meant that ev­ery­one in uni­form was ex­pected to pass, pe­riod.

Chris­tian, Billy, and I nat­u­rally showed up in uni­form for the fi­nal ex­ams, which started late be­cause the be­wil­dered head­mas­ter first had to con­sult with the teach­ers about what this meant and whether ev­ery­thing was above board. It was all right, all right! — But I don’t want to get ahead of my­self.

Billy and I de­cided to work and study to­gether at his fa­ther’s ho­tel over the sum­mer. Billy, not yet a Com­mer­cial Coun­cilor at the time, de­cided at the last minute that the lit­tle bit of work wasn’t enough for two and that he’d rather spend the sum­mer on the Ital­ian Riv­iera; as the son of a cap­i­tal­ist, he couldn’t pos­si­bly take that lit­tle bit of work away from me, the work­ing-class boy! His fa­ther grinned and agreed; I agreed too, though I couldn’t quite man­age the grin­ning part.

The small, once el­e­gant ho­tel on a Carinthian lake was suf­fer­ing from poor mar­ket­ing and the less-than-rosy times in the tourism in­dus­try. There were days when three or four peo­ple could barely man­age the work­load, but of­ten the ho­tel stood empty for days on end. Since I earned no money on these empty days, I in­creas­ingly fo­cused on find­ing ways to at­tract guests. I called ev­ery­one I knew, ask­ing if they could send us guests.

So, fool­ishly, I ended up call­ing Michael in Salzburg; Michael, the one who had dragged me into box­ing and hoped we’d achieve some­thing to­gether at the Salzburg Bull tour­na­ment. Well, Michael was work­ing at a travel agency over the sum­mer and got back in touch shortly af­ter: yes, he’d been in talks with the Aus­trian Am­a­teur Box­ing Club, and they were keen to hold a train­ing camp in Carinthia with some of their ath­letes; af­ter a few phone calls, ev­ery­thing was sat­is­fac­to­rily ar­ranged. They were pre­par­ing for the Olympics, and Aus­tria had high hopes, es­pe­cially in box­ing, so it came to pass that Olympians Rainer Salzburger, Franz and Her­mann Frauen­lob, and the na­tional team coach, Jo Kas­par, ended up at our ho­tel.

At the same time—if it wasn’t a co­in­ci­dence, it must have been Michael—a group of freestyle wrestlers checked into the ho­tel, pre­par­ing for the Catch-as-Catch-Can tour that was start­ing in a few weeks (back then, this form of ex­hi­bi­tion wrestling wasn’t yet called wrestling). Among this hand­ful of in­cred­i­bly 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.”

At check-in, one thing led to an­other; Michael must have told them some tall tales about me, any­way, Jo Kas­par ca­su­ally men­tioned that I should join them for a run in the morn­ing.

It starts at 5 a.m. Monika, the at­trac­tive wait­ress I’m work­ing with to­day, gives me a side­ways glance. Be­fore I can even ut­ter a peep or con­sider an hon­or­able exit that wouldn’t dam­age my stand­ing with Monika, Jo Kas­par goes to his room, and that’s that.

My God! Five o’clock in the morn­ing! No amount of cry­ing or gnash­ing of teeth will help; my honor is at stake, and—much more im­por­tantly, be­cause it’s more tan­gi­ble—my chances with Monika, so I get up! While I wait in the park­ing lot in bor­rowed gym shorts and a vest, I catch a glimpse of her face be­hind the cur­tains. Okay, one point for me, even if it is at 5 a.m. The fun that fol­lowed is called a cross-coun­try run.

Min­utes later, I re­gret ev­ery sin­gle Marl­boro I’ve ever smoked; a few min­utes af­ter that, the beers and then the roast pork be­come the next things to be re­gret­ted. Less than twenty min­utes later, I re­gret my en­tire cos­mic ex­is­tence. The ath­letes, in a spirit of ca­ma­raderie, help the waiter who’s in trou­ble. At six o’clock, we’re back at the ho­tel. I’ve sweated out at least a dozen liters, and now ev­ery­one is sit­ting ex­pec­tantly in the break­fast room. Not me, though, be­cause I run up to my room, take a shower, and min­utes later I’m down­stairs in black trousers and a white shirt with a bow tie, ready to serve break­fast. Limp­ing, pant­ing, and with ex­cru­ci­at­ing mus­cle sore­ness.

Gen­tle­men, what a stress­ful ex­pe­ri­ence! How­ever, on the fol­low­ing days, I only man­aged half the dis­tance, if that, and then trot­ted back to the ho­tel on a short­cut to greet the ath­letes with a ready-made break­fast. But don’t think that was all. Things got even more in­tense af­ter all the other ho­tel guests had left and our ho­tel trans­formed into a ded­i­cated sports ho­tel.

Jo Kas­par smiled kindly when, af­ter break­fast, he sug­gested I join him at the wrestling tent, where the box­ers were also train­ing. I was very cu­ri­ous, es­pe­cially want­ing to see the fa­mous wrestlers, and im­me­di­ately said yes, gladly. So, I quickly cleared the ta­bles and put away the dishes, then headed to the bus.

The first half hour was just as I’d ex­pected. The wrestlers were prac­tic­ing catch wrestling, and I watched in amaze­ment as the men trained hold af­ter hold, throw af­ter throw. It was all care­fully chore­ographed. Of course, they had to learn how to fall and throw them­selves prop­erly so it looked bad; it prob­a­bly hurt a bit, too, but the main goal was to avoid se­ri­ously in­jur­ing them­selves or each other. Even so, it had to look mar­tial. I was fas­ci­nated when a com­bi­na­tion was prac­ticed slowly at first, then faster and faster, un­til at the end you got the im­pres­sion that the guys were re­ally go­ing at it. Of course, they weren’t. Or maybe a lit­tle, if it was Dim­itrov.

Then Jo Kas­par strolled over, stood silently be­side 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 grip that brought tears to my eyes ev­ery time he shook my hand. Rainer Salzburger, on the other hand, was tall and so slen­der that hardly any­one would have guessed he was the best boxer in Aus­tria. The two Frauen­lob broth­ers were broad and mus­cu­lar, both black­smiths by trade, who ran an artis­tic forge in Salzburg. Franz’s fore­arm was as wide as my thigh; Her­mann was some­what slim­mer than his brother.

So Jo Kas­par leaned against me and said with a se­ri­ous face (only a faint grin flick­ered be­neath his wrin­kles), he needed me, his lads needed a spar­ring part­ner. Of course, I didn’t no­tice the glint of a grin (or that it was a bit of a joke) and was per­plexed, be­cause I knew ex­actly what spar­ring was: one punch to the nose, and I was flat on the mat. And that’s ex­actly what hap­pened, or al­most ex­actly.

Here I must add that I must have mis­un­der­stood some­thing dur­ing a con­ver­sa­tion and from then on be­lieved Jo Kas­par was a for­mer Eu­ro­pean box­ing cham­pion, which filled me with great re­spect and awe. — Only thirty years later was the er­ror cleared up; but I cer­tainly don’t want to sug­gest that the good man de­ceived me!

“Michael K. said,” said Jo Kas­par, “that you’re quite quick on your feet and throw a cheeky left. I want to see that for my­self!” (Michael prob­a­bly ac­tu­ally said: lazy left, but that’s not a box­ing term; he prob­a­bly meant to im­ply that I some­times fouled him.) Jo handed me a pair of gloves and put some on him­self. I was still par­a­lyzed with fear and vaguely reg­is­tered Her­mann putting the gloves on me and then tight­en­ing them quite firmly. Be­fore I could even say a word, I was stand­ing in the ring fac­ing Jo Kas­par. I, who had never fought a real boxer be­fore, was now fac­ing a for­mer Eu­ro­pean cham­pion and was about to get a ter­ri­ble beat­ing. All be­cause Michael had to ram­ble on about my leg­endary speed! Where was it now, huh?! My knees were weak, and my pulse was rac­ing at 180, I swear!

“Come on!” said Jo Kas­par, wav­ing his arms a few times in front of my face. I re­coiled in shock, be­cause no one had ever waved their arms around so quickly in train­ing; things were done slowly and de­lib­er­ately there. Jo grinned (be­cause some­one who’s al­ready sent sev­eral other cham­pi­ons to the mat is prone to grin­ning) and landed hit af­ter hit 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 lightly. In the midst of this flurry of blows, I heard his in­struc­tions: that I should dive left or right, raise my guard to the right or left, and, damn it, who taught you to hunch over like Quasi­modo? I fol­lowed as best I could, but he kept hit­ting, and I knew my per­for­mance wasn’t up to par; at best, I could only make a ca­reer as a punch­ing bag.

Dis­ap­point­ment. He hit ev­ery time. I never did. I stood there like a statue, rooted to the spot. It slowly dawned on me that I had to move, and fast. So I moved as fast as I could, and now only 99 out of 100 punches were land­ing. Jo took a short breather and com­mented that he (I) knew a thing or two about foot­work, then all I saw was a big, round, brown leather thing hurtling to­wards me. I al­most sat down, be­cause I wasn’t ex­pect­ing it; we were tak­ing a break, weren’t we? Rainer was stand­ing be­hind me, cheer­ing me on. Franz and Her­mann in­ter­rupted their train­ing and came closer. Rainer urged me to duck faster, strike, and then im­me­di­ately raise my guard again. At one point I jumped back, let my arms hang down, and said through tears of anger that I sim­ply couldn’t beat some­one so much older than me!

I shouldn’t have said that; I know that now. Back then, I knew it right away, too, be­cause Jo Kas­par im­me­di­ately punched me right in the nose, send­ing sparks fly­ing, and said he didn’t feel that old at all, that I should go ahead and hit him if I could, and the oth­ers laughed up­roar­i­ously. I got an­gry, which didn’t help much, be­cause it only made my in­ten­tions more pre­dictable. Since I’m a south­paw, I al­ways start my at­tack from the right, and of course, you can see that com­ing ages in ad­vance, be­cause the right shoul­der moves for­ward long be­fore the fist. You can see an an­gry shoul­der even two ages in ad­vance.

Franz com­mented on this and said to his brother Her­mann that all be­gin­ners were like that, and it was point­less. Her­mann said that only de­cep­tion could help him (me), de­cep­tion in such-and-such a way, and he did it, slash­ing—wham!—into the air. I some­how caught on and copied him. I turned half-heart­edly and struck with the “wrong” fist, hit­ting Jo hard for the first time, and said, as­ton­ished, “Sorry!”

Of course, my hard punch hit Jo as if he’d been brushed by a but­ter­fly’s wings; he laughed and told me to try again. Most of the time I didn’t man­age it any­more; the trick had be­come trans­par­ent and pre­dictable. Once or twice, though, I did pull off the quick dou­ble spin and landed, or at least grazed the mas­ter’s chest or shoul­der. Un­like Michael, he didn’t com­plain about my “lazy left,” didn’t even flinch, and soon let my at­tack miss. Again, I feinted a dou­ble to the right, let my left flash for­ward, and slashed hard into the air, be­cause he was al­ready way off his game. What I, in my over­con­fi­dent ar­ro­gance, thought was a bril­liant feint turned out to be an eas­ily seen-through rou­tine for the pro. The re­al­iza­tion that I looked like a lame duck com­pared to the old man al­most brought tears to my eyes. I lashed out like a berserker, hit­ting the ropes of the ring, the cor­ner post and prob­a­bly also un­in­volved spec­ta­tors, but I never hit Jo Kas­par again.

Heaven even­tu­ally took pity on me and al­lowed Jo to re­al­ize that I was prob­a­bly never go­ing to be cut out for box­ing, at least not yet. He stepped back and told me to stop this non­sense, and I did, grate­ful and com­pletely out of breath. Michael was right, Jo said mock­ingly, I re­ally could pull off a feint. Had I been a lit­tle less naive, I prob­a­bly would have no­ticed that not all the ath­letes were happy with their coach’s an­tics. Later, Her­mann took me aside a few times and showed me some ba­sics of proper box­ing; first of all, how a boxer should stand and not look like a waiter who’d ac­ci­den­tally wan­dered into the ring. But my promis­ing box­ing ca­reer came to an abrupt end that week when the ath­letes left.

We must have got­ten along quite well, be­cause when I had to go back to Salzburg in the fall to pre­pare for my fi­nal ex­ams, I was al­lowed to stay with the Frauen­lobs. I sur­vived the ex­ams, as well as the oblig­a­tory post-exam drink­ing ses­sion, 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 Armed Forces, 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 flow of the text:

The “box­ing pro­fes­sor” Mag. Dr. Rainer Salzburger was five times Aus­trian cham­pion in am­a­teur box­ing and an Olympian in Mex­ico 1968; in his civil­ian pro­fes­sion he taught phys­i­cal ed­u­ca­tion (sports) and ge­og­ra­phy at sec­ondary schools and is pres­i­dent of the Aus­trian Am­a­teur Box­ing As­so­ci­a­tion ÖABV.

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

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

Be­sides the afore­men­tioned cabaret prize, the “Salzburg Bull” is also the name­sake for a weightlift­ing com­pe­ti­tion, a darts fes­ti­val, and a div­ing com­pe­ti­tion; to my knowl­edge, there has never been a box­ing club called ‘Salzburg Bull’.

Dishar­monies with Michael K. (who is not his real name) prompted me to change both his name and the club’s name.

For those in­ter­ested in his­tory, it should be noted that the “Salzburg Bull” is in­deed a unique mu­si­cal in­stru­ment: com­mis­sioned in 1502 by the then Arch­bishop Leon­hard von Kettschach (1495-1519), this late Gothic bar­rel or­gan with horn­work (200 tin pipes) served as the acous­tic time­keeper for the city of Salzburg. For 500 years, it was housed in a small wooden struc­ture next to the ma­te­rial rope­way (the “Reißzug” of 1504). The 1.7-me­ter-long maple bar­rels were ini­tially driven man­u­ally by a wooden gear sys­tem, later by an iron one. Sev­eral works by Leopold Mozart, still pre­served to­day, are par­tic­u­larly note­wor­thy. The Salzburg Bull was de­com­mis­sioned in 1994 and un­der­went restora­tion be­tween 1999 and 2002. — I was un­able to as­cer­tain whether it was ever used as an alarm sig­nal.




Bre­ton cliffs


My col­lec­tion of au­to­bi­o­graph­i­cal ad­ven­tures has shrunk con­sid­er­ably; I’ve al­ready told you most of them. The rest, which has moved me over the past 50 years, isn’t suit­able for writ­ing down… ;-) But un­daunted, I’ve once again rum­maged deep into the old chest, cleared away the tall tales, and also the many amus­ing anec­dotes that an am­a­teur world trav­eler can tell when he’s re­turned home safely (if he’s re­turned safely, of course).

The story of a box­ing ca­reer cut short was side­lined, just like the tale of the Holy Grail, of the first as­cent of Montsal­vatsch in the Pyre­nees. I dust off the books of Mer­lin and Arthur, who have been wait­ing for pub­li­ca­tion for ages, and feel a silly wist­ful­ness as I pick up the hand-drawn nau­ti­cal charts of Oahu and Viti Levu: no, all that will come later, per­haps. King Richard the Li­on­heart and his woo­ing of the beau­ti­ful Beren­gara of Navarre: a quick puff of air, a wink in the small foun­tain of dust—and the dust blows to the ground like his ad­ver­sary Isaac of Byzan­tium. Those three, too, will have to wait. I’ll write all of that, but not un­til later—

Hey, what’s this?! At first I thought it was an old bi­cy­cle in­ner tube, but when I blew off the dust and looked more closely, I dis­cov­ered a dirty gray-or­ange chil­dren’s kayak. You know, one of those in­flat­able ones that used to reap­pear ev­ery year, re­lent­lessly, in the camp­ing sec­tions of Gern­gross (God rest his soul) and Herz­man­sky (also) de­part­ment stores.

What was it like again? A rocky cliff topped by a me­dieval fortress; a wide, bright sandy beach and a swarm of laugh­ing chil­dren; moth­ers en­grossed in the triple novel edi­tion of “Sum­mer Love” from Bastei-Lübbe, and screech­ing seag­ulls defe­cat­ing on Bastei-Lübbe from a safe dis­tance. Amidst all this sum­mer bus­tle, an ag­i­tated fa­ther, fran­ti­cally and sweat­ing, scur­ry­ing across the beach….

The fam­ily va­ca­tion 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 now strut­ted down to the shal­low sandy beach to launch the newly ac­quired rub­ber kayak, an in­flat­able or­ange mon­stros­ity, for the first time. For the sake of good or­der (and in de­fense of my fa­ther’s in­dul­gence), it must also be said that de­spite be­ing only twelve years old, he pitched in dili­gently and bravely, which proved to be a real re­lief, es­pe­cially when it came to the large eight-per­son tent with its heavy poles. The kayak was there­fore well and truly earned. Al­though Tibi was very dis­ap­pointed with the or­ange color and would have pre­ferred some­thing com­pletely dif­fer­ent, some­thing ab­so­lutely amaz­ing; But it was the only thing in the tiny sports shop 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 four—and Anuschka’s mother Geral­dine, en­joy­ing the sun-drenched beach life: build­ing sand­cas­tles, de­stroy­ing ri­val sand­cas­tles, and run­ning wail­ing to their re­spec­tive moth­ers (“Mommy, Mommy, she’s smashed ev­ery­thing again!”). Tibi’s and my ar­chi­tec­tural con­sul­ta­tion, in­clud­ing con­struc­tion sup­port and tem­po­rary staff, came to an abrupt end when Tibi en­coun­tered some­thing slimy and slip­pery from the Earth’s past at a depth of about 50 cm….

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

Sun-drenched beach life, as I said. Tibi and I, mean­while, were strug­gling fur­ther out, try­ing to in­flate the or­ange mon­stros­ity. My cheeks puffed out might­ily, the vein on my fore­head swelled alarm­ingly, and my silent curse on the stupid smok­ing habit and its no­tice­able con­se­quences was loudly ex­pelled into the rub­ber sausage with my breath. Then a light cough and an­other at­tempt at in­flat­ing!

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 200 me­ters wide, the wa­ter was sur­pris­ingly warm, and you could walk out quite far be­fore it got re­ally deep. To the south, a mighty cliff face sup­ported the town of Douarnenez, once a me­dieval fortress. The only down­side was the cliffs that bor­dered the beach to the north; ac­cord­ing to the nau­ti­cal guide and the guide to France, there were rel­a­tively dan­ger­ous whirlpools there that could be haz­ardous to an un­wary swim­mer. Nat­u­rally, I ex­plained the lurk­ing dan­ger to my chil­dren in de­tail, and that if you went out too far, you could be swept all the way to Brazil.

“Dad, what is Brazil?” - Well, I’m cer­tainly no epi­cally long-winded sto­ry­teller, not at all, but to let a child grow up so stupid and un­e­d­u­cated, no, I sim­ply couldn’t let that stand. “Brazil, dear child, is a far, very far away coun­try…” - Mar­gret and Geral­dine took the chil­dren into the tent at mid­day to pre­pare their snack, even though I’d only been to Fran­cisco Pizarro’s house and of course Brazil was nowhere near, not to men­tion Pelé and Sug­ar­loaf Moun­tain.

But please, I don’t want to be re­spon­si­ble if one of my chil­dren for­gets to eat be­cause they’re lis­ten­ing so in­tently and starves! So, give the In­fante what is the In­fante’s, and then come back here so I can con­tinue with Brazil - hey, where are you run­ning to?!

“Papa,” says the bright 12-year-old, and it seems to me that there is a lit­tle de­fi­ance in his tone, “I want to go pad­dling now!” But yes, I think, he hasn’t even tried out the new boat yet!

“Okay, go ahead then, and be care­ful, there are dan­ger­ous whirlpools back there by the cliffs…” but the son has al­ready dis­ap­peared in a cloud of dust, pulling the or­ange mon­stros­ity 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 new sand­cas­tles, while Tibi, like his fa­ther be­fore him, bravely and doggedly fights his way north against wind and waves – well, then I’ll lie down for a few mo­ments and think about how I can still get that stupid Pizarro, who was hope­lessly lost in the Chilean An­des, to Brazil…

Mar­gret nudges me lightly on the el­bow. The sweet In­dian girls with whom I had been play­fully braid­ing daisy chains van­ish in a flash, and I sleep­ily wink up at my wife. “Haven’t seen the Tibi in quite a while!” she says se­ri­ously, and I’m in­stantly wide awake.

“He was just down there on the beach,” I say, look­ing as­ton­ished. Where just mo­ments ago there was a de­serted beach, now hun­dreds are milling about! I jump up as if stung by a taran­tula and start run­ning. Nat­u­rally, to­wards the cliffs, to the north.

Do you know that feel­ing? Run­ning through the hard sand, skid­ding over deck chairs and beach tow­els, chas­ing af­ter ev­ery or­ange thing, no mat­ter how in­con­spic­u­ous? Soon enough, the or­ange ob­jects turn out to be tow­els, swim rings, and swim­suits. But not a sin­gle or­ange in­flat­able boat in sight!

“Did you per­haps see an or­ange rub­ber boat? Avez-vous vu un bateau en gomme, un Ka­jak or­ange?”

I slow down and now walk step by step to­wards the cliffs - noth­ing! Care­fully and as fast as I can go bare­foot, I climb over the small rocks, round the cape af­ter a few min­utes and jerk back, stam­mer­ing an apol­ogy, when a cou­ple in love hisses ven­omously at me.

Not a sin­gle Tibi, not a sin­gle Or­ange any­where to be seen!

Go ahead and laugh – but I’m star­ing like a hawk at the hori­zon, scan­ning the vast blue sea for some­thing or­ange and rub­ber-boat-like. Noth­ing! My eyes are al­ready wa­ter­ing from star­ing so hard, but I don’t care, I have to save the poor worm!

Where could he pos­si­bly be? Af­ter some de­lib­er­a­tion, I de­cide to go back to the beach and the women. I run along the wa­ter again, in­quis­i­tively ob­serv­ing each group of chil­dren jump­ing in the waves, and keep run­ning. I ig­nore the anx­ious moth­ers clutch­ing their lit­tle ones be­cause a man is run­ning along like a steam en­gine, nor the braver ones ask­ing the sweat­ing run­ner in all sorts of lan­guages what’s go­ing on. It’s un­be­liev­able! Where on earth is the boy?

Now I’m back with Mar­gret, Geral­dine, and the girls. “Have you seen him?” We look around help­lessly, our gaze grow­ing in­creas­ingly des­per­ate as we stare to­ward the cliffs. Our help­less­ness soon turns to cer­tainty: my lit­tle son is adrift in the At­lantic, head­ing for Brazil!

Or maybe not? We pon­der this, then my wife – the wis­est wife of all, as a cer­tain EK would write – says whether we shouldn’t per­haps look in the other di­rec­tion? – A weight lifts from my shoul­ders, but yes, of course! He cer­tainly won’t have swum to the right as usual, but will have ex­cep­tion­ally pad­dled to the left, to­wards the in­ner bay.

Re­lieved, I set off at a trot, the or­ange search fil­ter fully ac­ti­vated. The closer I get to the in­ner bay, the fewer peo­ple there are. No one is swim­ming there; it’s a col­lec­tion point for dirt and drift­wood washed ashore by the sea. I run un­til, blinded by tears, I stand be­fore the high cliff face above which the town of Douarnenez tow­ers.

No Tibi, no rub­ber boat, noth­ing at all.

It’s not just the un­fa­mil­iar walk­ing that makes my knees 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 wan­der back, think­ing of a thou­sand pos­si­bil­i­ties, from hu­man traf­fick­ers and UFOs to slave hunters.

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

Tibi.

We have him back.

Nim­ble as a deer, I ran to my fam­ily, hugged ev­ery­one, and was over­joyed that we were re­united. We tried not to alarm the poor lad and then learned that he had in­deed been blown to­wards the cliffs by the wind and surf, al­ways in knee-deep wa­ter and never in any dan­ger, un­til he de­cided to re­turn home on foot, de­feated, since he could no longer row against the forces of na­ture. I must have over­looked him—star­ing into the dis­tance—and walked right past him. He didn’t want to drag his new prized pos­ses­sion through the sand (I won­der what his fa­ther would have said!), so he turned the mon­stros­ity up­side down, hoisted it onto his head and shoul­ders, and then walked back along the coastal road to his moth­ers.

My adren­a­line lev­els re­turned to nor­mal, the af­ter­noon grew hot, and I re­cov­ered with a pleas­ant nap. Phew, that was the last day of va­ca­tion—quite ex­cit­ing, but to­mor­row we head back home. And tonight we’re go­ing out for one last big meal, a “big wild boar feast à la As­terix.” Then this ad­ven­ture will be over, too. I drifted off peace­fully. We had our son back, so noth­ing could go wrong now.

Ab­so­lutely noth­ing.

When we went to the tent and changed into our evening clothes, we were sur­prised to find a fair set up along the ap­prox­i­mately 1km long coastal road lead­ing to the vil­lage, with one stall af­ter an­other. Cot­ton candy, sweets, teddy bears, and art­fully dec­o­rated seashells. In front of the large, ex­pen­sive restau­rant, there was a carousel.

Up to this point, we’d man­aged to main­tain gen­eral dis­ci­pline; af­ter all, we’d de­lib­er­ately ra­tioned our French cash so that there would be enough for the last evening. But we still didn’t have enough cash for the fair. Dis­ci­pline or not, even the most hard­ened shop­keeper couldn’t re­sist that won­der­ful carousel. The chil­dren were al­lowed to ride. Once. Twice, three times. But that’s enough now, chil­dren, we’re go­ing to eat. Four times. Okay. But that’s enough for now; maybe again later.

As planned, we dined ex­cep­tion­ally well, or­der­ing the best dishes on the menu and eat­ing with cloth nap­kins and seven sets of cut­lery. A real treat af­ter sev­eral weeks in a tent.

Then Anuschka said – we hadn’t even re­ally got­ten to the main course – that she was al­ready full and now wanted to go on the carousel.

Now.

They pa­tiently ex­plained to her that an­other course was com­ing, fol­lowed by dessert, and per­haps a cof­fee af­ter the cheese, and only then would the meal be fin­ished. Af­ter the meal, there would be an­other carousel ride.

No! Lit­tle Anuschka wanted to ride the carousel, right now. In a mat­ter of sec­onds, our sweet lit­tle daugh­ter trans­formed into a roar­ing beast, to which I was cer­tainly not re­lated, and bel­lowed in a tor­rent of an­gry tears: “Carousel, carousel!” Not only did the wait­ers look of­fended, but even the portly head chef peered through the door and shook his head. Our at­tempts at me­di­a­tion failed; the roar­ing be­came em­bar­rass­ing, and the few other guests glared at us dis­ap­prov­ingly. Geral­dine—usu­ally a pa­tient and com­posed mother—in­creas­ingly lost con­trol of this roar­ing beast (which could not pos­si­bly be my daugh­ter) and, in turn, screamed that if she didn’t stop im­me­di­ately, she would take her straight to the tent, and there would be no carousel ride. And so on.

We tried to look down our noses at the other, im­pa­tient guests. No, we weren’t bad par­ents, we were al­ter­na­tive; we worked out these lit­tle dif­fer­ences with the chil­dren, they shouldn’t be thwarted by ma­ter­nal (less of­ten pa­ter­nal) dom­i­nance. And we don’t do spank­ing, not even healthy spank­ing. But ac­tu­ally, child, that’s enough now! You can stop, we know how strong you are. Stop, I said! “Carousel, carousel!” screamed the red-faced alien, stamp­ing its lit­tle feet with ev­ery “ca” and “ru” and “sel,” spit­ting tears and scream­ing in an in­creas­ingly shaky voice, “Car-ru-ssell, car-ru-ssell!” and howl­ing and snif­fling and stamp­ing its lit­tle shoes.

Geral­dine, who had bravely per­se­vered un­til this point, had fi­nally had enough. She grabbed Anuschka and whis­pered to us that she would take her a few more steps to the beach and let her cry her­self to sleep there, then they would come back. And then she dis­ap­peared. We, the wait­ers, and even the chef breathed a sigh of re­lief as a re­fined calm re­turned to the five-star restau­rant.

Ju­lia and Tibi had been good about keep­ing to them­selves. Ju­lia, be­cause she had been se­cretly gob­bling up Mar­gret’s dessert (I think it was iced choco­late-cov­ered chest­nut slices) dur­ing this whole thing, and Tibi, who at 12 had no pa­tience for scream­ing lit­tle dar­lings. But now Mar­gret’s dessert plate was empty, and the chil­dren were get­ting bored.

Ju­lia fid­geted in her chair and re­fused to sit still any longer. “A French restau­rant like this isn’t re­ally suit­able for lit­tle girls,” she told her­self, and be­came quite a nui­sance. Then she be­came even more so. I felt sorry for Mar­gret, be­cause she was wor­ried about Geral­dine and Anuschka, who had been gone for a very long time; I felt sorry for my­self be­cause I knew—one way or an­other—that the fi­nal co­gnac and the fine cigar would be gone.

You wouldn’t be­lieve how cre­ative and clever some chil­dren are at just 12! Of course, Tibi couldn’t care less about my co­gnac, and cer­tainly not about the stink­ing cigar, nor about Mother’s con­cern for the scream­ing Anuschka. He was very em­bar­rassed by our lit­tle play; he would have much pre­ferred to be far away—in the safety of the tent, for ex­am­ple—and be­cause his lit­tle sis­ter was al­ready fid­get­ing in her chair, he of­fered to go with Ju­lia “to Geral­dine and Anuschka’s.” Mar­gret and I, who were (pre­sum­ably) deeply em­broiled in a par­ent­ing de­bate about fancy restau­rants, carousels, and tod­dlers, nod­ded ab­sently, and dear Tibi took his lit­tle sis­ter by the hand and left.

Min­utes later, Geral­dine re­turned from the beach with Anuschka. Anuschka had run around and played to her heart’s con­tent. We looked cu­ri­ously to­wards the door, won­der­ing where Tibi and lit­tle Ju­lia were.

Wars have prob­a­bly been lost, or princesses not res­cued from the evil dragon, be­cause “lis­ten­ing care­fully” is quite a dif­fi­cult thing… Geral­dine hadn’t seen them, no, they weren’t in front of the restau­rant ei­ther. Mar­gret and I ex­changed pale glances. We paid as quickly as we could, then raced off, comb­ing the area. No Tibi, no Ju­lia. It quickly be­came dark.

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

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

We searched ev­ery­where; by now it was pitch black. The tide was ris­ing re­lent­lessly, and the small foot­path along the cliffs was al­ready com­pletely sub­merged. I took off my shoes and bal­anced across the slip­pery stones, search­ing ev­ery nook and cranny. Mar­gret, Geral­dine, and Anuschka, who had be­come very quiet, searched be­hind the shoot­ing gal­leries and in the small dunes, but there was no sign of our chil­dren. They had van­ished, swal­lowed up by the night.

I res­o­lutely ap­proached the only po­lice­man I could see. I put on 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 girl just un­der two years old; they had gone to the beach, but there was no sign of them. Af­ter sev­eral at­tempts, he un­der­stood and leaned into his Peu­geot to ra­dio it. Ah, the tourists! An­other cou­ple of chil­dren have gone over the cliffs, fallen into a crevice at night, and drowned mis­er­ably!

At that mo­ment I glance over the crowd – I don’t re­ally like such sud­den deaths, and I pre­fer to look into the dis­tance so that no one can see my twitch­ing eye­lid – so at that his­toric mo­ment I see Tibi. Tibi, car­ry­ing Ju­lia on his shoul­ders and look­ing very ex­hausted.

I see Mar­gret run off, right into the mid­dle of the crowd. I talk fran­ti­cally to the po­lice­man, telling him the lit­tle ones are back, that he should just for­get about it, and then he’s amazed, be­cause I also run off like Nurmi.

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

Grad­u­ally, ev­ery­thing be­came clear. Tibi had only heard that Geral­dine had threat­ened the rag­ing Anuschka, telling her to go to the tent; but he hadn’t heard Geral­dine whis­per any­thing about the beach. So he and Ju­lia had gone to the tent, but there was no sign of Geral­dine or Anuschka any­where. Get­ting into the well-locked tent was, of course, lit­tle more than a chore, and be­fore Ju­lia could re­ally start to get scared in the dark, the re­source­ful Tibi had lit a mos­quito lamp. Still no Geral­dine, no Anuschka. So he sat down with the lit­tle girl in front of the mos­quito lamp, read her 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 coastal road with Ju­lia to see if any­one was com­ing. But no one came, ex­cept for a friendly neigh­bor from the next tent, who cy­cled to­wards him just be­fore they reached the vil­lage and said that his par­ents were des­per­ately search­ing for him! With­out hes­i­ta­tion, he grabbed the now sleepy Ju­lia and hur­ried on to the vil­lage where he found us.

Wars have prob­a­bly al­ready been lost, or princesses have been killed by the evil prince - - - uhhh, we’ve al­ready been through that… Well, what I ac­tu­ally wanted to say was: I was god­damn glad to have my chil­dren back.



Ad­ven­tures in the Red Sea

Cairo, No­vem­ber 1991. Per, Helga, and I—the ad­vance party, so to speak, tasked with procur­ing the ship’s pa­pers, tran­sit rights, div­ing per­mits, and so on; we would meet the ship and the rest of the crew in Port Said—had spent a few days in Cairo and were now dog-tired from this over­whelm­ing abun­dance of cul­tural trea­sures. We would soon re­al­ize that we were (of course) con­sid­ered spies, given that the Gulf War was rag­ing right next door! Any­one who wasn’t a jour­nal­ist or tele­vi­sion per­son­al­ity was in­evitably a spy. Nat­u­rally.

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 im­me­di­ately and flatly re­jected his first of­fer of a run-of-the-mill tourist sight­see­ing tour; but I sup­pose that’s 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.

He re­sponded to our sin­cere and hon­est as­sur­ances that we were just sim­ple sailors with a con­nois­seur’s look: good dis­guise, hey!

We had dili­gently vis­ited all the sights listed in the rel­e­vant cul­tural guides, and de­spite dozens of taxi rides, we had walked mile af­ter mile to see ab­so­lutely ev­ery­thing. Here are a few frag­mented snip­pets from my mem­ory; the rest is in the guide­book: Day trip to the Fayum Oa­sis: when the driver wanted to know which road he should take—there were three, ap­par­ently—I pointed with my fin­gers, sug­gest­ing that with three roads, one would surely take the mid­dle one, wouldn’t one? (Surely one is al­lowed to try?!). He grinned broadly and said, “You al­ready knew that, it’s a re­stricted zone, a mil­i­tary zone, yes!” For any­one want­ing to fol­low in his foot­steps: un­der no cir­cum­stances should you take the mid­dle road! There’s a mil­i­tary check­point half­way be­tween Cairo and Fayum, right in the mid­dle of the desert. We were lucky, be­cause Per had one of those blue civil ser­vice pass­ports, which looks quite baroque and im­pressed the mili­tia who had rudely blocked our way and ini­tially wanted to send us back the 80 miles. With this won­der pass­port, how­ever, they frowned and let us con­tinue – you never know what’s writ­ten in those or­nate French and Ger­man hi­ero­glyphs – and our driver grinned, be­cause “he’d known that be­fore­hand.” Wink.

The re­turn jour­ney took a very wide de­tour through the west­ern prov­inces. At one point, the driver pointed to the left: “There, that’s Libya, the great Libyan Desert. The White Desert. Stop, hold on, we have to see this!” So, out of the Peu­geot (al­most all Cairo taxis are Peu­geots) and up onto the crest of the dunes. I think I’m go­ing to suf­fo­cate. The steam is ris­ing from be­hind the crest at 50 de­grees Cel­sius or more; I can’t breathe, it’s like an oven! Three steps back, take a breath, three steps for­ward and look over, don’t breathe. Three steps back, ex­hale. Breath­tak­ing, the White Desert. “Over there,” I said to Helga, “about 120 km to the west lies the place Sakra-Blabla, where Alexan­der the Great died and is pre­sum­ably buried.” “You prob­a­bly mean the Siwa Oa­sis,” whis­pered the cul­tur­ally chal­lenged Helga dully, turn­ing away from me, the philis­tine, in hor­ror.

The jour­ney on the Nile was un­usual for us “real sailors”.

We had only wanted to quench our thirst and saw one of the de­com­mis­sioned steam­ers moored on the banks of the Nile; I joked that it re­minded me of the “Jo­hann Strauss,” which has been “nailed down” in the Danube Canal for years. So we went into the ship’s bar and had a cold drink, when sud­denly the wreck cast off with a loud toot! Our shock only sub­sided when the bar­man an­nounced that the bar and the ship be­longed, with a wink, to a few cam­era­men, tele­vi­sion jour­nal­ists, and us for the next three hours. Per dozed un­der the para­sol while we passed the only pa­pyrus plan­ta­tion in the world and watched the film crew at work. I told Helga that the plan­ta­tion was (co-)founded by the old Prince Pück­ler, the one af­ter whom the ice cream dessert is named, old Pück­ler with his Egyp­tian princess, the beau­ti­ful Mach­buba. Helga wanted to know ev­ery­thing, and only my Catholic up­bring­ing pre­vented the worst, so I didn’t tell her ev­ery­thing.


The bazaar

Be­hind the mag­nif­i­cent Sul­tan Has­san Mosque lies Napoleon’s res­i­dence, sit­u­ated in the heart of the souk. The souk is the bazaar dis­trict. For­eign­ers should not en­ter it with­out a lo­cal guide, and cer­tainly not alone.

They shouldn’t have. But, wink, you know. Per, Helga, and I ex­changed a quick, un­sure look—none of us wanted to ad­mit we were ac­tu­ally scared—and then off we went. The lo­cals ini­tially gave us a wide berth; you never know what kind of peo­ple are ven­tur­ing into our in­creas­ingly nar­row, dark, and men­ac­ing souk with­out a lo­cal guide, do you? Later, a cou­ple of shad­ows fol­lowed us. Per and Helga hud­dled to­gether, I brought up the rear, clutch­ing my cam­era, which would be a pa­thetic sub­sti­tute for a phaser or at least a laser pis­tol, but of course, no­body car­ries such things.

A fig­ure, fat with oily hair, emerges pur­pose­fully from the shad­ows; we’re surely headed to the souk, he’ll ac­com­pany us. We de­cline and thank the man, who looks about six­teen, but he sim­ply says yes! and goes ahead. Soon we’re wind­ing our way through the nar­row al­leys: Per, Helga, and I, the oily-haired man, his lit­tle brother, and his un­cle, with his twin neph­ews and the neigh­bor boy be­hind us. I keep turn­ing around, count­ing the heads. Per, the two-me­ter-tall man, also turns sur­rep­ti­tiously and looks at me. I nod and ges­ture with my in­dex fin­ger, in­di­cat­ing a stom­achache. Per grows taller and strides, ev­ery inch the civil ser­vant he is, stiff and dig­ni­fied as if march­ing through the souk on May Day. Ah, the Ring Road and May Day, how far away that seems; I feel truly home­sick in these dark, nar­row al­leys, where eerie shad­ows fol­low us.

When­ever we want to turn left or right, the oily guy shakes his head and keeps walk­ing, un­per­turbed. I move closer and whis­per to Per, “Some­thing’s brew­ing, man!” He makes the “beer” sign with his fin­gers, and when I move closer, be­wil­dered, he whis­pers, “Some­thing’s brew­ing!” Helga grins and whis­pers that we’re just imag­in­ing things, that they’re all re­ally nice, and be­sides, we’re democrats, so—you don’t have any­thing against for­eign­ers, do you?!—Well, then.

Per re­fuses, but the oily-skinned man sud­denly stops and points to the en­trance of an unas­sum­ing house. “Come on, I’ll buy you a drink, come in!” I mut­ter qui­etly that we have to ac­cept this in­vi­ta­tion; just look around, there are too many of us, and we can’t just leave! The two of them are still un­de­cided, so I gather all my courage and go in­side.

“No, not into the house, Ef­fendi, please turn left here, into the shop.” We’re stand­ing in a tiny store sell­ing top-notch tourist junk. Car­pets, pyra­mids, camels, and Queen Hat­shep­sut, in real mar­ble, hon­estly. We’re a bit hes­i­tant, so the oily guy goes to the re­frig­er­ated dis­play case and of­fers each of us a Coke, “only $2, free!” We nod and drink the cold bev­er­age. $2? Okay.

How about a rug? A pyra­mid? Or a lit­tle camel, ab­so­lutely adorable? A camel, made of camel? No? How about a…

Helga stabbed Per and me in the back. She walked around, pick­ing up this and that. She asked prices, put the items back, and protested that she didn’t want to buy the whole shop. “Bar­gain, Helga, bar­gain!” I whis­pered ur­gently, be­cause I had re­al­ized with a touch of rue that she had re­al­is­ti­cally taken the right ap­proach. When we ar­rived back at the ho­tel an hour later, we were richer by three small wooden boxes, hand­crafted with in­laid mar­quetry. And by one les­son, too: when a guide­book de­scribes some­thing em­phat­i­cally, just be­lieve it and don’t try to be a know-it-all. “Bazaar only in guided groups.” That’s ex­pe­ri­ence.

The last day was also packed with ac­tiv­i­ties; my night­mare came dur­ing the drive through the city: a mas­sive traf­fic jam in a city of ten mil­lion. The taxi driver, how­ever, knew his way around, weav­ing through back­yards, across side­walks, and through con­struc­tion sites, I’d say. We wanted to go up to the citadel, and he waved his arms, ap­par­ently ex­plain­ing that be­cause of the many one-way streets, we had to drive in cir­cles like this and that, and do a lot of cir­cling – I shook my head and pointed to the cas­tle hill, right up there, where the mosque and the citadel stand, that’s where we wanted to go! He nod­ded grimly, then un­ex­pect­edly – hav­ing just reached the round­about – he jerked the steer­ing wheel to the LEFT and cut our route by kilo­me­ters by driv­ing AGAINST the flow of traf­fic in the round­about! My eyes nearly popped out of my head as cars came to­wards us, honk­ing fu­ri­ously in at least four lanes, and he skill­fully slalomed be­tween them. When he then starts ar­gu­ing with the trop­i­cal-hel­meted gen­eral, who, with a shrill whis­tle, seems to think he has to di­rect the al­ready per­fectly func­tion­ing traf­fic, and we come to a stop for the first time, my usu­ally ro­bust nerves fail me, and I slam my hand on the dash­board, shout­ing an­grily in Ger­man: “Well, now we’re go­ing to get a ticket too!”, where­upon the two quar­rel­ing men fall abruptly silent. The taxi driver drives off with­out a word, the as­ton­ished gen­eral salutes, and then we tear up the cas­tle hill so fast that even Niki Lauda would have been left in the dust!


Stamp and sig­na­ture

The mo­ment was draw­ing ever closer when we would have to take care of the ship’s pa­pers. I’ll spare you the long back­story, but suf­fice it to say that we had been in­structed by the agent in Port Said (to whom our friend Har­ald Klärner* had re­ferred us) to ob­tain this and that doc­u­ment our­selves in Cairo (which, in plain Eng­lish, means that he, Prince Achmed, who usu­ally han­dles all the pa­per­work, was cer­tain that we would fail and re­al­ize that one can’t sim­ply sail around dur­ing wartime! And he told us so straight away, as sure as his name was Achmed Ben Dings and Bums, for cry­ing out loud!).

- *)Har­ald Klärner, Carinthian cir­cum­nav­i­ga­tor: “Hot Win­ter in the Red Sea”, Carinthian Uni­ver­sity Print­ing Of­fice 1990.

Per and I threw on our best clothes, ties and all, Helga put on her long black dress with puffed sleeves plus plenty of glit­tery things, in­clud­ing crown jew­els; clothes make the man! It would be a joke if we didn’t get the pa­pers, Achmed Ben Dings and Bums! We made our first mis­take – sim­ply id­i­otic, I must say in ret­ro­spect – as soon as we left the ho­tel: in­stead of or­der­ing a long, black Mer­cedes to pull up in front of the ho­tel like Pierce Bros­nan, we (sim­ply) walked across the street, be­cause that’s where the mar­itime of­fice was, along with the mar­itime po­lice and the mar­itime po­lice porter.

We hadn’t even reached the mid­dle of the street when the mar­itime po­lice porter had al­ready picked up the phone and re­ported our ap­proach; per­haps the ho­tel re­cep­tion had called ahead, who knows. In any case, the mar­itime po­lice colonel asked the porter again if we were re­ally com­ing on foot (please re­peat: on foot?). Then he leaned back and said to his ad­ju­tant that they cer­tainly couldn’t 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 buzzed, Helga shifted around as if some­thing was both­er­ing her, and the guards looked past us with bored ex­pres­sions.

Then the door opened, and the of­fi­cer acted as if he were sorry for mak­ing us wait so long. I felt sorry too, be­cause I could see him the whole time; he just read in his thick book and sighed oc­ca­sion­ally, for an hour or two. He read con­tent­edly to him­self and kept us wait­ing, and he sup­pos­edly re­gret­ted it too. Oh well, never mind, now we’re fi­nally on our way.

We sat down in front of his enor­mous desk. He po­litely in­tro­duced him­self and asked if we would like a cup of tea, which we gladly ac­cepted. He sent his aide and im­mersed him­self once more in his thick book—the Quran, I re­al­ized, be­cause he was pray­ing in a low voice, his lips mov­ing. Per be­gan to ex­plain our re­quest in clear Eng­lish. The su­pe­rior looked at him frown­ing and asked if the mas­ter couldn’t see that he was pray­ing and that the tea hadn’t even ar­rived yet! Then, with­out look­ing at us, he turned back to the Quran and silently con­tin­ued recit­ing its surahs.

Sev­eral of these surahs passed be­fore the ad­ju­tant trot­ted back, bal­anc­ing sev­eral small cups of tea on his serv­ing tray. We nod­ded silently and were about to drink, but saw the su­pe­rior’s dis­ap­prov­ing look and stopped. He spoke a few words in Ara­bic [Per whis­pers: “What did he say?” and I: “Must have mis­heard, be­cause he said, ‘It’s al­ready a quar­ter to seven, I hope it doesn’t take too long, he wants to be home for the evening news’” and Per kicks me dis­ap­prov­ingly in the shin], then he drank first and smiled at us invit­ingly. Ah. Now we could have some too. “In Vi­enna they’d send you out twice for stamp duty,” I whis­per to Per and Helga, and we grin de­spite the awk­ward sit­u­a­tion. The su­pe­rior looks ques­tion­ingly. I say in Eng­lish that I had said we couldn’t get pep­per­mint tea as good in Aus­tria as we had here in Egypt.

“Ah, Aus­tria,” sighed the su­pe­rior, his gaze dreamy. “There’s Hans Krankl and Rapid, do I know them?” “Yes,” I lied, “and I know Sch­neck­erl too—Her­bert Pro­haska.” “Who’s that?” asked the su­pe­rior. “He’s the great­est for me,” I said, “be­cause Krankl is world-class and loved by the me­dia, but Pro­haska is also world-class, but he’s not loved as much by tele­vi­sion, so at least I’m root­ing for him.”

The of­fi­cer nods and jots down “Schnkkl Prchtzk” on his desk pad. Per and Helga bite their lips in de­spair, know­ing how much I care about foot­ball. Per says, his face ex­pres­sion­less, that the best strik­ers at Rapid right now are Josef Hader and Al­fred Dor­fer. The colonel and I nod in agree­ment, “Yes, yes.” Helga can’t con­tain her­self any longer and gets up, goes to the open win­dow, and bursts out, her face averted. The of­fi­cer sud­denly be­comes fu­ri­ous and shouts at Per and me, telling the woman to get away from the win­dow im­me­di­ately, be­cause it’s un­ac­cept­able for a woman to be stand­ing in his of­fice—dressed so in­de­cently—at the brightly lit win­dow, pub­licly dis­grac­ing him…

Helga im­me­di­ately sat down again, clenched her hand around the teacup, and hunched over so that her breasts were no longer vis­i­ble. I thought some­thing very un­kind about the cul­ture of our host coun­try and that Helga would only end up with a hunch­back and back pain if she had to hide her breasts.

Per starts talk­ing about the ship’s pa­pers again, lays out all the doc­u­ments, and on top of that, his blue ser­vice pass­port. The of­fi­cer takes it in his hand, puz­zled, and asks what it is. “A ser­vice pass­port,” Per says pa­tiently, “it’s is­sued to se­nior of­fi­cials by the Pres­i­den­tial Chan­cellery”—he can’t quite grasp “gov­ern­ment of­fice” or “pres­i­den­tial chan­cellery” and gets stuck on “pres­i­dent”—which the of­fi­cer, of course, mis­un­der­stands. He gets re­ally grumpy and asks if Per is the pres­i­dent, ha!? We’re con­fused be­cause it’s just too ridicu­lous. The of­fi­cer, for his part, is equally con­fused be­cause it’s all in French, in or­nate script, and ac­tu­ally signed by the UHBP (our Fed­eral Pres­i­dent). Le prési­dent de la République, per­son­ally. Maybe the pass­port is real af­ter all, he thinks, and maybe there are more of us than the mar­itime po­lice porter had said, the id­iot.

He de­fuses the sit­u­a­tion and tells us how he has to do his bor­ing job day in and day out, fill­ing out forms and so on, even though he’s ac­tu­ally trained for higher du­ties and stud­ied the Quran at uni­ver­sity—he ad­justs the large, green-bound book and points ran­domly to this and that pas­sage—but then he takes a pile of forms out of a drawer and be­gins trans­fer­ring the data from our Aus­trian doc­u­ments to Egyp­tian forms. A great many forms. Metic­u­lously, with a beau­ti­ful, de­lib­er­ate ap­proach.

“Like at the pass­port of­fice in Silk Street,” Per whis­pers, and I nod, be­cause if he keeps go­ing like this, cir­cle af­ter cir­cle, it’ll be mid­night, gen­tle­men! The of­fi­cer seems to have un­der­stood us, be­cause he sud­denly looks up and says, “That’s im­pos­si­ble, 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 div­ing in Cyprus?”

A long, awk­ward si­lence. We con­fer, and I men­tion—whis­per­ing in Ger­man—Ahmed, the prince, who is sup­pos­edly, or per­haps is, the most fa­mous ship­ping agent on the Suez Canal, and that I will go to Achmed’s im­me­di­ately by taxi and, if nec­es­sary, coax him over by ear. The Egyp­tian then in­ter­jects, ask­ing if he had heard the name Achmed Ben Dingsda cor­rectly. He asks for for­give­ness for over­hear­ing our con­ver­sa­tion, but he knows Achmed very well, a dis­tant rel­a­tive, so to speak… the rest re­mains as unan­swered as his raised eye­brows. I launch into a heated ge­nealog­i­cal de­bate with my­self, point­ing out that he, too, is a prince…

Well, if that’s the case, why didn’t Prince Achmed come along? He picks up the phone and, to our as­ton­ish­ment, spends the next thirty min­utes on the line with Achmed – I only catch Rapid, Hans Krankl, and (glanc­ing at the desk pad) a cer­tain Schaneg­glah Pro­has­s­gar. In­ter­spersed are long stretches of smil­ing si­lence with “Lä” and “Lä-Lä,” which can eas­ily be trans­lated as “Yes” and “Yes, Yes.” (Years later, one 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, for one, tuned out af­ter “Good Morn­ing!” and “Good Evening!” (and even that’s al­ready Eng­lish), so I have no idea what was be­ing dis­cussed—whether camels or cars were be­ing auc­tioned, the Gulf War was be­ing de­bated, or Fa­tima’s am­ple calves were mak­ing the phone line burn up. Per, Helga, and I hung on his ev­ery word, lis­ten­ing in­tently to the un­fa­mil­iar sound. Then he hung up and smiled at us.

“Ev­ery­thing’s fine!” he said, adding with a friendly, re­proach­ful look, “We could have told him about Achmed right away, and who we were.” The three of us re­mained stub­bornly silent and avoided even a wink. (I’d like to pre­emp­tively apol­o­gize to the Aus­trian Foot­ball As­so­ci­a­tion (ÖFB) should the three of us pos­si­bly—I say pos­si­bly—ap­pear in Egyp­tian mar­itime his­tory as Mrs. Rapid, Mr. Hans Krankl, and Mr. Her­bert Pro­haska…)

He fin­ished his hi­ero­glyphs in an as­ton­ish­ingly short time, then looked out at the now-dark city and shook his head wor­riedly. All the of­fices have al­ready closed; there’s no chance of fin­ish­ing to­day, he mused. Per stiff­ened his back and straight­ened to his full height. I know him well enough to know what would hap­pen next.

“We need the pa­pers now, tonight,” Per said loudly and firmly. “To­mor­row—no, tonight at three or four—we’re go­ing to the ship and we have to have the pa­pers, no mat­ter what.” The of­fi­cer was gen­uinely de­pressed, his eye­brows raised in con­cern. “We’re in Egypt, Ef­fendi,” he said, “the of­fices close at 9 p.m., re­mem­ber that, sir!”

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

The of­fi­cer was on the phone here and there, now truly des­per­ate, be­cause all the of­fices were in­deed closed, and Per added fuel to the fire, say­ing that he, the of­fi­cer, had made us wait and wait un­nec­es­sar­ily, we could have been in a taxi to Port Said long ago, and now he didn’t care how they man­aged it, but the pa­per­work had to be fin­ished to­day. Pe­riod.

Helga and I stud­ied the com­men­tary on the back of the forms, and we whis­pered to each other that ev­ery­thing ex­cept for two places was al­ready de­scribed in a scrib­bled, round­about way. The of­fi­cer watched our whis­per­ing sus­pi­ciously and then ex­plained, yes, ex­actly, the so-and-so of­fice still had to stamp it there, and over there too. Per, who had fought his way up through the Vi­en­nese bu­reau­cratic jun­gle his whole life, was clearly rid­ing the right wave and kept up the pres­sure (even though I would have given up long ago and gone to the ho­tel bar).

Then, fi­nally, some­one an­swered the phone.

The of­fi­cer shrank a foot and grov­eled be­fore the great chief, the Müdür or Grand Mufti, whom he had just caught. Yes, he was ter­ri­bly em­bar­rassed, three for­eign­ers… no, im­por­tant ones, they needed… yes, Prince Achmed… no, Your Ex­cel­lency, to­day, I spell it out: tonight, be­cause they were leav­ing im­me­di­ately by taxi for Port Said… yes, un­for­tu­nately, I know, but it had to be to­day…

Okay, the con­tent of this di­a­logue is pure spec­u­la­tion, but he hung up, drenched in sweat, and took a few sips of tea be­fore look­ing at us in ut­ter as­ton­ish­ment and say­ing that we must be spe­cial fa­vorites of Al­lah—praised be His name—be­cause the big­wig So-and-so was com­ing back to the of­fice to sign our pa­pers. We had to go there im­me­di­ately, right now, by taxi to get the pa­pers stamped.

We paid for the forms (with­out a re­ceipt, of course, and gen­er­ously) and took a taxi there. I’m not ex­ag­ger­at­ing when I use the term Al­ca­traz; we went to Al­ca­traz—or rather, the Egyp­tian ver­sion of it. As we were led by the guards into the wait­ing room, whose fur­nish­ings—a nar­row wooden bench and a flick­er­ing flu­o­res­cent tube—have been ad­e­quately and metic­u­lously de­scribed, I nudged Per in the side and mut­tered that it had looked ex­actly the same in the East Berlin docks, hadn’t it?

As soon as the gate guard had ush­ered us in and left us alone, a nico­tine-ad­dicted, skinny ques­tion mark ap­peared, took the forms, said in French that it would only take a few min­utes, and dis­ap­peared again im­me­di­ately. The min­utes re­ally did turn into a few, and then a few more, damned! I lost the bet, be­cause the ques­tion mark reap­peared be­fore the hour was up and, ner­vously puff­ing away, handed us the stamped forms. Per im­me­di­ately checked to see if there was any­thing writ­ten on them; there were just a few dashes and a bom­bas­tic stamp im­pres­sion, noth­ing more. The ques­tion mark lit the next cig­a­rette from the last one and led us out through the maze of cor­ri­dors—yes, there are some taxis over there, and good night, gen­tle­men! He hadn’t even no­ticed Helga, the well-man­nered man. In­stead, he silently pock­eted the dol­lar bills, that’s how well-man­nered he was.

As we sat in the ho­tel bar that night, we treated our­selves to a rather large glass of co­gnac. We had done it af­ter all. Af­ter the third co­gnac, I sided with Helga, who sus­pected that the ques­tion mark had been scrib­bled un­der­neath her­self, since there was no sign of the Grand Mufti any­where.

The next morn­ing we over­slept and missed the bus. The next one wasn’t un­til noon. So we found time for one last mosque and one last mu­seum visit. Then a two-hour bus ride north to Port Said. Half­way there, we passed 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 ges­tured, “Here’s your pee break.” Per and I looked around ques­tion­ingly, the bus driver laughed and pointed to the large con­struc­tion sign show­ing the bus sta­tion yet to be built. “There!” he pointed, and we joined the other men, all stand­ing obe­di­ently lined up at the road­side, re­liev­ing them­selves. Helga glared hate­fully from be­hind the win­dow cur­tains; she still had to hold it in for an­other hour un­til we reached Port Said.

Later, Per and I drink loudly from our plas­tic bot­tles and laugh cru­elly as Helga, al­most blind with tears, beats us down.


Port Said

Achmed gets ner­vous when he asks about the ship, and I word­lessly point out to sea, where a small white dot is vis­i­ble on the hori­zon. “You have to leave in twenty min­utes, then they’ll close the canal again, and you won’t be able to get through un­til to­mor­row!” Per wins our bet, be­cause our PA­PAGENO takes three hours to get back to port. Prince Achmed gives me a car­ton of Marl­boros, and I give him 20 dol­lars for an­other night in port. For those with lit­tle sail­ing ex­pe­ri­ence, let it be stated once and for all that sail­ing is no longer free any­where. (Our canal toll was ne­go­ti­ated at 150 dol­lars; all in all, we shelled out around 200. These days, it’s not pos­si­ble to get through for less than 350!)

We spend the rest of the day on the beach and in the cafes. I’ve stopped car­ing about lo­cal cus­toms and go into a cafe with Helga. I ig­nore the protest­ing looks from the Egyp­tians, pe­riod. My re­spect for this mil­len­nia-old cul­ture has been so badly dam­aged in re­cent days that I place par­tic­u­lar em­pha­sis on my own cul­ture to­day and de­mand re­spect: Women DO have souls, and they are al­lowed to drink cof­fee in pub­lic. Pe­riod.

Per and Achmed have taken care of all the for­mal­i­ties and ar­rive later. Achmed ner­vously ush­ers him and Helga out of the cof­fee­house, while I brazenly re­main seated. My anger at this male clique only dis­si­pates when an el­derly lo­cal in­vites me to his ta­ble and we con­verse in flu­ent Eng­lish. He’s a pro­fes­sor of as­tron­omy, and I hastily dust off the very last mem­ory cards in my brain, filled with Ara­bic star names, so as not to ap­pear com­pletely ig­no­rant: Mir­phak, Denebole, Al De­baran, Al Qaid, Al Suhal, Al Genib, and so on. His de­light is ev­i­dent when he or­ders a hookah, and we smoke it to­gether; my first hookah! Al­though I’d read about it be­fore, I’m as­ton­ished that in a cof­fee­house, you or­der a hookah like you would a cof­fee back home, spec­i­fy­ing the type and amount of to­bacco, which then marks you as a con­nois­seur. I am grate­ful for the in­struc­tion on wa­ter pipes and must lis­ten crest­fal­l­enly to learn that my rel­e­vant Ara­bic vo­cab­u­lary (chibuk and tutu) ac­tu­ally orig­i­nates from Turk­ish and iden­ti­fies me as a naive Karl May reader. The old as­tronomer smiles gen­tly as I take a deep drag and al­most choke.

In the early evening, we bring pro­vi­sions and wa­ter aboard the PA­PAGENO. The sail­ing yacht is a 15-me­ter tri­maran (Cross 50 Sher­man), built en­tirely of ma­hogany and teak, and its unique fea­ture is that ev­ery­thing (and I mean ab­so­lutely ev­ery­thing) that’s elec­tronic is bro­ken. The ra­dio, the di­rec­tion finder, the au­topi­lot, the satel­lite nav­i­ga­tor—ev­ery­thing. How­ever, it’s ex­cep­tion­ally well-equipped with ev­ery­thing a diver could wish for. The crew is a mot­ley crew: the two San­tas from Aus­tria are two of the three own­ers, Ker­stin and Alexan­dra from Switzer­land spe­cial­ize in sky­div­ing and fly­ing, Alex is a uni­ver­sity as­sis­tant in Inns­bruck, and Matz, who is al­most blind, used to work for air traf­fic con­trol.

Achmed, who as al­ways ap­pears in golf­ing at­tire even though the near­est golf course is a two-hour flight away, drinks a few more drinks on board and ex­plains the pe­cu­liar­i­ties of the canal to us, gives valu­able tips on deal­ing with the pi­lots, de­scribes par­tic­u­larly beau­ti­ful bays, and marks on the nau­ti­cal chart the places where we can find pro­vi­sions or wa­ter. There won’t be any diesel for the next two weeks, and then we’ll need form 17b (the yel­low one) so that we’re of­fi­cially reg­is­tered as el­i­gi­ble for diesel. Per, the lit­tle Santa Claus, and I take notes; who knows, we might need Achmed’s knowl­edge again. The evening ends cheer­fully as Achmed lis­tens to the story of our Cairo Mar­itime Po­lice ad­ven­ture for what must be the tenth time.

The next morn­ing, we waited, ready to sail and ner­vous, for the pi­lot who would guide us through the Suez Canal. The clock ticked re­lent­lessly, Helga brewed tea for the third time, and I drummed my fin­gers on the steer­ing wheel. Per en­er­get­i­cally asked me to drum some­where else. Big Santa Claus showed the first signs of his true men­tal state when, with Matzen’s help, he pre­pared to go wa­ter­ski­ing in the Port Said har­bor basin. On the other hand, this seemed to have been the right tac­tic, be­cause a small pi­lot boat pulled up along­side the har­bor­mas­ter’s of­fice. Were we com­pletely crazy, want­ing to go wa­ter­ski­ing in the har­bor basin?! Lit­tle Santa Claus (our skip­per, i.e., cap­tain) grum­bled back that if we had to wait much longer for the pi­lot, then we’d just go wa­ter­ski­ing! Ten min­utes later, a sweaty, fat pi­lot climbed aboard and took over the helm. I sulk and leave, be­cause I’m ac­tu­ally the helms­man, damn it!


The Suez Canal

Among my friends, he’s known as “the bak­sheesh chan­nel,” and rightly so. For­get our prim­i­tive, West­ern world or­der, where you drive into an un­der­ground park­ing garage, press a but­ton, get your ticket, and then pay for it at a ma­chine be­fore driv­ing off. In that area, things would be dif­fer­ent. At the en­trance, there’s some­one who pulls up the bar­rier with a rope af­ter you hand him a bill. On the lower lev­els, there’s an­other one who di­rects you to the left-hand lane, which is al­ready al­most full—he di­rects you quite force­fully, even though the right-hand lane is still com­pletely empty. Right-hand lane? No, Ef­fendi, that costs a dol­lar more! Be­fore you can even get out of the car, his hand is al­ready clench­ing around the bill you’re sup­posed to have ready. You head for the el­e­va­tor, but it only starts mov­ing when the el­e­va­tor op­er­a­tor no­tices you rum­mag­ing in your pock­ets for a bill. When you want to pick up the car, re­peat the same process, but in re­verse or­der. Added up and con­verted, the to­tal comes to only slightly more than what you’d pay in a Vi­en­nese un­der­ground park­ing garage, but you can drive off with the grat­i­fy­ing feel­ing that you’ve helped sup­port at least three or four fam­i­lies. In­shal­lah.

A brief di­gres­sion from our lex­i­con: The Suez Canal (Qua­nat as Suways), com­mis­sioned in 1854 by the then Khe­dive (Viceroy) Mo­hammed Said Pasha to the for­mer French con­sul in Cairo, Fer­di­nand M. Vi­comte de Lesseps, and built in less than eight years (1859-1867, with a one-year con­struc­tion halt) 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 163km long and was opened on No­vem­ber 17, 1869, in the newly built opera house in the pres­ence of the new Khe­dive Is­mail, Em­press Eu­ge­nie of France (wife of Napoleon III and cousin of de Lesseps), Em­peror Franz Joseph of Aus­tria and the Prus­sian Crown Prince; Verdi’s opera Aida, com­mis­sioned specif­i­cally for this pur­pose, was com­pleted too late and only pre­miered in Cairo in 1871. Its south­ern sec­tion, from Port Taw­fiq near Suez up to Lake Tim­sah, had al­ready been built around 1900 BC by the pharaohs (per­haps as early as Thut­mose III, but cer­tainly Ne­cho) and re­peat­edly 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 canal’s check­ered his­tory: in 1875, the British bought all of Khe­dive’s shares when they could not pre­vent its con­struc­tion, but in 1888, un­der the Treaty of Con­stantino­ple, they had to guar­an­tee in­ter­na­tional ship­ping through the canal. De Lesseps died on De­cem­ber 7, 1894, at his Château La Ches­naye, men­tally de­ranged and com­pletely ru­ined, af­ter be­ing (un­justly) ac­cused of cor­rup­tion and em­bez­zle­ment in 1893, along with Gus­tave Eif­fel, dur­ing the con­struc­tion of the Panama Canal, and re­ceiv­ing a five-year sus­pended sen­tence. In 1956, Pres­i­dent Ab­del Nasser wrested the canal from the clutches of the British lion. The Is­raelis over­ran it in 1973, and since 1975 it has been quiet. From 1980 on­ward, the canal lost its for­mer im­por­tance for ship­ping due to in­suf­fi­cient depth and high tolls (and, as the Xin­hua News re­ported on De­cem­ber 19, 2000, the tolls re­mained un­changed in 2001…).

At the time, it short­ened the sea route around Africa by al­most 9,000 km, which trans­lates to 50 days or more. It’s 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 hewn into the sandy rock; then, from Is­mailia, a chan­nel leads to the Great Bit­ter Lake (Al-Buhayrah al-Mur­rah al-Kubra) and the Lit­tle Bit­ter Lake (Al-Buhayrah al-Mur­rah as-Sughra); af­ter that, the south­ern part of the canal runs in a par­tially nat­u­ral or his­tor­i­cal chan­nel to Suez (As-Suways) and Port Taw­fiq (Bur Taw­fiq). Even at its nar­row­est point, the canal is still wide enough (ap­prox. 70 m) to ac­com­mo­date a large tanker and our small barge; nev­er­the­less, the large ships are guided through in south­bound and north­bound con­voys. The Gulf War, with its nu­mer­ous war­ships and sup­ply ves­sels, is a wel­come ad­di­tional source of in­come.

So we’re back to the pi­lot. Un­like other pi­lots, this one wanted to steer him­self; my heart clenched ev­ery time the gear­box crunched in re­sponse to his fid­dling and the en­gine wailed in agony as he wres­tled with the levers. We stopped sev­eral times so he could pray in the bow, fac­ing Mecca. Alexan­dra cursed like a sailor when she went to the toi­let af­ter him and found it cov­ered in scat; what a pig!

Ev­ery few kilo­me­ters there’s a tower where the pi­lots and canal safety of­fi­cers sit, mon­i­tor­ing and reg­u­lat­ing the traf­fic. They main­tain ra­dio con­tact with the pi­lots on the ships and di­rect them. Not us, of course, be­cause we don’t use a ra­dio. Our pi­lot is des­per­ate and sweat­ing even more, roar­ing his en­gine ever closer to Cap­tain Rahn’s MUGGELE from Ger­many, which is ahead of us, shout­ing as he com­mu­ni­cates with the cap­tain’s pi­lot, be­fore drop­ping back again.

We see many sol­diers in the dunes to the left and right of the canal. We wave, and they wave back. Some make in­ter­na­tion­ally known hand sig­nals, whoop­ing with laugh­ter, when they see Helga, Alexan­dra, and Ker­stin in their skimpy biki­nis. The pi­lot tries to ex­plain to us that hon­est Mus­lims de­spise such loose women and that we (men) should send them be­low deck. Skip­per Niko­laus kindly hands him a can of Coke and tells him, in good Salzburg di­alect, where he can shove his wis­dom. Cap­tain Rahn’s MUGGELE sud­denly slows down, and the pi­lot shouts some­thing to us; ours replies with long “Lä-Lä’s” (Yes, yes). We pull into a small park­ing bay.

It’s still early af­ter­noon, what’s go­ing on? The pi­lot ex­plains that we’ll be 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; we’ll con­tinue to­mor­row morn­ing. The end.

Per, Lit­tle Santa, and I are hunched over the maps, cal­cu­lat­ing. “Looks like four days,” sighs our skip­per. Per is an­noyed, but he doesn’t want to in­ter­fere. I do a rough cal­cu­la­tion and say we’ll have to pay about $200 more, and that’s not go­ing to sit right with me. Santa asks what I in­tend to do—I don’t know. But I speak to the pi­lot af­ter he’s fin­ished his prayer. Our ram­bling dis­cus­sion ends when he im­me­di­ately ex­plains that he’s just wait­ing for his money, then he’ll leave; an­other pi­lot will come to­mor­row. Lit­tle Santa gives him the money, but he wants more. We shake our heads—no way, not with us, a deal’s a deal! He’s eye­ing my cig­a­rettes. I lapse into child­ish help­ful­ness and give him half a car­ton. When he brazenly de­mands the other half as well, I refuse and hint that oth­er­wise I won’t have any­thing left to smoke my­self. Re­luc­tantly, he dis­em­barks and wishes us a good trip (or maybe not, who knows).

Cap­tain Rahn’s Turk­ish wife is very kind and has pre­pared a small snack; af­ter­wards, we ravenously de­vour a huge por­tion of spaghetti that we had cooked our­selves. We drink an­other bot­tle of wine with this quiet man from the All­gäu re­gion, who is on a long voy­age and in­tends to sail around the world. On his ad­vice, we give the guards watch­ing over the di­lap­i­dated hut in this park­ing bay a few packs of cig­a­rettes. They in­di­cate that they un­der­stand and that we can sleep soundly.

The new pi­lot ar­rives the next morn­ing by bi­cy­cle (where on earth did he come from, I won­der, in the mid­dle of the desert that stretches out on ei­ther side of the canal?). He speaks pass­able Eng­lish, is chatty and lively, and han­dles the boat more care­fully than his pre­de­ces­sor. Af­ter only a few min­utes, Per and I ex­change as­ton­ished glances: he clearly has no idea about boat­ing, steer­ing as ca­su­ally as a car driver. Per strikes up a con­ver­sa­tion, and promptly the dis­tracted boy steers to­ward the rocky bank. I stroll over and cor­rect with my hand; he read­ily hands over the wheel. Lit­tle Santa Claus has silently watched ev­ery­thing and asks me what’s go­ing on. I hiss to him that the pi­lot isn’t a pro­fes­sional, can’t steer, and that I have no de­sire to end up in the Kro­nen Zeitung as “the one who got stranded in the canal.”

Later, Per whis­pers that he doesn’t think the pi­lot is a pi­lot at all; he smells more like a po­lice­man. We’re slightly ner­vous that our pi­lot, hired through Achmed, has been di­verted and re­placed with the wrong one. I try to soothe 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 we have to spend the night at such and such a place. Lit­tle Santa Claus and I in­sist that we must be through by evening. The pi­lot in­sists we spend the night at the next check­point.

Blind Matz ac­tu­ally gave me the idea when he said they couldn’t have done that to him be­fore; he would have re­ally given them a hard time, those wogs! I briefly con­sulted with Per and, armed with his won­der ser­vice pass­port, strolled over to the pi­lot sta­tion.

“A prob­lem,” I said, my face con­torted in pain, “a big prob­lem!” “What is it?” the pi­lot asked anx­iously, be­cause I was look­ing gen­uinely dis­tressed. I wailed and wailed that this was go­ing to be a big prob­lem. I was trav­el­ing with the big boss, the tall, lanky fel­low, he was my boss, and he’d hold me re­spon­si­ble if this took much longer! The boss had been here be­fore, he’d even driven through in a sin­gle day back then. And now it was go­ing to take two or even three days—the boss would surely call Cairo af­ter­ward and cause us all a lot of trou­ble. A lot of trou­ble! Then I showed him my blue ser­vice pass and ex­plained ev­ery­thing to him, how it was with the UHBP and so on. I must have talked at length, be­cause he slowly soft­ened and be­came rest­less. “You se­cu­rity, body­guard?” he asked, and I cau­tiously dodged the ques­tion with “No, as­sis­tant!” Who knew what the fel­low’s real pro­fes­sion was, but as­sis­tant al­ways works. I left him to his thoughts and with­drew, Per re­ported, say­ing that I may have given our boy some­thing to think about, noth­ing more.

The in­tense sun seemed to have taken its toll on Helga af­ter all, be­cause now she in­ter­vened (women do have souls, def­i­nitely!) and quoted from world lit­er­a­ture: “If they want a spec­ta­cle, then give them a spec­ta­cle!” She ar­ranged a shady nest for Per on deck from the cush­ions of the bench, told him to sit down, and of­fered him food and drink. The farce al­most de­scended into the bizarre when she—now dressed child­ishly in baggy trousers and a veil like a harem woman—be­gan to dab the beads of sweat from his fore­head with a small cloth. The pi­lot was now ob­vi­ously steer­ing to­wards one of the con­trol tow­ers. I whis­pered to him whether he thought it was a good idea to stay overnight al­ready; it was only just af­ter noon, and we were go­ing to be in se­ri­ous trou­ble with my boss, oh dear! He replied ner­vously that he was go­ing ashore to make a phone call. Per turned around and said in Eng­lish, “Good, be­cause then I’ll be able to call Cairo too.” He would not ac­cept such treat­ment with­out com­ment! The pi­lot ducked and tried to calm things down; he would ask the canal au­thor­i­ties to let us through to Suez-Port Taw­fiq (the end of the canal).

Hey, that sounded much bet­ter! We docked at the foot of one of those tow­ers, lit­tle Santa Claus ran ahead to the MUGGELE and called to Mas­ter Rahn, “We’ll call and see if they’ll let us through to­day!” Rahn also docked, and we waited to­gether. Our pi­lot spent a long fif­teen min­utes in the con­trol tower; at times, loud shout­ing could be heard. Per chuck­led softly: “That’s a story!”

The pi­lot came down and steered to­ward Per and me. “We’re in luck,” he said, “the chan­nel’s stay­ing open, there’s only an Amer­i­can war­ship com­ing the other way, and they’ve agreed to let us pass.” He looked at us with sat­is­fac­tion, wait­ing for ap­plause. Per nod­ded and said, “Tonight, Suez!” The pi­lot started to re­ply (pre­sum­ably that it was too far), but Per had al­ready set­tled back onto his cush­ioned throne, pointed south in a Lord Nel­son pose, and said, “Let’s go!” Even the pi­lot un­der­stood that.

We were now trav­el­ing at twice the speed, Niko­laus took the wheel, and we sped along. The pi­lot took me aside and asked if this was okay, how he’d man­aged it. I re­mained calm and said that if we reached Suez to­day, I would ask my boss to give him a good word in Cairo. The pi­lot said okay, but he still wouldn’t tell me his name.

The Amer­i­can war­ship ap­proached us; the GIs waved and laughed, and there was enough room for an­other ship. At the check­points, they waved to us cheer­fully as we passed. Helga con­tin­ued play­ing the part of a harem ser­vant, and lit­tle Niko­laus taught the pi­lot the ba­sics of steer­ing mul­ti­hulled boats. Alex and I went to the chart ta­ble and did the math: we would be in Is­mailia be­fore sun­set and, re­al­is­ti­cally, in Suez by to­mor­row af­ter­noon! The MUGGELE stayed be­hind; the good Rahn had to con­serve its en­gine and couldn’t keep up with our pace. We sus­pected it was in for a lonely night.

In­deed, af­ter the last bend in the canal, we sailed into the bay in front of the city of Is­mailia. It seemed ar­range­ments had been made for us to be ex­pected; the su­per­mar­ket owner ar­rived at the an­chor­age in 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. No sooner had this shady rower dis­ap­peared into the launch than ev­ery­one burst into hearty laugh­ter and asked the friendly su­per­mar­ket owner where one could shop and eat.

He looked at us blankly at first, then grinned and said, “At my place!” We agreed that he would pick us up at night­fall.


The sand­storm

The weather was beau­ti­ful, calm, and per­fect. Lit­tle Santa Claus started clean­ing the ship, and one af­ter an­other joined in with­out a word. Be­fore long, the white­washed wooden deck of the PA­PAGENO was gleam­ing white again. I passed the barom­e­ter and couldn’t be­lieve my eyes: the thing must be bro­ken! I’d never seen such a steep drop. The cap­tain in­sisted the barom­e­ter was fine. We went up on deck. A dark, gray­ish-brown haze hung over the city. Alex mut­tered that it must be a sand­storm, and I replied, “What non­sense, Alex, we don’t have sand­storms here.”

Then, within min­utes, the sand­storm hit. It grew dark, the wind howled in the rig­ging, and sand flew hor­i­zon­tally around our ears. Niko­laus and I se­cured the dinghy, and I shouted to Alexan­dra to seal up our cabin, oth­er­wise we’d be sleep­ing in the sand that night. Soon we had ev­ery­thing be­low deck and all the hatches closed. For the first time, the en­tire crew sat around the large sa­loon ta­ble, and only then did we re­al­ize that nine men barely had enough room.

Alexan­dra, who was cling­ing to me tightly be­cause she was ter­ri­fied of the storm’s roar and howl­ing, and also be­cause there was so lit­tle space, sud­denly whis­pered in my ear, “There—out there is a rower!” I was be­gin­ning to think it was some kind of Ale­man­nic mis­un­der­stand­ing, or that she’d gone mad, when I saw him glid­ing past us, a shad­owy fig­ure. A young man in white gym shorts and a tank top, in a row­ing skiff, one-two, one-two, el­e­gantly glid­ing by. I said, “That’s a real storm, what’s he do­ing out there?”

Cu­rios­ity has got­ten me into some sticky sit­u­a­tions be­fore, but this time I con­trolled my­self. At least for a minute and a half. Then I freed my­self and crawled on deck. The storm wasn’t so bad up top, it was only be­low deck that it sounded ter­ri­ble; the howl­ing and roar­ing of the wind and the poi­sonous whirring of the sand sweep­ing along the su­per­struc­ture.

The sand crunched be­tween my teeth, and I watched in­tently as the rower ap­peared out of nowhere, sped past us in a flash, and van­ished again just as quickly. About three min­utes later, the same thing hap­pened, but in re­verse. One by one, ev­ery­one came up on deck and watched this prodigy, for whom train­ing was more im­por­tant than the sand­storm, which sub­sided in an in­stant. Niko­laus sur­veyed the deck, now cov­ered in cen­time­ters of fine brown sand. “And this just an hour af­ter we washed the ship!” he said rue­fully, shak­ing his head as he went be­low deck to do some­thing about the bad taste in his mouth. I also drank a beer, en­joy­ing it de­spite the crunch­ing sand that was be­ing washed down my throat and would prob­a­bly act like sand­pa­per af­ter­ward…

The wa­ter taxi docked. We asked the su­per­mar­ket owner what he thought of the storm, and he asked back, “What storm?” Ap­par­ently, this once-in-a-cen­tury storm hit here daily. We ex­plored the (small) town, bought pro­vi­sions for the next week, and had ev­ery­thing brought out to the ship—the wa­ter taxi be­longed to him, af­ter all. The man was al­right, his prices were rea­son­able, and as dark­ness fell, we en­joyed a de­li­cious sup­per in his gar­den gazebo. Then he took us back to the ship.

Once back on land, he con­verted his launch (with a sign read­ing: PORT AU­THOR­I­TIES) into an of­fi­cial ves­sel, bring­ing the har­bor mas­ter and his watch aboard the PA­PAGENO. We (as VIPs!) were given per­mis­sion to sail out into the Red Sea with the next con­voy. So, off we went – a night pas­sage through the Bit­ter Lakes…

The Suez Canal exit is also guarded by a tower. They were al­ready aware that we had no ra­dio; so they raised a flag when the exit was clear. We—a proud 15-me­ter boat—led the con­voy: be­hind us, a dozen enor­mous tankers, none un­der 100 me­ters long. Im­me­di­ately af­ter the exit, we veered sharply and moved closer to the shore, let­ting the be­he­moths pass. At first, we dipped our flag as re­quired (boats are sup­posed to greet each other by low­er­ing their flags), but af­ter the fifth or sixth ele­phant rum­bled past us with­out a salute, our en­thu­si­asm waned. Good sea­man­ship or not, the mer­chant fleet didn’t seem to care much for our flag salute, so we stopped. This would prove to be the least of our mis­takes that day.


The col­li­sion

We formed three crews: lit­tle Niko­laus, Alexan­dra, and I would have the first watch; big Niko­laus, Ker­stin, and Matz the sec­ond; and Per, Helga, and Alex would do the early watch. The wind was blow­ing briskly from the north­west, pro­pel­ling the boat for­ward on a broad reach at a good 10 knots—a re­spectable per­for­mance for a heavy cruis­ing boat! Be­fore night truly fell, we had left the last of the small is­lands and shal­lows be­hind us and were now chart­ing a per­fect course across open wa­ter: we would make a long tack far south and cover half the dis­tance to the Gubal Is­lands (lo­cated on the west­ern shore of the Red Sea and our first des­ti­na­tion) by morn­ing; with a bit of luck, we could be there by evening.

As we sped along, small, bright lights kept ap­pear­ing on the wa­ter. Fish­er­men fish­ing with gas lamps. Be­cause of the high waves, these small boats, of­ten only 4 or 5 me­ters long, were only vis­i­ble at the last mo­ment, as they danced on a crest. Some­times we sped past just a few me­ters away, greet­ing the fish­er­men with a loud “Hello!” and wav­ing. They were friendly and waved back; ap­par­ently, no one but me gave a thought to the fact that the pointed hulls of our tri­maran were plow­ing through the wa­ter at break­neck speed and could eas­ily im­pale such a small boat. Shut up, Cas­san­dra, and go to sleep!

Chang­ing of the guard. Niko­laus in­structs Niko­laus, point­ing out the con­voy be­hind us. Ker­stin, ex­pe­ri­enced bou­tique owner, sky­diver, and pi­lot, has me ex­plain the com­pass and steer­ing wheel to her one more time, and also that the bear­ing (the di­rec­tion point­ing from our cur­rent po­si­tion) must not re­main con­stant. Then we have a good­night cig­a­rette, and the rest of us go to sleep.

A loud crash jolts me awake. My first thought is of the fish­ing boats and our ra­zor-sharp hulls. As I run past, lit­tle Santa Claus looks at me sleep­ily: “What is it?” “I don’t know!” I yell, and keep run­ning, up on deck. When I climb out of the hatch and see a huge black wall and lit win­dows high above me, and hear a roar­ing rum­ble, no one needs to tell me what hap­pened. We didn’t im­pale a poor fish­er­man; we’ve been rammed by a tanker! A quick glance around: big Santa Claus and Ker­stin are kneel­ing in the cock­pit, the bent rail­ing be­hind them, and on the half-torn davits (two small cranes on which the dinghy hangs) the bat­tered dinghy, drag­ging half in the wa­ter: crum­pled as if some­one had run over it with a steam­roller!

The tanker has now com­pletely passed, and I can see the enor­mous pro­pel­lers at a safe dis­tance—we would have been ground to pulp in sec­onds in that gi­gan­tic churn­ing ma­chine! The black, mighty wall—as high as St. Stephen’s Cathe­dral—and the roar­ing noise of the pro­pel­lers mo­men­tar­ily take your senses away. I stand next to lit­tle Niko­laus and look up. It im­me­di­ately dawns on me that we’ve had an in­cred­i­bly lucky es­cape; it could eas­ily have ended fa­tally. A glance at my watch—it’s just af­ter 1 a.m.

I tell Niko­laus we need to count the crew. But he stands there frozen, not mov­ing. I count them all aloud, call­ing out their names – one is miss­ing!

“Santa, Per!” I shout, “One’s miss­ing!” “No way,” comes the la­conic re­ply, “Count again!” I count and call out each name. I hold onto the last one—Alex—even af­ter say­ing seven, then beat my chest and shout “Eight!”

“Some­one’s miss­ing!” I scream des­per­ately, and sud­denly think it’s Matz. I shout, “Where’s Matz, where’s Matz?!” A squeaky voice right in front of me says, “I’m here, I’m here!” and I say to him, with­out re­al­iz­ing I’m still clutch­ing him tightly and hit­ting his chest, “No, not you, Matz!” Al­most tear­fully, the sup­posed Alex says, “But—I’m Matz!”

It takes me a sec­ond, then an­other, to grasp the mean­ing of his words. One is miss­ing, clearly, but it’s not Matz, it’s the other one.

“Alex!” I shout, “where is Alex?!”

Dead si­lence. Per says dryly, “His bunk is right un­der the crushed dinghy.” Niko­laus: “Good heav­ens!” Ker­stin: “Well, doesn’t any­one want to go and take a look?” An awk­ward si­lence falls all around. No­body wants to go down there now.

Per and I went down to the com­pan­ion­way at the same time, crawl­ing along the nar­row bach­e­lor bunks all the way to the back. There lay a fig­ure wrapped in a sheet, silent and mo­tion­less. I had only one thought: he must be dead. Per stood mo­tion­less be­hind me; I heard him—rarely enough—take a deep breath. Then I care­fully felt my way for­ward and touched the fig­ure.

“Yes, what is it?” Alex mum­bles sleep­ily and rolls over, “what’s all the shout­ing about 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 roared past at 20 or 25 knots and had half torn our ship to pieces.

Alex quickly gets dressed and comes up on deck. Helga has lost her com­po­sure and found her voice again; like a fury, she screams at the big Santa Claus, Ker­stin, and poor Matz, ask­ing what they thought they were do­ing; they could see the ships and get out of the way in time, damn it!

We talked for hours, un­til dawn. It went some­thing like this: Ker­stin and Niko­laus had 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 at 160. Matz said he could eas­ily read the brightly lit com­pass, so that was fine.

No­body paid at­ten­tion to the con­voy be­hind them.

Af­ter some time, Ker­stin and Niko­laus, star­tled by the noise of the tanker, re­turned to the helm and saw the gi­ant ship, al­ready within arm’s reach. Niko­laus shouted that it was too late to swerve, that all they could do was pray! So the two lovers knelt down, while Matz stared into the dark­ness in mor­tal fear—he couldn’t see the tanker, he said, only heard the roar­ing thun­der of the gi­gan­tic bow wave. The tanker hit our ship on the star­board aft side and swept it aside as if it were flot­sam. Some­how, the dinghy had cush­ioned the im­pact a lit­tle and thus helped to cause our boat to veer off course and be pushed aside. The davit scraped along the hull and screamed like a wounded an­i­mal be­fore it broke. The crum­pled rub­ber tube that had once been a dinghy wrapped it­self half­way around the bent stern rail­ing, thus pre­vent­ing it from break­ing. The whole thing was over in a few sec­onds.

Per and I sat in the bow and dis­cussed the sit­u­a­tion. We’d been lucky this time, but there wouldn’t be a sec­ond chance. We de­cided that from now on, one of us would al­ways be awake, be­cause we knew we could rely on each other; it was a proven fact. We wouldn’t en­trust our lives to such am­a­teurs again—af­ter all, the big Santa Claus (whom we unan­i­mously blamed) wasn’t just some ran­dom beach­goer, but one of the ship’s own­ers and co-skip­per, with a li­cense and cer­ti­fi­ca­tion. We stuck to this de­ci­sion un­til we dis­em­barked.

The very next morn­ing, the two San­tas proved just how dif­fer­ent they were. The larger Santa, who silently avoided us and re­fused to have break­fast with us (“be­cause we’re so mean to him”), was at the helm when, chew­ing, I glanced out of the port­hole and saw a work­boat with a crane cross­ing our path. I im­me­di­ately jumped up and went to the wheel­house. Per fol­lowed me; he too had no­ticed that some­thing was wrong.

I stood silently next to Niko­laus. “He has to give way, we have the right of way,” said Niko­laus, and calmly drove on.

“The bear­ing is set!” I said (mean­ing we were on a di­rect col­li­sion course). Niko­laus said noth­ing. I re­peated, more em­phat­i­cally: “Come on, we’re on a col­li­sion course! Just bear away, turn the boat away from the wind so we slow down and let him pass in front!” “No,” Niko­laus in­sisted, “we have the right of way now!”

Mean­while, lit­tle Santa Claus, still chew­ing his sausage sand­wich with his mouth full, had come up and po­si­tioned him­self at the sec­ond helm. Word­lessly, he pressed down the shift lever and took over the wheel. He skill­fully ma­neu­vered around the ob­sta­cle and let the Egyp­tian pass, who waved cheer­fully and seemed com­pletely un­aware of his wrong­do­ing.

In the heated dis­cus­sion that fol­lowed, we told the lit­tle Santa Claus quite frankly that we still trusted him, but had ab­so­lutely no trust in his com­pan­ion, and that he could con­sider this a mutiny if he wanted: we cer­tainly wouldn’t stand idly by while the other Santa Claus killed us! The at­mos­phere was pretty tense, but af­ter a few hours ev­ery­one calmed down. Apart from that, the big Santa Claus didn’t get be­hind the wheel again for the next week.

The wind died down, so we spent the af­ter­noon swim­ming and tried to re­pair the worst dam­age our­selves. But the dinghy was com­pletely wrecked. “That’s al­right,” said lit­tle Santa Claus, “we have a sec­ond one, still in its pack­ag­ing be­low deck, we can put that one into ser­vice now.” It took sev­eral hours to un­pack and as­sem­ble the new boat. All in all, we were a pretty good crew, be­cause ev­ery­thing that could go wrong dur­ing as­sem­bly did go wrong.

To­wards evening, we headed for a small bay where there was ob­vi­ously an aban­doned de­pot or busi­ness. The quay wall was in­tact, so we tied up, but put out a small an­chor with the dinghy, just to be safe. We spent a very peace­ful evening – to my own sur­prise, I caught the first fish of my life on a line, us­ing Alma cheese from back home as bait. I’d orig­i­nally just been think­ing about “fish­ing non­sense” be­cause ev­ery­one said I’d never (ever) catch any­thing here with that line. Niko­laus fried the fish ‘la Pa­pageno’ and pre­pared a great snack, but we were still hun­gry. In the dis­tance, a fish­ing boat chugged along, then turned and came along­side. The fish­er­men waved a large fish; did we want to buy it? It must have weighed 30 kg. But the $100 they wanted was too much for us, so they chugged off again. Dur­ing their ma­neu­ver, they got caught in some kind of rope, but they ac­cel­er­ated hard and dis­ap­peared into the dark­ness.


An­chor­ing ma­neu­vers and reefs

The next morn­ing brought great sur­prise. Our ex­tra an­chor was gone. Niko­laus ex­am­ined the sev­ered line. Aha, the fish­er­men from last night. They’d got­ten snagged some­where. Now we knew where. We dove around for an­other hour and had to con­tinue on empty-handed; the an­chor was gone for good; I sus­pected it was still at­tached to the fish­ing boat. Around mid­day, we reached the north­ern tip of Gubal Is­land and rounded it. Here, the reefs were only very vaguely marked on the chart; the Red Sea Pi­lot even men­tioned “un­der­wa­ter shift­ing sand dunes.” It soon be­came clear that this was no laugh­ing mat­ter when we counted the wrecks cling­ing to the reefs. One was even a brand-new mo­tor­boat, which prob­a­bly must have cost tens of mil­lions – but now it sat mo­tion­less on a reef, and with binoc­u­lars, we could see that it had been com­pletely plun­dered in the mean­time. Lit­tle Santa Claus sent Big Santa Claus up half­way up the mast in the bo­sun’s chair, to the look­out. The look­out, per­haps for younger read­ers, is the per­son high up in the air who has to keep watch for Gauls, pi­rates, or reefs and shout loudly if he sees any­thing dan­ger­ous. (“The Ga-, the Ga-, the Gaga…!”, as it says in As­terix).

Santa Claus even brought his po­lar­ized sun­glasses be­cause “you can see be­low the sur­face of the wa­ter with them.” Snails! He looked here and there and made faces, but he didn’t see any reefs.

A he­li­copter took off from the shore about 2-3 km away and flew over­head. The pi­lot turned around and looked at us very closely. Ev­ery­one waved, but he de­scended even lower; he ob­vi­ously wanted some­thing. Then we could see him point­ing to his head­phones. Ra­dio? No, we don’t have one. Since no one else made any move, I went to the fore­deck and first pointed to my ear, then made the tele­phone sign with my thumb and lit­tle fin­ger, then crossed my fore­arms into an X (=bro­ken). He nod­ded and de­scended a few more me­ters. Then he pointed for­ward and drew hills and moun­tains in the air, then his hand slid through the air again and crashed into an imag­i­nary ob­sta­cle.

Per had po­si­tioned him­self next to me and trans­lated aloud: “There are reefs up ahead, and you’ll smash into the con­crete!” We nod­ded to in­di­cate we un­der­stood; but he po­si­tioned the he­li­copter in front of the boat and set a course of about thirty de­grees to port, then re­peated it once more. We nod­ded, and lit­tle Santa Claus dra­mat­i­cally turned the wheel so he could see our course change, so he would know we had un­der­stood him. He rocked the he­li­copter a few times and dis­ap­peared be­hind the dunes again.

Per and I stood at the front rail­ing, watch­ing the wa­ter, while the girls, Alex, and Matz furled the fore­sail. The big Santa Claus felt old and su­per­flu­ous, be­cause we ges­tured to the other Santa Claus at the helm when we saw bright green wa­ter and the first reefs—dan­ger­ous things, so-called “Ne­gro heads,” lurk­ing just a few cen­time­ters be­low the sur­face and only clearly vis­i­ble at low tide. We slowed down and glided at a walk­ing pace through the en­trance be­tween the two large Gubal is­lands, al­ways keep­ing close to the reef edge.

Then we reached the spot Achmed had marked on the map a week ear­lier: a truly beau­ti­ful, small bay shel­tered to the north. The wind was now blow­ing at force 8 across the flat sand­bar, and the anemome­ter at the mast­head was show­ing a steady 8 Beau­fort. Down on deck, we were pro­tected by the is­land, and there was only a light breeze.

Lit­tle Niko­laus cau­tiously edged for­ward, while Alex and Per fid­dled with the large main an­chor and low­ered the chain. Then the an­chor caught, and Niko­laus let the boat drift back to dig in the an­chor. A jolt, and we drifted rapidly away – the chain had snapped! Af­ter a mo­ment of shock, we did what we had been taught: Niko­laus restarted the en­gine and headed for­ward again to where the an­chor should be; Matz and I pre­pared the small hand an­chor and low­ered it into the wa­ter. The an­chor caught, the line tight­ened; but this could only be a tem­po­rary fix. We wouldn’t be able to stay here overnight with this small an­chor.

Per, who took the break­ing of “his” an­chor al­most as a per­sonal in­sult, stripped down to his swim­ming trunks and jumped into the wa­ter to dive for it. He sur­faced and held up the an­chor chain – un­for­tu­nately, he’d mis­judged the pres­sure equal­iza­tion dur­ing this ma­neu­ver, and his ear hurt ter­ri­bly for sev­eral days af­ter­ward. Niko­laus rushed into the cabin and searched for the an­chor re­pair kit (I have to ad­mit I’d never seen one of those be­fore). Tri­umphantly, he held up a re­pair link; now it was only a mat­ter of min­utes un­til the two halves of the an­chor chain were firmly re­con­nected. The ship slowly re­versed, the an­chor and the re­paired chain hold­ing. Los­ing two an­chors in one day was cer­tainly strange.

We stayed one day and two nights on the north­ern Gubal is­land, took shore ex­cur­sions, and ex­plored the com­pletely un­in­hab­ited sand is­land a bit. We went div­ing at the reef, which made me quite un­easy, as we had to rely com­pletely on the large dinghy, even though we didn’t re­ally trust it 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’m an ex­cel­lent free­d­iver, but I wanted to re­fresh my scuba div­ing skills. I de­vised a (tech­ni­cally ques­tion­able) com­pro­mise: I would only dive long and deep enough that, in the event of an “un­ex­plained mal­func­tion,” I could al­ways re­move my equip­ment and sur­face. Let me be clear: don’t try this at home; you can get se­ri­ously hurt! Later, I was able to fully en­joy the thrill when dusk fell and we dived with­out lights in the in­creas­ingly dark wa­ter.

Then we drove 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, as for­mer Pres­i­dent Mubarak had a con­fer­ence cen­ter built there next to his pres­i­den­tial re­treat, where Is­raeli-Pales­tinian peace talks have fre­quently taken place. So, with a fa­vor­able wind, we rounded the cor­ner – be­fore us lay the wide, beau­ti­ful Gulf of Aqaba. Up at the cape (Ras is the Ara­bic word for it), next to the light­house, stands a long, low build­ing.

Ker­stin, a pi­lot and sky­diver, looked up and re­marked that it was per­fect for a free jump. Alex cast a con­nois­seur’s eye up­ward and said it was a tidal ob­ser­va­tory. Alexan­dra, ly­ing on the bench with her head rest­ing in my lap, read the cul­tural guide about the area’s at­trac­tions. I played with her blonde hair and kept quiet as she read aloud the ti­tle of the next page: Ras Muhammed – the newly built in­ter­na­tional shark ob­ser­va­tion ob­ser­va­tory opens!

Lit­tle Santa Claus soon spot­ted a chan­nel be­tween the reefs and steered care­fully in­side, then we an­chored. We dove and frol­icked in the wa­ter, fas­ci­nated by the abun­dant un­der­wa­ter flora and fauna. There, in the wa­ter, you’re just one of many, many de­li­cious fish. A hun­dred me­ters above us was the con­crete plat­form of the ob­ser­va­tory; lit­tle peo­ple stood there wav­ing and wav­ing their hands and call­ing out to us. We waved and waved our hands back and called out “Hello!” and “Hello!” and “Hello!” Alexan­dra tugged un­cer­tainly at my sleeve, won­der­ing if they could see more from up there than we could from down here.

No, of course there are no sharks here, as Santa Claus, who has dived here “quite of­ten,” knows. Ad­mit­tedly, he’s quite skilled at han­dling the div­ing equip­ment; we re­fresh all the emer­gency pro­ce­dures, such as how two peo­ple can man­age with one reg­u­la­tor, etc. Un­for­tu­nately, our un­der­wa­ter lights fail, so his video footage and the pho­tos I take are of very poor qual­ity. We en­joy the mag­nif­i­cent un­der­wa­ter world at Sharks Reef and only get out of the wa­ter hours later when we start to feel cold.

The next day, we chug along in calm con­di­tions, sail­ing up the Gulf un­til we reach the city of Sharm El Sheikh (Ofira), the fa­bled land of Ophir, if you re­call the Book of Kings by the an­cient Per­sian Al-Fir­dausi. Sharm El Sheikh is our des­ti­na­tion; from there we will fly back to Cairo, the PA­PAGENO will head back to the west coast and ferry tourists to Hurghada for div­ing. The town de­serves a full de­scrip­tion: a har­bor with a bar­racks, eigh­teen houses, two shops, and fif­teen five-star ho­tels. On the beach, there are two dive schools, three boat rental com­pa­nies, and an ex­cur­sion boat ad­ver­tis­ing “Visit the Shark’s Ob­ser­va­tory at Ras Muham­mad!”


At the har­bor mas­ter’s of­fice

For all its ar­chi­tec­tural mod­esty, Sharm el Sheikh is an im­por­tant lo­ca­tion for Egyp­tian sea­far­ing and El Gism, the army. The al­most square-shaped har­bor basin (new har­bor) is a con­crete bath­tub, a 17-me­ter-deep swim­ming pool, prob­a­bly 250 by 250 me­ters. On the sunny side, at the pier, lie an Ital­ian and a Span­ish war­ship. We are met by a small launch and guided to the shady, rugged east­ern side of the har­bor basin. Our an­chor is sim­ply dropped onto the smooth con­crete bot­tom, not to men­tion dig­ging in. The dis­tance is too great for a shore line, but the pi­lot, who speaks pass­able Eng­lish, ex­plic­itly for­bids us from an­chor­ing any closer to the shore. War­ships and can­nons do im­press us civil­ians, so we swal­low our protests and re­main an­chored in the mid­dle of the swim­ming pool – nau­ti­cal non­sense, but we don’t dare ar­gue.

The day be­fore, we had filed an ac­ci­dent re­port about our col­li­sion. Nat­u­rally, not a word about our in­com­pe­tent watch leader, just a sim­ple, ac­cu­rate de­scrip­tion of what had hap­pened. The only thing miss­ing was the tanker’s name—we hadn’t been able to read it in the dark. Our skip­per, Per, and I boarded the dinghy and fol­lowed the lo­cal to the har­bor mas­ter’s of­fice. There, they sent us back; the har­bor mas­ter wouldn’t be there un­til a cer­tain time. We stayed on board and got the boat ready, mean­ing we ti­died up and washed it. When the time came, we chugged back to the har­bor mas­ter’s of­fice.

The walls of his small of­fice were plas­tered with pho­to­graphs and photo tro­phies. His name was Colonel (pro­nounced “Kör­nel”), ev­ery­one called him that. In some pho­tos, you could see him in a fan­tas­tic car­ni­val uni­form; per­haps he was a real Kör­nel af­ter all; he did, af­ter all, speak flu­ent Eng­lish. They had al­ready seen us com­ing, and as soon as we sat down, we were served hot pep­per­mint tea in thin clay cups – I must tell Michael Häupl about that some­time! On the ta­ble was his name card: Capt. Ab­del Wa­hab M. Saleh. “Fa­ther of the Whales,” I whis­pered to Niko­laus, and he whis­pered back: “I can read too!” (On the wall hung a brightly painted sign: Abd el Wa­hab – Fa­ther of the Whales. I won­der if this is where Melville got his Cap­tain Ahab for Moby Dick?).

Per placed our re­port, writ­ten in Eng­lish, on the desk. Kör­nel im­me­di­ately took it away again, pointed apolo­get­i­cally at the thick, green-bound book on which Per had placed it, and said with a smile: “This is the Holy Quran!” Then he took our pa­per and be­gan to read. He stopped again im­me­di­ately (I can’t read Ara­bic, af­ter all) and said: “Well, tell me about it!” Niko­laus in­tro­duced him­self, the ship, its name, etc., and re­ported that we had wanted to go from Port Said to Sharm el Sheikh (here are our pa­pers), and that we had had a col­li­sion with a tanker on such-and-such a night. (The con­ver­sa­tion is so vivid in my mind that I want to re­pro­duce it here ver­ba­tim:)

The gnome smiles. “Col­li­sion?” - Ap­par­ently, he’s imag­in­ing with a smirk how we’ll ride into a moun­tain of steel with our lances low­ered.

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

“Aha,” said the grain, sat­is­fied, “that sounds bet­ter. And – did any­thing hap­pen to the tanker?”

Nicholas silently de­nies it.

“But your ship—is it badly dam­aged?” Niko­laus shrugged. “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 isn’t re­ally badly dam­aged, good Amer­i­can crafts­man­ship!”

“And – was any­one hurt?” Niko­laus again de­nies it.

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

So much for the mar­itime court hear­ing. Niko­laus and Per are mak­ing a half-hearted at­tempt to find out the tanker’s name and pur­sue the mat­ter through in­sur­ance chan­nels, but the fa­ther of the whales has long since re­treated dream­ily into his pep­per­mint tea and isn’t re­spond­ing. Mean­while, I was des­per­ately try­ing to iden­tify the peo­ple in the pho­to­graphic tro­phies, but alas, all the Egyp­tian no­bil­ity were com­pletely un­known to me.

Kör­nel no­ticed my in­quis­i­tive glances, and now he’s tak­ing the pic­tures off the wall one by one, ex­plain­ing that here he’s pic­tured with Min­is­ter So-and-so, there with Gen­eral What­sit, and here’s his penul­ti­mate ship, a 1,500 hp one, by the way, which he sold to the mer­chant Ick­sip­silon. Speak­ing of which—if we needed pro­vi­sions, wa­ter, or diesel, he could get us ev­ery­thing, be­cause the mer­chants in Sharm, he said, were cut­throats, real swindlers who even charged ex­tra for de­liv­ery; but with him, you could sim­ply hand over a list of goods, and he’d de­liver them to the ship free of charge. Wel­come to the bak­sheesh canal!

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

The man sud­denly sat bolt up­right – he’d ob­vi­ously never seen an id­iot ask to pay vol­un­tar­ily. “Of course not,” he said pre­dictably, “you need a spe­cial per­mit!” Now I smiled broadly, be­cause that’s what I’d been aim­ing for. “Here it is!” and Niko­laus placed the form with the printed red diver on it on the desk.

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

That was ex­actly what the Red Sea Pi­lot had said, and now I had con­fir­ma­tion. Yes­ter­day, we had un­know­ingly dived il­le­gally in the na­ture re­serve at Ras Muhammed, but we couldn’t do it any­more once I knew and Kör­nel had seen us; he was as sharp as a ra­zor, and I wasn’t about to mess with some­one like that. Friendly and word­less, he reached into a drawer and took out 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 pro­duced the blue diplo­matic pass­port from his pouch. “Well, what’s this?” Kör­nel paused, and be­gan to leaf through it. He dis­creetly slipped the form un­der a stack of news­pa­pers while he stud­ied Per’s pass­port. “A diplo­matic pass­port!” he de­clared with a know­ing air, “I used to travel with one when I was a mil­i­tary at­taché!” He sud­denly be­came so jovial and chummy that I felt a lit­tle un­easy—this could all go very wrong.

With­out fur­ther ado, he grabbed the “in­valid” div­ing per­mit, grinned broadly, stamped it with sev­eral dif­fer­ent stamps, and scrib­bled his name un­der­neath with a flour­ish. “There you go, now you can dive any­where,” he said. “I’m also the high­est con­ser­va­tion au­thor­ity here, I give you per­mis­sion!” He barked at his door­man, and a few mo­ments later we were served fresh pep­per­mint tea. The guy grinned broadly as he reached into the bot­tom drawer of his desk. “Al­lah will for­give us,” he mur­mured, plac­ing the co­gnac on the ta­ble. We de­clined, but he poured us a gen­er­ous amount of co­gnac into our hot tea.

Like cat and mouse, he and Per cir­cled each other in the en­su­ing small talk, nei­ther re­veal­ing any­thing at all about their jobs, only that they both worked for the state (each for their own). Per didn’t cor­rect the “diplo­mat” com­ment, let the fa­ther of all whales think what he wanted. Dur­ing a pause, the elu­sive cap­tain ges­tured to Niko­laus: “You skip­per?” and we nod­ded. The cap­tain nod­ded at me with­out look­ing di­rectly at me: “You se­cu­rity?” I shook my head: “No, as­sis­tant,” and the cap­tain nod­ded un­der­stand­ingly, wink­ing at Per. Yeah, as­sis­tant.

The con­ver­sa­tion then turned to the Gulf War and the con­sid­er­able work­load the two war­ships in port were caus­ing (and, al­most as an aside, Per was gen­tly quizzed to see if he was a diplo­mat with three per­cent sta­tus and there­fore en­ti­tled to sup­plies). Poor Kör­nel had to de­liver truck­loads of pro­vi­sions and for­bid­den drinks to them, “You can’t imag­ine how dif­fi­cult it is to pro­cure all this stuff around here!” I thought to my­self, I’d love to have his whin­ing and his per­cent­ages…

We were back on topic; a brief glance, then Niko­laus said we’d like to come aboard to put to­gether our shop­ping list. The cap­tain said good­bye and gave us a man to take the list and ar­range the de­liv­ery.

The mood on board was cheer­ful. We sat around our cof­fee, chat­ting, and Niko­laus had to tell the har­bor mas­ter’s story for the third time. Then Alex said that the boat wasn’t ly­ing steady; the an­chor was drag­ging along the bot­tom. The boat had al­ready cir­cled sev­eral times, so the chain was twisted and might break again. Niko­laus de­cided that we should care­fully move to­wards the shore and put out a stern line. When the an­chor winch lifted the chain, we saw un­der­wa­ter that it had wrapped it­self ridicu­lously around the an­chor it­self. Some­one had to go down to sort it out be­fore we caused any dam­age.

The tall Santa Claus was just in the mid­dle of putting on his div­ing gear when Per dryly re­marked that the sol­diers on the war­ship were watch­ing us with binoc­u­lars—and if you go into the har­bor basin with div­ing gear on, they’ll get you! Santa Claus, the quick thinker, stopped dead, his mouth wide open. Helga had to dis­ap­pear into the gal­ley im­me­di­ately, where I heard her laugh­ing loudly.

“I’ll do it,” I said, and dropped my clothes. Per grabbed his un­der­wa­ter cam­era and joined Alex in the wa­ter. I jumped into the warm wa­ter, dove down the 17 me­ters to the an­chor, worked on it, and tugged on the chain a few times, which was al­most im­me­di­ately free again, then I pulled back up. Per im­mor­tal­ized this suc­cess­ful dive in a won­der­ful 8mm se­quence—in which I saw my­self div­ing for the first time. The big Santa Claus grum­bled as he dis­posed of his bot­tles and was fu­ri­ous “be­cause we’re al­ways so mean to him.”

Alexan­dra asked how one man­ages to get down so deep. She could barely get a me­ter down; the air in her stom­ach and chest just kept float­ing back up! I first grinned at the chest part and then said that I sim­ply let all the air out be­fore­hand. But Alex (our medic, in ad­di­tion to be­ing an elec­tron­ics tech­ni­cian) com­mented that I was a fool, let­ting the air out and all that, you can eas­ily drown that way—that’s why a weight belt is safer. Ev­ery­one agreed with him, ex­cept Alexan­dra. We prac­ticed for quite a while, and sud­denly she got it. “Phew,” she said pant­ing when we got back to the sur­face, “I have to swim re­ally hard back up, and when my strength gives out, I’m pulled back down!” Yes, that’s just how it is with free­d­iv­ing.


Div­ing in par­adise

Af­ter break­fast, we hur­ried to get the ship ready and fol­lowed the car­a­van of ex­cur­sion boats, reach­ing the bay de­scribed in ev­ery dive guide as a diver’s par­adise (Ras Umm Sid) af­ter half an hour. We ar­rived last, ex­cit­edly stand­ing on the fore­deck, watch­ing the ex­cur­sion boats slowly cir­cle the bay, drop­ping off divers. The tall Santa Claus, now at the helm (!), be­cause, af­ter all, he “had dived nearby a few times,” boldly steered into the cen­ter of the cir­cle, where a rock was vis­i­ble in the wa­ter.

“Hang the an­chor on!” he com­manded, and Alex and I hur­ried along, obliv­i­ous.

Sud­denly, some­one from one of the dive boats shouts over, ask­ing if we’d lost our minds, an­chor­ing right on top of the “Dome”?! Get lost, you damn tourists! (or some­thing like that). The “Dome,” 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 claim it’s a coral, but I know Aunt Amalie’s coral neck­lace, and that looks com­pletely dif­fer­ent!

Per takes the helm and steers the boat out­side the cir­cle. Alex snorkels ahead and waves, in­di­cat­ing good an­chor­age over there. We an­chor the boat and go div­ing. Since there isn’t enough equip­ment on board, we split into two groups: the San­tas and Ker­stin with tanks, and the rest of us free dive.

For me, it’s all new: the dome, ris­ing like a gi­ant can­dle from the black void; the many col­or­ful schools of fish com­ing within cen­time­ters; the cheeky lit­tle ze­bra-striped fish nib­bling at our skin and wet­suits. I’m see­ing bar­racu­das for the first time, and I’m pho­tograph­ing li­on­fish for the first time. Un­for­tu­nately, the pic­tures are only so-so, as the flash doesn’t reach far enough at a depth of 10 me­ters. When I show the slides to friends and fam­ily, I have to ex­plain why ev­ery­thing is such a dirty green and why the li­on­fish (which is ac­tu­ally fiery red and poi­sonous) ap­pears a rich dark brown with white feath­ers. Only to very, very close friends do I sheep­ishly ad­mit that I sim­ply didn’t dare get any closer.

Matz, our blind air traf­fic con­troller, doesn’t have a wet­suit and is freez­ing mis­er­ably. We leave him on board as watch­men and fol­low the San­tas to the steep drop-off, where the reef edge plunges ver­ti­cally into the black void. They dive down and, in their un­com­rade­ship, don’t no­tice Ker­stin’s hand sig­nals; the depth is clearly fright­en­ing for her, and she stays be­hind with us above. Alex is chas­ing a school of bar­racuda; we swim quickly over to him and ask if he’s lost his mar­bles. He grins and says they don’t hurt you any­way, but then de­cides against it. Alexan­dra and I look at each other: we’re re­ally in a sorry state, gen­tle­men!

Per, Helga, Alexan­dra, and I stayed to­gether, swim­ming around in this beau­ti­ful un­der­wa­ter world and ad­mir­ing this fan­tas­tic gar­den for hours. I snapped pho­tos and pho­tos un­til the film ran out, ask­ing Helga to pho­to­graph this and that, be­cause it was like the Gar­den of Eden. The sun slowly set, the light be­came dim, and the preda­tory fish awak­ened. Now it was Alex who was be­ing chased by a school of bar­racuda and reached the boat in a record-break­ing crawl. Slowly, ev­ery­one gath­ered on board, and we chugged back to the har­bor. The most beau­ti­ful dive of my life (so far).


Cap­tain’s Din­ner

I still ad­mire lit­tle Niko­laus to this day. With lit­tle money and a lot of hard work, he man­ages the PA­PAGENO sin­gle-hand­edly, be­cause his part­ner is com­pletely out of his mind and more of a nui­sance than a help. He keeps the ship in ex­cel­lent con­di­tion and does ev­ery­thing him­self that he pos­si­bly can. I’m no sur­veyor, but as far as I can tell, the ship is in tip-top shape. The faulty elec­tron­ics only af­fect un­nec­es­sary lux­u­ries and don’t im­pair its sea­wor­thi­ness.

The bribe-and-bake chan­nel has drained his fi­nances, gen­tle­men! Nev­er­the­less, Lit­tle Santa Claus an­nounces that he wants to treat us to the Cap­tain’s Din­ner in Sharm el Sheikh tonight, our last evening to­gether. We dress up and chug across the har­bor basin, sur­rounded by the bar­racks wall, go through “pass­port con­trol” once again, and trot over a small hill into town. There—we wouldn’t have be­lieved it—we can’t find a sin­gle restau­rant. Ex­cept per­haps for the dread­ful ho­tels, where even the ap­pe­tiz­ers cost more than a meal in Cairo. This price max­i­miza­tion rubs us all the wrong way, so we ig­nore the greed­ily rub­bing din­ing room man­agers and head back into town. Af­ter a long walk, we sit down at a street café and have a drink be­fore con­tin­u­ing our stroll.

“Why wan­der any fur­ther?” the cof­fee­house owner asks us. “I’m hav­ing chicken and rice tonight in the gar­den.” Then he low­ers his voice so Al­lah won’t hear, and whis­pers, “I have beer and wine, too.” We look at each other, then fol­low him into the gar­den, which is just like a Vi­en­nese wine tav­ern, ex­cept that the drinkers here are darker-skinned. It’s cramped, but we en­joy the meal, which, al­though ter­ri­bly greasy and spicy, is far tastier than the spaghetti Bolog­nese and spaghetti Pa­pageno (and vice versa) we were used to on the ship. Here in the gar­den, where Al­lah can’t see, wine (in co­pi­ous amounts) and beer (in cans) are served openly. Af­ter the meal, I try to strike up a con­ver­sa­tion with our ta­ble neigh­bors, two dark-skinned Arabs, but it’s very dif­fi­cult, very dif­fi­cult. They beckon me to join them.

The crew roars with laugh­ter when Per ca­su­ally re­marks, “Now he doesn’t dare, Mr. Se­cu­rity.” That’s all I need to know. I give a quick nod to the group and sit down with the two sin­is­ter-look­ing fel­lows. Our con­ver­sa­tion slowly gets go­ing, me slowly in Eng­lish, them slowly in Ara­bic-Eng­lish. I have three chil­dren, and no, no wife. They’re sur­prised; ev­ery­one has a wife or more. “Yes, yes, but not me. I have a girl­friend, but no ring.” “Aha,” they nod, un­com­pre­hend­ing. “What, no ring? That’s a ring, isn’t it?” “Yes,” I say, “a signet ring, a dec­o­ra­tive ring. Not a ring for a wife.” “Aha.”

The two work in road con­struc­tion in Cairo, I quickly re­al­ize; they come from the is­land of Tiran. It ac­tu­ally be­longs to the Saudis, and they are Saudis too, but that’s not so im­por­tant here. At mid­night they’ll take a bus across the Sinai to Cairo, and they’ll be there by noon to­mor­row. I ask if I can buy them a beer – head shak­ing, beer, for God’s sake, no! I soften the blow and of­fer them pep­per­mint tea: yes, gladly, that’s very kind. When I or­der, one of them points at my cig­a­rette – no, when I of­fer him one, he ges­tures that he means a wa­ter pipe. So, an­other chibuk for the dark-skinned guest, waiter, and plenty of to­bacco for three. Thank good­ness for Karl May.

This in­vi­ta­tion to tea changes the whole con­ver­sa­tion. Sud­denly, the Arab con­struc­tion work­ers aren’t so gloomy any­more; they’re laugh­ing and sip­ping their hot tea. They ask about my work and cus­toms in Aus­tria, and I slowly re­al­ize that their at­tempts to pro­nounce “Aus­tria” cor­rectly are grad­u­ally turn­ing into “As­turia,” and sud­denly we find our­selves talk­ing about bull­fight­ing 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), and I cau­tiously wipe the metal mouth­piece with my flat hand—hy­giene and all that—but they ac­knowl­edge my ap­pre­hen­sion with broad smiles. Ap­par­ently, the greedy waiter didn’t pro­vide enough to­bacco (to­bacco is rolled into small, cone-shaped pa­per pouches and placed in the clay bowl con­tain­ing the glow­ing char­coal). Some­one takes out their own to­bacco pouch and adds a lit­tle more. Im­me­di­ately, a pleas­ant, sweet aroma fills the air; we draw and puff on the de­li­cious to­bacco, laugh and joke, and try to bring Vi­enna back from Spain to Aus­tria. I could tell them that things were ex­actly the op­po­site in the time of Charles V, but my Ara­bic ges­tures prob­a­bly wouldn’t be suf­fi­cient…

I had al­ready treated ev­ery­one to three or four rounds of tea and to­bacco, and the Dark Knight had du­ti­fully added his own to­bacco, when Alexan­dra strolled over and sat on my lap (nat­u­rally, only be­cause there wasn’t a chair free). She sniffed and then whis­pered in my ear, “Honey, that’s hashish!” and looked at me wide-eyed, know­ing full well that I ut­terly de­test such things. I can still hear the words, but at the time they didn’t reg­is­ter in my con­scious­ness, be­cause I was in such a won­der­ful mood and ev­ery­thing was shrouded in a sweet haze; ev­ery­one was so lovely and I felt glo­ri­ous. I po­litely ex­plained to her that I was sim­ply hav­ing tea and smok­ing a hookah with the two gen­tle­men. Alexan­dra slunk off again, in­ex­pli­ca­bly pout­ing.

Ev­ery Cap­tain’s Din­ner has to end, and so did this one. We walked out into the balmy full-moon night, and I mar­veled at how soft and springy the soles of my an­cient sail­ing boots were. I danced and skipped ahead of the oth­ers, up­hill to­ward the bar­racks, still hear­ing the com­ments be­hind me that he must be com­pletely done for, and looked around to see who “he” could pos­si­bly mean. But there was no one else there. So we strolled home­ward—I was danc­ing in my new shoes—and reached the bar­racks gate, in front of which stood three guards: two with Kalash­nikovs, one with­out, be­cause that was the com­mand­ing of­fi­cer. We had prob­a­bly shown our pass­ports and the port pa­pers for the PA­PAGENO ten times in these two days, but each time they in­sisted on see­ing them again—rules are rules!

As I pranced around in front of the group like a mad­man, it ap­par­ently looked alarm­ing, be­cause the mili­ti­a­men hud­dled to­gether, clutch­ing their ri­fles tightly: Watch out, a fool! Even now, I’m baf­fled as to which cor­ner of my re­pressed sub­con­scious this ho­mo­sex­ual im­pulse sprang from; in any case, I sud­denly em­braced the com­man­der and planted a loud kiss on his un­shaven cheek. “It’s me, dear István!” I added un­nec­es­sar­ily. Star­tled, he opened his eyes like a calf in a slaugh­ter­house, then ges­tured gruffly that we should get through the gate quickly, and hurry up! De­lighted that there was no te­dious pass­port con­trol, we ran laugh­ing down to the har­bor.

The oth­ers are still roar­ing with laugh­ter, but Alexan­dra swears she’ll never, ever, ever kiss me again, that I’m such a hor­ri­ble thing to do! The oth­ers are now teas­ing me, say­ing I’m so high I could fly over to the Ital­ians (ad­den­dum: war­ship) and ask if they have any­thing to quench our thirst. I couldn’t be held back any longer when the oth­ers re­al­ized my drunken re­solve and tried to down­play it with “it was just a joke!” How of­ten have we been told we’d never be al­lowed near the war­ships!

The oth­ers fol­lowed slowly as I pranced to­wards the Ital­ians. A cor­po­ral sat at a ta­ble in front of the pas­sarella, the gang­plank lead­ing onto the ship, calmly watch­ing me. It’s clear to me now, be­cause I prob­a­bly wasn’t the first stoned soul he’d seen in his long ser­vice, but back then I no­ticed how com­pletely cool he re­mained, even though ev­ery­one else neighed or freaked out at the sight of me. From a dis­tance, I greeted him in my rusty school Ital­ian and asked not to shoot—we were the tired and thirsty sailors from the tri­maran out there and just wanted to ask if we could have a sip of Chi­anti or some­thing else de­cent. Cheek­i­ness pays off, I thought.

In snarling Eng­lish, he in­formed me that “the Ital­ians” were those back there, and he was “the Spaniards.” But if I wanted, we could have a beer; there were no other drinks be­cause the har­bor mas­ter wanted ex­or­bi­tant prices. I fran­ti­cally searched through the hashish-ad­dled sea­weed fill­ing my brain and tried to make my­self un­der­stood in bro­ken Span­ish. When I tossed him one such phrase—that the har­bor mas­ter was prob­a­bly a ladron (thief)—he be­came ap­proach­able and grinned broadly; well, come along then!

Helga whis­pers, “István, you’re the best,” while we wait at the gang­plank un­til the of­fi­cer re­turns with two cases of cold, nice and cold beer. While we drink our cans, the oth­ers give him a rough out­line of how our trip went. When Niko­laus re­minds us that we have to get back to the ship, the Spaniard gives us a full case of beer “for later.”

Need­less to say, I was soak­ing wet af­ter row­ing back to our ship; it’s also un­nec­es­sary to men­tion that the beer didn’t last un­til morn­ing; but it’s also un­nec­es­sary to men­tion that at some point the wet clothes had to be taken off and that Alexan­dra and I danced the Sir­taki on the cabin roof – un­der a full moon, naked and beau­ti­ful! (Sir­taki, be­cause it was the only playable cas­sette on board).

The two San­tas soon went their sep­a­rate ways – the older Santa and Ker­stin pooled their sav­ings and bought the SYM­PAT, a tri­maran they still char­ter to­day. Alex walked from Sharm (over sev­eral days) to the Sinai Penin­sula to St. Cather­ine’s Monastery and sub­se­quently had to have his bleed­ing soles treated in a Cairo hos­pi­tal. Matz con­tin­ued to take tourists on the PA­PAGENO in Hurghada for a while with the younger Santa, Alexan­dra went to Brazil, and Helga, Per, and I went to Vi­enna.

We still some­times go to sea to­gether to­day.



A year like any other


I prob­a­bly haven’t even men­tioned that I’ve spent most of my pro­fes­sional life in data pro­cess­ing. Com­put­ers and all that, you know. Of course, you can do that for a while with­out be­com­ing com­pletely out of touch or ec­cen­tric. How­ever, you shouldn’t for­get to do some­thing else, at least as a hobby. For me, the best thing to do was to work my way up in the com­puter club I’d joined and one day be­come ed­i­tor-in-chief of the club’s news­let­ter.

Well, it wasn’t re­ally that bad.

There wasn’t a club news­let­ter yet; a dou­ble-sided, hec­tographed sheet was sent out two or three times a year, list­ing the most im­por­tant events of the past year and up­com­ing dates, etc. Then the cur­rent pres­i­dent had the idea of ask­ing me for a short con­tri­bu­tion for the next is­sue, which I did. Un­for­tu­nately, I couldn’t man­age to write one that was less than 12 pages long. Now we were in a real bind, but we were able to help the good man: that’s how the news­let­ter came about.

Per­haps the pres­i­dent at the time thought I would pub­lish great pro­gram­ming tricks or mas­ter­ful cod­ing ex­am­ples; pre­sum­ably he hoped I would put to­gether 8 to 10 pages of them.

He soon knew bet­ter.

Month af­ter month, I filled the pages from then on, some­times only 48, but usu­ally a full 64. Among other things, I had stip­u­lated that I could give free rein to my pen. Whether it was an an­nounce­ment of a con­fer­ence or lec­tures by IBM lu­mi­nar­ies, I neatly wrapped it all in short, read­able sto­ries, be­liev­ing that this was a bet­ter and more hu­mor­ous way to present the dry facts to the read­ers. I al­ways wrap my dog’s pills in a spe­cial sausage wrap­per, too, of course, right? So you don’t need to worry that you’ll get bogged down in in­com­pre­hen­si­ble tech­ni­cal jar­gon in the fol­low­ing sto­ries; it’s per­fectly suf­fi­cient to know that com­put­ers ex­ist, that there’s a com­puter man­u­fac­turer called IBM, and that this very IBM pro­duced one of the world’s best com­put­ers, the leg­endary AS/400.

The rest fol­lows log­i­cally: a club of com­puter geeks who meet in var­i­ous ma­jor cities for con­fer­ences or other lec­tures; an ed­i­tor-in-chief who has to en­tice them to at­tend the con­fer­ences and meet­ings; and a pres­i­dent who spends nights brood­ing over un­paid print­ing bills for the news­pa­per pro­duced by the pro­lific ed­i­tor-in-chief…

The hot topic of 1996 was, of course, the year 2000, which was sup­posed to bring about the big­gest com­puter sys­tem change world­wide. Thou­sands of news­rooms around the globe wrote them­selves into a frenzy, as a dis­as­ter, per­haps even chaos, was widely feared.

Not so in our small, one-man ed­i­to­rial of­fice. We (or rather, I) had taken pre­cau­tions well in ad­vance and didn’t have any Y2K prob­lems at all. Nev­er­the­less, the ed­i­to­rial team had to ad­dress the gen­eral con­cerns and ner­vous­ness and pub­lished a sim­ple, light­hearted ar­ti­cle on the topic of the year 2000 and the up­com­ing con­gress; but un­for­tu­nately, the ed­i­tor made a typo on page 3, which did not go un­no­ticed. The for­mer (the light­hearted ar­ti­cle, of course, not the con­gress) earned me a multi-page, com­pli­men­tary let­ter to the ed­i­tor, the praise of which cul­mi­nated in a flat­ter­ing com­par­i­son to the works of the fa­mous Is­raeli hu­morist Ephraim Kishon.

The joy over this and the an­noy­ance over the many com­plaints con­cern­ing the stupid typo that had so shame­lessly ex­posed my overly lax re­search were ini­tially swirled around with plenty of co­gnac, then my name swirled around to be­come a pseu­do­nym; and all these swirls then led to the fol­low­ing melan­choly re­flec­tion (and more co­gnacs, of course).

May EK for­give me!


Or­nella Muti, who long­ingly stretches her arms to­wards me, bursts into a thou­sand pieces when the wretched cu­cum­ber starts chirp­ing. I grope hastily in the dark for the de­vice (the cu­cum­ber, as you’ve surely no­ticed, is my mo­bile phone) and si­mul­ta­ne­ously try to de­ci­pher the lu­mi­nous num­bers on my wrist­watch: ‘3! What an id­iot…

“Yes, please?” I whis­per, glanc­ing anx­iously to­wards the other side of the bed, where Or­nella’s pre­de­ces­sor stirs briefly, then falls back asleep. “This is Ephraim K., the fa­mous hu­morist,” croaks the voice on the other end of the line, “I’d like to speak to the ed­i­tor-in-chief!”

A cold sweat breaks out in­stantly. Taxi to Vi­enna Air­port, plane to Tel Aviv, ho­tel room, three suit­cases. How on earth…?

“The ed­i­tor-in-chief and my wife have al­ready re­tired for pri­vate busi­ness, so I can’t pos­si­bly dis­turb them, Your Ex­cel­lency,” I say hoarsely, and add just to be safe: “I’m only the First Sec­re­tary. But how did you come to the con­clu­sion that we’re in Is­rael to­day?”

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

“That was the AUA cabin stew­ard,” replied the bag­gage han­dler, “who ac­com­pa­nied my best friend and us to the ho­tel; we are here for the An­nual Meet­ing, which 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 right now.” A pleas­antly warm wave of power washes over me, the sub­ju­gated crea­ture. “But I could cer­tainly 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 3 a.m.?
 
“All right, take a note,” growls Ephraim K., the fa­mous hu­morist, and I fum­ble around on the floor for the cig­a­rette pack, among socks, beer cans, and rem­nants of the Jerusalem Post. “In the last is­sue, the great mas­ter made a huge blun­der; he ap­par­ently not only didn’t un­der­stand the whole leap year thing, but also pub­lished mis­lead­ing in­for­ma­tion on page 3. If that isn’t an em­bar­rass­ment! So, I want to lend him a hand—col­league to col­league, so to speak—even though 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 hum “Hmm-Hmm” into the phone while my eyes greed­ily wan­der around search­ing for the damned lighter.

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

“So, you don’t need to say good­bye to Feb­ru­ary 29th for the next eight years, as men­tioned in your rag. The year 2000 is a leap year!” I’m about to blurt out that he’s the eleventh caller about this em­bar­rass­ing mat­ter, but then I man­age to keep my mouth shut. “Per­haps you should do some ex­plain­ing about leap years,” says Ephraim K., the most fa­mous hu­morist be­tween the Elbe and Eu­phrates rivers, con­de­scend­ingly.


Leap year, night­time re­con­nais­sance

“The first thing you need to do is get rid of ‘Pope Ju­lian’; that gaffe is sim­ply too em­bar­rass­ing. There was a Pope Ju­lian around 300 AD, and then an­other one around 1700, so for­get it. Tell your peo­ple that the term ‘Ju­lian cal­en­dar’ is named af­ter Julius Cae­sar, and that it was the great Gaius Julius Cae­sar (100-44 BC) who, re­turn­ing vic­to­ri­ous from cam­paign in 46 BC, found a mis­er­ably in­ac­cu­rate mil­i­tary cal­en­dar in Rome, stolen from the Per­sians, and was an­noyed that his vic­tory, which he had won six weeks ear­lier, would ac­tu­ally only take place in three days. Fu­ri­ous, he de­creed that this year (46 BC, mind you) should have 455 days, and thus 15 months. Then he smashed the cur­tain against the door and had him­self rowed to Egypt in a gal­ley. - Do you have that?” “Of course, that’s truly in­ter­est­ing news,” I pre­tend, yawn­ing and watch­ing with in­ter­est the tiny bee­tle that is kick­ing across the bed­sheet on six legs.

“So, Julius not only courted Cleopa­tra in Egypt, but also rum­maged around in the pharaonic ar­chives (one needs breaks 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 as 365.2422 days and the syn­odic lu­nar month as 29.5306 days, and from this de­duced with ra­zor-sharp logic that ev­ery three years with 365 days must be fol­lowed by one with 366 days. Julius was de­lighted with this dis­cov­ery and im­me­di­ately ran to Cleopa­tra, the beau­ti­ful one, and to­gether they de­vised his new Ro­man cal­en­dar: 11 months with 30 or 31 days, a 12th month, Feb­ru­ary, with 28 days, and ev­ery fourth year with 29 days, as well as a bright boy named Cae­sar­ion, were the re­sult of this.” “Fruit­ful co­op­er­a­tion, ha­haha.” I don’t know why he laughs like that ev­ery now and then, but older cit­i­zens find some things so funny.

“But was this cal­en­dar ac­cu­rate enough?” I in­ter­ject, feign­ing in­ter­est, while I leaf through the He­brew Gideon Bible I found in the ho­tel room’s bed­side ta­ble in frus­tra­tion, try­ing to at least fig­ure out which end was which. Be­sides, I’m sick of all this cal­en­dar non­sense: as if the Ro­man Chris­tian cal­en­dar were the only one! There’s the Jew­ish, the Is­lamic, and who-knows-what cal­en­dar, why doesn’t he bother with them too?

“Young man,” the hu­mor­ous fig­ure con­tin­ued, “you have no idea what Julius left be­hind in Rome. No, it wasn’t just the ill-fated year 46 with its 455 days. Many years ear­lier, the Ro­mans had al­ready com­pletely over­hauled the Per­sian war cal­en­dar; the year ended on Feb­ru­ary 24th with the fes­ti­val of the god Ter­mi­nus (not re­lated to ‘train sta­tion,’ but the orig­i­na­tor of our New Year’s Eve fire­works) and be­gan, still sen­si­bly Per­sian, on March 1st, but con­tin­ued with so­lar and lu­nar months of vary­ing lengths, end­ing in a Feb­ru­ary with 22 or 23 days. The months them­selves had three fixed points: the 1st day (the cal­en­dar), the Nones (the 5th or 7th day), and the Ides (on the 13th or 15th day). The other days were spec­i­fied in re­la­tion to the next fixed point (the 11th was ‘two days be­fore the Ides’). In do­ing so, the Ro­mans also in­vented some­thing like an in­ter­calary month (the Mer­ce­do­nius).” (be­gan af­ter Feb­ru­ary 23rd) to com­pen­sate for in­ac­cu­ra­cies. These leap days be­tween Feb­ru­ary 24th and March 1st (Latin “bis sex­tum ante cal­en­das mar­tias”) are still found to­day in French (an­née bis­sex­tile) and Ital­ian (anno bis­es­tile) for the leap year. Fur­ther­more, af­ter Cae­sar’s as­sas­si­na­tion, the Ro­mans moved the be­gin­ning of the year in 43 BC to Jan­u­ary 1st, the day the con­suls took of­fice (as the Vi­en­nese lo­cal politi­cians were called in an­cient Rome), where it re­mains to this day. Nev­er­the­less, even this in­ge­nious Ju­lian cal­en­dar had a flaw 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, weary break, which al­lows me to gen­tly place the minia­ture He­brew, who had fallen off the bed, back onto the bed­sheet so that he can con­tinue to wan­der around on the yel­lowed let­ter­ing of HOL­I­DAY INN JERUSALEM.


Leap year, a pa­pal stroke of ge­nius

“Now it’s com­ing!” “Write that down ver­ba­tim!” ex­claims the mas­ter of hu­mor. “In 1582, Pope Gre­gory XIII (the Thir­teenth, EK adds di­dac­ti­cally) had fi­nally had enough of hav­ing lunch served at 9:30 in the morn­ing, hear­ing the An­gelus bell ring at 2:45 in­stead of 5:00, and, even worse, hav­ing to pay ex­tra in­ter­est an­nu­ally at the Banco di Roma for 11 min­utes and 12 sec­onds. So, one day, while he was just ca­su­ally watch­ing the chubby-cheeked, blond-haired Ro­man al­tar boys sack-rac­ing in the Sis­tine Chapel and Mae­stro Michelan­gelo paint­ing fres­coes, he had a sud­den epiphany: a di­vi­sion hastily scrib­bled in the cen­turies-old dust showed the cor­rect­ness of the pa­pal flash of in­spi­ra­tion: one only needed to make ev­ery fourth of the cen­ten­nial years (the turn of the cen­tury) leap years, and there one had ap­prox­i­mately…” Twelve min­utes (in­clud­ing in­ter­est) were saved or gained. Thus, the rules were im­me­di­ately re­fined in 1582: Ev­ery fourth year of a cen­tury is a leap year, but not the cen­ten­nial years (those end­ing in 00, you cul­tural pigs), un­less they are evenly di­vis­i­ble by 400. Thus, 1600 be­came a leap year (Gre­gory XIII fi­nanced a small week­end cam­paign with the in­ter­est to give the Pisans a good thrash­ing), and 2000 will also be one.


Leap year OK, ev­ery­thing OK

“Then ev­ery­thing’s fine,” I say, turn­ing the squirm­ing lit­tle baby onto his back and try­ing to numb him with cig­a­rette smoke, “so we’ve had a flaw­less cal­en­dar for a good 400 years now…” But the elo­quent cham­pion of hu­mor im­me­di­ately in­ter­rupts me: “What are you think­ing! Noth­ing’s fine! Of course, this is just a patch­work so­lu­tion; this four-hun­dred-year rule doesn’t re­ally solve the prob­lem, be­cause as early as the year 4300, an ex­tra leap day will be needed to cor­rect this pa­pal amend­ment again! Be­sides, what do you mean, ‘for 400 years’? Oh, you and your AS/400 num­ber game! 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 suit in 1583, the Ja­pa­nese in 1873, and the Greeks not un­til 1923. And your ed­i­tor-in-chief prob­a­bly only in 2012.” The hu­mor grandee quips, laugh­ing briefly and grum­blingly, as if it were a joke.

So we gos­siped for a while longer about whether Cano­pus was just an ad­vi­sor and as­tronomer, or per­haps 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-gray eyes, her full lips, how she lisps through her sweet lit­tle gap in her teeth: “…let the old year be the old year, sweet lit­tle Russty…” and the voice of the great­est hu­morist of all time con­tin­ues to squawk from the cell phone, qui­eter and qui­eter and qui­eter….
 
Rust van Idas,

First Ed­i­to­rial Sec­re­tary


Leap Year, an Af­ter­word:

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

“Cor­rec­tion: In our last is­sue, page 3, a small er­ror crept in re­gard­ing 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.”

MMG, ed­i­tor’s wife



Chief Tecum­seh


An­other news­pa­per ap­point­ment was com­ing up, and once again I had only been think­ing about earn­ing money, car re­pairs, and ac­com­pa­ny­ing my child on their week at the coun­try school, and I hadn’t writ­ten a sin­gle ar­ti­cle.

At­lanta is home not only to Coca-Cola, but also to IBM re­search fa­cil­i­ties and our next com­puter con­gress. The best com­puter club mag­a­zine I’d ever had as ed­i­tor-in-chief lay lan­guidly stretched out on the hard drive, ea­gerly await­ing my mes­sages. Time was of the essence, and I re­ally had to act quickly—in a one-man op­er­a­tion, what I’d learned in the course on proper del­e­ga­tion is dif­fi­cult to put into prac­tice—I don’t know why. Nev­er­the­less, a true, full-blooded ed­i­tor doesn’t give up and uses the in­ter­net to fill the pages.

Not ev­ery­thing in this ar­ti­cle is true—with one pos­si­ble ex­cep­tion: my com­puter mag­a­zine was prob­a­bly the best you’ve ever read. Some things are com­pletely made up, brand names are mixed up, man­u­fac­tur­ers too—I don’t want any law­suits, af­ter all. Nev­er­the­less, you’ll rec­og­nize some of it from your own ex­pe­ri­ence, or will soon. You’ll go on­line at some point, won’t you? You have email, don’t you? Are you “in” yet?

It must be said at some point that many a vet­eran pro­gram­mer has been ship­wrecked on these new­fan­gled data high­ways. And that this was less of­ten due to the vet­eran pro­gram­mer’s own fault 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 then, in the day.” These days, in­ter­net con­nec­tions are com­pletely trou­ble-free and in­cred­i­bly fast, modems and lines work per­fectly, and of course, the stork still brings ba­bies…

Per­haps you too have a mail­box like mine: in the hall­way by the front door, all the res­i­dents’ mail­boxes are lined up in a long row. When you get home, you grab your brief­case in one hand, your cell phone in your mouth, and your keys in the other. Then you un­lock the mail­box, flip open the nar­row door—yes, there’s a lot of mail again—and then you drag the scoundrels out of the mail­box in bun­dles. If they’ll let them­selves be dragged, that is.

Some­times some­one sends a thick man­ual or Mi­cro­soft its lat­est price list; then it can be quite a hefty pack­age, and you have to tug and pull at this mon­stros­ity un­til it comes out—more or less un­dam­aged. Phew, done, but it al­most got stuck in the nar­row door­way.

Last week it hap­pened again. Of course, I’m no longer a punch-card di­nosaur, and nat­u­rally, I don’t re­ceive my mail via a post of­fice box any­more; I’m in the e-busi­ness world now! Nat­u­rally, I’ve been post­ing more or less suc­cess­fully via in­ter­net email for the past few years. There have been a few hic­cups here and there, but all in all, it works (when it works, which is of­ten not the case). Ob­jec­tively speak­ing, my com­mu­ni­ca­tion frenzy has only in­creased, be­cause it’s now in­cred­i­bly easy to send a few lines across the At­lantic. Pre­vi­ously, such a call would end with a glance at my Swatch (it’s 3:15 a.m. in Toronto now) or with the first few pages of the phone book (a minute costs €27.50).

But e-busi­ness is the way to go! As the ed­i­tor of a mar­ket-lead­ing trade mag­a­zine (you’re hold­ing it in your hands), I have email con­tact with most of the au­thors/ed­i­tors – that’s my e-busi­ness. Yes, read­ers can also reach me di­rectly and with­out bu­reau­cratic non­sense (come on, they’d need a stamp on that, wouldn’t you?) via our web­site or my per­sonal email ad­dress. Maybe I should pub­lish my first time in the “My First Time” sec­tion (BRAVO has a “My First Time” sec­tion too!).


My first time

I, a wired PC user, can join in for around $25. A fairly straight­for­ward iden­ti­fi­ca­tion process at IBM­NET, in­sert the floppy disk, type IN­STALL. Snore snore, and com­pletely un­ex­pect­edly: it in­stalls with­out any omi­nous MRI-xxxx or other er­ror mes­sages! Joy! Emo­tion! Fa­therly pride! What’s your name, which is your near­est IBM dial-up node (se­lect your phone num­ber from the drop-down list), your credit card num­ber, or do you want to can­cel (back in the day, it was: money or life)? And that’s es­sen­tially it. 30-day trial, af­ter which it be­comes a monthly sub­scrip­tion of, as al­ready men­tioned, about 0.25 kilo­shillings, or $25 per month. And it would be worth it, if…

Or rather, if not.

Joy in the news­room. Baby sparkling wine and a bag of peanuts are of­fered to the gods. Al­most ev­ery­one and ev­ery­one con­nected to the ed­i­to­rial team now has an in­ter­net ad­dress. IBM em­ploy­ees, of course, all do, and any­one with­out in­ter­net ac­cess is sim­ply out of touch.

Pure bliss and semolina pud­ding. At­lanta, here I come! Well. No mat­ter how much the At­lanteans might ad­ver­tise, I just don’t like the Co­Co­LaLa­Light. The best are still, in my opin­ion, the old 0.2-liter bot­tles, which, half-empty, can be topped up with White Coruba Rum. Just a side note, though; in truth, Cour­voisier Dreis­tern sur­passes both.

Of course, I’m still strug­gling with the quirks 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, like me, type their fin­gers to the bone and then buy a well-main­tained new car (four years old) with only 120,000 km on the clock. Sigh! Good­bye, world!

But—where was I? Oh yes, I wanted to say some­thing about the in­ter­net. It cer­tainly takes a while to get used to the tools, es­pe­cially for a sea­soned screen voodoo prac­ti­tioner like my­self. Of course, I haven’t re­ally been able to surf prop­erly yet, be­cause my Net­scape is in­com­pat­i­ble with my co-user’s Net­scape, who has a uni­ver­sity-level ver­sion at a dis­counted stu­dent rate and me as his fa­ther. It will surely be just as ob­vi­ous to you as it is to me that Net­scape can’t pos­si­bly be com­pat­i­ble with Net­scape, ob­vi­ously! (Any ques­tions?)

I don’t have time to surf the web, I have to work and earn money. So, I’ll just use the email part of the in­ter­net for my­self, and we’ll look at Hugh Hefner’s col­or­ful pic­tures with “his” Net­scape. Okay. If you haven’t yet won­dered what word roots Net­scape might be com­posed of (net = net­work, scape = ab­bre­vi­ated Es­cape), then that’s prob­a­bly a good thing, be­cause you’re a com­puter spe­cial­ist, not an et­y­mol­o­gist.

The email pro­gram (it’s called EU­LALIA) is right up my al­ley. It’s great how click­ing on the “Help” but­ton re­veals a sin­gle, green line. I vaguely re­mem­ber that in OS/2, green in the Help screens meant “more be­hind it” (i.e., hy­per­text). So, I cheer­fully clicked on the green text with my nim­ble hand (the ar­row is long gone), and a paid reg­is­tra­tion form from Qual­comm for EU­LALIA ap­peared (let’s spare you the de­tails). This reg­is­tra­tion form beam­ingly an­nounced that I would then re­ceive more emails from this com­pany from time to time; all I needed to do was fill out this form and sub­mit it with the but­ton. Thank you for us­ing EU­LALIA. But that doesn’t re­ally help me; I need Help right now to ac­tu­ally look at my emails.

Well, that’s what friends are for. One of them just came by my fridge and said, “Gri­aß­dioidaw­iget­zda.” Beam­ing, I told him about my EU­LALIA, which I still don’t re­ally know much about. He quickly grabbed a small snack from my fridge, then sat down with his legs wide apart in front of the PC and started click­ing this and that. Sud­denly, a name di­rec­tory (NICK­NAMES) ap­peared. He said, “Go on, give me your ad­dresses,” and typed in some of the names along with their web ad­dresses. Then he clicked here and there and in the top right cor­ner, and then it said, “New Mail, No Sub­ject, No Re­cip­i­ent.” My Eng­lish is just good enough to guess “New let­ter, no sub­ject, no re­cip­i­ent,” then he launches into it and writes to the ran­domly se­lected ad­dress at the top: “Tscharli. ser­vas ooida hab grad beim Is­chwan eu­lalia zum laufn brecht der hirsch weiß ned amoi wo er was ei-tippn soi. Pfi­atdi, xandl” and be­fore I can even say “gig­gles,” he does a mon­key grip SEND click and off it goes. (Haven’t heard from Tscharli since).

See, it’s that easy. I ask him how things work with man­u­als and such at EU­LALIA. With a broad grin (which I only al­low my friends to do with­out reser­va­tion), he blurts out, “No man­ual, in­tu­itive user in­ter­face.” “Aha!” I say, com­pletely be­wil­dered. It’s some­how re­lated to his end­less car analo­gies; oh yes, “If you can drive one, you can drive them all,” or some­thing like that. It’ll take at least three months, though, if they catch you… In­tu­itive user in­ter­face, and I, the id­iot, write a 30-page man­ual for my cus­tomers’ in­tu­itive in­ter­faces. Oh well, I can al­ways im­prove on that.

When he re­turns from the re­frig­er­a­tor, I ask what this is all about now; I’m com­pletely be­wil­dered. The “de­mon” sends me a “Non-De­liv­ery Re­port,” or rather, a “non-de­liv­ery re­port from the evil spirit.” I’m in­formed that the ad­dress I en­tered, “I4at­di­aus.abaI@traumi.net. komm,” is in­cor­rect. A te­dious search en­sues, oh yes, a mi­nor typo. A thun­der­ous laugh and a re­sound­ing slap on my left shoul­der; he seems to know Monika’s email ad­dress as well. “Bring me a lit­tle more, then I’ll ex­plain ev­ery­thing to you,” and so it hap­pens. Soon enough (dawn is al­ready break­ing, it seems to me), I’m able to send a mes­sage to my friend Alex, at­tach a Word doc­u­ment to my mes­sage, and it ar­rives.

At least that’s what I be­lieve.

Far from it. Af­ter an hour and a half, an­other dae­mon in­formed me that the mes­sage could not be pro­cessed. Af­ter de­ci­pher­ing the jum­ble of Eng­lish ab­bre­vi­a­tions that ap­pears at the be­gin­ning of ev­ery email (if you want to call it that, I know), it turns out that the re­cip­i­ent (an AS/400) couldn’t process the Word doc­u­ment. Ah yes, com­pat­i­bil­ity. I’d for­got­ten again that you shouldn’t put gaso­line in a diesel en­gine (thanks for that help­ful ex­am­ple, Alex!).

Email, the won­der­ful mes­sage in a bot­tle. If I write a mes­sage on my com­pletely out­dated, yes­ter­day’s ter­mi­nal, I im­me­di­ately get an er­ror mes­sage with­out de­lay if the user ID is in­cor­rect or the user is not on­line, etc. We’ll have to get used to it.

My friend Alex pops in briefly from the kitchen (“Hey, I’m leav­ing now. Be­cause this isn’t work­ing. Ev­ery time I come, your fridge is empty. I re­ally don’t know what you un­der­stand by friend­ship. Bye.”). I’m also sur­prised that the fridge is empty again.


In­ter­net light

Two months have passed. Around 300 emails are stored on my PC, roughly 700MB. I’ll prob­a­bly have to buy a new hard drive, or get rid of some doc­u­ments. Print­ing would also be an al­ter­na­tive to a pa­per­less of­fice. It’s great that ev­ery­thing has al­ready been so well thought out.

A week ago I dis­cov­ered: now I can only write. Yes, I can no longer read, or in other words: I can’t col­lect my mail. Then a POP3.CA.US….and­so­fort. con­tacted me and said I no longer ex­ist! User RUDAS does not ex­ist, please en­ter your pass­word: ******.

Sev­en­teen times I tried to pick up mail (CHECK MAIL). Sev­en­teen times noth­ing. So no con­nec­tion, the post of­fice won’t re­lease any­thing with­out—well, with­out what ex­actly? I en­tered my pass­word KAK­ER­LAK a dozen times, al­ways get­ting OK, then some cer­tain MIME SERVER said, “You do not ex­ist,” the sad ge­nie in a bot­tle! Or how else would you de­scribe the DAE­MON of a mes­sage in a bot­tle?!

Well, with the ter­mi­nal, I know how to help my­self, I call the op­er­a­tor and say: this and that isn’t work­ing, do some­thing, please!

It prob­a­bly works the same way with the in­ter­net; if my pass­word ex­pires or some­thing, then he should just give me a new one. Wait—who the hell is the in­ter­net op­er­a­tor, any­way? And, just out of cu­rios­ity, where is he? All I know is that the in­ter­net is a sys­tem of many, many thou­sands of in­ter­con­nected com­put­ers. But which one is “the sys­tem”?

Now I need to go to the fridge (it’s re­stocked) and get some good ad­vice. Af­ter the sec­ond or third piece of ad­vice, I re­mem­ber that there’s a funny lit­tle re­cep­tion bell icon in the top left cor­ner of the in­ter­net di­aler (you re­mem­ber: Franco Nero rings the bell at the bar in “A Fist­ful of Dol­lars” be­fore he starts shoot­ing). By now I’m des­per­ate enough to ne­go­ti­ate with any re­cep­tion­ist—er, op­er­a­tor—even if he’s Django or Quasi­modo him­self. I click on it (now his bell should ring) and—a form ap­pears. Open a new ac­count, change an ex­ist­ing ac­count… no, that wasn’t it. Yeah, where is he then?

Then, way down at the bot­tom, I dis­cover HELP. I click, and a lot of text comes rush­ing out. I work my way through it, learn a lot about the peo­ple at IBM who write these texts—they also pre­fer man­u­als—and af­ter some en­joy­able read­ing (man­u­als are some­times bet­ter than in­tu­ition), I find the US phone num­bers where you can call toll-free. Of course, that doesn’t ap­ply to me (I al­ready had this ex­pe­ri­ence with satel­lite TV: you can’t call the at­trac­tive women toll-free from Aus­tria, no mat­ter how good that sounds). Oh, there’s some­thing else… lo­cal sup­port. Ha! Af­ter the in­evitable click, a drop­down list ap­pears (well, a list ex­pands in a lit­tle win­dow) with the num­bers of the world­wide coun­try helpdesks. Yeah! Aus­tria 0660 and some­thing. I call: there’s no one there ex­cept for the beep­ing. Helpdesk lite! Does any­one at IBM ac­tu­ally be­lieve that these new helpdesks are worth even a sin­gle penny? Truly “valu­able”?

Now good ad­vice is hard to come by; a bit of busi­ness con­sult­ing is needed, so to speak. The fridge is on fire, and Jen­nifer gra­ciously lends me my key to the bar cab­i­net. Speak­ing of busi­ness con­sult­ing! The sav­ing idea: I’ll write to a well-known fig­ure at IBM. No sooner said than done. I know my con­tacts; he’ll get it to­mor­row, then I’ll call, and so on. And to think some peo­ple say a visit to István’s Bar isn’t worth­while!

The next day ev­ery­thing will be won­der­fully clear (that will surely be to­mor­row, I as­sume, be­cause I can’t wait any longer for the help desk to fi­nally get around to writ­ing this ar­ti­cle), and my IBM col­league will cer­tainly owe me a piece of good ad­vice or two. Gladly! But what does some­one who doesn’t know any­one at IBM drink?

Ah, I see. My proof­reader asks what “In­ter­net light” is sup­posed to mean in the head­line. Well, I’ve be­come quite light on these time-con­sum­ing squab­bles. It’s a light ex­pe­ri­ence un­til you get this email busi­ness some­what un­der con­trol. And I feel light on all those who still have it ahead of them.


Chief Tecum­seh

Two hunters meet in the woods (ad­mit­tedly, a very short joke); Friedl and I meet on­line, “Hey, hi, how’s it go­ing? Can you send me some­thing for the news­pa­per again? — Yes, I’ll email it to you, I’m cur­rently in Bu­da­pest. — Okay, see you later then!” — Ac­tu­ally, this e-busi­ness is quite sim­ple, isn’t it?

The very next day, dur­ing my sa­cred morn­ing rou­tine of a cig­a­rette, cof­fee, shower, yo­gurt muesli, and the hal­lowed mail-col­lec­tion cer­e­mony (in which the “ab­holze” is only co­in­ci­den­tally in­cluded: but the au­to­matic spell checker al­ways sug­gests “Ab­holzen” here…) are all sup­posed to be han­dled one af­ter the other, I stop short, so abruptly that my cig­a­rette falls right past my cof­fee cup and into my muesli: mail from Hun­gary! Aha, Friedl is send­ing his tips and tricks for the news­pa­per!

A brief but im­por­tant ar­chi­tec­tural di­gres­sion to il­lus­trate my pri­vacy: my apart­ment is di­vided into two parts by a long, nar­row cor­ri­dor: the of­fice/ed­i­to­rial room and the en­gine room on one side, the pri­vate quar­ters (large au­di­ence hall, princess’s bed­room, kitchen and pantry as well as the bath­rooms) on the other.

So, I’m pac­ing im­pa­tiently in my un­der­wear be­tween the of­fice and the Blue Lounge (TV room), wait­ing for the “Ping! You have new Mail!” from the email pro­gram, glanc­ing back and forth be­tween the in­ter­net and Eu­rosport. The thing just keeps trans­mit­ting and trans­mit­ting and trans­mit­ting, and then fi­nally pings! but only to la­con­i­cally in­form me: Er­ror 10060 timed out by SMTP server.

Ah, I know that one. So, I quickly remixed the muesli in the kitchen, then went back to the PC and cheer­fully clicked “Check Mail.” My email pro­gram then hooked it­self pow­er­fully into the IBM net­work, wind­ing its way past Paris and Os­tend di­rectly to Ross­lare in Ire­land, and from there un­der the At­lantic to New York, to con­nect to the smtp-pop3 server of ca.us.ibm­net—that nim­ble lit­tle devil!

I get up to get my yo­gurt, nut, and nec­tarine muesli, but freeze mid-move­ment, which turns into a frozen pirou­ette: Ping! Er­ror 10060 Timed Out by SMTP Server.

“Honey,” chirps a voice from the bed­room, “can’t you even fix the socket? The hairdryer’s not work­ing!” Be­ware when a sen­tence con­tains “not,” so first, a bit of time-sav­ing (dou­ble-click on “Hang up,” then “Do you re­ally want to hang up at this time?”, “Yes + Click”) and then straight to the bed­room. A light tap of the el­bow on the socket, the ends of the hairdryer’s plug are briefly bent apart (why can’t the en­gi­neers at the man­u­fac­turer just pro­duce such bent plugs for bro­ken sock­ets as stan­dard?!), and then it’s whirring again, my sweetie, but I scam­per back to the of­fice.

Two time­outs dur­ing two bowls of ce­real—I haven’t had this much bad luck in ages! I log back into the global con­fla­gra­tion (IG­NIS, short for IBM Global Net­work and In­for­ma­tion Ser­vices, means “con­fla­gra­tion” or “global con­fla­gra­tion” in Latin). At­tempts two and three un­ex­pect­edly fail af­ter 20 min­utes each, and my bet­ter half bids me farewell with, “It’s not work­ing, honey? Oh, don’t take too long, you have an ap­point­ment at 9!”, then van­ishes in a mas­sive cloud of per­fume. Tire­lessly, I start at­tempts four and five, then my pa­tience and the next 45 min­utes are up, and I in­wardly curse the sender of such a time­out-prone mess. For God’s sake, what is he writ­ing in such grandiose terms that the server keeps ping­ing?

To add a spe­cial touch: I have a ma­jor cus­tomer prob­lem to solve—now, and fast, please!—and I seem to have ex­hausted the pos­si­bil­i­ties of the lo­cal IBM sup­port team. I’ve been wait­ing for days for a help­ful re­sponse from the IBM lab over­seas. And with each at­tempt, I stare at the screen, where I can see that be­hind this large egg, there are five more pack­ages wait­ing to be picked up. In­wardly, I’m chomp­ing at the bit with im­pa­tience.

Late in the af­ter­noon, I ner­vously left the client’s of­fice and logged back into the email sys­tem. Ahh, now it’s work­ing! I stared in­tently at the screen, watch­ing the blue bar slowly count down the hours. “DE­COD­ING TIP­SUND6.DOC” was now dis­played, as the first five at­tempts had failed mis­er­ably. Then, as the timer reached about 75%, the screen flashed briefly, and Er­ror 10060 reap­peared—damn it!

Hang up to op­ti­mize my phone bill, and I pace back and forth a bit. A new form of re­minder? No, I have di­rect debit. Is my email soft­ware…? Sorry. No, it’s not even two years old yet and is just en­ter­ing pu­berty, right? What else could be caus­ing the prob­lem? My gaze falls on the backup de­vice (Zip drive). 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 try to empty the mail­box! So I quickly grab my tools from the server room, a few turns of the power drill here, a few there, and the joy­stick, the scan­ner, the Zip drive, the speak­ers, the mi­cro­phone (yes, that too, I can type the DOS com­mands in­stead of bark­ing them) etc. are dis­con­nected un­til the ma­chine can fi­nally breathe a sigh of re­lief. Sweat­ing pro­fusely, I take off my sweater and other clothes; I want to breathe freely, af­ter all. Then I turn the PC back on and let the email pro­gram run wild, un­leashed like a wild horse on the POP server, only to im­me­di­ately (and that wasn’t a pun) get the same ping er­ror mes­sage again (10060).

My cry must have sounded like the death cry of the Co­manches, be­cause the of­fice door was flung open: “Honey, what are you do­ing there, naked in front of the screen?!” I hastily cov­ered my­self with an 8” floppy disk (a 3” disk would have done too, ed­i­tor’s note) and replied: “The mail’s stopped work­ing!” She, now cu­ri­ous, crept closer with sus­pi­ciously bright eyes and asked: “Oh, and where are the col­or­ful pic­tures, honey?” I’ll just for­get about the next hour.

(Later:) I’m sit­ting in front of the stripped-down PC, lis­ten­ing to Ravel’s Bolero and brood­ing. Time­out er­ror—some­where, some­one’s time (what time?) is run­ning out. I pic­ture the mail­box in front of me. Mes­sages ar­rive at the server via SMTP (Sim­ple Mail Trans­ac­tion Pro­to­col), neatly queued one af­ter the other, to be re­trieved later us­ing POP3 (Post Of­fice Pro­to­col 3). And there, first of all, is a thick pack­age. The POP3 op­er­a­tor ar­rives, grabs his brief­case in one hand, puts his mo­bile phone in his mouth, and un­locks the mail­box with the key in the other, but then can’t get the thick pack­age through the door. Per­haps a neigh­bor (let’s say old POP2, for ex­am­ple) comes along and wants to get to his mail­box, but there’s POP3 stand­ing with his legs wide open in front of my mail­box, try­ing to pull out Friedl’s big pack­age, but he can’t move for­ward or back­ward — so old POP2 punches POP3 and yells: “I want it too! I want it too! I want it too!” and throws him out with an Er­ror 10060 Timed out.

Yes, that’s how it should be. I quickly poured my­self an­other Jaki (Rus­sian nick­name for co­gnac), then stared in­tently at the screen, took a deep breath, and the next at­tempt ended again—pre­dictably—with a ping! What would Mr. Spock ad­vise me to do now?

“Cap­tain, peo­ple tend to get drunk on Jaki in­stead of solv­ing their prob­lems. A very strange be­hav­ior, sir!”

Oh, shut up, I need to con­cen­trate. “No, se­ri­ously, sir, your ex­ces­sive con­cen­tra­tion is trans­mit­ting the vi­bra­tions of your over­loaded—and I must add, al­co­hol-im­paired—brain to the com­mu­ni­ca­tor, caus­ing in­ter­mit­tent in­ter­fer­ence…” Shut up, you pointy-eared fool! All that talk about Al­lolo…Al­loho…Alkolo…

Okay, fine. I set­tle into the swivel chair, let my feet dan­gle ca­su­ally, tap the com­mu­ni­ca­tor very lightly with the mouse, re­frain from any in­ter­rup­tions… in­ter­rup­tions… uhh, and grin just as coolly at Mr. Spock, who is silently con­cen­trat­ing on his con­soles. There! Af­ter twenty min­utes, it’s hap­pen­ing again! 10060 — Ping! Well, Mas­ter Spock? Any sug­ges­tions?

I won’t say a word about the night­mares (night­mares, ac­cord­ing to Du­den pos­si­ble) of that night, ex­cept that nei­ther Friedl nor IBM nor the SMTP server es­caped un­scathed, es­pe­cially the snarky—pushy POP2 neigh­bor got a real beat­ing… Why IBM, I don’t know ei­ther, but if they were in­no­cent this time, then it was for some­thing else.

In the morn­ing, I snap at my best friend when she brings me cof­fee to the com­puter, which I’ve been tin­ker­ing with for the past hour. She slips off silently to work, not with­out first hang­ing a ring of gar­lic over the door. I hear her spit over her left shoul­der three times as she crosses the thresh­old, and I know she’s try­ing to ward off evil spir­its and the In­termi… In­terfe… In­terthingy. True love.

On a whim, I emailed Friedl, ex­plain­ing my predica­ment and ask­ing him to per­haps re-send the email, maybe in a smaller size or even in the cor­rect for­mat for Word 6.0. The brevity of my mes­sage must have alarmed him, be­cause shortly af­ter­ward I saw in my in­box that there were now six items wait­ing to be col­lected. Seething in­side, I thought to my­self, “Surely the email pro­gram­mers could have in­cluded a but­ton (F2 or a click/there) so you can move a spe­cific item to the back of the queue.” But that would be ask­ing too much. I wist­fully re­called the (far more con­ve­nient) web­mail pro­gram my son uses, which first dis­plays a list of all items and lets you de­cide whether or not to for­ward them. That would cer­tainly save me from my cur­rent wor­ries…

The re­ply from the US must have ar­rived long ago. Per­haps they’re still wait­ing for sup­ple­men­tary an­swers from me; these kinds of com­mu­ni­ca­tions of­ten turn into real “talks.” Damn it, I have to keep try­ing! At­tempts 10 and 11 are over so quickly that I barely reg­is­ter the con­cur­rent news re­port about the life’s work of Aldo Cas­tig­nani, the cre­ator of the Su­per­leg­gera sports cars. In fact, I even get the im­pres­sion that the ping! comes just as I’m set­tling com­fort­ably into my arm­chair. Who knows, maybe?

At­tempt 12: A cau­tiously cool start to the con­ver­sa­tion, a ca­su­ally whistling stroll out, then stand­ing next to the arm­chair in the Red Sa­lon. It works! Just don’t sit down! Hooray! The blue bar gets longer and longer, Aldo is hand­ing over the reins of the Su­per­leg­gera to his son Ser­gio, and ping!, it’s hap­pened again. So tele­vi­sion has noth­ing to do with the email prob­lem af­ter all, thank Gates!

Dur­ing at­tempt num­ber 13, I pa­tiently stand next to the PC, mute the in­ter­view with Ser­gio us­ing the re­mote con­trol, and don’t make a sound. The progress bar grows longer and longer, and I can’t stand the hunger any longer. I tip­toe into the hall­way, turn right to­wards the kitchen, and ping! It’s over. Tears of rage mix with the mus­tard spread, soak­ing the pickle, and I’m fu­ri­ous, ab­so­lutely fu­ri­ous, and I al­most bite my own tongue in anger as I chew the jam-mus­tard-pickle sand­wich.

What was al­ways the same? Let’s an­a­lyze this. Time out. What if the pro­gram­mer en­tered a cryp­tic er­ror code? 10060—it could just as eas­ily mean he doesn’t want an im­prop­erly dressed per­son sit­ting in front of the com­puter. I was mostly only lightly dressed, and I know from ex­pe­ri­ence how, for ex­am­ple, sol­diers re­act to that (even if only a sin­gle uni­form but­ton is un­done): Fall over! (=ten push-ups, in case you weren’t in the army). I shower and comb my­self and my beard thor­oughly, get dressed, and then spray a gen­er­ous amount of Eau des Marineurs Bleus Supérieur un­der my arms.

At­tempt num­ber 14, fra­grant, per­fectly dressed, and im­pec­ca­bly groomed, is a com­plete flop. De­fi­antly, I switch off the PC, hop into my “Not-quite-Su­per­leg­gera” car, and purr over to the client. A rather sen­si­ble per­son who won’t make us mis­er­able with e-busi­ness.

In the evenings, I re­ally don’t feel like deal­ing with the mail any­more. I list­lessly start at­tempt num­ber 15, go to the laun­dry room (ex­cuse me, but that’s the kitchen, where there’s also a wash­ing ma­chine), and empty this oh-so-per­fectly-func­tion­ing ma­chine (an in­tel­li­gent, not-yet-in­ter­net-con­nected prod­uct) and wait and wait for the ping!, but it doesn’t come! Se­ri­ously? Can I be­lieve it? Af­ter fin­ish­ing my do­mes­tic chores, I tip­toe across the cor­ri­dor, around the cor­ner, and stare at the beam that’s slowly grow­ing and grow­ing. Like an In­dian (let’s say Win­netou, or bet­ter yet, Tecum­seh, not ev­ery­one knows him), I slowly lower my­self and creep on all fours across the of­fice par­quet floor to the mail ma­chine, slowly wrig­gle my way up the swivel chair, and

Ping! Well, I need to catch my breath first. A hun­dred ki­los of In­dian weight on all fours takes en­ergy, doesn’t it? As I close my eyes, I watch as a thou­sand tiny ex­plo­sions be­hind my eye­lids sig­nal the rac­ing pulse of the alerted Gesamtkunst­werk “István.” Reti­nal re­flec­tions of the back of the eye, yes in­deed, 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 this one will do it. When I’m fi­nally in the mail server, that win­dow is there again: PROGRESS “De­cod­ing Tip­sun16.doc”. If I now move the mouse (ar­row) be­yond PROGRESS (at which point it flashes through my mind that one of the parts of the mal­func­tion­ing Rus­sian space sta­tion MIR is also called PROGRESS), this ar­row trans­forms into an hour­glass (Bill must be the name, and have plenty of time!). Mean­while, the blue bar, which in­di­cates 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, jerk­ing the mouse up and down, the ar­row be­comes an hour­glass, the hour­glass an ar­row… the bar grows and grows. Slowly, with my other hand, I fully dress my­self while the ar­row and the hour­glass al­ter­nate, send up silent prayers to Mr. Spock, and kneel Tecum­seh-style next to the swivel chair, and the bar slowly gets longer and longer, and I couldn’t care less that my dear­est love is now stand­ing frozen in the of­fice door­way, watch­ing this un­usual cha­rade with her mouth agape. The main thing is that the bar keeps grow­ing and grow­ing…

This rit­ual takes 45 min­utes and 23 sec­onds un­til the bar reaches the far right and the sec­ond, and I can’t be­lieve it, the third, and hur­ray! the fourth, the fifth, and the last email are pro­cessed in rapid suc­ces­sion, and a new im­age ap­pears: “You have new mail! Ping!”



Irish splin­ters


Ninety-six per­cent of the mem­bers of our com­puter club didn’t at­tend the an­nual con­gress in Dublin; pre­sum­ably, fear of fly­ing, the long dis­tance, or lament­ing the wasted kerosene would be cited as the main rea­sons for their ab­sence if we were to ask (but we won’t, be­cause we’re not stupid and know per­fectly well that the rea­sons are en­tirely dif­fer­ent). Four per­cent, how­ever—fear­less fly­ers who couldn’t care less about fuel con­sump­tion—were there, so it would un­doubt­edly be de­spi­ca­ble of me to bore them again here with my sub­jec­tive im­pres­sions of the con­gress. Which, it should be men­tioned, sat­is­fied nei­ther my sail­ing in­ter­ests nor 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 its dry top­ics such as Java, the in­ter­net, SMTP servers, and pro­gram­ming lan­guages.

Into this dilemma, the fact that I em­barked on a week-long (and won­der­ful) tour of Ire­land im­me­di­ately af­ter the con­gress in Dublin struck like a deep im­pact: I didn’t waste a sin­gle sec­ond of my pre­cious free time on AS/400, OS/400, or any­thing else/400. In­stead, I im­mersed my­self in the coun­try and its peo­ple, opened my­self (and my wal­let) to the lovely Irish folk, and com­pletely for­got that a sys­tem change, the next news­pa­per, and the un­re­solved prob­lem of a cu­bic, eight-di­men­sion­ally nested sales statis­tic awaited me in Vi­enna. So sit back and let’s read to­gether what my ThinkPad has to of­fer.

I must first ex­plain two women’s names: Deirdre is that know-it-all, el­derly sec­re­tary and gray em­i­nence of our as­so­ci­a­tion, with whom I had a bit­ter, pub­lic de­bate since the con­gress in Jerusalem, as I couldn’t un­der­stand why con­gresses were held in places where the bombs speak for them­selves. — Fiona, on the other hand, is her friendly, ca­pa­ble (des­ig­nated) suc­ces­sor, with whom I got along fa­mously—al­most out of spite.

This head­line came about when I tried to trans­late one of the charm­ing Irish say­ings I en­coun­tered along the way: “If you slip down the Ban­nis­ters of Life, may the Splin­ters not point the wrong way” or some­thing sim­i­lar, mean­ing “If you slip down the ban­is­ter of life, may the splin­ters not point in the wrong di­rec­tion!”

Deirdre’s as­ton­ish­ing ques­tion, “…and where are your bombs now, huh?!” I couldn’t an­swer the day be­fore yes­ter­day in Dublin. How­ever, to­day, Sun­day, June 21, 1998, the ra­dio (Belfast Chan­nel, FM 100.6) broad­cast hourly: “A bomb ex­ploded in Belfast last night, shat­ter­ing hun­dreds of win­dows. Thank God no one else was hurt, as a warn­ing from the IRA was re­ceived in time. — A 27-year-old man was se­ri­ously in­jured by four gun­shot wounds to the backs of his knees and an­kles. These ap­pear to be tra­di­tional pun­ish­ment shots. — A car bomb in Ar­magh to­day, June 25, 1998, killed two peo­ple and in­jured a dozen oth­ers. The Na­tional Lib­er­a­tion Front (INLA) claims re­spon­si­bil­ity for this at­tack on the eve of the North­ern Ire­land elec­tions…” 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, min­strels, and street pros­ti­tutes: that’s where you’ll find me.


The stupid sheep

With Deirdre’s sec­ond as­ton­ish­ing ques­tion (and Deirdre, as you surely know, can in­deed ask the most as­ton­ish­ing ques­tions), I’d like to be­gin my re­port: “…well, where are all your women now, the ones you al­ways sur­round your­self with, huh?!” Arnold, Beat­rix, and Wolf­gang stare at me silently, and I sit there with an em­bar­rassed ex­pres­sion. What a ques­tion! First of all: they’re still to come! Sec­ondly: my read­ers have long since re­al­ized that my women (doesn’t sound as sleazy as “women”) are ex­actly here, in the news­pa­per: won­der­ful, ex­ot­i­cally erotic, yet ba­nal crea­tures of my imag­i­na­tion, whom I nat­u­rally couldn’t take with me on such an ar­du­ous jour­ney. So much, dear Deirdre, for your “top­less” ques­tion. Well, to round off the tran­si­tion to the rest of my re­port: when I ar­rived at the car rental agency to pick up the car, I sud­denly burst out laugh­ing so loudly that the poor Irish­man serv­ing me looked at me, slightly be­wil­dered and con­cerned: “Deirdre, just imag­ine, I didn’t take this trip with Michiko, the ex­otic Ja­pa­nese photo model, but with a Ja­pa­nese star­let, a real star­let (from Toy­ota)!” Even though I im­me­di­ately re­al­ized I was risk­ing an an­gry email from you, I laughed very, very heartily at your ex­pense.

Ad­mit­tedly, my Star­let was very tightly built; af­ter all, thirty liters of ex­cess weight had to be stowed be­hind the steer­ing wheel. But I’m used to that from the Prater amuse­ment park: go-kart­ing in Ire­land! Sec­ond ob­ser­va­tion: it’s much, much more per­sis­tent than that one. It hap­pened in the park­ing lot of a road­side restau­rant: I got out and strolled off, and there it was, rolling right af­ter me, the sheep! I just man­aged a skill­ful ma­neu­ver as a Star­let-catcher and pushed the stupid thing back into place. From then on, the Star­let was called Dolly, the silly sheep, which al­ways had to be care­fully moored in the park­ing lot. But from then on, I also knew what that 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 for moor­ing!


Mer­lin I

I was sit­ting there all alone on a tree trunk in the Irish coun­try­side, pon­der­ing what to write in my Thinkpad, when I sud­denly heard a dis­creet cough be­side me. Even though there hadn’t been a soul around just a mo­ment ago, there was now a rather cos­tumed old man sit­ting next to me.

“I am Muir­linnhe,” he says, and I spon­ta­neously add: “Oh yes, you are Mer­lin, who stole these old stones in Ire­land and brought them to Stone­henge! King Arthur and all that…”

“Shhh, not so loud!” growled Mer­lin, glanc­ing ner­vously all around, “that won’t hap­pen un­til next week, and if the war­like Picts (for non-Latin speak­ers: the an­cient Irish) hear us, we’ll be out of luck with the stones again! Be­sides, we still call Arthur Saint Cam­ber, the Latins used to call him Rhiathamus, and it wasn’t un­til the 11th cen­tury that the French would call him King Arthur.”

“Mer­lin, old chap, you re­ally do know ev­ery­thing in ad­vance! How are you do­ing, and how did you even get here, when the wicked Mor­gane La Fay im­pris­oned you in the en­chanted for­est near Douarnenez and…”

“Don’t re­mind me of that un­for­tu­nate story! Yes, I wan­dered blindly and aim­lessly through the en­chanted for­est, but af­ter a thou­sand years the spell was sud­denly lifted as if by it­self and…”

“Oh, I know that one!” I in­ter­rupt Mer­lin, per­haps a lit­tle rudely, “the counter goes to 998, 999, and then it hits 000! Then it’s: Bingo, make your bet, rien ne va plus! We call it the Y2K para­dox. Y2K stands for Year 2000, the Year 2000 prob­lem,” I add, try­ing to sound smart.

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


Port - Star­board

Af­ter what must have been an hour of zigzag­ging through Dublin’s busy streets (noth­ing but wrong-way driv­ers, I tell you!), it oc­curred to me that the lo­cal pres­i­dent (Mrs. Mary Rob­bins) wanted to do some­thing for women in this “Year of the Woman”: so she de­creed that from now on, women would be al­lowed to sit in the driver’s seat, while men were (al­most si­mul­ta­ne­ously) rel­e­gated to the pas­sen­ger seat. But since the car in­dus­try knew from sta­tis­tics that in many fam­i­lies only the men had a driver’s li­cense, they dis­creetly moved the steer­ing wheel to the pas­sen­ger seat as well. Thus, overnight, the left-hand driv­ing rule came into be­ing here, which we also know from the Eng­lish and which seems rather strange to us, but on the other hand gives the oth­er­wise se­verely op­pressed Irish mums the feel­ing that they’re in the right place. No, dads sit on the right! Mums sit on the left, as does the ash­tray. So, now the con­fu­sion is com­plete, but I can’t help that. Just ask Mary Rob­bins.

In­stead of traf­fic lights, there are round­abouts. Imag­ine hav­ing to drive around a whole cir­cle in­stead of go­ing through ev­ery traf­fic light, try­ing to find the right exit: so, for ex­am­ple, if you have to go from the Süd­bahn­hof (South Sta­tion) to Florids­dor­fer Spitz, then good night, you’ll ar­rive com­pletely dazed, I prom­ise! How­ever, my cook told me af­ter my re­turn that I don’t have to drive a whole cir­cle ev­ery time, but only the sec­tion up to my turn. But then I ask you: why on earth is it called a round­about? — Well, ex­actly! To you, dear read­ers, I’ll re­veal my recipe for driv­ing on the left: I sim­ply did ev­ery­thing wrong, and that made ev­ery­thing per­fectly right again. Got it?

On the mo­tor­way from Dublin to Gal­way, I slowly got used to this strange wrong-way driv­ing reg­u­la­tion and set­tled in. For ex­am­ple, the cen­ter of the road is marked not only with the usual cen­ter lines, but also with small, round metal in­serts that re­flect at night and are called bumpers. The only prob­lem: 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 bit ner­vous. My Star­let is still quite new, not even 600 miles (or kilo­me­ters?) old. So I started to fer­vently prac­tice skill­ful slalom driv­ing to avoid these bumpers, even de­vel­op­ing a cer­tain mas­tery at chang­ing lanes quickly with­out bump­ing. Un­til the Garda, the lo­cal po­lice, let me con­tinue on my way af­ter two hours, a stricter breath­a­lyzer test, and 50 Irish pounds lighter. Party poop­ers!

You can rec­og­nize the con­ti­nen­tal driver, the driver from the main­land, where the moth­ers sit on the right (etc., oh well, just read above), by their strained, hunched-over pos­ture, their pursed lips, and their oh-so-typ­i­cal slow driv­ing. Know­ing these facts, I sped through the coun­try­side, usu­ally belt­ing out Ham­burg pub songs or sea shanties from Lake Neusiedl, my shoul­ders du­ti­fully hunched. I greeted ev­ery trac­tor driver and trekking biker with a beam­ing, jovial wave be­fore my slip­stream blew them into the ditch. How I re­joiced when—sweep­ing down from the Twelve Pins moun­tains—I spot­ted the line of cars crawl­ing slowly up­hill, driven by tourists from the con­ti­nent! You should have seen me then, hurtling down the moun­tain in a mas­sive cloud of dust like a thun­der­storm, belt­ing out the An­dreas Hofer song and send­ing the be­wil­dered con­ti­nen­tal crawlers sprawl­ing into the ditch! The World Cup? Me? — Nah, I don’t need that!


Dr. Rudas

The lan­guage sit­u­a­tion is also a bit tricky. Ac­tu­ally, it’s not a prob­lem at all, since the coun­try is bilin­gual: Irish (that is, Celtic/Gaelic) and Eng­lish; so you can take your pick. But what kind of Eng­lish is that! Irish peo­ple don’t usu­ally like talk­ing to Eng­lish peo­ple, but once they’ve fig­ured out that there are no kan­ga­roos in Aus­tria, they thaw out and start talk­ing. Quickly, in­cor­rectly, and in­ces­santly. That’s what hap­pened to me at the Kil­kee div­ing cen­ter, about 30 km south of the Cliffs of Mo­her (note: mo­hair refers to the curly-haired sheep and 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 (whose names you’ll soon learn) and watch­ing the divers bustling about. The peo­ple from the Ma­rine Res­cue Cen­tre are ex­cited, squawk­ing along with the seag­ulls and run­ning back and forth. I mean, some­thing must have hap­pened, be­cause a dinghy comes rac­ing around the jetty with a whoop of hooray, the dinghy crew jumps out, ges­tic­u­lat­ing wildly, a stretcher is brought in, and the neo­prene-wrapped body of a ca­su­alty is hoisted onto it! One res­cuer runs fran­ti­cally to the Res­cue Cen­tre, talk­ing on his walkie-talkie, oth­ers carry the stretcher, and a young fe­male res­cuer loudly counts “1, 2, 3, go!” pump­ing the vic­tim’s heart.

I leap from my deckchair (you know your István, he has to be right there at the front!) and, phone in hand, run the few steps up to the res­cue hut. I ask one of the im­por­tant-look­ing guys: “Do you need a doc­tor?” and think, “Now I can fi­nally try out the 112 num­ber and find out if an Irish­man or an Aus­trian an­swers.” The im­por­tant guy looks at me, then says: “Come on, Doc­tor,” and leads me into the hut. “Are you a doc­tor?” the busy­body asks me again, and I truth­fully re­ply that I’m just a hobby gy­ne­col­o­gist. At that, the “dead woman” (be­cause it was quite ob­vi­ous she was a woman) com­pletely loses it and roars, laugh­ing and snort­ing, to ev­ery­one: “Hey, he’s a spare-time gy­ne­col­o­gist!” As it turns out, she, Jutta, is from Ger­many and very much alive. The whole thing is just a drill, and I, the id­iot, stand there with my phone, star­ing. Jutta links arms with me, grills me in a mat­ter of min­utes about where I come from, why I’m from, what I do, etc., then I’m al­lowed to buy the still grin­ning team a beer and meekly slip away.

Jutta caught up with me again in the park­ing lot, re­as­sured me that it was good that out­siders were also spon­ta­neously will­ing to help, and showed me around the res­cue cen­ter; she seemed pleased to meet some­one who spoke her lan­guage. At din­ner, she showed me how to open Cor­nish crab crawls with a nut­cracker and then pick the crab­meat out of the claws with a flat­tened knit­ting nee­dle. Af­ter­wards, I had to go to Mc­Don­ald’s be­cause, al­though the crab was a lot of work, it wasn’t fill­ing.

Bed and break­fast is the per­fect way to ex­pe­ri­ence Ire­land, al­though I would have pre­ferred not to have to share break­fast with Jutta. (Deirdre, please: it’s all a story! Made up! No Jutta in­volved! Just break­fast!).

The Irish break­fast de­serves a de­scrip­tion. So, 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; honey and jam with the salted but­ter for the truly clue­less. Then, fresh and hot: a fried egg (for me), a slice of black pud­ding (yuck, Jutta gets that), two sausages (one for me), and two slices of ba­con (both for me). To fin­ish, a deep and sat­is­fy­ing 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 squeal­ing star­let, which is slow­ing down, “and Thus­nelda is sit­ting over there.”

“Beep,” says the star­let, “beep, beep-beep!” The per­son presses the airbag again en­er­get­i­cally. “Beep!”

“Yes, Cousin An­gus had that too, you should maybe try three drops of honey in your tea!” says Henry, and Thus­nelda turns her head to the star­let and says: “That af­fected city slicker! Pfft! She’s got a red-lac­quered, sleek coat, prob­a­bly be­longs to old O’Brien. Ugh, and look at those big TVs!”

Henry trot­ted slowly over to Thus­nelda and whis­pered to her: “A lit­tle more poise in front of strangers, my dear, if I may, and don’t bleat like a goat!”, and turn­ing to the star­let he said: “Ah, you know, she’s hav­ing trou­ble with her di­ges­tion, that’s why she’s ly­ing on the warm road now, it makes it eas­ier for her to pass gas.”

“Toot-toot,” says the star­let im­pa­tiently, “toot-toot, toot-toot-toot!” With the Toy­ota, you honk with the airbag, funny, isn’t it?

Henry shakes his shaggy, yel­low­ish-white fur, marked with a blue spray, and slowly re­treats to Thus­nelda. “You’re not very talk­a­tive to­day, Ma’m’selle,” he says to the star­let be­fore slowly set­tling down on the road be­side her. The star­let gives one last short growl be­fore fall­ing silent, and in­side, a per­son can be seen fran­ti­cally pound­ing on the airbag.

“She looks good, the lady,” Henry re­marks to Thus­nelda with a con­nois­seur’s eye, “her smooth, red fur seems to be all the rage in the city these days, doesn’t it?” “Oh, you men! You’re only look­ing at her tires any­way, you lech­er­ous old goat!” Thus­nelda sighs sadly, tears ris­ing to 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, won’t see her.

Mean­while, the man had care­fully heaved him­self out of the Star­let when Henry said some­what con­temp­tu­ously: “Just look at him, my dear, he’s not good at wool! Just look at his bald head…..”, but he didn’t get any fur­ther, be­cause I had had enough of it, and I pushed and shoved the two stupid crea­tures off the road, in or­der to con­tinue on my way.


Map Read­ing I

It’s re­ally not dif­fi­cult to find your way around Ire­land. You just need to fol­low the signs; they’re in Eng­lish, Celtic, or both, and some­times even in Ital­ian (for ex­am­ple: Pizze­ria Da Gio­vanni, 2km; pro­nounced: due chilometri). So, mul­ti­lin­gual peo­ple have a cer­tain ad­van­tage here, al­though lan­guages aren’t ev­ery­thing: dis­tances given in kilo­me­ters and/or miles shouldn’t pose any prob­lem. And they wouldn’t, if it weren’t for the lin­ger­ing re­al­ism in the tourist’s brain that con­stantly wants to con­vert, be­cause, as ev­ery­one knows, a mile is roughly 1,600 me­ters and some change. Or is it?! To­day I came across a sign: an Ceirinn 7’, be­low it: 21km. I’m baf­fled; these aren’t nau­ti­cal miles, and they’re not statu­tory miles ei­ther, so where on earth do the 21km come from? I then picked up a hitch­hiker; he chuck­led 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 that’s what I did.

He was a bull­dozer op­er­a­tor from Din­gle, al­ready smelled strongly of Guin­ness, and ini­tially crossed him­self at ev­ery lit­tle church we passed. As our jour­ney pro­gressed, he also crossed him­self be­fore, and later af­ter, ev­ery bend, or while drift­ing through the peat bogs, and seemed gen­er­ally prone to sea­sick­ness, this pale child of the Emer­ald Isle.

Even bet­ter, I could rely on the map (kindly pro­vided by Fiona). I did have to spread it out on the back seat, though, to get the read­ing dis­tance right. Glasses? Oh yes, where were they again—just a mo­ment, let me rum­mage in my tourist bag—oh dear, my glasses are in my suit­case in the lug­gage stor­age in Dublin, along with my suit, tie, and con­fer­ence ma­te­ri­als. Bravo, mae­stro! But at least my spare pair is in the glove com­part­ment (un­for­tu­nately, my car with said glove com­part­ment is in Vi­enna…).

Never mind, I’m far-sighted (some­times even pre­co­cious), so I first look ahead, read the sign­post, then look back to lo­cate the place on the map, then en­gage the clutch and shift into the next gear, sig­nal left, and make a bold right turn! It makes an even bet­ter im­pres­sion if you also hold your phone to your ear (though it doesn’t nec­es­sar­ily have to be switched on). You can prac­ti­cally see the whites of the on­com­ing driver’s eyes, hon­estly!

It’s as­ton­ish­ing what kind of au­to­matic habits a per­son can de­velop over a life­time. Ini­tially, I thought driv­ing on the left (you know, when the moth­ers are be­hind the wheel) would be the big­gest chal­lenge: far from it! As a pedes­trian in Ire­land, I’m sure I looked the wrong way twice as of­ten. The hard­est part was get­ting used to the ash­tray be­ing on the left. No, don’t laugh, I’m se­ri­ous! Driv­ing and smok­ing are clearly two com­pletely dif­fer­ent things in my mind, or rather, like slip­pers (left) and flip­pers (right). Turn­ing the steer­ing wheel with my right hand in­stead of my left: no prob­lem. Shift­ing gears with my left hand, or us­ing the hand­brake when skid­ding in a peat bog, is also doable (the cru­cial drift zone af­ter tight cor­ners for us hol­i­day rac­ers is mostly a peat bog in Ire­land, al­though the bar­ri­ers are made of barbed wire!). But when I then reach over the steer­ing wheel with my left hand and press the cig­a­rette into the right door panel, and the plas­tic hisses and stinks with an ugly noise, then I know: oops, that wasn’t the ash­tray! That ash­tray (namely the one to my right) is in Vi­enna! — You see: no­body’s 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. I was jok­ing with friends in a Dublin pub late one evening about the fact that the French wine co­op­er­a­tive Le Ven­toux has re­cently started us­ing Braille on its wine bot­tle la­bels: one could also use Braille on road maps and traf­fic signs… But one should re­ally re­con­sider the whole wine bot­tle la­bels and Braille thing, this time very care­fully. Af­ter all, one could also see it as a warn­ing: any­one drink­ing this swill might then…

So now I was with­out glasses and re­liant 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; in­dis­pens­able for us club of­fi­cials, by the way).

So, what do we have here? A big blue one, aha, the At­lantic. Then a small yel­low-green sausage-shaped thing stick­ing out into the sea: the Con­nemara Penin­sula. A dark brown one in­side it—that’s prob­a­bly the Twelve Pins Moun­tains. Oh, look, a lit­tle line! That’s surely the road through the moun­tains! Where’s the sun? To the left. So (I turn the map up­side down) the sea must now be to my left (yes, that’s right, there’s an oil tanker back there), the moun­tains to my right, and surely there must be a road some­where?! That’s how the mem­o­rable en­counter with Henry and Thus­nelda came about.

What was pleas­ant up there was that I was the only road user for miles around; the oth­ers were all push­ing and snaking their way down through the val­ley, while up here I found green pas­tures and some­times a peat field (af­ter tight bends).

The only an­noy­ing thing was that the road just sort of ended; yes, you read that right, the road came to a mis­er­able end in the moor. The dark blue storm clouds gath­er­ing that night (it doesn’t get pitch black here un­til around mid­night) couldn’t frighten me, since I had com­pre­hen­sive in­sur­ance. It was a shame about the bed, but I was sure I’d be back in time for break­fast.

Groan­ing, the Star­let strug­gled through the hilly land­scape, its eyes burn­ing, dig­ging its tires deep into the soft green grass; at least those who came af­ter later found a prop­erly groomed track (to use a skier’s term). In short, I did even­tu­ally get to bed, but I over­slept break­fast (since I only went to bed then, of course?).

So, de­spite feel­ing guilty to­wards Fiona, I de­cided to buy a map. The woman in the shop was friendly; yes, ex­actly, that’s the larger scale he wants, the gen­tle­man from Aus­tria. She rum­maged and rum­maged and then brought out the one with the small­est scale (= the high­est res­o­lu­tion, as we screen-dam­aged folks would say). The sea was enor­mous, and in­stead of a sausage, there was a proper penin­sula. Highly sat­is­fied, I paid for the map and went to the café to take a closer look.

Please, ev­ery vil­lage is on there, ev­ery tiny road winds its way through the tree bark like a fat bark bee­tle canal. Ev­ery lit­tle stream is a thick blue line, ev­ery tiny hut at least a small black dot. The moun­tains are brown­ish-red patches, criss­crossed by green for­est and light green moor­land. The map is so fan­tas­tic, I can’t get enough of it! It’s just that the place names are in such tiny, in­con­spic­u­ous print that I’m now sheep­ishly go­ing back to us­ing Fiona’s over­sized map…


Map Read­ing III

Fiona and her map, that was quite some­thing! Al­most re­luc­tantly, she gave me her street map in Dublin, ex­plain­ing apolo­get­i­cally that she’d once eaten a roast chicken and there had been some stains on it. I solemnly as­sured her that it didn’t bother me at all; I would care­fully drive around the stains.

Per­haps that was a bit pre­ma­ture, be­cause when I re­turned to my room on the first evening af­ter a long walk through Gal­way, de­ter­mined to fi­nally tackle my weight prob­lem se­ri­ously and not eat any­thing else that day—ab­so­lutely noth­ing, ex­cept maybe a few Snick­ers, a bar of choco­late or two, and a can of Coke—the whole room smelled like roast chicken. I was nearly driven mad with de­sire, my mind filled with im­ages of ten­der, crispy drum­sticks, rust-red, crunchy wings, and hor­mone-filled breasts! Fiona! Not two sec­onds later, I was off again, leav­ing Snick­ers and all my good in­ten­tions be­hind.

Sat­is­fied, I sat down with my beer and lit a “Thank You for Not Smok­ing” cig­a­rette. I in­haled the smoke deeply, closed my eyes, and pic­tured Fiona hold­ing a ten­derly roasted ham hock with her fin­ger­tips, bit­ing into the crust with a sat­is­fy­ing crunch… no, some­thing about this im­age wasn’t right! I looked at the map again, the stains, the dozen or so fin­ger­prints near the Gal­way-Dublin junc­tion: yes, that must have been it! Now I saw Fiona turn­ing the sac­ri­fi­cial an­i­mal this way and that on the map, mur­mur­ing magic spells, count­ing eeny, meeny, miny, moe, and snick-nack to de­cide whether to turn left or right. That, and only that, I’m will­ing to be­lieve: she—like the au­gurs in an­cient Rome—was con­sult­ing the gods about the right path by read­ing the en­trails of the grilled of­fer­ing! Map read­ing in Ire­land.


Birds in Ire­land

I’d fi­nally seen all the sights, and the weather had turned de­cid­edly Irish; rain, fog, and strong gusts of wind didn’t make things any eas­ier. But at last, I’d reached my des­ti­na­tion. I moored the Star­let in the park­ing lot, grabbed my um­brella, stale bread, phone, and lap­top, and set off through the dunes.

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

On the left, a shag (Latin: pha­lacro­co­rax aris­totelis, Celtic: seaga) was fight­ing with a cor­morant (Latin: pha­lacro­co­rax carbo, Celtic: broigheall) over a piece of sea­weed; on the right, a snipe (Gal­li­nago gal­li­nago, Naoscach) seemed to be wait­ing for food from me, its head tilted to one side. The lap­wing pair (Vanel­lus vanel­lus, Pili­bin) were court­ing in­tensely de­spite the bit­ing wind and ap­par­ently didn’t mind that an oys­ter­catcher (Heam­ato­pus as­trale­gus, Roil­leach) was watch­ing them un­abashedly. The Arc­tic Tern (sterna par­adis­aea, Geabhrog ar­tach) tried to scare away the lech­er­ous perv with wild chirp­ing, but his cousin, the Sand­wich Tern (sterna sand­vi­cen­sis, Geabhrog dhus­cot­lach), sim­ply said: “Leave them be, the young­sters these days 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 fu­ri­ously cursed the Her­ring Gulls (larus ar­gen­ta­tus, Faoilean scadan), whose last raid had se­verely dam­aged the breed­ing colonies.

So there I stood for al­most an hour among my feath­ered dar­lings, typ­ing busily on my lap­top and oc­ca­sion­ally scat­ter­ing stale toast (left over by Jutta, dear Deirdre) to keep them from fly­ing away. Sud­denly, I had the feel­ing of be­ing pushed from be­hind. Now, I know, just like you, bird-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 per­sisted. Per­sis­tently. You know how it is: no er­ror in the pro­gram code, and yet the re­sult is wrong.

I looked around. The stiff breeze blew hard in my face, the waves raged as they al­ways do, and the birds screeched as usual; they’ve learned noth­ing else. And the stream, over there by the dunes, flowed peace­fully up­hill in its streambed.

Wait! What? The stream flows up­hill?! I looked down my trouser legs, pale with worry, and sure enough: I was al­ready al­most an­kle-deep in wa­ter. The tide was ris­ing rapidly, and I, the self-pro­claimed ex­pert, hadn’t been pay­ing at­ten­tion. The ford back home was now at least knee-deep, or even deeper, so I had no choice but to climb higher on the bird is­land. The shag and the cor­morant took off with in­dig­nant squawks (you’ll have to read about the other birds above your­self; they also took flight when I gasped my way up), and I fi­nally stood on the up­per­most gran­ite boul­der, es­ti­mat­ing roughly 20 min­utes un­til I was sub­merged.

A good bike is ex­pen­sive, as my friend Miro once said. I looked at my now com­pletely soaked Bally ped­als and won­dered how they had sur­vived ev­ery­thing so flaw­lessly. Fur­ther up, in the dunes, was the park­ing lot with a bus from Pe­ter’s Reisen in Kas­sel (what were they do­ing here, any­way?), but of course, no­body was pay­ing any at­ten­tion.

Per­haps they’re just tak­ing my pic­ture (ti­tled: Irish­man on off­shore is­land). Fur­ther down, in the dunes, a few col­or­ful anoraks, in­trepid Ire­land trav­el­ers who don’t let wind and weather de­ter them from their evening stroll on the sandy beach and who, at most, shake their heads in won­der at the liv­ing ad­ver­tise­ment for IBM Thinkpads on the bird is­land.

In be­tween, in the mid­dle, the tide, and in the mid­dle of it, me and my lit­tle is­land, rapidly los­ing square footage. In the bay, a fish­ing boat swung (turned) slowly, and a man waved to me kindly; of course, I waved back. Vig­or­ously.

I couldn’t un­der­stand a word he shouted at me. I sim­ply shouted back in Ger­man: “Yes, you too!” and thought about how of­ten I’d let down in­flat­able mat­tress pad­dlers float­ing away in Lake Neusiedl (ac­tu­ally, never).

Mike—back then, of course, I didn’t know his name was Mike—so Mike climbed into his dinghy and rowed slowly to­ward my bird is­land. About half a ca­ble length from the is­land—or was it only 20 me­ters?—he slowed down and started chat­ting. All I gath­ered 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 mus­tered all my strength and shouted, “I am from Aus­tria!” Mike thought for a mo­ment, then called out, “Rain­hard Fendrich!” And I ex­claimed, com­pletely taken aback, “Yea, that’s cor­rect!” So Mike rowed over, let me in, and brought me safely ashore. Grin­ning broadly, he told me that he res­cued at least five or ten tourists each sea­son. He was also a fan of a cer­tain Wulf­geng Em­brous, and much to the as­ton­ish­ment of the Kas­sel pen­sion­ers, the “two Irish­men in a rub­ber dinghy” bel­lowed loudly and some­what silly “for­ever young, for­ever ju-hu-hung!” On the shore, I asked how I could re­turn the fa­vor: at “half past nine” at the “Wag­oneer” in Kil­mare, said Mike (a Brit would have said half past eight), and set off. (Cur­tain).

It turned out to be my most ex­pen­sive night in Ire­land, folks: when Mike showed up, washed, combed, and ap­par­ently very thirsty, the bar­tender turned pale and sent for backup. Mike, who knew all the wait­resses in the place and prop­erly in­tro­duced me to each of them (that bloody guy from Aus­tria got wet at Kings Head, you see). Mike, who could down four pints with­out a break. Mike, who pitied me be­cause I couldn’t man­age more than two small beers. Mike, whose 150 liters of sheer phys­i­cal weight had to be hauled home around mid­night by his blas­phe­mously curs­ing wife, Mary, and me. Mike, who as­sured me at least a dozen times along the way that our Fed­eral Pres­i­dent, a cer­tain Mr. Höl­mut Cole, was a truly won­der­ful Mr. Pres­i­dent. And that he loved him very much, Cole, Höl­mut.


Two bad fouls

I was so re­lieved when I could fi­nally wash my socks and jeans at my lodg­ings and hang them up to dry. The widow Plun­kett, with whom I was stay­ing, of­fered me a video record­ing of Scot­land ver­sus Mo­rocco in her liv­ing room, and also a plaid (a Scot­tish-pat­terned wool blan­ket) for my loins, “oth­er­wise you’ll catch a cold, my dear!” It re­ally was just an ac­ci­dent, hon­estly, that I re­flex­ively jumped up when a Mo­roc­can player com­mit­ted a nasty foul, but then I pru­dently re­frained from do­ing so, even though she re­wound that part three more times. One has one’s prin­ci­ples, af­ter all.

I was watch­ing the fish­er­men in the har­bor, tidy­ing up their boats, clean­ing their nets, or sim­ply stand­ing around tak­ing a smoke break. I was just about to move on when a guy ap­proached me: “Hello, how are you?” and launched into a ram­bling mono­logue about where I was from, how I was lik­ing Ire­land, and so on. Dur­ing the con­ver­sa­tion, I po­litely asked him what he did for a liv­ing (sus­pect­ing he wouldn’t give me an hon­est an­swer, as I’d al­ready no­ticed his va­cant, slightly tipsy eyes and sus­pected the whole thing would end in the oblig­a­tory tip for the next pint). He then dra­mat­i­cally grabbed my hand and said, “I’m a vi­sion­ary.” Then, af­ter an­other dra­matic pause: “The Vi­sion­ary of Clif­den.” I strug­gled to sup­press a smile and replied, “My chil­dren are vi­sion­ar­ies too—tele­vi­sion­ar­ies.” He smiles strainedly, as­sures me I’ll have a pleas­ant jour­ney, and sub­tly steers us to­wards the pub. When I let him in first, his clair­voy­ant abil­i­ties seem to have de­serted him, be­cause far too late he no­tices that I’ve turned around be­hind him and am mak­ing my way for­ward.


Mer­lin II

Up on the pass, the heavy rain, the wind­ing roads in the thick fog, and the sheep wan­der­ing aim­lessly on the road were all too much for me. I found a spot in the meadow and dozed off a bit on the re­clin­ing seat. But no sooner had I closed my eyes than an old man tapped on my win­dow with his walk­ing stick.

“Failte, wel­come!” he said, “I am Muir­linnhe, the king’s ad­vi­sor.”

“Failed you too, Mer­lin, old friend,” I said wearily, but still sur­prised, “You again? What brings you here at this hour? You should ac­tu­ally be stew­ing in the en­chanted for­est near Douarnenez in Brit­tany?!”

“The evil Mor­gane La Fay im­pris­oned me there for a thou­sand years,” said the wise old Mer­lin, “but I don’t know how it hap­pened, sud­denly the spell was bro­ken…”

Laugh­ing, I in­ter­rupted him: “Hey, we’ve al­ready been through this, af­ter 998 comes 999 and then 000, Bingo! Year 2000! Don’t you re­mem­ber?” Ploff, it went again, and Mer­lin was gone.

I dozed a lit­tle longer, think­ing about Mor­gane and the ob­vi­ous pro­gram­ming glitch in the Dark Ages, when there was an­other knock at my win­dow. “Okay, Mer­lin, what’s go­ing on?” 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.

“His name is 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 what they used to be, and it was 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 my head, he dis­ap­peared into Molly’s den of in­iq­uity, (beep!) mut­ter­ing “for­eigner.”


The big­gest steak in Ire­land

In Wex­ford, I was quite sur­prised when, re­turn­ing to my car from a mid­day stroll at the har­bor, I found a voucher from the lo­cal po­lice (worth £50) be­hind the wind­shield wiper. For £50 (equiv­a­lent to a mere thou­sand), I walked miles – about two kilo­me­ters up­hill, to be pre­cise – to the po­lice sta­tion. Once there, I in­stantly trans­formed into a dim-wit­ted, anx­ious Alpine na­tive, speak­ing with a dis­tinctly Eng­lish ac­cent. I couldn’t read traf­fic signs. I couldn’t un­der­stand a thing, In­spec­tor, what kind of voucher is this?

Ex­cited buzzing in the bee­hive. Phone calls, a ra­dio con­ver­sa­tion: “Jamie, you’ve got a stupid tourist! What can we do?” I cross my fin­gers and silently pray to St. Bren­dan, the pa­tron saint of Irish sailors.

The con­sta­ble be­hind the glass win­dow glances at me two or three times, nods vig­or­ously, and de­scribes me in de­tail (I can’t re­peat it here, but I might just buy that guy…). There’s bark­ing on the other end, then the man nods and hangs up. Turn­ing to me, he says: “Okay, you don’t pay any­thing, not even fifty pounds, we’ll do blah blah blah with the car rental com­pany.” Well, he’s go­ing to be thrilled, I think, but what’s the point of hav­ing com­pre­hen­sive in­sur­ance?!

Then he adds: “You go to the car, Jamie will be wait­ing there.”

I’m puz­zled by the slightly amused glint in his eyes (there’s some­thing there, isn’t there, but what?!), so I sum­mon all my lin­guis­tic skills and bid him my “most hum­ble” farewell. And out of the tem­ple, I trudge to the car, which is now al­most three kilo­me­ters away be­cause I took a short­cut.

On the way, I imag­ine that Jamie, that ras­cal, will prob­a­bly want a drink or some­thing. Fine, it’s still worth the two or three pounds. But I shouldn’t count my chick­ens be­fore they hatch.

Jamie was stand­ing by the car; that was vis­i­ble from afar.

More pre­cisely, Jamie was stand­ing there, and right next to him, my lit­tle red Star­let­ter from Japan was crouch­ing in a no-stop­ping zone. My feet hes­i­tated at first when I saw Jamie, but then I re­luc­tantly kept go­ing.

When I ar­rived, my eyes roughly level with Jamie’s belt buckle, I couldn’t man­age much more than “Hi, Ma’am!”

Jamie stretched her shoul­ders back so that the two enor­mous domes of the Duomo di Mi­lano arched above me, and boomed down: “So, you’re the one who thinks he can’t read the Irish signs! Hey, folks, look here, this is the drom­e­dary from far­away Aus­tria who can’t read this sign, please, this sign right here!” and pointed ac­cus­ingly at the round blue sign with a red bor­der and a red X in­side (you can look at any no-stop­ping sign on Mari­ahil­fer­strasse if you don’t know what an ab­so­lute no-stop­ping sign looks like, you drom­e­dary…).

What fol­lowed was a ten-minute lec­ture on traf­fic signs and road mark­ings. How to walk, how to stand. Where to look left, where to look right. When to use your turn sig­nal and when not to—un­less, as Jamie sneered, you’re from the con­ti­nent. On which Sun­days, pub­lic hol­i­days, and bank­ing days you’re not al­lowed to stop where and why, un­less it’s a Tues­day. Dou­ble yel­low line: “Even some­one from Aus­tria isn’t al­lowed to stop here!” Sin­gle yel­low line: “You may stop briefly here to load or un­load!” — “Ma’am,” I said, “Ma’am, there’s only one yel­low line!” Jamie paused, looked down un­kindly at me, the lit­tle earth­worm, who dared to in­ter­rupt: “Now don’t you chat­ter, there are two yel­low lines!” I didn’t give up. “Ma’am,” I said, “there are two yel­low lines up ahead and two more back there, but here, where I and at least ten other cars are parked, there’s only one yel­low line!” Jamie grunts some­thing non-Eng­lish (pre­sum­ably (beep!)), walks briefly up and down the street, bends down be­side the cars and fi­nally states: “This must have hap­pened when they were lay­ing the new as­phalt sur­face, there, you see, it was sup­posed to con­tinue in a dou­ble line, but they just slapped the sur­face over it (spoiled over, if you don’t be­lieve I know what ‘slap­ping’ means in Eng­lish)!”

Jamie shrinks a lit­tle, I grow a lit­tle, and now I can al­ready see the sweaty im­prints of her Won­der­bra un­der her uni­form shirt. If she weren’t so stiffly try­ing to ap­pear of­fi­cial, she’d be quite a nice lady. A bit stern, ad­mit­tedly, and some­what sharp-edged, but when I imag­ine her in leather, with a mask and a whip… “You’re en­joy­ing your­self,” Jamie states sternly, yet 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 even more so, I’ve be­come an ad­mirer of Irish women. They have their hearts in the right place, they bravely sink their teeth into a prob­lem and stick with it like bull ter­ri­ers. That’s some­thing I find very ap­peal­ing!”

Bingo! She runs a hand through her hair once to tidy it up: “No Irish­man sees the woman when you’re in uni­form; they’re not sup­posed to see me as a woman while I’m on duty. And as for the bull ter­ri­ers”—my cheeky heart stops for a sec­ond—“you’re ex­ag­ger­at­ing. I’m not in­sist­ing 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 with uni­forms and “my God, you look great in that,” let me add a lit­tle more flat­tery: “Of course, you are first and fore­most a po­lice of­fi­cer, and that’s how you should be seen while on duty (sorry, I got that line from one of those un­bear­ably 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 your uni­form (oops, too soon), in civil­ian clothes or ca­sual dress (cor­rec­tion suc­cess­ful), then I see a dash­ing Irish­woman with heart and char­ac­ter.”

Jamie has now moved a good step away from me; sev­eral peo­ple are stand­ing around us, star­ing. “Don’t imag­ine me with­out the uni­form!” he threat­ens me with a smile and a pointed fin­ger, then turns with a co­quet­tish, sharp turn, strolls to­wards the har­bor, and glances back twice dis­creetly to see if this sleazy Aus­trian guy is fi­nally go­ing to dis­ap­pear. Which he promptly does.

That evening, dear Arnold, I re­warded my­self with a steak three times the size of the one you used to get at Planet Hol­ly­wood, and only man­aged the last quar­ter af­ter a long smoke break (The Coach House, Round­wood near New­town Kennedy, 9.95 pounds in­clud­ing veg­eta­bles, salad, new pota­toes AND chips), and for the rest I raised a beer or two to Jamie’s health (that aw­ful non-al­co­holic one from Schmeck’s, be­cause of the star­let, you know?).


Irish hu­mor

Later, I tell Mike how, in the raised bog near the Ne­olithic stone cir­cle, I dodged a nor­mally peace­ful graz­ing buck, which, star­tled by the flash of my cam­era, feigned a harm­less horn blast in my di­rec­tion. Star­tled, I jumped sharply to the side, not re­al­iz­ing I was stand­ing on stones placed in the bog. And in do­ing so, I promptly dropped my mo­bile phone into the bog wa­ter (dear Fiona, that’s nine com­mas, and they must stay!). Re­flex­ively, I grabbed this lit­tle gem of Swedish crafts­man­ship and saved it from cer­tain doom. Af­ter a split sec­ond of shock, I knew what to do: sit down, im­me­di­ately call Vi­enna to ex­plain that the phone was prob­a­bly lost or had drowned, so they wouldn’t think I was miss­ing. — If, how­ever, some­one from Ire­land called to say their phone had just “drowned,” well…

Mike slaps his thighs and al­most chokes with laugh­ter when I de­scribe what the scene must have been like: in the mid­dle of the old pa­gan Druid mon­u­ment sits a mad­man, talk­ing on his cell phone in Ger­man, and peat wa­ter is drip­ping from it. The four or five Ital­ians who are just turn­ing the cor­ner stare in dis­be­lief when, to top it all off, the guy on the phone says: “Questo­qui ‘ un Druid­o­fono — fun­ziona solo con ac­qua, ve­r­a­mente!” and lets the wa­ter drip from the de­vice. I trans­late for Mike: “That’s a Druido-Phon, it only works with wa­ter, re­ally!”

That evening, Mike prob­a­bly makes me tell the story ten times, ev­ery time new friends show up in the deaf­en­ingly loud pub. He drinks co­pi­ous amounts of beer, and I shout in the ear of his maid Mary, who’s wedged be­tween Mike’s and my barstools, sit­ting on our thighs: “Mike must have a damn big blad­der!” mean­ing, of course, that he hasn’t gone to the bath­room even once.

Mary, un­ex­pect­edly, turns bright red from head to toe and glances at the stuffed ca­per­cail­lie above the bar; ob­vi­ously, I’ve said some­thing very wrong. Mike asks, so I ex­plain that I’m sur­prised he doesn’t go pi af­ter four or how­ever many liters of Guin­ness. He grins, pulls a one-penny coin from his pocket, and says, “That’s a pi.” Sens­ing a joke, I pull out a two-penny coin: “That’s a pi-pi.” Mike then pro­duces a five-penny piece and holds it un­der Mary’s nose: “Well?” But Mary just gives us both ven­omous looks and sits down. Irish hu­mor, which I didn’t quite get, but Mike laughed loudly and for a long time.

Mike keeps hav­ing to sing songs by W. Am­bros, Franz A. Heller, or R. Fendrich, and I bel­low along, more off-key and loud than beau­ti­ful: “Niente San­dale, lauter Skan­dale,” and so on—you prob­a­bly know the lyrics (I, of course, don’t). Then Mike tells me about his trip to Aus­tria: he was in Wiesen, at a jazz fes­ti­val. And he had a great meal at his friends’ place in Lower Aus­tria: he es­pe­cially liked the “Saumaise.” I al­most choke on my weak beer and look at him, tak­ing a deep breath: “Say it again, please!” Then I ask him to re­mem­ber “Saumaise, Maise Maise Maise” and not to use the other no-no-word again. When I say “no-no-word,” Mary’s in­ter­est is piqued, and now she ab­so­lutely has to know what it means. Jon Bon Jovi’s por­trait is em­bla­zoned on her T-shirt, so I boldly reach out and touch roughly where—in my mind’s eye—Bon Jovi’s belly but­ton should be, and de­clare: “That’s it!” I’m then a bit taken aback my­self, be­cause she looks at me calmly with­out even flinch­ing, not the least bit em­bar­rassed. Irish girls, I didn’t quite un­der­stand them, but then we both laughed loudly and for a long time.

In­ter­lude (ded­i­cated to all those who think they know me): Well, I don’t know about you, but when­ever I fall in love, it’s ut­terly heart­break­ing! That’s why I’m tear­ing through this rain-soaked land­scape, ten­derly em­brac­ing trees: ei­ther an un­happy love af­fair that pains me es­pe­cially. Or an un­happy pain that I love es­pe­cially. Or a par­tic­u­larly un­happy woman that I love painfully. — I hug an­other mossy tree (tra­di­tion says this in­creases fer­til­ity) and speed on through south­ern Ire­land. Of course, some of the driv­ers be­hind me might have had some­thing to say, but I don’t care: if I see a mossy tree, I slam on the brakes, leave the en­gine run­ning, jump out into the rain, hug and kiss the tree, and then I’m off again. Surely there’s time for fer­til­ity, don’t you think? — What a has­sle, I think to my­self at the last tree be­fore the pass, my God, if only it weren’t rain­ing so hard! Oh well, I have to get through it, 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-col­ored sweater — oh, it’s all so com­pli­cated! István’s pri­vate life, which prob­a­bly no one un­der­stands, but please ev­ery­one laugh loudly and for a long time any­way.


Bon­nie and Clyde

This morn­ing I’m be­ing mugged for the third time. Clyde holds his gun to my head, Bon­nie ner­vously holds her or­ange laser ri­fle to my chest, wa­ter drip­ping from its bar­rel onto my trousers. Clyde, through pursed lips, mut­ters in an East­wood-es­que voice: “Stranger, 20 pi for Snoop­ies (candy), or your time is up!” I rum­mage in my pocket and place the coin in his small, cheeky, de­mand­ing hand. “And an­other 20 pi for Eli…uh, Bon­nie, she’ll get some candy too!” I pull out an­other coin. Bon­nie bites her lip un­cer­tainly, then looks up at her big brother, and when he nods, she snatches up the loot as nim­bly as a seag­ull (Larus larus, oh well, see for your­self!). The ban­dit looks at me with a mer­ci­less gaze and says: “It’s over any­way, Stranger, pray your last Ave Maria” and “bang bang bang!” he squirts the full load from his wa­ter pis­tol into my face.

Bon­nie fran­ti­cally fid­dles with her laser ri­fle, but it’s not work­ing prop­erly. I help the seven-year-old and pump the mech­a­nism a few times, which is in­deed stick­ing, and then I get my full blast. Aaargh! Like a wounded Godzilla, I gasp for air with flail­ing arms, sink to my knees, and wheeze mis­er­ably in the soft grass. Bon­nie and Clyde run around me, yelling wildly, their Colts drip­ping (smok­ing wouldn’t be quite right) and whoop­ing with de­light.

“Kevin, Eliza, come in­side, leave the gen­tle­man from Aus­tria alone!” calls Widow Plun­kett, hur­ry­ing anx­iously to­wards the mor­tally wounded Alpine man. “Wait, I’ll quickly bring you a plaid (wool blan­ket, see above), give me the wet clothes to hang up!” I try to ap­pease Widow Plun­kett, cat­e­gor­i­cally re­fus­ing the plaid and the trouser dry­ing for cer­tain rea­sons (see above). Widow Plun­kett is, as you will surely know, a di­rect de­scen­dant of William Robert (ac­tu­ally Joseph) Plun­kett, one of the ring­leaders of the Sinn Féin Re­bel­lion of 1916, where he and many oth­ers, un­der the lead­er­ship of the Pol­ish Count­ess Mankiewicz (!), fought for their (whose? which?) free­dom in St. Stephen’s Green Park in Dublin. WR Plun­kett (here the widow was tear­fully weep­ing and snif­fling so piti­fully that I placed a com­fort­ing hand around her trem­bling shoul­ders), so WR Plun­kett was sub­se­quently ex­e­cuted by the Eng­lish, but the death sen­tence of the aris­to­cratic Mankiewicz was com­muted to 6 years’ im­pris­on­ment (re­leased early af­ter two) (here the widow Plun­kett trem­bled with anger at the so­cial in­jus­tice and vig­or­ously shook off my ther­a­peu­ti­cally placed hand, sat me snif­fling and blow­ing my nose in front of the video record­ing of Eng­land against Mo­rocco, care­fully placed the plaid on my knees and dis­ap­peared with my wet trousers into her realm).

No, Deirdre, no! Just for your peace of mind, I won’t soften it now, like: “Widow Plun­kett, with whom I stayed, was very ami­able, talk­a­tive (see William Robert, etc.), and busy; her chil­dren were at least my age, red-faced, un­em­ployed drunks with medi­ocre IQs, liv­ing off their mother’s bed and break­fast, and slyly watch­ing me at break­fast as if I were steal­ing their food.” 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’ve gone com­pletely nuts! Play­ing Bon­nie and Clyde in the gar­den! — I’d rather have Alzheimer’s!”). So there you have it, and now I’m off again (now the tree-kiss­ing can be­gin again).


Sav­ings cham­pion

Fur­ther­more, a few Irish peo­ple love to fleece us tourists like stupid birds. 25 pounds (ap­prox. 450 Aus­trian schillings) for a smelly, mod­er­ately clean bed, a bro­ken shower, and a poor im­i­ta­tion of the Irish break­fast de­scribed above, makes one want to take re­venge. So one morn­ing, I passed the bread bas­ket around the break­fast room, point­ing out that the bread was al­ready green with mold, hop­ing for ap­plause. The lady of the house hastily re­placed it with freshly toasted bread. When I paid, she gave me a 5-pound dis­count and apol­o­gized pro­fusely, shak­ing her head, say­ing she re­ally didn’t know how the bread could have got­ten moldy… I left her over­priced es­tab­lish­ment think­ing to my­self that I’d been quite right not to have given ev­ery­thing away to the birds that day…


Mer­lin III

In ret­ro­spect, I must silently apol­o­gize to that poor Irish­man who very kindly and po­litely ad­dressed me in the cof­fee shop op­po­site the palace of Richard II, built in 1741 in Wa­ter­ford (now a bishop’s seat): “And how is the Pope do­ing in Vi­enna?”

I am ex­pe­ri­enced and con­fi­dent in such sit­u­a­tions and pa­tiently ex­plained that the Pope was in Rome.

“No, in Vi­enna,” he stub­bornly in­sisted, so I or­dered him to give a some­what more ex­ten­sive lec­ture on the Hab­s­burgs, the Hof­burg Palace, the Span­ish Rid­ing School, and the Lip­iz­zaner horses, cul­mi­nat­ing in the—not in it­self in­cor­rect—in­struc­tion that the Pope lives in Rome, or more pre­cisely, in Vat­i­can City, and has done so since the treaty con­cluded with Italy’s King Em­manuel II in the year…

No, the Pope was in Vi­enna, not in Rome, the scoundrel in­sisted, in­ter­rupt­ing me(!), and Em­manuelle was banned in Ire­land, sex­ist trash, yes in­deed, he had only seen the video once, and even then only re­luc­tantly, at his nephew Brian’s house….

My tem­per flared and I hissed at him quite ven­omously, say­ing that Em­manuelle could only be de­scribed as trash start­ing with the episodes fea­tur­ing Laura Gemser, and that the Pope most cer­tainly lived in Rome, I had seen him there my­self around 1967, and that he shouldn’t tell me who was in Vi­enna and who wasn’t….

Re­gard­ing my Lip­iz­zaner horses, which come from Yu­goslavia and not Italy, the know-it-all re­marked that they were, as ev­ery­one knows, from Spain and had ar­rived there with the Moors from North Africa; the Hab­s­burgs, by the way, were Swiss from Aar­gau; only the Hof­burg Palace did he mer­ci­fully al­low me to know. When he then also claimed to have some knowl­edge of foot­ball, and I tri­umphantly re­torted that we Aus­tri­ans don’t need the first 89 min­utes at all, that one minute, and thus the 90th minute, is enough for us to win, he shook his head and fell silent, fi­nally let­ting me have my Pope in Rome.

I was al­most struck dumb on the plane when, as I was board­ing, the Kro­nen Zeitung news­pa­per grinned at me: Pope has left for Rome again — Schön­born next Pope?

That, I sus­pect now, was my last en­counter with Muir­linnhe, the strange wiz­ard of King Arthur.



De Ad­min­is­tra­tionibus


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, in its overzeal­ous cost-cut­ting ef­forts, had ap­par­ently driven out the wrong peo­ple, and the low-paid staff who were al­lowed to stay couldn’t cope with ei­ther the cus­tomers or the soft­ware. Be­tween you and me, the ad­min­is­tra­tion was in a real mess.

My dilemma was mul­ti­fac­eted. On the one hand, I was a pay­ing cus­tomer and re­fused to ac­cept such ap­palling treat­ment. Fur­ther­more, I had projects us­ing com­put­ers from the same man­u­fac­turer and couldn’t very well crit­i­cize my own com­pany. Thirdly, I was the ed­i­tor-in-chief of the one and only truly ex­cel­lent news­pa­per main­tained by the fan club of this com­puter se­ries. Of course, the term “ed­i­tor-in-chief” might be a bit of an ex­ag­ger­a­tion for a one-man op­er­a­tion, but what’s true must re­main true.

That was the fourth prob­lem. It was true that this man­u­fac­turer pro­duced the best com­puter of its time. But it was also true that some of its ad­min­is­tra­tive staff were clearly com­pletely over­whelmed and deeply an­gered cus­tomers. The news­pa­per had to re­port on it, 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. Lit­tle did I know that this hu­mor­ous piece would be my un­do­ing as ed­i­tor-in-chief…

by Quin­til­ius Ter­tius Faber, Unio COM­PUTANDI Latina

Quin­til­ius Ter­tius Faber am­ici sui ad Unionem COM­PUTAN­DEM salu­tat —

Apol­lo­nia, the first-rate of all wives, ac­tu­ally had the idea: “The as­so­ci­a­tion is your lobby, your pow­er­ful…” she quotes from some scrap of pa­per she prob­a­bly got handed at the mar­ket or some­where else—in re­al­ity, it has noth­ing to do with us, you can bet on it. “Be­sides,” she sniffs, “the pre­vi­ous ed­i­tors have all dis­ap­peared, so now we can fi­nally ful­fill the re­quest to write about our ex­pe­ri­ences!” Yes, we. We, that’s me.

A word about my­self: I head the com­plaints de­part­ment of our small com­pany (ours here means Apol­lo­nia), she man­ages ev­ery­thing else. From de­sign to pro­duc­tion to de­liv­ery. She only con­sults me oc­ca­sion­ally on le­gal and busi­ness mat­ters (ex­clud­ing mar­i­tal is­sues). As her hus­band, I have a some­what vague, but not quite de­fined, role in her com­pany.

My fa­vorite thing to do is sit in my of­fice, in the com­plaints de­part­ment, and watch the ceme­tery spar­rows. Apol­lo­nia ur­gently in­structed me to def­i­nitely men­tion our com­pany in this ar­ti­cle; you never know. I might.

I would have loved to be­come a mas­ter para­chute tai­lor back then, yes in­deed, but then I met Apol­lo­nia, the daugh­ter of a wealthy stone­ma­son, and I put down my thread and awl. I’m so bad at say­ing no, good­ness knows! So, here we are, Apol­lo­nia and I, with our FABER GRAB­STEIN CON­SULT­ING GmbH. We de­liver promptly and free of charge (well, prac­ti­cally right to the ceme­tery), at the best prices, grave­stones in all sizes and styles, in real mar­ble, real mar­ble im­i­ta­tion, or real mar­ble-look plas­tic.

Per­haps that’s enough; Apol­lo­nia would cer­tainly want to see more here, but I’m think­ing of your news­pa­per, where one isn’t sup­posed to do too much self-pro­mo­tion. Nev­er­the­less, one last thing: should you—as we did with our Unio Com­put­eris Latina—ever wish to lay this to rest, then you’ll get the best pos­si­ble con­di­tions for a grave­stone from us. “Us” ac­tu­ally refers only to Apol­lo­nia, as I’m merely in charge of the com­plaints de­part­ment (sur­viv­ing rel­a­tives ex­cluded!).

So one day we de­cided to re­place our old PRAE­TOR com­puter 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 even won­dered if he’d sold us some­thing like Ju­lian’s Tomb. But those gloomy thoughts were quickly dis­pelled, be­cause the ex­or­bi­tant up­front price was mit­i­gated by an at­trac­tive in­stall­ment plan from Busi­noxx: we would only have to pay a cou­ple of hand­fuls of ses­ter­ces now and then small hand­fuls of ses­ter­ces monthly. We even asked Apol­lo­nia’s un­cle, a Gal­lic men­hir sup­plier, what he thought of this ad­van­ta­geous con­tract, but then we placed the or­der—any­way.

Faster than a Phry­gian run­ner could run, or­der forms and con­tracts from Busi­noxx flut­tered in, and Apol­lo­nia quipped: “No job is done un­til the pa­per­work is done,” a say­ing she’d prob­a­bly picked up from one of the Scythian or Pic­tish slaves. We opened the care­fully sealed pa­pyri. And froze.

I will spare you the fol­low­ing, ut­terly blas­phe­mous curses; suf­fice it to say that ev­ery­one from Jupiter the Fa­ther to the Ger­manic Loki got their come­up­pance. What was the point of all this?! The con­tracts—there were five of them—were is­sued to five dif­fer­ent com­pa­nies, from JF Faber, sell­ing au­to­mo­tive bi­cy­clists, to Gutem­ine Faber, a sen­a­tor at the Busi­noxx it­self, to the veg­etable trad­ing com­pany Faber & Faber, and yes, Faber Castel­lum, the pen man­u­fac­turer, was also in­cluded.

An an­gry phone call made the typ­ist at Busi­noxx turn pale, but I ad­vised Apol­lo­nia to calm down, since the poor fel­low was the least to blame. How­ever, I gath­ered from his stam­mer­ing that this was an oc­ca­sional mal­func­tion of the word pro­ces­sor; no, they weren’t us­ing Busi­noxx’s own, but rather the one from Mi­cro­proxx, which was so pop­u­lar ev­ery­where, even among the pi­rates in Tai­wan. Apol­lo­nia and I looked at each other: yes, had we per­haps or­dered the wrong thing af­ter all? I won’t soon for­get the sleep­less night I spent—to es­cape the fu­ri­ous woman—amidst, or rather on top of, our cold home­made prod­ucts.

Any­way, af­ter a few days, a friendly Busi­noxx em­ployee in­formed us that the con­tracts had been cor­rected and ev­ery­thing sorted out; this was in­deed the case. So we were re­lieved, signed and sealed ev­ery­thing (Con­sul T. Ing. Faber sounded very pompous to Con­sult­ing Faber; pre­sum­ably, the Busi­noxx word pro­ces­sor or Mi­cro­proxx’s was mal­func­tion­ing and mal­func­tion­ing again).

The mild March days passed un­event­fully; I sat in my of­fice watch­ing spar­rows and was glad that no com­plaint came back from the ceme­tery — then some­thing hap­pened again.

Oh joy, oh ju­bi­la­tion, oh mer­ri­ment! The oops! (ob­ject-ori­ented par­cel ser­vice) de­liv­ered the Aba­cus Elec­tron­i­cus AE/CCCC, wrapped in card­board pa­pyrus, along with all ac­ces­sories, in­clud­ing many pa­pyri, car­tons, and man­u­als, but also the ELP/CCCC (first live pro­gram/400) on many small com­pact discs, with which one first had to breathe ar­ti­fi­cial life into the AE/CCCC, in­stal­lare necesse. Apol­lo­nia and I, how­ever, first had to en­dure the grave­stone stress fol­low­ing the many Bac­cha­na­lia, Sat­ur­na­lia, and other fes­ti­vals be­fore we—sobered up—could turn our at­ten­tion to the new Aba­cus.

What a joy to see this truly vir­ile black fel­low stand­ing amidst our equally at­trac­tive black mar­ble, mar­ble sub­sti­tute and plas­tic grave­stones!

But be­fore I could even fin­ish think­ing about my vague idea for a new grave­stone model in the shape of an aba­cus, Apol­lo­nia sug­gested we take a look at all the pa­pyri; per­haps there’s some­thing im­por­tant among them, a Ridmi-först, or what­ever the peo­ple at Busi­noxx call it. So we went through ev­ery­thing for the new AE/CCCC, and so far ev­ery­thing seemed to be in or­der, but oh dear, the li­cense seal for all the pro­gram discs was (this time uni­formly) in the name of Gutem­ine Faber, the well-known sen­a­tor at Busi­noxx her­self, a truly kind per­son with a broad gen­eral knowl­edge and equally ex­ten­sive spe­cial­ized ed­u­ca­tion, with whom we are in no way re­lated, and whose busi­ness deal­ings have ab­so­lutely noth­ing to do with our busi­ness, FABER GRAB­STEIN CON­SULT­ING GmbH (I’m sup­posed to men­tion that again here).

So, an­other call to Busi­noxx, knuckle-tap­ping, pant­ing, chest-heavy. No, we’re not who we’re thought to be. We have plas­tic stones with a mar­ble look and ones made of real mar­ble sub­sti­tute, and real mar­ble upon re­quest, but we’re not the hon­or­able Sen­a­tor Gutem­ine F., but A. & QTF. Couldn’t this be clar­i­fied some­how? It’s un­ac­cept­able that we have to puz­zle over whether we’re who we are or not with ev­ery new episode of “oops!” or “Lit­ter­com.” The friendly typ­ist whis­pered “of course, gladly” into the re­ceiver and promised to clear things up once and for all. Yes, even more than that, she sent an email via the UUU (Urbi Ur­bani Ubique, the world­wide Ro­man net­work) to us, to Hi­ber­nia and ev­ery­where else, to in­form ev­ery­one about the Fabers and their trade­mark rights. Last but not least, she sent us a tongue-in-cheek, dig­i­tally cer­ti­fied email as­sur­ing us that we, the real Fabers, were per­fectly jus­ti­fied in us­ing Busi­noxx Ma­chinibus In­ter­na­tion­alis prod­ucts on our Aba­cus Elec­tron­i­cus /CCCC. In­deed.

Af­ter this last email ex­change, Apol­lo­nia and I threw a small party. We had au­rochs tripe in honey and—oh, but that re­ally doesn’t be­long here. Any­way, we were de­lighted to be the Fabers, FABERS GRAB­STEIN CON­SULT­ING GmbH, to be pre­cise (for­give me, but it has to be said). Fred­er­i­cus from Carinthia and An­to­nius from Pan­nonia, and many other friends, chat­ted with Cervisia from Noricum un­til the early hours of the morn­ing. Then the Lit­ter­com ar­rived with an ex­press reg­is­tered let­ter. From Busi­noxx.

Af­ter read­ing the let­ter (sur­pris­ingly cor­rectly ad­dressed to us), Apol­lo­nia ripped her toga open from her navel to her knees, screamed bloody mur­der, and threat­ened to smash the brand-new Aba­cus Elec­tron­i­cus with a twelve-pointed chisel. Only with dif­fi­culty did the Nu­bian ser­vants (copy­right by Wolf, Gang) man­age to calm her down and es­cort her to the Bu­dovar­ium. The guests and I were quite as­ton­ished to read that Busi­noxx had sent us a first re­minder re­gard­ing the in­stall­ment pay­ment of a hand­ful of ses­ter­ces due for the pre­vi­ous month. But—we had con­trac­tu­ally agreed that af­ter the down pay­ment, the first in­stall­ment was due at the next Sat­ur­na­lia, so in about two weeks?!

That same day, I res­o­lutely sat down and wrote a not en­tirely hu­mor­less, but se­ri­ous let­ter to the Busi­noxx, di­rectly to Quir­i­nus Schlap­fus, the guardian of the ses­ter­tii and other pe­cu­niary. I in­formed him of the facts, copied the orig­i­nals, and sent ev­ery­thing via a re­li­able ex­press mes­sen­ger.

For days I sat out­side my of­fice, list­lessly watch­ing my spar­rows and im­pa­tiently wait­ing for a re­ply. In­stead of the ex­pected mes­sen­ger, an­other uni­formed Lit­ter­com of­fi­cer ar­rived, de­liv­er­ing a reg­is­tered let­ter to the Fabers. That’s us, as ev­ery­one knows by now. Again, the let­ter was from Busi­noxx, and sus­pect­ing the worst, I opened it with­out wait­ing for Apol­lo­nia’s re­turn.

Those at Busi­noxx must have gone com­pletely mad: a third re­minder (where was the sec­ond one?) for the same hand­ful of ses­ter­ces, a warn­ing typed in hor­ri­bly tor­tured Latin that Busi­noxx would now un­for­tu­nately have to hand all this over to a lawyer and would col­lect so much in late pay­ment in­ter­est, since we delin­quent Fabers hadn’t paid the ses­ter­ces that were due two months ago!

As sure as my name is Quin­til­ius Ter­tius Faber: my jaw dropped at such au­dac­ity, which I have never be­fore en­coun­tered among ei­ther Hi­ber­nian box­ers or Frank­ish oys­ter-suck­ers (please don’t con­sider these com­par­isons racist). On the other hand, I feared that Apol­lo­nia might even shed her en­tire toga in her dis­tress, so, with fierce de­ter­mi­na­tion, I grabbed the speak­ing­phone and an­grily called Quir­i­nus Schlap­fus, the guardian of the ses­ter­tii and other pe­cu­niary trea­sures, omit­ting all em­bel­lish­ments and hu­mor, and asked him point-blank if he had some kind of Ar­chaeopteryx or even He­li­copteryx in his head: a third re­minder with le­gal rep­re­sen­ta­tion, even though the first in­stall­ment wasn’t due for an­other 10 days ac­cord­ing to the con­tract?! He re­mained cool and said he would 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 a Libyan lion in half with my bare hands, he hastily as­sured me that he would look into the mat­ter im­me­di­ately and call me back—he didn’t need to know that it was an il­lus­tra­tion on a news­pa­per pa­pyrus…

A few min­utes later, my phone buzzed; it was Quir­i­nus. Well, he’d looked at ev­ery­thing, the re­minder text was com­pletely wrong, be­cause it was ac­tu­ally about the down pay­ment that was miss­ing from this Aba­cus, but (here he quickly cut short my im­pas­sioned in­ter­rup­tion) he knew we’d made the down pay­ment months ago be­cause he could see it in an­other Aba­cus Elec­tron­i­cus. Only, this was one Aba­cus and that was an­other, and—he put on the joke record—you know those an­cient punch-card pro­grams, don’t you? And nope, I didn’t need to do any­thing else, he’d cor­rected the sit­u­a­tion in all the Abaci Elec­tron­ici; I could safely re­cy­cle the re­minders with­out fur­ther thought. When I fi­nally got a word in edge­wise, he didn’t un­der­stand at all what I meant by say­ing that Busi­noxx should just buy them­selves a de­cent Aba­cus and some good soft­ware to boot. A shoe­maker can’t work in worn-out san­dals, a butcher can’t work with food poi­son­ing, and a grave­stone dealer—ahem, that’s where my ar­gu­ment ended.

So, I only told Apol­lo­nia all this af­ter ev­ery­thing was def­i­nitely over. On the one hand, she was grate­ful that I had spared her this ner­vous break­down. On the other hand, I re­cently over­heard her talk­ing on her cell phone with her friend Elena while she was paint­ing her toe­nails with red Phoeni­cian pur­ple in the bu­dar­ium, and ca­su­ally mus­ing about how much it had cost us to switch from Busi­noxx to Mi­cro­proxx—it wasn’t any bet­ter, but cheaper?

Dear friends of Unio Com­putandi, you may not have these prob­lems with your aba­cus sup­plier, but we here in Urbs Latina need to build a strong lobby to make it clear to Busi­noxx that only they them­selves, with ex­em­plary man­age­ment, can con­trib­ute to gain­ing trust in their man­age­ment prod­ucts.

“But do you think it’s con­ceiv­able 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 hand-sol­dered; at the same time, you could also let me know if you liked my first work.

May Her­mes guide your af­fairs, Apollo smooth your coun­te­nance, and Hebe bless your wives.

Your Quin­til­ius Ter­tius Faber.



Merry Christ­mas!


The mat­ter of Quin­til­ius, Apol­lo­nia, and the aba­cus led quite di­rectly to my res­ig­na­tion from the news­pa­per’s ed­i­to­rial staff, af­ter the cen­sor­ship de­part­ment of our as­so­ci­a­tion force­fully for­bade the ed­i­tor-in-chief from pub­lish­ing it. I never would have dreamed that we had any­thing like cen­sor­ship.

In any case, I shook the dust off my san­dals and turned my back on this un­wor­thy bunch. Be­cause, of course, it was the same old story, as so of­ten hap­pens with the pow­er­ful of this world: when a red warn­ing light comes on, they un­screw the bulb, but they don’t fix the ac­tual prob­lem…

For a year and a half, I re­ceived monthly pay­ment re­minders from Busi­noxx. One sunny De­cem­ber morn­ing, I was on a plane to Cyprus and in­evitably over­heard a con­ver­sa­tion be­tween two busi­ness­men, one of whom was an em­ployee of that very man­u­fac­turer and was prais­ing his com­pany to the skies. I couldn’t very well in­ter­vene, al­though I al­most choked with anger at in­vol­un­tar­ily lis­ten­ing to these tall tales, but I im­me­di­ately de­cided to write a Christ­mas story.

Here she is.

As I promised, here you’ll find the ul­ti­mate, most heart-wrench­ingly emo­tional Christ­mas story ever! The only truly com­plete com­pen­dium of pre-Christ­mas po­etry—it would make even Selma Lager­löf or Karli Wag­gerl drool!

Santa Claus in his sleigh, with rein­deer, snow flur­ries and traf­fic jams on the A2 mo­tor­way, lit­tle cherub an­gels flut­ter­ing ex­cit­edly around the manger, their lit­tle frozen bot­toms hid­den be­neath their smocks…

???

One mo­ment please, the door­bell is ring­ing, I think it’s the post­man!

Orig­i­nally, it was sup­posed to be a re­ally lovely, sen­ti­men­tal Christ­mas story with Santa Claus, rein­deer, snow flur­ries, and Jin­gle Bells. But then the post­man rang twice…

The Eu­ro­pean Christ­mas sen­sa­tion!

e-XMas at its finest!

Down­load now!!!

 

Quin­til­ius called me about a week ago, dis­traught and quite fran­tic.

“I’m at the air­port, but I have to tell you this first!” He’s ap­par­ently huff­ing and puff­ing Apol­lo­nia’s suit­case through the de­par­ture hall. I wait pa­tiently un­til the crack­ling of his guar­an­teed crys­tal-clear cell phone sub­sides, then I urge him: “Well, go ahead then!”

Quin­til­ius seems very ex­as­per­ated and con­fused, be­cause he asks back: “What then?”

As you know me, dear read­ers, my prover­bial pa­tience is not eas­ily tested, so I demon­stra­tively re­main silent and con­tinue typ­ing “…..schte, and then the rag mother placed the tiny, most adorable rag baby in the …”

“Oh, yes!” said Quin­til­ius, “so, what I wanted to say is that we’re fly­ing off on hol­i­day this morn­ing, as you know, and then sud­denly the door­bell rings and the post­man de­liv­ers a reg­is­tered re­minder from Busi­noxx and I think I’m go­ing to have a heart at­tack, which you can surely un­der­stand!”

“Please, dear Quincy, not so many ‘and’s, and be­sides, how do I know you’re go­ing on hol­i­day? And – who ap­proved that?”

Quin­til­ius was of course no match for this mas­ter­ful rhetor­i­cal hook, and in the en­su­ing pause I cor­rected the pas­sage “…but no mat­ter how hard Santa tried, the rein­deer veered side­ways into the bushes…” and lis­tened to Quin­til­ius again.

“I’m not in the mood for jokes,” Quin­til­ius grum­bled de­fi­antly into his cell phone. “They’ve sent me an­other re­minder, again threat­en­ing le­gal ac­tion, but this time by reg­is­tered mail!”

I re­main silent and think, “That’s what he gets for not be­ing a club mem­ber,” but hey, he’s got to be stub­born! If I re­mem­ber cor­rectly, this lack­lus­ter club al­ready de­nied its his­tory once be­fore…

“What should I do?” he in­ter­rupts my club-philo­soph­i­cal mus­ings, and I hear in the back­ground the an­nouncer ask­ing the driver of the car with the li­cense plate W 236 KL to please go to the in­for­ma­tion desk.

Time is clearly of the essence, be­cause if he’s parked his car il­le­gally, he’ll prob­a­bly have to walk. So I help him and an­swer:

“I don’t know what can be done ei­ther!” This whole Busi­noxx saga has been drag­ging on for quite a while now; per­haps some­thing should be done…

“I have an idea, Quincy, why don’t you write the whole story down and send it to me via the in­ter­net? Then we’ll see what’s next!” I hear him breathe a sigh of re­lief, and he says:

“Thank you, I’ll do that! But I have to go now, my car is parked right in front of the fire sta­tion en­trance and Apol­lo­nia’s hat­box is…”

I quickly in­ter­rupt him and wish him a good flight. — An­noy­ing fel­low!

A few days later, as I was writ­ing “…a small piece of road dung flew from the hoof of the last rein­deer Santa di­rectly into his eye, so that his tears mixed with the snowflakes…”, my PC sang: “You have got an e-mail!”, so I checked, and lo and be­hold, it was the story that Quin­til­ius sent me from his hol­i­day.

 

The shrill ring­ing of the house bell jolts me awake.

7:01 AM! Well hello, that can’t be! But the short-short-short-long sig­nal tells me that it’s Mr. Wawranek, our post­man — a die-hard old ra­dio op­er­a­tor who sim­ply ig­nores the of­fi­cial world­wide dis­con­tin­u­a­tion of Morse code (July 1, 2000) and is wak­ing me up with the (now for­mer) call sig­nal.

He surely wouldn’t do it with­out a good rea­son, I think alarmedly, and rise with a groan, try­ing not to wake Apol­lo­nia. I shuf­fle down the cor­ri­dor and open the door: it’s the post­man.

“Well, boss, how are you?” he asks as al­ways, hold­ing out an en­ve­lope. I grum­ble some­thing to him in a friendly-grim tone and look at the sender: Busi­noxx In­ter­na­tion­alis Ma­chinibus, BIM!

Are they com­pletely out of their minds? Are they now send­ing their an­noy­ing monthly re­minders by reg­is­tered mail?!

I sign ner­vously and nod to Mr. Wawranek, then shuf­fle back to the bed­room, roll into the warm blan­ket, and try to fall asleep again. My heart­beat sub­sides, and Hyp­nos, the god of sleep, gra­ciously takes me un­der his wing once more. As I drift off, I think about how we’re fly­ing off on va­ca­tion to­day, and that’s pre­cisely why this id­i­otic re­minder doesn’t in­ter­est me in the slight­est. I’d much rather imag­ine the blue sea and the palm trees, the ice-cold tequi­las, and romp­ing around with Or­nella in the hot sand…

And then the bell rings shrilly again. Di -Di-Di-Daaa! Wawranek! What has he for­got­ten now, the id­iot? Why does he have to ring me out of bed again?! I jump up an­grily with the grace of a bull­dozer, wak­ing Apol­lo­nia, who sleep­ily mur­murs, “Well, what is it, dar­ling?” and rolls back onto her side.

“I’m leav­ing al­ready!” I whis­per, stomp­ing out with a grim look. Of all things—now she’ll prob­a­bly be in a bad mood all day! As I open the door, I joke grimly, “…and if the post­man rings twice!”

Mr. Wawranek looks at me with his dachs­hund eyes, trust­ingly but un­com­pre­hend­ingly, holds out a pack­age and says: “Ex­cuse me, 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 I’m not a Big Boss, but he says I’m the only QT­Faber in the house, ex­cept maybe my nephew, but his name is QQ­Faber, Quin­til­ius Quar­tus.

I shrug and sign, then head back to the bed­room. On the way, I put the pack­age on the couch, check­ing the sender’s name first. But it’s il­leg­i­ble, some ran­dom per­son from San Tacla, USA. Aha, from the USA—well, it’ll prob­a­bly be some kind of plug-in or some­thing. I sneak into the bed­room and am just swing­ing my front leg over the edge of the bed when the door­bell rings again. Clink.

Okay, now I’m go­ing to punch Wawranek, damn it! Can’t he just de­liver ev­ery­thing at once?! First that stupid re­minder from Busi­noxx, then the omi­nous pack­age—what could it be this time? I stride boldly to the door and yank it open, freez­ing mid-move­ment. Out­side stand Joshua, aka Samuel Jack­son, and Vince, aka John Tra­volta.

No, I’m not com­pletely crazy, as you might as­sume—I’m just stand­ing here with my mouth open in amaze­ment. Out there are the two su­per-as­sas­sins from Quentin Tarantino’s film PULP FIC­TION, Joshua and Vince. In their black suits, Joshua with oiled, curly hair and Tra­volta with a shoul­der-length wig. Ca­su­ally clutch­ing their si­lenced guns, they’re at it. [If you haven’t seen the film yet: a hi­lar­i­ous heist com­edy that will have you laugh­ing so hard your French fries will stick in your throat!]

“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 dropped off here!” ex­plains Vince, uh, Tra­volta, and pushes me back into the apart­ment with the si­lencer on his chest, clos­ing the door be­hind him.

We walk — me back­wards — to the liv­ing room, Joshua picks up the pack­age from the couch and grins: “Seek and ye shall find!”.

It’s to­tally para­dox­i­cal, it can’t be true! How did these char­ac­ters get to me, why do they want this pack­age, what do I have to do with any of this? Joshua—Mr. Jack­son—sees the ques­tion marks on my fore­head and ex­plains: “We’re tasked with de­liv­er­ing greet­ings from the Lit­tle Boss to the Big Boss—he wants to be­come the Big Boss him­self now. Send­ing the pack­age by mail seemed the eas­i­est way; it’s still the most re­li­able method!” Al­though I’m still glued to Vince’s overly long gun­shot, I can’t help whis­per­ing, “You’re prob­a­bly the only ones who still be­lieve that.” Vince nudges me in the chest with the bar­rel of his gun and asks Joshua, “Kill me?”

I’m hor­ri­fied at how quickly some­thing like this can hap­pen. Tra­volta is aim­ing at me, just wait­ing for Joshua’s OK. De­spair and a healthy dose of anger make me blurt it out: “It’s sim­ply un­fair! First that stupid re­minder from Busi­noxx! Then the pack­age—and now the two of you, try­ing to crush me just like that!”

Mr. Jack­son—Joshua—thinks for a long time, then nods. Tra­volta aims the bul­let di­rectly at me; I squint and hear a dou­ble “ploff!”, hear the bul­lets click into the plas­ter be­hind me. When I open my eyes again, I see Vince fid­dling an­grily with the de­vice, pre­sum­ably due to a jam.

Not so Joshua. He grabs Tra­volta’s si­lencer, the bar­rel dips to the ground. “A mir­a­cle! The Lord has per­formed a mir­a­cle! Lis­ten, my brother, this mir­a­cle is a sign!”

Per­plexed, I lis­ten as Joshua de­liv­ers a ser­mon, speak­ing of the Lord and his mir­a­cle, of how Vince has never, he re­peats, never failed! While the mad Joshua be­comes in­creas­ingly en­tan­gled in his ser­mon and Vince stares down, more and more em­bar­rassed, I glance to­wards the bed­room door where Apol­lo­nia, still look­ing com­pletely sleep-de­prived, stands in her short, good-morn­ing-dar­ling toga. Sud­denly it dawns on me why Vince had missed the mark: no man can over­look that tiny toga!

My knees were shak­ing as I sank onto the couch. Joshua’s phone rang, in­ter­rupt­ing him mid-speech. He po­litely said, “Ex­cuse me!” and held the phone to his ear, lis­ten­ing to the other per­son. Fi­nally, he said, “Okay, Boss!” and put the de­vice away. Turn­ing to Vince, he said la­con­i­cally, “Our mis­sion is ac­com­plished; the Big Boss got sick while jog­ging this morn­ing!” Vince shrugged, then asked, “So what now?” Joshua sat down, Vince did too, and ges­tured for Apol­lo­nia to join us. Af­ter a long pause, Joshua asked me, “What was that about trou­ble this morn­ing?”

I cau­tiously ask him if he hasn’t read my story on­line; but Joshua de­nies it. So I ex­plain in broad strokes that we leased a com­puter from Busi­noxx. And since the first pay­ment, we’ve re­ceived (un­til to­day!) a re­minder ev­ery month, some­times even a force­ful one threat­en­ing le­gal ac­tion. To­day, for the first time, one ar­rived by reg­is­tered mail, which sug­gests that Busi­noxx has fi­nally lost all con­trol.

Vince asks if I haven’t com­plained? “Oh yes,” I re­ply, “and I do!” I’ve called them at least a dozen times. They told me there were two com­puter sys­tems in­volved: one that re­ceives the pay­ments and an­other that gen­tly en­ters them into the ac­count­ing ledgers. Ap­par­ently, the two just don’t get along. And they ad­vised me to sim­ply throw away the pay­ment re­minders; they be­come ob­so­lete af­ter a few days once com­puter num­ber one has no­ti­fied com­puter num­ber two. Month af­ter month, a curt re­minder ar­rives, then my au­to­matic pay­ment comes through, and then there’s peace and quiet for an­other three weeks.

Fur­ther­more, I said, I sus­pect that Busi­noxx has a prob­lem with my stand­ing or­der, since they ap­par­ently only pro­grammed the di­rect debit cor­rectly; but, and now I look in­no­cently at the two crooks, would you grant such a com­pany au­to­matic di­rect debit, see­ing how in­com­pe­tent they ac­tu­ally are at Busi­noxx?! When they both shake their heads, I grin and ex­plain that—in or­der to add a hu­mor­ous touch to the whole thing in case of a le­gal dis­pute—I also made a man­ual over­pay­ment.

When Joshua looks at him blankly, Vince ex­plains that Busi­noxx ap­par­ently has ab­so­lutely no con­trol over its sys­tem; in the case of an over­pay­ment, the re­minders should stop im­me­di­ately—the cus­tomer has a credit bal­ance, af­ter all. It’s a dis­grace, says Vince, he used to work in ac­count­ing him­self, back in the day, be­fore com­put­ers. But Busi­noxx? Such a huge com­puter man­u­fac­turer, boast­ing about e-busi­ness and so­lu­tions for a small planet, yet us­ing such a dis­as­trous sys­tem that God have mercy! Well, peo­ple have saved money, I soften, oth­er­wise I wouldn’t be get­ting re­minders for “(-,—) ATS” ev­ery now and then—zero schillings, so to speak. Vince laughs so hard that tears run down his makeup.

“I see,” Joshua says, “so you rented the ma­chine and set up a stand­ing or­der; but be­cause they can’t man­age their own com­put­ers and pro­grams, you’re be­ing bom­barded with pay­ment re­minders, month af­ter month!” He pauses for a long time, let­ting the thought sink in, be­fore slowly con­tin­u­ing: “Well, then we’ll just bom­bard them back!” I stare at him wide-eyed, and he grins, pat­ting the pack­age with his hand. “Well, what did you think was in­side?” he smirks, “A lit­tle greet­ing from Santa Claus!” — I sud­denly un­der­stand what San Tacla, US, means.

“But you can’t do that!” I protest, “You can’t just…” Joshua grins and snarls: “Oh yes we can! So, let’s go!” He and Vince get up, and since nei­ther Apol­lo­nia nor I make any move to fol­low them, Vince pulls out his buf­fer and forces us to come along.

A rapid drive in the white Mer­cury en­sues, along the Ring Road to the Danube Canal, where the Busi­noxx head­quar­ters is lo­cated. I close my eyes, pray­ing that Joshua doesn’t drive over a bump, be­cause what could hap­pen! I re­mem­ber all too clearly that in the film, the car bounces over 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, they both get out and go to re­cep­tion. While Joshua en­gages the re­cep­tion­ist in a com­plex con­ver­sa­tion, Vince gets into the el­e­va­tor and comes out again a sec­ond later. I hug Apol­lo­nia, shiv­er­ing in her “Good Morn­ing, Dar­ling” toga, warmly to my chest and silently pray that to­day might be a hol­i­day. That the early birds might not be in­side yet and the late­com­ers might not be. But it’s still 7:01 a.m., so there’s no real dan­ger.

Joshua and Vince re­turn to the car. Joshua says, “Merry Christ­mas, Busi­noxx!” Vince lights a cigar and counts, “Four, three, two, one, boom!” At the same in­stant, a dull ex­plo­sion rips the Busi­noxx build­ing apart, and Joshua adds, “…and a Happy New Year!” The build­ing is ripped apart from the in­side out, desks, fil­ing cab­i­nets full of punch cards, and in­sanely long rolls of com­puter print­outs are cat­a­pulted out into the morn­ing still­ness. One such fil­ing cab­i­net full of punch cards flies di­rectly to­ward our car, spins on its axis, and is about to crush us! While the oth­ers stare trans­fixed at this pro­jec­tile, I throw open the door and hurl my­self side­ways out…

…and I crash onto the bed­room car­pet with a whim­per. Where am I? What hap­pened to the ex­plo­sion? Slowly, I rec­og­nize the fa­mil­iar out­line of the bed­room, sit up dazed, and rub my eyes. Apol­lo­nia wakes with a sigh, leans over me smil­ing, and kisses me: “Merry Christ­mas, my love, we’re fly­ing off on hol­i­day to­day!”

Quin­til­ius swal­lows grate­fully and says: “Merry Christ­mas, my love!” (Also a kiss).

His gaze falls upon the reg­is­tered let­ter of re­minder, which lies crum­pled on the floor.

And — okay then: “Merry Christ­mas, Busi­noxx!” (but no kiss), “…and a Happy New Year!”



Sweat-in­duc­ing


István paces ex­cit­edly back and forth in the liv­ing room. “I knew it!” he keeps say­ing, wav­ing the in­vi­ta­tion card around wildly. “Andy Rit­ter, he’s a pi­anist, I told you so,” is the sec­ond sen­tence he re­peats again and again. It seems the renowned psy­chol­o­gist is hav­ing a hard time com­ing to terms with the fact that he com­pletely mis­judged a col­league from his com­puter club. “But,” he con­tin­ued lec­tur­ing, talk­ing to his spir­its in the air, “I had a feel­ing some­thing was up. He’s got some­thing to do with mu­sic, I sensed it right away, and what does ‘sweat­ing pro­fusely’ even mean? Andy’ll be pound­ing away at the keys, mak­ing the sweat pour off him! - Ah, at the Plutzer­bräu! They have a stage there, some­times tiny lit­tle artists per­form, or even a pi­anist. Andy’s def­i­nitely a pi­anist, del­i­cate hands, smokes like a chim­ney — a pi­anist, that’s all.”

Sat­is­fied with him­self and his per­fect anal­y­sis, István looks around, rubs his hands tri­umphantly and says: “Well, if I’m wrong, then he’s just a mi­nor artist, like Josef Hader or I-Stangl, you know?”

He turns to me to ex­plain ev­ery­thing in minute de­tail for the umpteenth time, puts on his fa­therly ex­pres­sion, and be­gins: “So, we’re go­ing to this Andy Rit­ter con­cert on Sun­day evening, lis­ten to a bit, nod to him and all that, and then we’re go­ing to your place. Just for twenty min­utes, but we have to, he’s at the com­puter club!” I know that as soon as these words are spo­ken, he’ll be­come all soft and docile, that’s how much he loves his com­puter club.

Sun­day evening - he had spread at least six or seven ties on our bed and moved them around, but then de­cided to go “with­out” them in a truly rev­o­lu­tion­ary fash­ion - so Sun­day evening we walked up to the Gasslw­erk around the Spit­tel­berg (I will spare you the fact that at al­most ev­ery cor­ner he told me that the Plutzer­bräu was com­ing up, but then it was an­other cor­ner fur­ther and an­other…).

István went straight up to the man­ager of the Plutzer­bräu, jovially placed his hand on the man­ager’s fore­arm, and whis­pered con­spir­a­to­ri­ally, “Where’s the stage?” The man­ager took a step back, looked us up and down twice, and then said to me, “Ono koga ono wanna aisuru.” I replied, “Please speak Ger­man, he doesn’t un­der­stand Ja­pa­nese,” think­ing to my­self that if he did, he’d give him a good thrash­ing. The man­ager calmly replied, “We don’t have a stage, but if you want to go to the SWEAT-WORK­ING event, please go down those stairs!”

István added, quite un­nec­es­sar­ily, “I have a vis­i­tor from Japan and I’m go­ing to show her a lit­tle bit of Vi­enna.” Then we slowly de­scended into the cel­lar while I whis­pered a heav­ily toned-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 ap­proached 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, em­bar­rass­ingly fib­bing de­lib­er­ately, “and she plays pi­ano, just like you; you’re prac­ti­cally col­leagues!” Andy Rit­ter merely nod­ded fleet­ingly 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 as­ton­ish­ment. “Where’s the pi­ano?” he asked Mr. Rit­ter, who in turn looked some­what ir­ri­tated at István from be­hind his eye­glasses and shrugged: “Which pi­ano?”

I’ll ad­mit it: I get in­cred­i­bly ex­cited ev­ery time István runs aground. Like a heavy oil tanker, it heads straight for the reef with sleep­walker-like cer­tainty, crashes down, breaks apart – and then the oil leaks out very, very slowly. That alone makes the trek up to Spit­tel­berg worth­while.

István looked around again, peer­ing in­quis­i­tively be­hind this cor­ner and that, and then said vaguely, but al­ready some­what un­cer­tainly: “But the in­vi­ta­tion, Mr. Rit­ter - there’s sup­posed to be some­thing go­ing on this evening? I as­sumed…, I meant…, you look like a pi­anist, so where is the pi­ano, the grand pi­ano, the tin­kling in­stru­ment?”

An­dreas Rit­ter laughed, led us to the buf­fet, of­fered us a drink, and ex­plained that in his free time he cre­ated sculp­tures from scrap metal (weld­ing and em­boss­ing, aha!) and gave them away to fam­ily and friends un­til one day he mus­tered the courage to hold an ex­hi­bi­tion (in Mu­nich). Since it was quite well re­ceived, he de­cided to try it in Vi­enna as well: and voilà, here it is! He showed us around, pre­sented the ex­hibits, some of which were still for sale, and told us the per­sonal story be­hind each piece.

Since I had noth­ing to write with, I have to dredge it all up from mem­ory, and there’s no point in ask­ing István for help—he’s al­ready got Alzheimer’s! On the far right, next to the GUARDIAN, a men­ac­ing-look­ing mon­ster, stood UAKA TANKA, and Andy ex­plained that this was the Great Spirit of the Na­tive Amer­i­cans. A proud, man-high fig­ure, which, es­pe­cially be­cause of the light­ing Andy had made him­self, cre­ated a pow­er­ful feel­ing. Next to it was a RUN­NING MAN, seem­ingly run­ning down the cel­lar stairs. Along the wide side of the room were two sim­i­lar wall sconces, the ONE-ARMED BAN­DIT and GOM­BKÖTÖ, which Andy said be­longed to Toni (G.) and was only on loan. These wall sconces were welded to­gether from pans, pitch­forks, and scythes and fit­ted with lamps. They would cer­tainly look great in a mod­ern apart­ment!

FELI and MAUSI ap­peared to be two fe­male fig­ures, but Andy fetched us an­other glass of wine and con­ve­niently ig­nored the back­story of these char­ac­ters. My gut told me there was more to them, but we had al­ready moved on to DON QUI­CHOTTE, and he had cap­ti­vated István: there stood the old His­panic, shield and spear in hand, ready to tilt at all the wind­mills in the world. “I want him,” István whis­pered in my ear, so I asked Mr. Rit­ter if he was for sale. Andy—who was now on fa­mil­iar terms with István—said, “Well, I’m very sorry, but the Don be­longs to my seven-year-old; he was his birth­day present. You can’t have him any­more.” István con­tin­ued on his way, seem­ingly un­moved; only I no­ticed his dis­ap­point­ment. We came to KAWASABE, whose ti­tle, as Andy ex­plained, was taken from a Lau­rie An­der­son song. István glanced at it only briefly, his gaze drift­ing long­ingly back to Don Quixote. “Qui­chotte would look quite good in my of­fice, and my clients would know right away what kind of per­son I am,” he said to Andy, still some­how hop­ing that Andy would re­act.

But Andy Rit­ter con­tin­ued show­ing his ex­hibits: HÄLTA SCHIFFTA, he ex­plained, was mod­eled af­ter the Bea­t­les’ song Hel­ter Skel­ter. I saw a funny guy who was clearly hold­ing his over­sized, semi-erect pe­nis in his hand, pre­sum­ably to uri­nate. István moved on, as noth­ing on that topic in­ter­ested him, and silently ex­am­ined the last two ex­hibits, one of which seemed to be mod­eled af­ter Mickey Mouse, the other af­ter a gi­raffe, and pre­sum­ably in­tended for Andy’s off­spring.

Andy went off to talk to other guests, and István and I also spot­ted an old ac­quain­tance, Bir­git, a model. We chat­ted and made small talk, and it soon be­came clear to me that István was fran­ti­cally forecheck­ing his chances for a pho­to­shoot. I qui­etly slipped away to Andy’s group, as a crowd had gath­ered around him and a fe­male vis­i­tor, hag­gling over the price of a sculp­ture. Af­ter some back and forth, Andy fi­nally man­aged to sell the sculp­ture with­out any dis­count! Ev­ery­one laughed at once and was very loud (which, as al­ways, struck me as highly in­ap­pro­pri­ate), while the woman wrote out the check and cer­e­mo­ni­ously pre­sented it to Andy. The first to con­grat­u­late him was Andy’s mother, who could be very proud of her ca­pa­ble son.

At the buf­fet, I helped my­self to a few rolls, ad­mired Andy, who man­aged to bal­ance a glass of wine, a bowl of goulash soup, a loaf of bread, and a spoon with both hands, yet still couldn’t eat or drink any­thing, and let my­self drift slowly back to­wards István through the densely pop­u­lated room. He was sur­rounded by a group of young girls, to whom he was ex­u­ber­antly ges­tur­ing as he ex­plained HÄLTA SCHIFFTA in all its de­tails, rev­el­ing in their wide, lust­ful eyes; more­over, he was cur­rently ar­gu­ing with a know-it-all who had joined the con­ver­sa­tion, mis­tak­ing him for the artist, and who per­sis­tently wanted to know how much the wrought-iron stair rail­ing lead­ing to the cel­lar would cost, re­fus­ing to be dis­missed.

My in­ter­ven­tion with a kiss on the cheek saved István from a fit of rage or a stroke, which he was clearly on the verge of. We looked again at the truly won­der­ful and suc­cess­ful ex­hibits, lin­gered long, al­most too long, in front of the Don Quixote, and then said a very warm good­bye to An­dreas Rit­ter. As we walked home in si­lence, István broke his an­noyed, brood­ing si­lence only once: “…and he plays the pi­ano! …But, what­ever you do, don’t tell any­one about the pi­ano!” he de­manded, and I promised him I would.

Most holy.

Michiko,
 Photo model



Night jour­ney


At one of the low­est points in my life, I trav­eled al­most weekly by night train the 700km to visit my ail­ing par­ents. Night jour­neys seem to last for­ever; the ham­mer­ing of the wheels pen­e­trates the mat­tress and pil­low di­rectly into my brain, mak­ing me in­vent the most ab­surd sto­ries. A chance glance down the sleeper car cor­ri­dor, the en­counter of two lives in a tenth of a sec­ond, would plunge me into ag­o­niz­ing fan­tasies for hours.

I al­ways thought I had no prob­lem with get­ting older. But when the lit­tle in­nu­en­dos, hid­den barbs, and tiny digs at me, a near-fifty-year-old, started pil­ing up, I be­gan to se­ri­ously re­con­sider things. I started hear­ing things no one had said; I be­gan to ob­serve my­self more closely and soon dis­cov­ered this and that, things you only no­tice when you start ob­serv­ing your­self crit­i­cally and sus­pi­ciously.

What struck me most painfully was that the young and pretty girls I, as al­ways, ad­mired on the tram, re­acted to my flir­ta­tious glances with sur­prise or be­wil­der­ment, and re­turned them less and less fre­quently. 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 stop A to stop B, brought self-doubt to the sur­face. Tick. The cog­wheel of self-alien­ation turned an­other tick, the self-doubt sank deeper and lay leaden on my in­creas­ingly lame loins. Tick. I’m get­ting old, my loins sug­gested, it’ll all be over soon! Tick. Damn it, what did you ex­pect?! Tick.

A chance glance in the sleep­ing car cor­ri­dor, the en­counter of two lives in a tenth of a sec­ond, makes me sink into ag­o­niz­ing fan­tasies for hours.


“Your brain’s shot,” Jack quoted, “when the sky’s full of vi­o­lins!” I cau­tiously peeked out of the cor­ner of my eye at the pretty blonde woman who—like me—was stand­ing in the aisle of the sleeper car, smok­ing. I quickly fin­ished my beer and, trem­bling in­wardly for no good rea­son, went up to the con­duc­tor to get an­other bot­tle. “Don’t be silly,” I heard Jack’s voice say, “you just want to walk past her and talk to her!” Jack knew as well as I did that this was im­pos­si­ble.

No, I’m not schiz­o­phrenic at all, but Jack is some­thing like the per­son­i­fi­ca­tion of my parental ego, as Freudi­ans would prob­a­bly call it. He’s been with me since my youth, cor­rect­ing, crit­i­ciz­ing, and an­noy­ing me with his cold and clear logic. That he’s the one who stares at the speedome­ter nee­dle and growls “130!” or who spoon-feeds me the sen­si­ble and log­i­cal sen­tences that I then only have to par­rot to ap­pear log­i­cal and rea­son­able is per­haps ac­cept­able. That he’s a lo­gi­cian and math­e­ma­ti­cian through and through and loves com­put­ers above all else, in­deed can prac­ti­cally see into them with X-ray vi­sion, is the ba­sis of my pro­fes­sional suc­cess. But I was fiercely de­ter­mined to com­pletely ig­nore Jack to­day, here and now. As if my life de­pended on it.

With the new bot­tle in my hand, I slowly made my way 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 my face change color de­spite the dim light.

I spoke to her.

She smiled at me, her eyes ra­di­ant, her whole be­ing invit­ing. Sud­denly my daze lifted, and we chat­ted about the things trav­el­ers usu­ally talk about in such sit­u­a­tions—where they were go­ing, what they were do­ing, whom they were vis­it­ing. Evi, that was her name, worked as a ther­a­pist and had just re­turned from vis­it­ing my par­ents. I men­tioned that I was about to visit my par­ents my­self, and I steered the con­ver­sa­tion to­ward my el­derly mother’s ill­ness, since it co­in­cided per­fectly with Evi’s work. I don’t know, maybe I was get­ting on her nerves with it, but it had been on my mind ever since I’d bought the ticket.

Jack re­treated, grum­bling. From a dis­tance, I some­times heard him mut­ter, “He wouldn’t dare!” and de­fi­antly, I thought, “Yes, he would!” While Evi and I were en­gaged in lively con­ver­sa­tion, a com­part­ment door opened be­hind us, and a sleepy pas­sen­ger came into the cor­ri­dor. Cor­rectly in­ter­pret­ing his ex­pres­sion, I asked anx­iously if 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 this!), and of­fered my com­part­ment so we could con­tinue our chat. My knees were trem­bling, and I was wait­ing for the end, hop­ing it would be quick and pain­less.

She asked again if I was alone in the com­part­ment, and when I said I’d re­served it so I could travel alone, she said, “Yes.” I could prac­ti­cally see Jack’s face turn green, and he said, “You wouldn’t dare!” “Yes,” I whis­pered back, and walked sur­pris­ingly calmly with Evi into my com­part­ment.

I looked at her as we talked, and I felt my­self be­com­ing more and more at­tracted to her. At first, I started by talk­ing about my pro­fes­sional suc­cesses, but then I thought that was ac­tu­ally a lame ex­cuse and some­how ended up talk­ing about sex, love, and re­la­tion­ships. Maybe she was taken aback by the change of sub­ject, or maybe she was per­fectly fine with talk­ing about it, and we be­came more se­ri­ous and grew closer.

Close­ness. She of­fered me the in­for­mal “you,” I be­gan to open up to her more and more, a bliss­ful in­tox­i­ca­tion of open­ing up be­gan to take hold of me.

Seize. I no­ticed that in the last few min­utes I had been tak­ing 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 na­ture and was nei­ther a bitchy city slicker nor a dim-wit­ted, naive coun­try bump­kin. She was sim­ply Evi, who talked about her ideas on re­la­tion­ships, her work, her par­ents in Vi­enna, and her apart­ment. Jack adds that it was Evi who let me talk for a long time, al­most too long.

To speak out. As if I had been con­demned to si­lence for life (which wasn’t true at all!), I clung to her and told her about my lone­li­ness, my grief over the things I had lost in my life, but also about things that didn’t ex­actly paint me in a flat­ter­ing light. It sud­denly seemed im­por­tant to me to stand there com­pletely open, hon­est, and naked, leav­ing all the so­cial pos­tur­ing aside. At times, I was gen­uinely afraid of my own courage; I was wor­ried that Evi would be re­pelled by my di­rect­ness and my re­fusal to por­tray my­self as some grandiose show­man, and that she would leave.

She left. She stood up sud­denly, said she needed to use the re­stroom, and that when she came back, she didn’t yet know if she would want 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 stood in front of me, and I said noth­ing, think­ing only to my­self, that’s not im­por­tant, I want to be close to you, to 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 her hand­bag in a stranger’s com­part­ment.

When she re­turned, we turned off the com­part­ment light and sat very close to­gether. We kissed and hugged, whis­pered, and were happy. The kiss­ing and hug­ging turned into ca­ress­ing, my hand search­ing un­der her sweater. “It’s a body­suit,” she whis­pered, but I didn’t know what that was back then. I con­fessed my prob­lem, but she just laughed softly and quickly and eas­ily un­dressed. I quickly got rid of my clothes, and we lay down next to each other.

I can re­mem­ber ev­ery sin­gle lit­tle de­tail, that’s how im­por­tant that night was to me. Jack and the ter­ri­ble air con­di­tion­ing en­sured that my al­ready re­tired mas­culin­ity stayed in the back­ground; I was far too afraid to sleep with her, since nei­ther of us had any con­tra­cep­tion with us – it was a sur­pris­ing, com­pletely un­planned event. (I’d have to laugh at my­self if I car­ried a con­dom around all the time…).

I gave her my full at­ten­tion, my ten­der­ness, and let all the gen­tle­ness I felt to­wards her glide through my hands onto her beau­ti­ful body. She loved be­ing stroked and ca­ressed, sur­ren­der­ing com­pletely to her feel­ings, and I tried to give her all the love and ten­der­ness I felt for her—I of­ten caught my­self be­ing too fleet­ing and in­sen­si­tive, but I was ter­ri­bly ner­vous, ir­ri­tated by my sur­round­ings, and think­ing far too of­ten about to­mor­row. Only once did we both al­most get too car­ried away, but Jack, the de­pend­able one, was al­ready there and pulled us apart just in time.

The hours passed in plea­sure and ten­der­ness, in gen­tle­ness and ex­cite­ment, in close­ness and con­cern. Even­tu­ally, though, we grew tired, whis­pered to each other and smoked, lis­tened to the clat­ter of the wheels, and fell silent. Evi said she might want to sleep for an­other hour or two be­fore get­ting off. I said good­bye to her body with many, many lit­tle kisses, kiss­ing ev­ery reach­able spot, and wept silently in my sor­row.

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, and asked her to get in touch and give me some time to sort things out. We had reached a very dif­fi­cult 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 I also said (or was it Jack?) that it was her choice. She shouldn’t feel pres­sured by me; I was burn­ing with pas­sion right now, but I knew I never wanted to be pushy or de­mand­ing with her. I can still hear her say­ing the same thing. That she could sense how in love I was, but she wasn’t as in love as I was. She put my card in her purse and said she might 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 walked to the front. My eyes filled with tears that choked me, and I re­mained in the dark com­part­ment. I set my alarm so I would be awake when Evi got off, lay down, and tried to fall asleep.

I didn’t sleep. Jack had de­cided to keep me awake with his com­ments. All he had to of­fer was mock­ery and bit­ter­ness. And crys­tal-clear logic about the sig­nif­i­cance of each piece’s po­si­tion on the board—Jack and his board!

Jack ex­plained: af­ter her ini­tial sleep-in, Evi would wake up, and there were sev­eral pos­si­bil­i­ties for what would hap­pen next. Firstly, if this wasn’t her first sleeper car ad­ven­ture, she might think it was quite nice and then go about her daily busi­ness with­out mak­ing a big deal about the night. “Bye,” said Jack.

Sec­ondly, if it was her first such ad­ven­ture, she might be ashamed, blame her­self, or be shocked af­ter­ward by our di­rect­ness, or even think I might la­bel her a “loose woman”; then she would hardly seek con­tact with me. In­stinc­tively, I wanted to punch Jack, but he was only con­cerned about me—and there­fore I couldn’t re­ally be an­gry with him.

Evi could also be wise and know that Cu­pid’s ar­rows can strike any­one at any time. That in the given sit­u­a­tion, nei­ther she nor I had any other choice. The usual be­gin­ning of a re­la­tion­ship, get­ting to know each other slowly and grad­u­ally be­com­ing fa­mil­iar with one an­other: that wasn’t pos­si­ble in this sit­u­a­tion! But was ev­ery­thing lost be­cause of that? On the other hand—what did I ex­pect? Could I, ap­proach­ing 50, ever hope again to meet such a beau­ti­ful and so much younger woman and be loved by her in re­turn? Would I be able to man­age to get my cur­rently rest­less and stress­ful life un­der con­trol in or­der to start com­pletely anew, com­pletely fresh, with a dear per­son like Evi? Com­pletely anew? So that I could say: “with­out ifs, ands, or buts”?

What, a thought flashed through my mind, if Evi thought I was a cun­ning, dirty old man? What if she was con­vinced that I trav­eled on sleeper trains week af­ter week just to lure young girls into my com­part­ment? I asked Jack to leave me in peace—I didn’t even want to think about it, be­cause in that case I’d be com­pletely out, to­tally out of the pic­ture; she’d be glad to have es­caped the old swine. “Bye,” said Jack.

In the twi­light, Jack mut­tered some­thing about an­other man, sug­gest­ing that Evi surely had a lover, a re­la­tion­ship against which our en­counter paled in com­par­i­son, and that Evi would quickly for­get this night and re­turn to her re­la­tion­ship. Des­per­ately, I fought against this thought, cling­ing to her warmth, her scent, her wom­an­hood, her close­ness with all my senses, and I didn’t speak an­other word to Jack.

I turned off the alarm be­fore it could wake ev­ery­one and quickly got dressed. I saw that we were al­most there and went ahead; Evi stood all alone, se­ri­ous, and silent by the door. I was very in­hib­ited and couldn’t get a com­plete sen­tence out; per­haps she no­ticed, per­haps she was an­noyed at how clumsy I was—I was go­ing crazy at the thought of mak­ing a se­ri­ous mis­take now, at the last sec­ond. We were mostly silent as we stood there qui­etly next to each other, gaz­ing out into the last misty No­vem­ber morn­ing. Per­haps we even spoke to each other; I don’t re­mem­ber.

I glimpsed the first houses and the rail­way tracks only through a slowly blur­ring wall of tears, against which I fought, just as I did against the lump in my throat. The train slowed down and then stopped. As she got off, Jack au­to­mat­i­cally bent over her lug­gage, picked it up, and handed it to her.

Jack saw that on top lay a wilt­ing, long-stemmed red rose.



Di­a­monds Are For­ever


Quin­til­ius Ter­tius Faber sends his warm­est greet­ings to his read­ers.

For a long, long time I pon­dered whether and how one could write some­thing that some read­ers (whom I know well) might find blas­phe­mous, dis­re­spect­ful, or sim­ply taste­less, while oth­ers—the ma­jor­ity, I be­lieve, of read­ers who don’t know me—would cer­tainly con­sider en­joy­able read­ing ma­te­rial. The more I thought about this pub­li­ca­tion is­sue, the clearer it be­came to me why such a dis­crep­ancy ex­isted, al­beit only an ap­par­ent one.

Firstly, af­ter a death, it’s sim­ply not con­sid­ered proper for the be­reaved to be funny; a poet in mourn­ing should put down his quill pen. Para­dox­i­cal, be­cause what is a griev­ing poet sup­posed to do when con­fronted with Dionysian hu­mor? Any­thing other than hearty laugh­ter would be sour.

Sec­ondly, a story al­ways says some­thing about the au­thor. Sup­pose the au­thor meant that the log­i­cal con­clu­sion A + B = C was a given. But per­haps you see it dif­fer­ently; A isn’t A to you, but an F or some­thing sim­i­lar. Then you would surely think, “Aha! So that’s how the an­cient Ro­mans thought that A and B were con­nected!” I usu­ally pre­fer to con­ceal my thought pro­cesses, but in this case, I’ll make an ex­cep­tion and give in to the urge to write. Let it be.

Thirdly, a story says some­thing about the char­ac­ters. Thank­fully, they’re all fic­tional here. Be­cause I wouldn’t know how to de­fend my­self against their in­dig­nant phone calls from Vin­dobona, Os­tia, or Lute­tia if these peo­ple were all real and alive.

Quin­til­ius Se­cun­dus, my fa­ther, has passed away. When he was still alive, he fear­lessly wrote against Cae­sars, con­suls, and au­gurs, dili­gently sharp­en­ing his quill pen and of­ten pon­der­ing at length be­fore plung­ing it deep and fiercely into poi­sonous sores and pa­pal en­trench­ment. But he also loved to laugh; then his se­ri­ous face would crin­kle into a thou­sand laugh lines, and he could some­times laugh un­til he cried out, gasp­ing, “Stop, stop, I can’t any­more!”

I am writ­ing this story for him, think­ing of him and hop­ing that he reads it and laughs un­til tears run down his cheeks.

The blas­phemy can be­gin. (Sit ve­nia verbo.)

“Tele­phone for you,” István’s voice rasps an­grily from the in­ter­com. For days he’s been work­ing on the il­lus­tra­tion of his fam­ily tree, which he promised his fa­ther he would cre­ate, since he has a graph­ics pro­gram on his Aba­cus Elec­tron­i­cus. Dur­ing such cre­ative phases, it’s best not to dis­turb him at all, be­cause he takes any in­ter­rup­tion per­son­ally. Es­pe­cially since this pro­gram comes from Giuliel­mus Gat­tus’s com­pany, Mi­cro­proxx, whom István now con­sid­ers a com­plete cretin, as his pro­grams re­sist any con­tin­u­ous pro­duc­tiv­ity and ex­ist au­to­mat­i­cally with de­light­ful ir­reg­u­lar­ity. Dur­ing these phases, the tele­phone is no longer a nec­es­sary evil for main­tain­ing com­mu­ni­ca­tion with the out­side world, but a treach­er­ous ad­ver­sary whose ring­ing is a hos­tile in­tru­sion into the ge­nius’s pro­duc­tiv­ity.

“Thank you, and please ex­cuse me!” I re­ply quickly and pick up the phone. “Quin­til­ius, yes, hal­lus?” I an­swer, keep­ing one eye on my two grand­sons, 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’m happy for her call, be­cause she too is still very much af­fected by our fa­ther’s death, and we talk about all the things rel­a­tives talk about in such times. Af­ter a while, Agrip­pina gets to the point.

“Tell me, do you know any­thing about a di­a­mond? Did Fa­ther per­haps give you one?” I can hear in her voice that she’s a lit­tle em­bar­rassed by the ma­te­ri­al­is­tic na­ture of her ques­tion. Truth­fully, I an­swer: “No, I don’t know any­thing about it, and he didn’t give me any­thing like that.” I can see her face, a half-ex­pected dis­ap­point­ment spread­ing across it.

“Well, it was just a ques­tion. It could have been,” she says, steer­ing the con­ver­sa­tion in an­other di­rec­tion. Apol­lo­nia, my wife and owner of A. Faber Grab­stein Con­sult­ing GmbH (this must be men­tioned again), has over­heard snip­pets of con­ver­sa­tion and is now wav­ing her arms as if she ur­gently wants to tell me some­thing, but I con­tinue to con­cen­trate on the phone call. Agrip­pina and I say good­bye, then I hang up.

“What was so ur­gent?” I growl some­what ir­ri­ta­bly to­wards Apol­lo­nia, tak­ing the Schuko plug out of Tiberius Se­cun­dus’ mouth: “That’s bad, lit­tle Se­cun­dus, very, very bad! That’s elec­tric, Stro­mus elec­tri­cus, he can pinch lit­tle Se­cun­dus very, very badly!”

Apol­lo­nia’s ur­gent need to com­mu­ni­cate tri­umphs over her stan­dard crit­i­cism that my par­ent­ing meth­ods, and es­pe­cially my chau­vin­is­tic, child­ish lan­guage, are sim­ply id­i­otic. “The di­a­mond, Grandma’s di­a­mond!”

I’m draw­ing a blank (no, not Stro­mus elec­tri­cus). Which di­a­mond? Which grandma? Apol­lo­nia beams at me like a quiz­mas­ter at his op­po­nent dur­ing the five-thou­sand-ses­terce ques­tion; it’s that typ­i­cal “Come on, tell me!” face. If there’s noth­ing I hate, it’s Apol­lo­nia’s sim­plis­tic quiz shows on TV. Ex­em­pla trahunt.

István, who has re­treated to our house be­cause he fi­nally wants to fin­ish this project, gets up and paces rest­lessly. I ask him what’s both­er­ing him. He mut­ters some­thing about Mi­cro­proxx and how the Javascrip­tum doesn’t al­ways do what it’s sup­posed to. Then he con­tin­ues pac­ing in cir­cles and ab­sent­mind­edly tries to light his to­bacco, but I grunt and point at Primus and Se­cun­dus; there’s no need for Ben­zedrine from the to­bacco!

Apol­lo­nia couldn’t wait any longer and blurted out: “Re­mem­ber when Grandma Con­stan­tia died? Ev­ery­one was look­ing for her di­a­mond!” That hit me like a ton of bricks. This story was so in­fu­ri­at­ing that I could still ex­plode with anger to­day. And this is how it hap­pened:

Good old Con­stan­tia lived in that part of the em­pire oc­cu­pied by evil east­ern tribes, whose peace­ful in­hab­i­tants suf­fered greatly un­der their rule—es­pe­cially when it came to their pe­cu­niary pos­ses­sions. Those who had once been wealthy pa­tri­cians were now poor pau­pers; in­fla­tion and ex­pro­pri­a­tions had done their work. Con­stan­tia had in­her­ited a small pouch of ses­ter­ces from her hus­band (Quin­til­ius Primus), and when she felt her end ap­proach­ing, she called me, her grand­son most in­ter­ested in money, and asked if it was true that the best way to in­vest one’s money was in di­a­monds and then hide them. I agreed, be­cause that’s what we’ve all been do­ing since time im­memo­rial. How­ever, when I asked Con­stan­tia how many ses­ter­ces she was talk­ing about, I had to tell her, much to my re­gret, that with that amount, it un­for­tu­nately wasn’t worth tak­ing the rather ar­du­ous de­tour via di­a­monds. Po­litely and con­sid­er­ately, I con­cealed from her the fact that with her ses­ter­ces she could hardly have paid for more than a sin­gle orgy for two at the “Drago Im­pe­ri­alis Pekinen­sis”.

Some time later, when I learned that Mother Con­stan­tia’s last hour had come, I im­me­di­ately rode out with Apol­lo­nia and vis­ited her in the hos­pice. When we ar­rived, she was al­ready half-with the gods, talk­ing to her an­ces­tors, and prob­a­bly didn’t even no­tice our earthly pres­ence. Some­times she saw her Quin­til­ius Primus through me and spoke to him, stam­mer­ing bliss­ful words of love un­til tears streamed down my cheeks. Apol­lo­nia and I re­mained silent and rode home again in si­lence.

No sooner had she lain in her hum­ble mau­soleum and the grave flow­ers be­gun to wilt, than my aunt Olivia called me from Baleum Mal­lorquiniae and asked if dear Grandma Con­stan­tia had passed away peace­fully and hap­pily. I was glad for her call, as she too was deeply af­fected by our grand­mother’s death; we talked about all the things one talks about in such times. Af­ter a while, Olivia got to the point.

“Tell me, do you know any­thing about a di­a­mond? Did Grandma per­haps give you one?” I can hear in her voice that she’s a lit­tle em­bar­rassed by the ma­te­ri­al­is­tic na­ture of her ques­tion. Truth­fully, I an­swer: “No, I don’t know any­thing about it, and she didn’t give me any­thing like that.” I can pic­ture her, a half-ex­pected dis­ap­point­ment spread­ing across her face.

“Olivia,” I say, “Grand­mother 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 time. She asked me about in­vest­ing in di­a­monds, but I ad­vised her against it.”

“But I thought—we all thought, in fact, that she had a di­a­mond, and so we thought she might have en­trusted it to you.” Olivia was a proud pa­tri­cian be­fore she be­came an im­pov­er­ished proud pa­tri­cian, and it was dif­fi­cult for her to ad­mit that she had fol­lowed a ru­mor. I solemnly de­clared once again that I had not re­ceived a di­a­mond from Granny Con­stan­tia, for where would im­pov­er­ished Granny Con­stan­tia have got­ten one, and that was the end of the mat­ter for me.

She wasn’t. Years later, my mother also passed away. I of­ten vis­ited her on her sickbed and talked with her un­til she was al­ready half­way to the gods and be­gan to speak with her an­ces­tors. Then I stayed away and mourned un­til she too lay in her hum­ble lit­tle mau­soleum and the grave flow­ers slowly be­gan to wither.

A few days later, Aunt Cas­siope called from Lug­dunum. I was happy for her call, as she too was still deeply af­fected by the death of our mother—her sis­ter—and we talked about all the things rel­a­tives talk about in such times. Af­ter a while, Cas­siope got to the point.

“Tell me, do you know any­thing about a di­a­mond? Did Mother per­haps give you one?” I can hear in her voice that she’s a lit­tle em­bar­rassed by the ma­te­ri­al­is­tic na­ture of her ques­tion. “You surely mean Grandma Con­stan­tia’s di­a­mond, don’t you?” I ask cau­tiously, and she nods.

Truth­fully, I re­ply: “No, I know noth­ing about it, she didn’t give me any­thing like that, and as far as I know, it doesn’t even ex­ist.” I can see her face, a half-ex­pected dis­ap­point­ment spread­ing across it.

“Well, it was just a ques­tion. It could have been,” she says re­signedly, steer­ing the con­ver­sa­tion in an­other di­rec­tion. I re­turn to the di­a­mond and ex­plain to Aunt Cas­siope that this has been hap­pen­ing spo­rad­i­cally with ev­ery death since Grandma Con­stan­tia’s pass­ing, and it’s re­ally start­ing to get on my nerves. 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 put the pro­gram aside for now,” he said to the wall, “and per­haps con­tinue with the ear­li­est an­ces­tors; that’s more fruit­ful. I’ve dis­cov­ered an in­ter­est­ing branch of the fam­ily, the Weiss fam­ily from Bu­da­pest.” And af­ter a while, he added di­dac­ti­cally, as if we Ro­mans were un­e­d­u­cated bar­bar­ians: “Bu­da­pest, the cap­i­tal of Pan­nonia.” He looked at me ques­tion­ingly. “Are you in?”

I had ac­tu­ally al­ready played enough with the grand­chil­dren and now left them to Apol­lo­nia, who re­treated with them to the mar­ble bench and tried to teach them Mices, even though 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 raced through the old data­bases, try­ing to place his an­ces­tors in chrono­log­i­cal or­der. But we got stuck on the old­est known white an­ces­tor. “They might have em­i­grated to Amer­ica!” I mut­tered to my­self af­ter a while, with­out giv­ing it much thought. István, how­ever, ea­gerly picked up the thread.

“Amer­ica! Ah! We should def­i­nitely look into that!” and his fin­gers flew across the key­board. Yes, some­one had em­i­grated from Bu­da­pest, a Dr. Samuel Weiss and his fam­ily, in 1878. We silently read the lists of names, metic­u­lously com­piled by the Im­pe­rial and Royal State Ar­chives.

István cleared his throat and said, “No, not what you’re think­ing, dear Quincy! There’s def­i­nitely a catch, just like with that grand­mother who, al­though she bore the same name as the Hun­gar­ian kings, turned out not to be my grand­mother at all!” I re­mem­bered that grand­fa­ther had been a shrewd bigamist and, be­sides many bro­ken hearts, had also left be­hind a few grand­moth­ers… I couldn’t help but mut­ter, “It seems to run 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, he asked me what I knew about Hou­dini, so I rum­maged through my mem­ory: Amer­i­can es­cape artist, dar­ing stunts, and fa­mous per­for­mances where he freed him­self from his chains un­der­wa­ter, un­til one day his jeal­ous wife switched the key and he drowned mis­er­ably in the icy wa­ter…

“Easy, Ro­mans, easy!” István in­ter­rupts my flow of words, “not a word of any of that is true!” Then he leans back, takes an­other deep puff on his to­bacco and be­gins to tell his story.

Ehrich Weisz was born in Bu­da­pest on March 24, 1874, the third of five chil­dren of Rabbi Dr. Samuel Mayer Weisz and his wife Cä­cilia Steiner Weisz. Four years later, the Weisz fam­ily em­i­grated to Amer­ica, where 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.

Young Ehrich quickly Amer­i­can­ized his name to Erik, was al­ready de­liv­er­ing news­pa­pers at the age of seven, and took on a va­ri­ety of odd jobs un­til he was thir­teen to help his fam­ily, who were still very poor. His true pas­sion, how­ever, lay in magic and il­lu­sions; he first ad­mired the trav­el­ing ma­gi­cian Dr. Lynn, and later the French­man Jean Robert Houdin. The turn­ing point came with an ap­pren­tice­ship—which he later aban­doned—with a lock­smith. Lit­tle Erik quickly learned how to pick locks. His first per­for­mance was on Oc­to­ber 28, 1883, at the age of nine, as the rope and trapeze artist “Ehrich, Prince of the Air.” Not yet thir­teen, Erik was per­form­ing as “Erik the Great” on small stages and ran away from home, fol­low­ing the trav­el­ing cir­cus and only re­turn­ing a year later to his fam­ily, who by then were liv­ing in New York.

Af­ter his fa­ther’s death (Oc­to­ber 5, 1892), Erik worked as a mes­sen­ger, elec­tri­cian, cut­ter, and gen­eral handy­man at the tie man­u­fac­turer Richter & Sons. He also be­came a pho­tog­ra­pher and once again an ap­pren­tice to a lock­smith. At the same time, he kept him­self phys­i­cally fit for his ac­ro­batic per­for­mances and won sev­eral sports medals in run­ning and swim­ming. At 15, he read Jean Robert Houdin’s au­to­bi­og­ra­phy: his life changed dra­mat­i­cally. Filled with en­thu­si­asm for the then-world es­cape cham­pion, he hence­forth called him­self Hou­dini, Harry Hou­dini.

At the end of 1892, he per­formed with his brother Theo “Dash” (who later achieved fame un­der the stage name Hard­een) in a show called “Meta­mor­pho­sis Il­lu­sion – The Hou­dini Broth­ers.” They grad­u­ally gained pop­u­lar­ity and per­formed at the 1893 World’s Columbian Ex­po­si­tion in Chicago, as well as with P.T. Bar­num’s Mu­seum Cir­cus and the Welch Broth­ers Cir­cus. Over the course of his life, Hou­dini would per­form “Meta­mor­pho­sis” 11,000 times.

In June 1894, he per­formed in Coney Is­land, where he fell in love with Bess, one of the Flo­ral Sis­ters. Two weeks later, he mar­ried 18-year-old Wil­helmina Beat­rice Rah­ner (June 22, 1894). Bess soon re­placed Theo in per­for­mances, who em­barked on a solo ca­reer as Hard­een, the Iron Man.

From 1898 on­ward, Hou­dini de­vel­oped in­cred­i­ble acts in­volv­ing strait­jack­ets and hand­cuffs, soon earn­ing the nick­name “The Hand­cuff King.” He never once failed. His ac­quain­tance with vaude­ville agent Mar­tin Beck quickly lifted him out of sub­ur­ban iso­la­tion. Beck pro­moted him with ex­ten­sive news­pa­per cov­er­age, even stag­ing dar­ing prison breaks in front of state po­lice and pay­ing au­di­ences, of course. His fee sky­rock­eted to $125 a week, and his fame soon spread be­yond the USA, lead­ing to his first Eu­ro­pean tour (in Lon­don) in 1900. His weekly fee set­tled at $1,200 af­ter he es­caped from Scot­land Yard cus­tody—in hand­cuffs. In Paris, he jumped from a bridge over the Seine while bound and then fooled the hor­ri­fied spec­ta­tors by hid­ing be­hind a bridge pier for sev­eral min­utes. Af­ter that, he 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 and Bess buy a beau­ti­ful house in New York.

In 1906, he had him­self elab­o­rately bound and chained in the death cell of Charles Gui­teau, the as­sas­sin of US Pres­i­dent Garfield, and es­caped: all of Amer­ica went wild with ex­cite­ment. He jumped from the Golden Gate Bridge in San Fran­cisco, chained, hand­cuffed, and weighed down with a 75-pound iron ball. On Jan­u­ary 27, 1908, in St. Louis, when he per­formed the feat of es­cap­ing while hang­ing up­side down in a gi­ant wa­ter-filled jug, de­spite chains, a strait­jacket, and hand­cuffs, an im­i­ta­tor drowned. Deeply af­fected, Hou­dini wrote ar­ti­cle af­ter ar­ti­cle for spe­cial­ist jour­nals and be­gan writ­ing his au­to­bi­og­ra­phy, in which he also de­scribed some of his tricks in de­tail. At the same time, he pub­licly spoke out against all forms of oc­cultism and the char­la­tanism as­so­ci­ated with it; this in­ter­est stayed with him un­til his death. Hou­dini ex­posed sev­eral fraud­sters, which also brought him world­wide at­ten­tion.

He bought an air­plane in Ham­burg for $5,000 and in 1910, dur­ing a sev­eral-month tour of Aus­tralia, set the first Aus­tralian air record (in Dig­gers Rest) – the 17th air 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 mas­sive can­non just frac­tions of a sec­ond be­fore it was fired. His dar­ing flir­ta­tion with death, a rather re­al­is­tic death, con­trib­uted sig­nif­i­cantly to his fame. His most spec­tac­u­lar in­ven­tion was the Chi­nese Wa­ter Tor­ture Cell, which he knew how to pro­long to such a nerve-shred­ding de­gree that the ru­mor that he had died dur­ing it soon arose and per­sisted in some places even to­day. In­creas­ingly dar­ing com­bi­na­tions of ropes stretched be­tween sky­scrapers or dan­gling from the world’s tallest build­ings, from which Mas­ter Hou­dini hung and freed him­self from chains, hand­cuffs, and strait­jack­ets, con­stantly brought him new head­lines in the news­pa­pers and a con­sid­er­able in­come. In 1918, he made the ele­phant Jenny dis­ap­pear at the Hip­po­drome in New York City in front of thou­sands of spec­ta­tors.

Hol­ly­wood dis­cov­ered him in 1919; he played sev­eral small roles and then starred in two films him­self, both of which were a fi­nan­cial suc­cess. Hou­dini was at the height of his ca­reer and un­doubt­edly the most fa­mous ma­gi­cian of his time.

On Oc­to­ber 22, 1926, Hou­dini per­formed in Mon­treal. While pre­par­ing for the show in the dress­ing room, he chat­ted with some stu­dents from McGill Uni­ver­sity, where he had given a lec­ture that af­ter­noon. One of the stu­dents, J. Gor­don White­head, asked him if it was true that he could take any punch to the stom­ach (like his brother Hard­een, the Iron Man). Be­fore he could an­swer, he was com­pletely un­pre­pared and re­ceived three punches to the stom­ach. Nine days later, on Oc­to­ber 31, 1926, Hou­dini died in De­troit from in­ter­nal in­juries (peri­toni­tis, to be pre­cise).

I re­mained silent, deeply moved, be­cause what István had un­earthed in terms of his­tory, start­ing with a pre­vi­ously undis­cov­ered an­ces­tor named Weiss in Bu­da­pest, was truly some­thing! Ad­mit­tedly, no jeal­ous, mur­der­ous wife or a man writhing in his death throes in the icy Ni­a­gara Falls, but…

“Stay cool, Ro­man!” István ad­mon­ished me, guess­ing my thoughts. “Our Weisses cer­tainly have noth­ing to do with Amer­i­can Weisses, be­lieve me! There must have been sev­eral more Weisses in Bu­da­pest!” A long pause fol­lowed, dur­ing which I re­mained thought­fully silent while he blew his to­bacco smoke to him­self.

Sud­denly he slaps his thigh, grins at me, and bursts into loud, peal­ing laugh­ter. “That’s it!” he gasps, “that’s it!” And as I look at him, wor­ried and ques­tion­ing, it slowly comes out of his mouth, punc­tu­ated by boom­ing laugh­ter: “That’s it: the Hou­dini di­a­mond! It’s there, it’s not there! Van­ished—reap­peared—van­ished!” I’m usu­ally quick-wit­ted, but now it takes me a while to fol­low his train of thought, from Harry Hou­dini to Aunt Agrip­pina’s phone call from ear­lier.

Then I laugh too.


So much for the con­tri­bu­tion from good old Quin­til­ius, dear read­ers. How could he pos­si­bly know that some­times at night, when ev­ery­one else is asleep, I sneak to my safe and take the beau­ti­ful, large di­a­mond out of its leather pouch to ad­mire its sparkle in the moon­light…?



The thing about the pheas­ant

The man­u­script was prac­ti­cally fin­ished. Prac­ti­cally, that is, be­cause un­for­tu­nately, the most im­por­tant thing was miss­ing: the ti­tle. I briefly con­sid­ered keep­ing the ex­ist­ing ti­tle, “My Col­or­ful Fur,” which I’d found on­line, and con­sulted with fam­ily and friends, but even the bril­liant work­ing ti­tle, “I Wish I Could Write Like Kishon,” was re­jected af­ter the ini­tial dis­cus­sion with the in-house lawyer. I racked my brains, and the va­ca­tion date was draw­ing ever closer…

Months in ad­vance, I had de­cided to take my youngest daugh­ter, Ju­lia, to Venice for a few days. Ah, how quickly these chil­dren grow up in our fast-paced world, and as a fa­ther, you have to make up for all the missed hol­i­days in good time, be­cause one day she too will leave the nest and pre­fer to spend her hol­i­days with her peers rather than her par­ents. Ju­lia’s adult­hood is de­cep­tive, be­cause I’m still suc­cess­fully cling­ing to the last ves­tiges of my own youth…

Venice. I breathe in the scent of this won­der­ful la­goon city deeply, revel in the au­tumn mist, and spend hours with Ju­lia on the va­poretto—the pub­lic trans­port boats—trav­el­ing through the canals. With a bit of luck, we snag the best seats at the bow, let the wind whip around our faces, and gaze, gaze, gaze. Some­times some­thing catches our eye that rings a bell, and then we break the si­lence and chat in hushed tones. “Yes, look, over there: that lit­tle palazzo with the ver­dant roof gar­den—Mother would surely love that!”

We were just imag­in­ing how we would use the re­main­ing lot­tery mil­lions to buy palazzi, ver­dant roof gar­dens and fast, ag­ile boats, when a pas­sen­ger leaned for­ward in his seat and said in a low voice: “Judg­ing by his voice, that could be István!”

I look at him in as­ton­ish­ment—the short, gray­ing hair, the an­gu­lar fea­tures, the sharply flash­ing eyes be­hind the glasses—good heav­ens, that’s…! “And you’re Chris­tian NN!” I say, even though at the be­gin­ning of the sen­tence I didn’t know the name yet and had to first re­trieve it from the dusty file in my brain.

The joy of re­unit­ing with a for­mer board­ing school room­mate af­ter 33 years. The all-too-rapidly ap­proach­ing fi­nal des­ti­na­tion forced a quick de­ci­sion: we would meet for din­ner on such and such a date, then he and his fam­ily dis­ap­peared into the crowds of St. Mark’s Square, and Ju­lia and I con­tin­ued our jour­ney to the la­goon is­lands. My heart warmed at see­ing this friend again; my mouth over­flowed as I re­counted our time to­gether at board­ing school to Ju­lia. Soon, I was only re­fer­ring to him as Win­netou, since that was Chris­tian’s nick­name among his friends. I im­me­di­ately had to rein my­self in, be­cause Chris­tian’s wife and daugh­ter had given me some very strange looks when I first (again) called him Win­netou. No, we weren’t chil­dren any­more: I would have to switch to Chris­tian!

In to­tal, it turned into two evenings, as the first wasn’t enough to make up for 33 years. You can imag­ine that the seat­ing ar­range­ments fell into place un­spo­ken and en­tirely au­to­mat­i­cally: the two of us gray­heads sat to­gether, while Ju­lia, Win­netou’s wife, and their daugh­ter tried to find com­mon ground when they sim­ply couldn’t keep up with our rem­i­nisc­ing any longer. Only to­wards the end of the sec­ond evening was our ini­tial cu­rios­ity sat­is­fied enough for us both to break out of our iso­la­tion and fi­nally all talk to­gether.

Ju­lia, in all in­no­cence and hon­esty, had men­tioned sail­ing and writ­ing books when the ladies asked her what else her fa­ther did. I’d only been half-lis­ten­ing, but the con­ver­sa­tion was threat­en­ing to turn to “books,” and I ob­ject to that: it’s bad luck to talk about a book that isn’t even printed yet! So, like a mouse, I looked for a hole to slip through.

It’s not the first time in my life that start­ing over from the past has proven to be a mis­take, usu­ally with “oh yes, what I wanted to ask you…”. But since I haven’t yet reached the age where avoid­ing mis­takes is con­sid­ered wis­dom, I be­gan: “Oh yes, what I wanted to ask you, Win­nie, what do you do in your free time, what’s your hobby?”

Win­netou’s ini­tial an­swer was in­nocu­ous, for the fact that he had taken over his fa­ther’s hunt­ing du­ties and be­come a hunter seemed per­fectly le­git­i­mate to me, es­pe­cially since my in­quiries re­vealed that he dealt with the game and its pop­u­la­tion in a highly pro­fes­sional and con­sci­en­tious man­ner. “Not like be­fore,” Win­netou grinned, and his wife looked up at­ten­tively, “when we used to catch pheas­ants, right?” His daugh­ter and Ju­lia fell silent im­me­di­ately and also looked at us ex­pec­tantly.

“Oh?”, his wife said 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 know noth­ing about it, I wasn’t there, and I have an ir­refutable al­ibi,” I choked out, try­ing to avert the in­evitable, even though I knew painfully well that I couldn’t stop the avalanche. Win­netou com­pletely mis­in­ter­preted my light kick to his shin and said ca­su­ally, “Oh, that’s an­cient his­tory!”

You know my avalanche the­ory: sweaty, you fi­nally smoke your sum­mit cig­a­rette, flick the ash down, which falls into the snow and forms a small, dirty-grey clump; the small clump rolls down­hill and grows rapidly larger and larger, soon tear­ing huge slabs of snow from the slope, and then the Arl­berg Ex­press de­rails at the bot­tom, dozens dead—some­thing like that, any­way.

Now there’s no stop­ping them; the ladies first ask, then ve­he­mently de­mand the story about the pheas­ant. Win­netou tells it (a lit­tle too mat­ter-of-factly, in my opin­ion, and def­i­nitely too dryly) and then 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 them all—af­ter all, it was all true, per­haps em­bel­lished here and there, but that’s just how it is with po­etic li­cense—but of course I didn’t write about ev­ery­thing that hap­pened over time; one still has one’s lit­tle se­crets! And now Ju­lia looks at me silently, with wide, in­no­cent eyes in which I can read the ti­tle: “MY FA­THER, THE POACHER!”

Win­netou looks from Ju­lia to me, then clears his throat and says: “What, you haven’t told her that yet?” I shake my head un­hap­pily and think that I hate noth­ing more than a book that ends like this: To be con­tin­ued!



Au­thor’s notes

The au­thor should prob­a­bly be­gin by stat­ing that all per­sons, ac­tions, and events, wher­ever they did not ac­tu­ally hap­pen or be­fall the au­thor, are en­tirely in­vented and there­fore fic­tional. Any re­sem­blance to liv­ing, dead, or un­dead per­sons is there­fore purely co­in­ci­den­tal, and in the lat­ter case, highly sur­pris­ing.

It should come as no sur­prise that the peo­ple in all the au­to­bi­o­graph­i­cal texts ac­tu­ally live or have lived—even if, for good or bad rea­sons, some of their names have been changed. It should prob­a­bly be noted in the same breath that some of these real or imag­ined events, viewed in ret­ro­spect—and not in­fre­quently un­der the in­flu­ence of al­co­hol, which the au­thor rue­fully ad­mits, ad­mon­ish­ing his pos­si­bly young read­er­ship not to fol­low suit—have been slightly to se­ri­ously dis­torted, which can be at­trib­uted to for­get­ful­ness, a pen­chant for ram­bling, or sim­ply the po­etic li­cense of writ­ing.

How­ever, it was by no means in­tended to mis­lead the es­teemed reader in any way, or even to por­tray the au­thor as a spe­cial hero or bon vi­vant, al­though he would like to see him­self as such. Were it not for the dis­con­cert­ing fact that the for­mer usu­ally lie in beau­ti­ful mar­ble tombs and the lat­ter quite fre­quently find them­selves 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 jour­nals, which will cause some frus­tra­tion for loyal read­ers. Para­dox­i­cal as it may sound, this pres­sure pro­vides more en­joy­ment for the dis­loyal, i.e., new, reader than for 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 im­pact on au­thor­ship at the be­gin­ning of the twenty-first cen­tury (in­clud­ing propaedeu­tics and proof of eco­nomic vi­a­bil­ity for the pub­lish­ing in­dus­try) and thereby win his mas­ter’s or even doc­tor­ate.

And since the pub­lisher has al­ready been men­tioned, the au­thor should also men­tion, fourthly, that the con­stant knock­ing on doors of good or less good pub­lish­ers got on his nerves from the start, and that he there­fore took the — pre­sum­ably not so — un­con­ven­tional route of self-pub­lish­ing; de­spite slug­gish PC soft­ware and a stub­born laser printer, he re­peat­edly tack­led the text un­til he was men­tally and elec­tron­i­cally ex­hausted, un­til it was type­set and, thanks to the help of a pub­lisher friend, could be printed and sent to the book­binder.

Thanks must also be given, with­out a doubt. To the au­thor him­self an­other time, but first to his chil­dren and the women who shared his life with him (and he theirs with them, too).

His life also meant read­ing his texts.

Heartily praised.

Be care­ful with your crit­i­cism.

Very care­fully.

The chil­dren were hit par­tic­u­larly hard, with­out a doubt. Usu­ally, when an ex­cit­ing tele­vi­sion se­ries was on or their friends were chat­ting on­line, the au­thor would ap­pear at the door, his glasses fogged with sweat and his hair (thin, ad­mit­tedly) blow­ing in the wind, to ur­gently re­quest his dear chil­dren to per­form the in­ex­haustible task of proof­read­ing. He was be­ing very in­sis­tent. Nat­u­rally, thanks must also be given to the VCR, which si­mul­ta­ne­ously recorded the ex­cit­ing tele­vi­sion se­ries while the chil­dren per­formed their duty to their fa­ther.

Thanks also to all those who were friends of the au­thor (at least up to that point) and who read his texts, help­ing to shape them with their opin­ions. It would be right to thank each and ev­ery one of them in­di­vid­u­ally, but the au­thor ac­knowl­edges his mis­takes and sim­ply re­frains from do­ing so. Those who are still his friends al­ready know this any­way, and as for the oth­ers, well, to hell with them.

Un­con­ven­tion­ally, the au­thor will now also thank the char­ac­ters in the story (even if they are purely fic­tional), sim­ply be­cause he has never heard of an au­thor thank­ing their pro­tag­o­nists (which, ad­mit­tedly, might also be due to our au­thor’s deaf­ness). Did William Shake­speare ever write a sin­gle word of thanks to his Mer­cu­tio, or Agatha Christie to her old Her­cule Poirot, huh!?

So what!

Fi­nally, the au­thor has the honor of thank­ing all those who have met him on his life’s jour­ney and who have re­mained in his mem­ory with this or that small or large event (or who have given him one or an­other quirky thought or even the idea for a funny, bizarre or se­ri­ous story).



   The be­gin­ning

 by István Rudas  © 2022       

 
 Ray sud­denly woke up and sat up.

 He didn’t know the room. He looked out through the tall dou­ble doors, a sunny, bright sandy beach and the calm, smooth sea in the morn­ing light. He searched for an ex­pla­na­tion of where he was and how he had got­ten here. 

 “You’re in the south of France, on a beach from your mem­o­ries, and we tele­ported you,” said the voice in his head. Ray knew the voice, she had spo­ken to him in count­less dreams, al­though he could no longer re­mem­ber the con­tent. He was alone in the room, he could only hear the voice in his head. He was ob­vi­ously plem­plem, he heard voices! 

 “It’s about time we met in per­son,” said the voice, “and no, you’re not go­ing in­sane! It may seem un­usual to you, but you’ll be fine!” Ray said he didn’t un­der­stand and was sur­prised that his voice sounded so loud. 

 “You don’t need to speak” said the voice, “I un­der­stand you too!” He sat mo­tion­less for min­utes, try­ing to think clearly. The voice laughed very softly. 

 “Are you ready for some in­for­ma­tion that will change your life im­me­di­ately?” The voice fell silent and Ray clawed his fin­gers into the cov­ers. He was ter­ri­fied, he had no con­trol over the sit­u­a­tion and this was the only time since child­hood. He got up and went to the dou­ble doors. The sea, which he loved so much, had a very calm­ing ef­fect. He re­laxed his hands, which were clenched into fists. 

 “We’ve known each other a long time Ray, we’ve spo­ken hun­dreds of times. Your in­abil­ity to re­mem­ber is by de­sign. We wanted to get to know you bet­ter be­fore we got in touch. We had to make sure that you are the right one.” Ray’s mind raced, the right one for what? The si­lence was lib­er­at­ing and sud­denly Ray wasn’t afraid any­more. He knew some­how in­side that he knew them. That he knew what they wanted from him. 

 “We are Ja­reel, we’ve talked about this many times. We’ve been ob­serv­ing the planet for thou­sands of years of your era and oc­ca­sion­ally found a few right ones who un­der­stood us. It wasn’t nec­es­sary to in­ter­vene in the course of your de­vel­op­ment un­til now. But be­fore 70 years In the last few years you have made a sig­nif­i­cant leap in tech­no­log­i­cal de­vel­op­ment. We knew from our own his­tory that hu­mans are very vi­o­lent and have been at war for thou­sands of years, but we haven’t been at war for a mil­lion years. And the fact that you have nu­clear weapons de­vel­oped and used so reck­lessly trig­gered the next step in our process. We had to wait for the next right one. That’s you.” The voice trailed off and Ray thought.

 He sud­denly knew ev­ery­thing again. He had dreamed that he had told his whole life story in de­tail, in­clud­ing his sex­u­al­ity, that they had dis­cussed his thoughts with him and talked to him for hours about his spe­cial gift. He knew they were real and out of this world. It was a lit­tle spooky that they were aliens, but they had ex­plained to him in his dreams why they didn’t ap­proach all of hu­man­ity di­rectly, why they kept a low pro­file. They were like that.

 Ray felt an urge to see the Ja­reel. The voice seemed to laugh as it told him to lie back down. Be­fore he could even stretch out on the bed, he was there. 

 He sat up again and looked around. It seemed to be a tech­ni­cal room, the en­tire equip­ment of the small room was crammed with de­vices of all kinds and apart from his couch there was hardly any space for liv­ing be­ings. He re­al­ized, sobered, that he was only wear­ing his boxer shorts. But he no­ticed im­me­di­ately that his clothes were ly­ing next to him. He dressed quickly and tied his sneak­ers. The voice said, “Fol­low the signs on the ground.” The blink­ing LEDs on the floor zigzagged him for­ward for a long time un­til he was in a larger room. The LEDs ended in front of a small gilded bench and he sat down. There was no one there, just an exquisitely dec­o­rated wall, in front of which a bright ray of light glim­mered briefly.

 “Wel­come to the Ja­reel, Raimund!” said the voice. 

 

 
 

   Ray dis­cov­ers his gift

 by István Rudas  © 2022       

 
 Raimund grew up in a sub­urb of Vi­enna, noth­ing to in­di­cate that he was any­thing spe­cial. He liked school and had a few friends. They stud­ied and played to­gether. They went to high school to­gether and Raimund was an ex­cel­lent stu­dent. All in all, he had a care­free child­hood and loved his par­ents. The mother ran the house­hold and the fa­ther worked as a se­nior clerk in a large in­ter­na­tional truck­ing com­pany. He got his first cell phone when he was 12 and all his class­mates en­vied him, but over time they all had cell phones. 

 Around the age of 9, he be­gan to dis­cover his tal­ent step by step in amaze­ment. When he touched his mother’s hand, he could see her thoughts, see her mem­o­ries like in a movie. It was a very in­tense ex­pe­ri­ence, he couldn’t re­late to many things. More and more fre­quently, he suc­ceeded in en­tic­ing her into small ab­struse deeds that she would never do of her own ac­cord. The 10-year-old man­aged to let her buy a pack of cig­a­rettes. She re­turned home hold­ing the use­less pack­age in her hands. She won­dered, since no one in the fam­ily smoked, why Ray had or­dered her to. Then the kid rec­og­nized the need to give her a for­get­ting or­der at the end of his ma­nip­u­la­tions. 

 In her thoughts, sex­ual acts ap­peared very of­ten, which he was only able to clas­sify and un­der­stand over time. Cu­ri­ous about all things sex, he soaked up ev­ery­thing sex re­lated in her mem­o­ries. He had soon learned to men­tally con­trol her and make her re­veal her sex­ual se­crets in great de­tail with­out reser­va­tion, shy­ness or shame. She felt com­pelled to bring up all the sex­ual de­tails again, tell them and let him see it. From time to time he delved deeper into her thoughts and tried to men­tally in­flu­ence her more to obey his com­mands. He got bet­ter and bet­ter at deal­ing with his new gift and asked his fa­ther and mother about their sex­u­al­ity, which kept the 11-year-old very busy. 

 The fa­ther was much eas­ier to ma­nip­u­late than the mother. He ques­tioned his old man thor­oughly. The fa­ther was a toad, he nib­bled on all the young in­terns and plowed in the vir­gin fur­rows, sow­ing the seeds with­out hes­i­ta­tion. Some­times the mother would lis­ten and wipe her tears from her eyes. She had known for a long time that he was plow­ing in the young fur­rows and wast­ing his man­hood. She was out­raged at the time and im­me­di­ately re­tal­i­ated. Ray elicited each of her mis­steps, each af­fair and each one night stand from the mother, she told ev­ery­thing with­out shy­ness or shame. Most of their af­fairs ended be­cause they were caught red-handed. Ray could now sud­denly ex­plain the an­gry looks of some neigh­bors. One day she told in a trance about her very first af­fair. 

 She had only been mar­ried a few weeks, was a vir­gin to the mar­riage and had no idea about sex. Yes, she con­firmed, she had never touched in­de­cently be­fore then. She went to an event with the ma­gi­cian and hyp­no­tist Mag­nus. He fell in love with her beauty im­me­di­ately and called her onto the stage to play his jokes on the au­di­ence. He in­stantly hexed her and she blindly fol­lowed him to his ho­tel room. The af­fair lasted only a week, she drove home at dawn ev­ery morn­ing, rue­fully lay down with her hus­band and made out with him un­til he was ready and aroused. She let him mate with her sev­eral times un­til he was ex­hausted. At night she drove to her ma­gi­cian, let her­self be put into a trance and mounted on it un­til he was ex­hausted. Only he brought her to a cli­max in a trance. The ma­gi­cian taught her to touch her­self and in­duce cli­max, which she has been do­ing at least twice a day ever since. The fa­ther just shrugged, he re­ally didn’t care if she cli­maxed her­self. She couldn’t tell if it was her hus­band or the cun­ning ma­gi­cian who had got­ten her preg­nant. From that day on Ray was con­vinced that the ma­gi­cian was his fa­ther, which ex­plained his spe­cial tal­ent. In any case, his mother was also a toad who got even with her hus­band for plow­ing in the young fur­rows twice and tre­bly. She stopped men­stru­at­ing af­ter he was born and was un­able to con­ceive, mak­ing her re­venge much eas­ier.

 12-year-old Ray had only played in­no­cently and had never ex­ploded. Of course he had got­ten very horny with her sto­ries, just like she. The hand of a benev­o­lent god had al­ways pre­vented him from ex­pos­ing her or him­self com­pletely naked or from ap­proach­ing her un­seemly. De­spite be­ing able to put her into a trance eas­ily and hav­ing to­tal men­tal con­trol over her, he had pre­vi­ously shied away from mak­ing her ex­pose her­self to him, but he had thought of that ev­ery day. In a deep trance she told the sex­ual de­tails and pressed her hands with lust on the pu­bic area un­der the skirt. She stam­mered in em­bar­rass­ment, she needed it ur­gently now. 

 Since he didn’t un­der­stand what she meant, he croaked hoarsely okay, then she should just un­dress. She quickly stripped him and her­self naked and lifted him astride her thighs, fac­ing each other and plac­ing Ray’s hands on her full, firm breasts. “Just let me do it first! It’s al­most over, I’ll do it real quick!” the beau­ti­ful 32 year old gasped jerk­ily. And now, in her lust, she showed him ev­ery­thing, re­ally ev­ery­thing, mas­tur­bat­ing and then mak­ing love with­out shame and shy­ness, with­out reser­va­tion. In a deep trance she did ev­ery­thing with him, but as soon as he ended the trance, she re­mem­bered noth­ing, noth­ing at all. Two years later he turned 14 and fell in love with Ilse.

 He adored Ilse, the unattain­able beauty from the class above him. She went with some­one her own age from her class and Raimund found him un­speak­ably stupid, con­ceited and ar­ro­gant. He waited in front of the school ev­ery morn­ing and watched Ilse with greedy eyes. She never no­ticed him, but he had but­ter­flies in his stom­ach and sun­shine in his heart. He was hope­lessly in love. His friends grinned widely and teased him a bit. It burned brightly un­til the end of the school year. He was 14 damn it, and he was pulling him­self to­gether. 

 He was de­ter­mined. He waited un­til school was over and waited un­til Ilse came out. He had no plan and trot­ted two steps be­hind her. Be­fore she reached the bus stop, he said, pluck­ing up all his courage: “Come with me!”

 Ilse started and turned around. He stretched out his hand, took hers and re­peated: “Come with me!”. Con­fused, she held his hand and to­gether they walked to the op­po­site tram stop. They rode in si­lence to the last stop. She held his hand as if they were walk­ing to­gether. “My name is Raimund, Ray for my friends” he fi­nally got out and Ilse nod­ded: “I know!” They were silent to the end and held hands. 

 He led her along a for­est path to a small clear­ing. “We’re here,” he said and sat down on the grass. They put down their school bags, then she sat down across from him. He grabbed her sec­ond hand and looked into her eyes. 

 “I’ve been in love with you for a very long time” he said and she nod­ded. “I know,” she said sim­ply. He leaned for­ward and kissed her on the lips. She smiled and said, “You don’t know the right kiss­ing yet?” He shook his head. “I’ll show you,” she said softly and kissed him. He felt her tongue and felt his tongue care­fully for her. That was Ray’s first kiss.

 He kissed her again and again, it was won­der­ful and aroused him greatly. He stopped and said, “Please show me your breasts!” Ilse needed a mo­ment, then she pulled her sum­mer dress apart and pushed her bra down. He saw a girl’s breasts for the first time and held out his hand. She smiled as he fin­gered her breasts for sev­eral min­utes. They were much smaller and not as firm as his mother’s breasts. He sat up straight again.

 “Will you show me your… that down there?” he asked hoarsely as she read­justed her bra. She didn’t hes­i­tate a bit, lifted her skirt and took off her panties. She spread her legs and Ray eyed her sex. He looked and looked, she only had a small hole and not such a big hole as that one. He asked if she was do­ing it real and real with Kevin and she nod­ded, of course! He ques­tioned her thor­oughly and she told ev­ery­thing in de­tail and with­out shy­ness. She smiled ab­sently and he asked if she would teach him. He was very ex­cited when she im­me­di­ately nod­ded in agree­ment that she would ex­plain ex­actly what he had to do. 

 It was like a first time for Ray and he never for­got it. He never met Ilse in se­cret again.

 The next day, Ilse came to him dur­ing the 10 a.m. break and of­fered him a cig­a­rette. She hung around for a long time and asked how ex­actly he had done it. He didn’t know an an­swer and she con­tin­ued to ask how he had done it, she had gone with him with­out any will and he had done ev­ery­thing with her. He asked if she wasn’t go­ing along vol­un­tar­ily gone and Ilse thought about it. “Yes!” she fi­nally said, bow­ing her head. She knew full well that it was she who had done it to him. She just didn’t know why. No, he hadn’t done any­thing. It was she who had shown him how to kiss, who had shown him her most in­ti­mate parts and in­tro­duced him to mak­ing love. She bowed her head, it was all her. They talked for a while, then she left. He went home straight away, even though school wasn’t over yet. 

 He searched his com­puter for “in­vol­un­tary” and even­tu­ally came across a web­site that was about hyp­no­sis. He read un­til well af­ter mid­night, his mother brought his sup­per up to his room and stayed as quiet as a mouse so as not to dis­turb him. Only very rarely does he study for so long, she said to his fa­ther when she was back down­stairs. 

 Ray was now cer­tain that he had some­how hyp­no­tized Ilse. He found enough de­scrip­tions that con­firmed him in this. He read for hours, sep­a­rat­ing the id­iots from the ex­perts as best he could. The next day he drove into town and bought a few books on hyp­no­sis, which he de­voured over the next few days. He doubted if the tech­niques in the books would work.

 He tested his knowl­edge on sev­eral chil­dren in the play­ground. He couldn’t hyp­no­tize a sin­gle child with the book knowl­edge. How­ever, when he sur­pris­ingly grabbed a child’s arm, it im­me­di­ately obeyed, som­er­sault­ing and hop­ping on one leg. He con­tin­ued test­ing for days with the same re­sult. It was the el­e­ment of sur­prise, he thought for a long time. He went as far as touch­ing the child briefly and then con­trol­ling it with willpower. That worked very well, he threw the books away.

 Ray was a good stu­dent and man­aged his time well. He learned just enough to com­plete his as­sign­ments in a timely and com­plete man­ner. He spent a lit­tle less time with his friends and more time ex­plor­ing his abil­i­ties. The chil­dren on the chil­dren’s play­ground were no longer his tar­get group. 

 A long con­ver­sa­tion hap­pened quite by ac­ci­dent with his mother, who to his sur­prise was very un­der­stand­ing of his prob­lem. His sex­u­al­ity was awak­en­ing and he some­times wanted to in­vite girls over and be pri­vate with them in his room. She blushed deeply when he said it had noth­ing to do with her deal­ing with his sex­ual dis­tress on a daily ba­sis. His mother en­cour­aged him to have sex with his peers and had few re­quests or con­cerns. First of all, there was noth­ing more em­bar­rass­ing for a girl than to ex­pe­ri­ence some­thing she didn’t want, his mother said gravely. So he should be sure that the girls re­ally wanted it them­selves, no mat­ter what it was. She ex­plained to him very la­bo­ri­ously that the sec­ond thing he had to think about was con­tra­cep­tion, for him­self and for the girl. Preg­nancy would greatly af­fect both of their lives and per­haps ruin the fu­ture. They dis­cussed this topic at great length, and Ray sin­cerely promised not to fool around. She ex­plained to him how to cal­cu­late the fer­tile days. He was very grate­ful to her be­cause she showed so much un­der­stand­ing and wanted to help him dis­cover his sex­u­al­ity. It was a good con­ver­sa­tion.

 Ray kept his word. Grad­u­ally, many of his class­mates came to his house ev­ery day to study with him. They var­ied in dif­fi­culty to hyp­no­tize, but he never gave up, even if it was dif­fi­cult at times. He ques­tioned her thor­oughly about her sex­u­al­ity, care­fully sep­a­rat­ing the ex­pe­ri­enced from the in­ex­pe­ri­enced. He got fed up with the girls’ nu­dity and wres­tled with them naked on the bed. He let the ex­pe­ri­enced show him ev­ery­thing and made love with them. The in­ex­pe­ri­enced played with him in child­ish lust with­out sleep­ing with him, and that was okay. Very few wanted to be de­flow­ered and he was re­ally very gen­tle and con­sid­er­ate about it. He learned ev­ery­thing about fe­male sex­u­al­ity faster than his friends. He se­duced a girl from school al­most ev­ery day un­til the sum­mer af­ter high school.

 Ray of­ten thought about keep­ing his word to his mother. His vis­i­tors had to want the sex them­selves and agree with him on the right tim­ing. He al­ways cal­cu­lated when the fer­tile days were. He was, of course, aware that he was gain­ing an un­fair ad­van­tage by hyp­no­tiz­ing, but he was never guilty. You could hap­pily roll around naked on the bed and play with the in­ex­pe­ri­enced with­out sleep­ing to­gether. He never crossed the bound­aries his mother had shown him, he had a clear con­science about it.

 Ray never tried to use hyp­no­sis to gain an ad­van­tage in school. He was among the best in class and he wanted more. On the con­trary, he was proud that he had man­aged it with­out much cheat­ing. There was only one in­ci­dent with the writ­ten Matura in math­e­mat­ics. He had solved 9 out of 10 tasks quickly and ef­fi­ciently, but had a com­plete black­out on one. Des­per­ately he raised his hand and the math pro­fes­sor came to him. In a low whis­per he said that he had no idea how to solve prob­lem num­ber 8. The teacher pointed his fin­ger at the text and ac­ci­den­tally touched his hand. At the same mo­ment, Ray saw the so­lu­tion and the so­lu­tion very clearly in front of him. He lis­tened to the teacher’s whis­per and nod­ded his thanks. He didn’t have to blame him­self, it had noth­ing to do with hyp­no­sis. He had ex­pe­ri­enced it sev­eral times that when touched he could see into the other’s mind like his mother, but it hap­pened only rarely and he didn’t know how it ac­tu­ally worked. 

 Se­duc­ing the girls from his school was one thing. The other was ac­tu­ally crim­i­nal, he knew that very well. Kevin, Ilse’s ex-boyfriend, gave him 50 eu­ros a week. Kevin al­ways had a lot of pocket money and could eas­ily get over it. Ray only got 20 eu­ros pocket money a month and knew that his par­ents could not af­ford more. He told them it was way too much. But Kevin gave him the money and later knew noth­ing more about it. Ray took the money from him and his rich bud­dies with­out bat­ting an eye­lid. It didn’t mat­ter to him that he was ac­tu­ally a thief. It seemed right to him not to be fi­nan­cially marginal­ized and to dress as stylishly as his friends, buy a com­puter and play games like them.

 In the long run, se­duc­ing the girls from school wasn’t enough for him, far too many were vir­gins and their child­ish sex­u­al­ity didn’t sat­isfy him. He had passed his high school diploma, was 18 and longed for a lot more sex. He looked around the neigh­bor­hood for young women in­ter­ested in sex. Some he couldn’t hyp­no­tize and that was a bit­ter re­al­iza­tion. He didn’t give up and looked for some­one else. Nev­er­the­less, there were sur­pris­ingly many who let them­selves be hyp­no­tized and did his will. The women taught him ev­ery­thing that was im­por­tant for sex­u­al­ity. He stuck to what he had promised his mother. She had to want it her­self and that con­tra­cep­tion was taken care of. Most women used birth con­trol them­selves, leav­ing noth­ing to chance or their hus­bands. If Ray found out that a woman didn’t want to be­tray her hus­band, he im­me­di­ately let her go. He had no right to make her an adul­ter­ess. 

 Af­ter grad­u­at­ing from high school, he did a sum­mer in­tern­ship at the town hall. By chance he over­heard a coun­cil­man ac­cept­ing a bribe. Ray was stunned for just a mo­ment, then de­cided to take some of his loot from the good man. He took an op­por­tu­nity and ques­tioned him un­der hyp­no­sis. The of­fi­cer was in the con­struc­tion de­part­ment and ev­ery con­struc­tion project brought a bribe. Ray lis­tened open-mouthed be­cause that was a de­cent amount of money! He or­dered the of­fi­cer to give him 50,000 eu­ros in a plas­tic bag, which wasn’t very much. He opened a bank ac­count and de­posited the money. For weeks he trem­bled in­wardly as to whether he would be ex­posed. But noth­ing hap­pened. At the end of the in­tern­ship, he took an­other 50 thou­sand eu­ros from the man and qui­etly dis­ap­peared from the town hall. 

 Ray still had no idea what he could do for a liv­ing and, more out of con­ve­nience than in­ter­est, fol­lowed his friends who moved to the city to study and formed a shared apart­ment. The par­ents didn’t mind be­cause he could take care of him­self, he said. Af­ter all, he had saved the money he had re­ceived from the girls for tu­tor­ing. How much he had was not an is­sue, and he promised to work along­side his stud­ies. Still, his fa­ther said, if he were ever in short sup­ply, he would help him out. The par­ents sat with him for a long time and they dis­cussed ev­ery­thing they knew about shared apart­ments. Ray was grate­ful and happy to feel their sup­port and good­will. 

 Ray still didn’t know what he wanted to do for a liv­ing, but he en­rolled in law. God knows, no par­tic­u­lar de­ci­sion, that should do for starters. Stu­dent life was much more ex­cit­ing, there was a party al­most ev­ery day, peo­ple drank, took a bit of drugs and there were al­ways enough girls. He learned to fall in love and break up nat­u­rally. He rarely used hyp­no­sis to get a girl into bed. The hunt and the slay­ing of the game was ex­cit­ing and ex­cit­ingly beau­ti­ful. At­tract­ing the girls nat­u­rally was far more sat­is­fy­ing than hyp­no­tiz­ing and fuck­ing them. 

 His bank ac­count melted away like spring snow. He sat list­lessly in the lec­tures and de­cided to be­come a crim­i­nal again and get money. He knew the place where the peo­ple from the town hall fre­quented. He care­fully se­lected the cor­rupt of­fi­cials and got them to bring him money in a plas­tic bag the next day. He of­ten learned from some­one who was still open to bribery. So he went from one to the next and care­fully took the money from them. He lis­tened very care­fully when they re­vealed what they knew about the lazy clien­tele. He chuck­led to think what he might have done with that in­for­ma­tion as a lawyer or pros­e­cu­tor. But he had cho­sen to be a thief. He took the money of the cor­rupt of­fi­cials and soon af­ter­wards the money of the rich and su­per-rich. He care­fully scouted out how much he could snag from them with­out dif­fi­culty. There was much more to be gained from these than from the of­fi­cials. His bank bal­ance grew enor­mously, by fourth year he had stolen more than 5 mil­lion. He went on va­ca­tion af­ter each se­mes­ter and took his par­ents with him once a year. They were ter­ri­bly proud of their son, who earned so much as a young lawyer. 

 For a long time now, he has not only taken money from the rich and su­per-rich, he also took their of­ten pretty wives and daugh­ters. Al­most ev­ery­one was up for a fling and he let them love him in all hon­esty with­out any false pre­tense. They gave him ev­ery­thing and more than they ever gave their hus­band. Of course, he was al­ways on the look­out and didn’t make any mis­takes with this clien­tele. Among these, the pro­por­tion of those he was good at hyp­no­tiz­ing was quite good. Some he didn’t reach men­tally and broke off im­me­di­ately. He made not the slight­est at­tempt to get their money or their wives. He knew he was danc­ing on a ra­zor’s edge and couldn’t af­ford a sin­gle mis­take. No money in this world and no woman, no mat­ter how se­duc­tive, was worth killing.

 Ray stayed in the shared apart­ment, al­though only a few of the orig­i­nal crew re­mained. The young­sters who fol­lowed were just as hun­gry for ad­ven­ture as their pre­de­ces­sors. Par­ties, al­co­hol, drugs and girls as al­ways. He trav­eled to dis­tant places and got to know many peo­ples. The par­ents didn’t want to go so far away and he paid them hol­i­days ac­cord­ing to their taste. Af­ter the fi­nal ex­ams he in­vited them to the party, they were very proud of their son, who had now be­come a lawyer. He only had one more year of prac­tice to com­plete. How­ever, it turned out to be four years, af­ter the first year he passed the bar exam. He con­tin­ued study­ing phi­los­o­phy and grad­u­ated in fourth year.

 Dur­ing this mem­o­rable time he got to know the re­ally big fish. Su­per crooks who knew no bor­ders and re­lent­lessly robbed so­ci­ety. In­ter­est­ingly, he got many of them into his hyp­notic grip. Maybe it had to do with be­ing over­bear­ing, ar­ro­gant, and nar­cis­sis­tic. It was a very dar­ing game when he usurped the gang­ster’s wives and daugh­ters. These crim­i­nals spent enor­mous sums of money to cap­ture or buy the most beau­ti­ful women. The beau­ti­ful wives were of­ten celebri­ties, film and TV stars, and in­vari­ably had no prob­lem cheat­ing on their hus­bands if they could keep it se­cret. Ev­ery­one gave them­selves with com­plete hon­esty, be­cause he didn’t want any ly­ing pre­tense. When he was still a stu­dent, he couldn’t see through the men­dac­ity of some girls and women. Only with some ex­pe­ri­ence in the hot stu­dent life did he see through them and or­dered them to leave out ev­ery­thing fake. He was as care­ful as he could with each of these adul­ter­ies, for it was al­ways a game of death. 

 Most of the gang­sters’ daugh­ters were con­sis­tently de­praved princesses who would give them­selves to any­one with­out hes­i­ta­tion. They were very sur­prised by their own sin­cere de­vo­tion be­cause Ray was never put off with su­per­fi­cial pre­tense. For some, it was the first time lay­ing down with a man with hon­est de­vo­tion. It was not un­com­mon for them to cry af­ter­wards, feel­ing deeply moved. 

 He took the gang­sters’ money by the brief­case and robbed them of a few per­cent of their wealth. Those close to the gang­sters saw suit­cases of money be­ing handed over ev­ery day, so his lit­tle crime went un­no­ticed. It was not un­com­mon for the gang­ster to whis­per softly to his lawyer or se­cretly hand him a suit­case of money. To cover up his crime, he drilled down on the bosses ex­actly what they al­legedly talked about. He re­mained as cau­tious as ever and made it look like a neme­sis had taken the money when it came to large amounts. If they dis­trusted and sus­pected each other, that was his right and he didn’t care at all. He stayed out of any­thing in­volv­ing vi­o­lence had to do, but in all other re­spects he was a good, a very good, lawyer for the gang­ster. And he was paid hand­somely, his ex­or­bi­tant fees jus­ti­fy­ing the fact that he was an ex­cel­lent lawyer, com­bat­ive, bril­liant, and al­ways vic­to­ri­ous. He has long since taken mil­lions from them with­out feel­ing em­bar­rassed. Ray ended his three years of prac­tice with a good 750 mil­lion in the ac­count. He could con­fi­dently re­tire at the age of 30.

 He went to the Car­ib­bean for a few months and was hav­ing a god damn good time. Sun, sea and tequila, that was beau­ti­ful. He read the news­pa­per in the morn­ing, lounged around and let him­self be se­duced by en­chant­ingly beau­ti­ful hol­i­day­mak­ers ev­ery day. He was told ev­ery­thing about their sex­u­al­ity and sex­ual se­crets, which in­ter­ested him very much. The most beau­ti­ful women from all over the world told all their sex­ual se­crets and lay down with him pas­sion­ately.

 He was 32 years old, in good health and wealthy. Not keen on work­ing in an of­fice, he bought a mod­est house in the south of Vi­enna and be­came a pri­vate cit­i­zen. He had cho­sen to re­tire and re­main alone. He didn’t want to work as a lawyer and stayed away from the pre­vi­ous clients he had robbed. He would go out once or twice a month, en­joy­ing the town’s nightlife with his old friends and al­ways bring­ing a com­pan­ion from town to lie down with him. He needed a house­keeper and thor­oughly in­ter­viewed each ap­pli­cant be­fore hir­ing them. He gave her his or­ders un­der hyp­no­sis, which she faith­fully car­ried out. The house­keeper looked af­ter his house­hold, cooked for him and will­ingly lay down with him when she felt his ten­sion. 

 He de­cided to in­vest some of his money in real es­tate. He left the ad­min­is­tra­tion to the pro­fes­sion­als, he didn’t want to bur­den him­self with an­noy­ing work. He sup­ported his par­ents gen­er­ously, en­abling them to re­tire as soon as pos­si­ble and to en­joy their re­tire­ment fi­nan­cially. The bond be­tween them grew stronger ev­ery year. His par­ents were in­cred­i­bly proud of him for mak­ing it this far. The only thing that wor­ried his mother was that he wasn’t think­ing about get­ting mar­ried. She was very dis­pleased that his house­keeper lay with him ev­ery night. That’s not right, she said bit­terly. It used to be the big landown­ers who took their sub­or­di­nates to bed. Ray no­ticed that her bit­ter­ness was mixed with a good deal of jeal­ousy. He looked deep into her soul. Why did he give this com­plete stranger what was ac­tu­ally her right? He as­sured her that if the right per­son came, she would!

 He loved good mu­sic, read se­ri­ous lit­er­a­ture for hours, read many news­pa­pers and watched the news and news mag­a­zines on tele­vi­sion. He re­searched the world ex­ten­sively, spent many hours on the in­ter­net and got a good and com­pre­hen­sive view of the real world as it re­ally was. It felt like there was noth­ing he could do about it. The world was a mess and it dis­gusted him how the rich and pow­er­ful were mis­lead­ing and rob­bing the com­mon foot sol­diers. That was very sober­ing be­cause he had no idea how to change that. It was ob­vi­ously part of be­ing hu­man to snatch, rob and use vi­o­lence. The knowl­edge of de­cency, neigh­bor­hood help and bet­ter so­lu­tions was gen­er­ally avail­able, but greed was the dom­i­nant thing in the world. It seemed like greed was etched into hu­man DNA. Peo­ple like him, who could one day stop grab­bing money and even more con­sciously put an end to greed, were rare. He was 32 years old. 

 And Ray was still hav­ing these in­tense, weird dreams. 

 

 
 

   The first con­ver­sa­tion

 by István Rudas  © 2022       

 
 “Wel­come to the Ja­reel, Raimund!” said the voice.

 “Please call me Ray,” he said, “Raimund is so of­fi­cial and a bit old-fash­ioned!”

 “Very well Ray, what­ever you like! Wel­come, we’ve been look­ing for you for a long time and it’s very sat­is­fy­ing to have you with us!”

 Ray thought it was weird not see­ing the other per­son. Who were they, who was the voice?

 “I will an­swer all your ques­tions,” said the voice and con­tin­ued: “I can hear your thoughts, feel free to ask if you want to know more!”

 In the soft glim­mer of light, a face was dimly vis­i­ble, look­ing at him and speak­ing to him. It was a gen­tle, in­tel­li­gent face, look­ing at him kindly. 

 “We are ac­tu­ally bod­i­less, our ex­is­tence does not need a body like you. And there are many of us on this space sta­tion, about a mil­lion, and we mostly act to­gether. - Oh, the space sta­tion? Look, I’ll show you! “

 An oddly shaped ob­ject ap­peared in the air in front of his face. It looked most like an elon­gated hedge­hog, with an­tenna-shaped spikes and tow­ers pro­trud­ing from both the front and the back. The ob­ject was com­pletely dark. Sud­denly, thou­sands of lights blazed up, il­lu­mi­nat­ing it. Only now did Ray re­al­ize how com­plex it was. His eyes swept over the thou­sands of de­tails that could be seen on the sur­face. It was a huge space­ship and Ray watched it with great in­ter­est. How big it might be, he puz­zled and knew the an­swer right away. It was 5.4 km long and 1.2 km in di­am­e­ter. The ob­ject went dark again and dis­ap­peared. It was about 500,000km from Earth and was cam­ou­flaged, in­vis­i­ble to all ter­res­tri­als. Ray had to swal­low a few times, so there he was. A lit­tle hu­man, in­vis­i­ble far out in space.

 The per­son op­po­site gave him time to di­gest it. Ray closed his eyes. Hamurabi had sat be­fore him on this lit­tle bench be­fore he be­came king of the Baby­lo­nian em­pire. Imhotep, priest and ar­chi­tect of an­cient Egypt. Chan­dragupta Mau­rya who ruled In­dia. Pakal, the great Mayan king. De­ganaw­idah was the last of those seated. He founded North Amer­ica’s first democ­racy, the Iro­quois League, over 900 years ago and abol­ished can­ni­bal­ism overnight when he re­turned from the Ja­reel. He didn’t un­der­stand, of course, that the Ja­reel were con­cerned about the plagues that can­ni­bal­ism would in­evitably un­leash.

 And now him. Why him!?

 Thoughts poured into him, he grad­u­ally and frag­men­tar­ily un­der­stood how they had come to him. It has a lot to do with your first part­ner’s genes, the voice in his mind whis­pered. He thought. Ilse? The voice hes­i­tated for a mo­ment. “No, the one be­fore!” she whis­pered. He blushed as he re­mem­bered it all like it was yes­ter­day. “We know ev­ery­thing,” the voice whis­pered, al­most in­audi­ble. “Your mother’s genes and those of your fa­ther, the ma­gi­cian Mag­nus, made a mix that’s rare to find! We watched you grow, amused by your af­ter­noons with the school­girls as well as your raids. You con­vinced us that you’re the one!” The whis­per died away.

 The knowl­edge flooded into his mind and he sud­denly knew ev­ery­thing he needed to know. The Ja­reel on this space sta­tion have been here for many cen­turies and watched the de­vel­op­ment of hu­man­ity. They al­most never in­ter­vened, peo­ple had to evolve quite nat­u­rally. The de­vel­op­ment of nu­clear power was un­avoid­able and the Ja­reel had de­cided to in­ter­vene. This de­vel­op­ment led straight into the abyss, they couldn’t al­low that. He had been cho­sen to pre­vent it. 

 Ray, rep­re­sent­ing the Ja­reel, had to reach out to hu­man­ity and de­liver their mes­sage. And ex­e­cute. That’s why he was here. 

 The friendly face looked straight at him. “Tell me three things that bother you about your world,” the voice prompted. 

 “War, hunger, poverty, de­struc­tion of the planet, ex­ploita­tion” flashed through Ray’s mind. 

 “That was more than three,” the face smiled and beamed at him. “Those are good tar­gets,” rang in his head. “We can work on that.” 

 Ray nod­ded, agree­ing with that. But — how should that hap­pen? He waited for an an­swer, but the voice was silent. So, Ray sighed, the world lead­ers call a meet­ing, and… and then a 32-year-old com­plete stranger comes up to them and de­mands what­ever? He laughed and shook his head, that didn’t work! He laughed at the thought of show­ing up in the an­techam­ber of any Pres­i­dent and de­liv­er­ing a mes­sage from aliens. That was just stupid.

 He thought he strained af­ter. It had to be some­thing very con­vinc­ing, some­thing that didn’t stray too far from peo­ple’s imag­i­na­tions and was im­pres­sive enough to make them lis­ten. Grad­u­ally he col­lected his thoughts, which were made up of many in­di­vid­ual snip­pets. He smiled be­cause a lot came from Hol­ly­wood movies and nov­els. But that didn’t mat­ter, it just had to be ef­fec­tive. 

 The Ja­reel could do any­thing. Telekine­sis, tele­por­ta­tion, mind read­ing, and af­fect­ing minds. They could pro­cure all ma­te­ri­als, man­u­fac­ture them or de­velop new ones. They could clone liv­ing be­ings as well as ob­jects of any kind. They were so tech­ni­cally ad­vanced that they could pro­duce ev­ery­thing imag­in­able per­fectly. Ray nod­ded sat­is­fied, “Let’s do it!” he cried and fell into a deep sleep. 

 

 
 

   The space­ship

 by István Rudas  © 2022       

 
 Ray knew what he wanted. He had to think or imag­ine it and let them pro­duce it. He needed a space­ship that would al­low him to ap­pear be­fore hu­man­ity. It should be based on the pop­u­lar ideas about UFOs, peo­ple would ac­cept that. It should have the shape of a disc, be com­pletely smooth and im­pen­e­tra­ble on the out­side. About 500m in di­am­e­ter. With cloak­ing abil­ity and a shield that the best weapons of man could not over­come. Armed to the teeth. Nav­i­ga­tion for all ar­eas of the world. Best means of com­mu­ni­ca­tion to talk di­rectly to any or all peo­ple. A de­vice to ad­dress any or all tele­vi­sion chan­nels in the world. One trans­la­tor mod­ule for all lan­guages in the world. 

 There should be a large, im­pres­sive re­cep­tion hall, with an im­pos­ing throne for him. He needed an apart­ment that was all his and well equipped, with a kitchen that could cook ev­ery­thing for him. A com­mand cen­ter where he could see and con­trol ev­ery­thing. Big screen equiv­a­lents that could show him ev­ery­thing. The whole space­ship and its setup should be voice con­trolled. 

 The voice in his head en­cour­aged him to think the thought through. “Go ahead, Ray!” He needed a mate. A pretty Asian, maybe. Video por­traits of the pret­ti­est Asian women ap­peared in front of him. The fifth im­pressed him im­me­di­ately, she had a smart face and her naked body was just beau­ti­ful. Clone her, he thought, give her a sub­mis­sive, friendly na­ture. She must speak my lan­guage — and should be smart and ed­u­cated. Drop the pu­bic hair and ovaries on the clone, I don’t want kids with her. Ray paused ex­hausted, had he for­got­ten some­thing im­por­tant? Yes, she should be very sex­u­ally ex­pe­ri­enced, ab­so­lutely! The bright face across from him smiled friendly, we will de­sign it ac­cord­ing to your ideas, we know your sex­u­al­ity and your de­sires very well. The face was smil­ing, she will be an am­bas­sador be­tween us be­cause you are so so­cial­ized that you are bet­ter off talk­ing to a spe­cific per­son. You will surely like it bet­ter than the thought com­mu­ni­ca­tion.

 Ray felt hun­gry. He spot­ted a set ta­ble in the room next door and went there. Steak with fries and a mixed salad, a glass of red wine and a small beer. They ac­tu­ally knew what he liked. He ate and drank and took a cig­a­rette out of the wooden box. He was full and looked at the pic­ture that was pre­sented to him. 

 It was an ex­cel­lent model of his space­ship, a dis­cus that looked like the dis­cus of a dis­cus thrower. He grabbed it in his hand and turned it. Yes, that’s ex­actly how I imag­ined it! he thought and nod­ded in sat­is­fac­tion. A flap opened and the “cam­era” flew in. There was ac­tu­ally a 100m2 large, round hall whose ceil­ing of­fered an im­pres­sive play of light as if made of pre­cious stones. They are gems, the voice in his head mur­mured. His eyes widened. On the right was a gilded throne on a finely dec­o­rated pedestal. It is gold, finest gold from Rus­sia! whis­pered the voice and laughed, “the seat cush­ions from the For­bid­den City are cov­ered with silk and are soft!” Ray laughed along with the voice and face. The floor is black mar­ble with white in­lays, he chuck­led and the face nod­ded in the af­fir­ma­tive. All around were Greek col­umns made of white mar­ble, be­hind them a beau­ti­ful, green land­scape with a sandy beach by the sea. De­cep­tively real. Ray was im­pressed and very sat­is­fied. 

 There was a com­fort­able lounger in the next room and Ray went to it. Your space­ship will be ready in five earth days, said the voice in his head be­fore he fell asleep. 

 

 
 

   Lin — the girl

 by István Rudas  © 2022       

 
 Ray woke up from a very nice dream. He had slept re­ally well, felt im­mensely re­freshed, and was stretch­ing. On the chair were his pants, un­der­wear and a t-shirt that he wore very of­ten. His sneak­ers looked like new. He looked closely: ev­ery­thing was new, sneak­ers, pants and t-shirt. Im­pres­sive what they could do! He dressed quickly and went into the next room. The ta­ble was set, break­fast like at home. He had a leisurely break­fast and smoked a cig­a­rette, then looked at the model of his space­ship again. He floated the cam­era back into the throne room. He knew the cam­era wasn’t a cam­era, but some­thing very so­phis­ti­cated that he didn’t know a word for. Next to the throne room was the com­mand cen­ter. He floated the cam­era in and was amazed to find that ev­ery­thing was in mo­tion, parts ap­pear­ing from noth­ing and be­ing in­serted by in­vis­i­ble hands. “It’s not a model, it’s the real com­mand cen­ter be­ing set up!” whis­pered the voice in his head. Ray rubbed his eyes. “Is this all real?” The voice fell silent, giv­ing him time.

 He reached for the wooden box and took an­other cig­a­rette, poured him­self a cup of cof­fee and looked up. 

 She stood in the door­way smil­ing. He rec­og­nized her im­me­di­ately, the girl from the video. She was much younger than him, 20 at most, and slim with beau­ti­ful black hair that reached her hips. He looked at her beau­ti­fully shaped face, the full breasts un­der the translu­cent sum­mer dress and her slen­der build. She wasn’t wear­ing any un­der­wear, he no­ticed that im­me­di­ately. He smiled back. 

 “Come closer,” he asked, watch­ing her grace­fully walk to­ward him and stand still in front of him. He put his hand on her back and let it slide down her small butt. “Do you know me?” he asked and she replied, “Yes, of course, you’re my man, Ray!” She had a very pleas­ant, full voice. Her beau­ti­ful al­mond eyes rested on him. “What do you want to call me?” she asked, look­ing at him ex­pec­tantly. The thoughts tum­bled in his head, he had had a va­ca­tioner from China in the Car­ib­bean, she was great and very im­pres­sive in bed and hasn’t left his mind since. Her name was Lin. 

 “Lin,” he said sim­ply, and she nod­ded, “Lin, like the gem!” He made her sit down next to him and grabbed her hand.

 “Would you like to be my wife, Lin?” he asked qui­etly and she nod­ded and kissed his cheek.

 “Yes,” she said, smil­ing, “that’s why I’m here!” She leaned against him. He poured a sec­ond cup of cof­fee and of­fered her a cig­a­rette. They drank and smoked in si­lence. 

 “Would you like me to show you my space­ship?” he asked and she shook her head. “I know it very well, we did it” she said and he re­al­ized that he was speak­ing to the Ja­reel through her. “I want to go to the com­mand cen­ter and fa­mil­iar­ize my­self with the de­vices.” Lin nod­ded and fol­lowed him. They let the cam­era take them to the com­mand cen­ter and spent most of the day in front of the con­soles. Lin could ex­plain ev­ery­thing to him like the most com­pe­tent en­gi­neer. She para­phrased the some­times dif­fi­cult to un­der­stand terms in terms of his world and re­mained pa­tient if he did not un­der­stand some­thing right away. He was a lawyer and not a fighter pi­lot, he knew that. Nev­er­the­less, he stub­bornly con­tin­ued to prac­tice, try­ing to use both the voice in­put and the man­ual con­trols. Lin was a very good teacher, pa­tiently ex­plain­ing over and over how it ac­tu­ally worked. He needed a break, a cof­fee and a cig­a­rette. With­out a word, Lin got up and served. They kept prac­tic­ing un­til he got hun­gry. What he would like to eat, Lin asked and he only thought about it for a mo­ment. “Steak with fries and salad like yes­ter­day,” he said, “and then vanilla ice cream with whipped cream.” She nod­ded, “We’ll eat in 10 min­utes, shall we have an aper­i­tif first?” 

 They drank a mar­tini and talked about their sit­u­a­tion. He said that un­for­tu­nately he hadn’t show­ered, he hadn’t found a bath­room in the morn­ing. She laughed out loud and ruf­fled his hair. “The bath­room is right at the head of the bed,” she said, “you can take a shower with me be­fore bed if you like!” She smiled faintly be­cause it hadn’t es­caped her no­tice that he would have pre­ferred to skip din­ner. But the ta­ble was set, the hot steak was wait­ing for her. Af­ter dessert he had Lin serve him an espresso and they smoked and chat­ted hap­pily.

 Lin stood up. “Shall we take a shower?” she asked teas­ingly and he fol­lowed her. They show­ered and splashed hap­pily, then lay down on the bed. The Ja­reel had done an ex­cel­lent job, Lin was the sum of all good mem­o­ries. 

 

 
 

   A First Plan

 by István Rudas  © 2022       

 
 Ray sat back af­ter break­fast. Lin had cleared the ta­ble, came back with grace­ful steps and poured them both more cof­fee. She ac­cepted the of­fered cig­a­rette and sat down next to him.

 “I take your thoughts as a com­pli­ment,” she said, smil­ing, “I’m just try­ing to be the good woman you wished for!” Ray took her hand and kissed her fin­ger­tips. He didn’t par­tic­u­larly like men­tal com­mu­ni­ca­tion, pre­fer­ring to talk to her. She nod­ded in agree­ment and ruf­fled the hairs on the back of his neck af­fec­tion­ately. 

 “I’ve been think­ing all the time about what I can do in three days,” he said. “War is in peo­ple’s DNA, it’s been like that for thou­sands of years. I don’t know if you can sim­ply tell peo­ple to stop fight­ing wars.” Ray sucked on his cig­a­rette and watched the smoke. “I un­der­stand some things about hyp­no­sis, but it seems un­re­al­is­tic to me that hyp­no­sis can make peo­ple for­get the war.”

 Lin nod­ded gravely. “We eval­u­ated that a long time ago, it doesn’t work sus­tain­ably, it doesn’t last.” She snug­gled up to him and took his hand. “It has to be dif­fer­ent.” She said thought­fully: “We’ve also tried tak­ing away peo­ple’s weapons, that was be­fore the Tro­jan War. At the end of the Iron Age, we shat­tered their spears and swords like glass. For 50 years it went quite well, they didn’t carry any More wars. They were de­ter­mined and in­vented bronze. Peo­ple would not stop for a sin­gle day from forg­ing new weapons.” 

 Ray thought long and hard about what Lin had said. There had to be some­thing that could be done. He lit the next cig­a­rette. He had to flick the lighter sev­eral times be­fore the flame ap­peared and lit the cig­a­rette. He stared at the stupid thing. A thought shot into his brain and took shape. 

 “And what if the guns just don’t work?” He was still star­ing at the stupid lighter that didn’t al­ways work. Lin sat bolt up­right. She thought about it and a whole crush of Ja­reel thought and dis­cussed the idea.

 “It’s enough if no weapon works any­more,” Ray mur­mured. “Or if the am­mu­ni­tion be­comes un­us­able. If firearms no longer work, then peo­ple have to wage their wars with knives, spears and clubs. That is far too te­dious, the wars could only be waged with phys­i­cal strength, the wars are be­com­ing shorter and re­gion­ally re­stricted .”

 Ray leaned back. “Would that work?” he asked Lin. She was silent for a long time, con­tem­plat­ing with the crush. Min­utes later she grabbed his hand. “It would be pos­si­ble to re­move the abil­ity to ex­plode from most firearm am­mu­ni­tion. Most other pro­pel­lants could also be re­moved from the abil­ity to ex­plode. No ammo, no ex­plo­sives, no rocket fuel.” Lin paused and looked Ray in the eye. 

 “There would also be many down­sides,” she con­tin­ued. “You could no longer launch rock­ets, not even for civil­ian pur­poses such as satel­lites or space re­search. The po­lice and mil­i­tary would be dis­armed, that would be fa­tal. Quar­ries and tun­nel builders would have no ex­plo­sives. These are some of the prob­lems.”

 “Okay,” said Ray, “let’s go through each item one by one. Rock­ets: most are for war, so throw them out! You could keep a sin­gle rocket fuel plant op­er­a­tional for civil­ian space travel and mon­i­tor the re­lease tightly. Po­lice and mil­i­tary: for hun­dreds of years the po­lice of­fi­cers in Eng­land were un­armed, so it works. In ad­di­tion, many po­lice of­fi­cers al­ready have tasers, which they could still use. Of course, this is very del­i­cate, but the pos­i­tive ef­fect far out­weighs it. There were quar­ries Thou­sands of years be­fore Al­fred No­bel, you have to change pro­duc­tion, that’s not a big price. Tun­nels could al­ready be dug in an­cient times. High-rise build­ings can also be de­mol­ished with­out ex­plo­sives. All in all, I see huge ad­van­tages and man­age­able dis­ad­van­tages.“
 
“Nu­clear weapons are still a prob­lem,” Lin said, “de­fus­ing them from a dis­tance is very, very dif­fi­cult to im­pos­si­ble, we’ve done a lot of re­search on that.” 

 Ray thought for a mo­ment. “Cor­rect me if I say some­thing wrong,” he told her. “There will be no more rock­ets to carry a nu­clear weapon. There will be no more ex­plo­sives to det­o­nate the nu­clear weapons. It will still be pos­si­ble to drop the nu­clear bomb from an air­plane, but it would do lit­tle dam­age. A small lo­cal dirty bomb sucks but that’s not the way to make a real war, sim­i­larly bi­o­log­i­cal and chem­i­cal weapons, you can drop them, but such a war would only be lo­cal, it’s the same with the mil­i­tary, you can un­leash upon the en­emy with clubs and ma­chetes wag­ing a war the old-fash­ioned way will be dif­fi­cult. And vi­o­lence will prob­a­bly never be abol­ished.”

 Ray met Lin’s eyes. “No more nu­clear weapons, no more rocket weapons, no more ar­tillery and no more hand­guns. That wouldn’t be such a bad start. I think we should do that. That would be a gi­ant step to­wards a bet­ter fu­ture. And yes, vi­o­lence does not leave peo­ples mind.”

 Lin lit two cig­a­rettes and gave him one. “To­day be­fore din­ner I can tell you if the Ja­reel can do it tech­ni­cally.” They smoked in si­lence. 

 “Come on,” Lin said, “let’s see your space­ship, your apart­ment is ready!” They let the cam­era take them into the space­ship and in­spected the new apart­ment. He was amazed. It was right be­hind the com­mand cen­ter, was exquisitely fur­nished and very spa­cious. The ceil­ings glit­tered and sparkled with their jew­els. The bath­room was huge, the bath­tub round and in­ge­niously equipped with mas­sage jets. Func­tional shower and two van­i­ties and a spe­cial closet. Lin ex­plained to him that it had a wash­ing ma­chine com­pa­ra­ble, there were hand and bath tow­els on top, which you tucked in be­low af­ter use. The next day they were on top again, clean and ironed. 

 The bed­room was also stun­ning. Here, too, a sparkling and glit­ter­ing ceil­ing that could be switched off. A huge bed. The glass walls reached to the floor and gave him a view of a sandy beach and the sea. Lin amazed him and then said that you could go out on the sandy beach and swim in the sea. He looked at her in dis­be­lief, but she just walked ahead of him, walk­ing across the sand and up to her knees in the sea. He fol­lowed her and grabbed her hand. He asked her how that was pos­si­ble, but she laughed out loud and said it was some Ja­reel mumbo-jumbo that he prob­a­bly wouldn’t un­der­stand. His space­ship had a di­am­e­ter of 1,500 me­ters, there was enough space for mumbo-jumbo, she said smil­ing to the amazed Ray. The sea stretched to the hori­zon, tiny rocky islets formed a nat­u­ral break­wa­ter. The sandy beach to the left and right merged into a sparse stock of palm trees, like on a South Seas is­land. He couldn’t be­lieve it. They went back and a con­fused Ray washed the sand off his feet. It was real sand, no doubt. Lin chuck­led as she washed her feet in the bidet af­ter him. “You know that it’s meant for some­thing else?” and laughed sweetly as he shook his head and his ears went red as she whis­pered it in his ear. 

 He just glanced at the tiny kitchen, it wasn’t in­ter­est­ing. Lin told him that the kitchen was mainly for the dishes, the food was or­dered and “ho­cus pocus” was cooked and served. She ex­plained to him with a broad grin, of course it would be cooked on earth, the Ja­reel tele­ported the meal to the space­ship in the blink of an eye. He nod­ded in the af­fir­ma­tive, re­al­iz­ing that the chef must for­get that he had cooked. Lin grinned from ear to ear. “I or­der from the chef, steal the meal in a flash, pay him well and let him for­get. That’s how they cook here, my dear!”

 The din­ing room was large and bright, be­hind it were two com­fort­ably fur­nished rooms. There he could read and lis­ten to mu­sic. All he had to do was call up a piece of mu­sic and it played out of in­vis­i­ble loud­speak­ers. There was also a desk with a big screen where he could ac­cess the in­ter­net. Here, too, the walls showed the sandy beach and the sea, on the other side a meadow and a for­est. “You can go there too,” he asked, “Ho­cus pocus?” Lin smiled and nod­ded in con­fir­ma­tion. Her smile was so adorable that he stepped up to her. “The kiss is for the sweet­est woman I’ve ever met!”

 He sat down by the screen and said he wanted to see the New York Times. The front page promptly ap­peared and his gaze fell on the date. He’s been here a week, he said to Lin, time just flies! He flipped the pages for two min­utes, read­ing the head­lines, the world’s trou­bles were un­changed. He switched off and sat down in one of the com­fort­able arm­chairs. Lin sat down with him. 

 “Some­thing is both­er­ing you,” she said, “I’m not read­ing your mind be­cause you don’t like it. Can you tell me what it is?”

 He nod­ded and thought about it, she took two cig­a­rettes from the wooden box that was spread all over the apart­ment. They smoked in si­lence and Ray or­ga­nized his thoughts. 

 “It is typ­i­cal for us hu­mans that we judge the other per­son in frac­tions of a sec­ond when we meet. That’s how it is, it’s in our DNA. For ex­am­ple, if a teacher steps in front of a school class and he is a head shorter than the stu­dents, per­haps still in­con­spic­u­ously dressed, then he will have a hard time, no mat­ter how good he is as a teacher.” Lin nod­ded in agree­ment. 

 “Now look at me. Slim and slen­der, medium height, un­re­mark­able face, beard­less. If I wear a suit, an im­pres­sively good suit, then I can act as a lawyer. But never as a crime boss.” He paused and ges­tured in the air. “How am I sup­posed to ap­pear in front of the most pow­er­ful peo­ple in the world, for ex­am­ple in a lawyer’s suit!?” He stared sor­row­fully out to sea, the waves calm­ing him a lit­tle. 

 Lin grabbed the back of his head and ruf­fled his hair. It was a very lov­ing ges­ture. “The Ja­reel can do any­thing. It won’t be a dif­fi­cult task. The eas­i­est would be to have you ap­pear in any shape or dress at a meet­ing or a tele­vised ad­dress. All you have to do is tell me what you wish for!” 

 Ray said he’d like to think about it. He closed his eyes and thought. The first thing that came to mind was Michelan­gelo’s Moses in Rome. One of the most im­pres­sive male fig­ures he had ever seen. But the horns, which the great sculp­tor must have formed with care, re­pelled him. He dis­missed the thought. The sec­ond thing that came to mind was the im­pos­ing Zeus statue by the sculp­tor Phidias at Olympia. He said it out loud and Lin could fol­low his train of thought. She said it could be done with ease. He deep­ened the thought. If a liv­ing god ap­peared among the peo­ple, that would be re­ally im­pres­sive, even for an un­e­d­u­cated head of state. “Cross the stat­ues of Moses and Zeus as mus­cu­lar gi­ants six feet or bet­ter two and a half me­ters, long white locks of hair and long beard like Moses. A white tu­nic trimmed with gold and a golden staff with a thun­der­bolt on top. Some­thing like that.” Ray looked un­cer­tainly at Lin. 

 She smiled and looked into his eyes. “It’s an easy task, it’s re­ally easy to do.” She thought for a mo­ment. “For a TV ap­pear­ance, it’s enough to change your im­age on the show. But I can also give you the look if you have a face-to-face meet­ing. It’s just a ques­tion of whether you want to be changed tem­po­rar­ily or per­ma­nently! “

 “Tem­po­rary only!” Ray replied like a shot. “I’m per­fectly happy with how I look, it’s just to im­press the world. And such a liv­ing god is im­pres­sive, I’m sure!”

 Lin said they would do a dry run to­mor­row and then de­cide what Zeus should look like. Ray nod­ded in sat­is­fac­tion, that was a good plan. 

 They went to the com­mand cen­ter and looked at ev­ery­thing, it was now fin­ished. He went back to the throne room at the end, he was re­ally stun­ning. He turned the lights on and off, walked through the huge hall and took a good look at ev­ery­thing. He asked Lin to sit on the throne. She cooed, grinned, dropped her sun­dress and sat naked on the throne. He whis­tled shrilly and laughed, didn’t she want to give the tele­vised ad­dress?

 They ex­ited the space­ship and drank an aper­i­tif be­fore din­ner. Lin snug­gled up to him and he  ex­haled the smoke through his nose. “It will work,” she said abruptly and Ray didn’t know what she meant. “The Ja­reel can do any­thing, they can dis­able any kind of am­mu­ni­tion, ex­plo­sives and rocket fuel too.” Ray blinked and nod­ded, that was very good news. She con­tin­ued, “It will take them a to­tal of two Earth days to set ev­ery­thing up. The mis­sion will take less than half a day. You can rely on this in­for­ma­tion!”

 Ray digged deeper and was told by Lin that the Ja­reel had al­ready tried ev­ery­thing out in the field on Earth. Small arms am­mu­ni­tion could be crip­pled just as eas­ily as ar­tillery am­mu­ni­tion. They dis­abled and det­o­nated some US and Chi­nese mis­siles. There was only one hell of a fire in the launch pads, oth­er­wise no dam­age was done. Like­wise, there were some fires in the nu­clear mis­sile si­los, and with that it was pos­si­ble to dis­arm hu­man­ity to a large ex­tent. But not in the blink of an eye, it would take half a day. 

 Ray hugged Lin. “That’s won­der­ful news,” he said, “we can work with that!”

 They talked all night af­ter din­ner, fi­nal­iz­ing the plan. Lin had good ideas, they needed care­ful chore­og­ra­phy. Fan­fare and the­atri­cal fog at the be­gin­ning, Lin would stride around the throne scat­ter­ing flower petals. He would de­liver his brief ad­dress to ev­ery tele­vi­sion chan­nel in the world, then more the­atri­cal fog and fan­fare. They fine-tuned and for­mu­lated his text, which he learned by heart but, just to be on the safe side, could also read from a pro­jec­tion. A few espres­sos and a dozen cig­a­rettes later, they went to bed. 
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 The next day, af­ter break­fast, Lin re­minded him to watch the pro­jec­tion of Zeus in the throne room. They let the “cam­era” bring them into the throne room. They squat­ted on the vis­i­tor’s bench in front of the throne and waited anx­iously. Zeus ap­peared on the throne. Ray and Lin held their breath. 

 The mus­cu­lar gi­ant looked im­pos­ing, his pow­er­ful chest twice as wide as his hips. The god un­folded his mag­nif­i­cent man­hood. “My God!” stam­mered Lin, “I’ve never seen one like that!” She grabbed Ray’s hand and snug­gled up to him ex­cit­edly. “A gi­ant…” she breathed, “how did it feel?” She put her hand to her mouth and turned red.

 “He needs a tu­nic and a staff,” Ray re­minded dryly, both of which mag­i­cally ap­peared. The white tu­nic, made of the finest cloth, was edged with gold and cov­ered one shoul­der and the ab­domen of the im­pos­ing man. A finely worked fibula made of pure gold held the tu­nic to­gether over the chest. A hand clutched a golden staff tow­er­ing over him. Small bolts of light­ning shot from the tip of the staff. Ray nod­ded con­tent­edly, that’s pretty much what he had imag­ined. 

 “He’s too pale, he needs some tan,” he mur­mured, and the gi­ant’s face and body ac­quired a pleas­ant tan. “The hair should look sil­ver­ier and reach to the shoul­der blades. Curly, like Phidias.” He took a closer look at the face. “He should be a bit younger, around 40 and some prom­i­nent wrin­kles on his face are also needed. No, not that much! Wrin­kled dis­tinc­tive and not wrin­kled wrin­kled!” Ray wasn’t quite done yet. “The eyes have to get brighter, ra­di­ant blue, fas­ci­nat­ing blue!”

 Ray looked at Lin, who couldn’t tear her eyes away from the gi­ants gen­i­tals. He asked her and she winced slightly. “I want to hear his voice!” she said and Zeus re­peated blankly, “She wants to hear my voice!” 

 “No, no!” said Lin, “he needs a deep, rum­bling voice, he’s the god­damn thun­der god!” She waved his hands over his voice un­til it was deep and growl­ing. Ray and Lin shud­dered at the thun­der­ous sound of that voice, now it was right. Ray gave Lin a few min­utes to feast her eyes on the gods pri­vates. They dis­missed the god and went into the liv­ing room of his apart­ment. “I’ve no­ticed and I’ll give you this plea­sure if it’s pos­si­ble,” he said, gen­tly stroking Lin’s hot cheeks with his hand. She low­ered her head and blushed. “It’s pos­si­ble,” she whis­pered, “you can wish it any­time!”

 He led the way into the bed­room and lay down on the bed. He de­sired the body of the god and he was it. “It’s me, Ray, it re­ally is me,” Zeus growled as Lin laid down next to him. 

 He later wished for his own body again and they had din­ner at the new apart­ment. Af­ter din­ner they drank whiskey and gin and smoked. He felt very com­fort­able and con­tent in his new apart­ment. He lis­tened with a smile as Lin gushed to him about her ex­pe­ri­ence with the god. He swam in the sea with Lin be­fore they went to sleep. 

 Then the big day came. They went into the throne room, Ray sat on the throne and turned into Zeus. He saw a small square in the air in front of him, he should look there. He waited a few min­utes to com­pletely re­lax. The­atri­cal fog rose, fan­fares sounded, and the fog cleared. Lin floated in from the side, car­ry­ing a bas­ket of flow­ers and petals. 

 Her face had trans­formed into the ide­al­ized, aris­to­cratic face of an an­cient Greek woman, her naked body un­der the white tulle left no ques­tions unan­swered and she walked around the throne, scat­ter­ing flow­ers and petals on the floor. She sat down at the feet of the god and snug­gled up against his legs. 

 Ray con­cen­trated and calmly read his speech from the dis­play that ap­peared just be­hind the square. Zeus raised a hand and the fan­fares stopped.

 “Peace be upon you, peo­ple of this world! I come in peace and I want to bring you peace. But you must all want peace your­selves too! Stop all wars, urge your lead­ers to stop wars once and for all. Af­ter thou­sands of years of wars, it is now time for hu­man­ity to take a big step to­wards a peace­ful fu­ture. Do not waste your re­sources, use them wisely and fairly. I de­mand of you: end your wars im­me­di­ately, throw away your weapons, be­cause I will come back in three days and take them from you!”

 Fan­fares, the­ater fog. Ray got up and trans­formed back, as did Lin. They walked hand in hand into the liv­ing room and sat down by the screen. 

 The me­dia hell erupted im­me­di­ately on Earth. All tele­vi­sion chan­nels in the world had his speech broad­cast si­mul­ta­ne­ously, ev­ery­one heard his words in his na­tive lan­guage. Very few TV chan­nels tried to in­ter­rupt his speech, but none suc­ceeded in time.

 The pow­er­ful and the po­lit­i­cal lead­ers im­me­di­ately con­vened cri­sis meet­ings. The con­tact de­tails of Zeus were re­ceived in the of­fices of three pres­i­dents, the USA, Eu­rope and China. They should be the only ones who could con­tact them di­rectly. Videos ap­peared in the air next to his screen show­ing the cri­sis man­age­ment teams. He sat in front of these dis­plays with Lin for hours, ob­serv­ing the re­ac­tions of the Krisen­wands. Ray didn’t ask what mumbo-jumbo the Ja­reel used to stream ses­sions from the high se­cu­rity rooms.

 Of course, the first thought was that it was a Hol­ly­wood-style hoax. On the other hand, se­ri­ous jour­nal­ists and pun­dits noted that the ad­dress was seen si­mul­ta­ne­ously and in dif­fer­ent lan­guages around the world. Such a joke was tech­ni­cally not pos­si­ble! The speech was re­peated hun­dreds of times, and talk shows with well-known par­tic­i­pants com­mented on ev­ery word and sen­tence. It was agreed that an ex­trater­res­trial had con­tacted them. His out­ward ap­pear­ance was rem­i­nis­cent of Zeus from an­cient Greek mythol­ogy. Ex­perts con­firmed that it was not a com­puter an­i­ma­tion etc.

 The mes­sage was sim­ple, clear and un­mis­tak­able. The politi­cians of all states were in tur­moil and ques­tioned their part­ners world­wide. End wars? Why? The speech ended with the an­nounce­ment that the weapons would be taken away from them. 

 No one who was at war wanted to end it. None of these states was ready to back down. It was ridicu­lous, how would any­one take their guns away? The lead­ers of the USA and Eu­rope con­tacted them and ad­vised a tem­po­rary ces­sa­tion of hos­til­i­ties. Both the US and Eu­rope were the first to con­clude that it was alien con­tact and se­ri­ous. They were ridiculed and their warn­ings ig­nored. 

 Dif­fer­ent opin­ions cir­cu­lated in the print me­dia and on­line ser­vices. There were the cra­zi­est con­spir­acy the­o­ries, but also opin­ions from se­ri­ous peo­ple. The mes­sage of the speech was sim­ple. 

 End the wars. Spend the money on bet­ter things. Live in peace.

 In­deed, hun­dreds of thou­sands of peo­ple around the world turned to their politi­cians. Politi­cians were star­tled, they had to say some­thing about it. The usual, what else please?

 Ray was quite dis­ap­pointed. He had been sit­ting in front of his screen and the dis­plays where the Ja­reel had com­piled the most im­por­tant in­for­ma­tion for more than two days. He was tired, drained and dis­ap­pointed. He had slept less than four hours, had bathed in the sea and im­me­di­ately sat down again in front of the screen. He didn’t feel like hav­ing sex, Lin un­der­stood him very well and made sure that he ate and drank some­thing. 

 Lin said it’s start­ing.

 The Ja­reel space­craft had in­vis­i­bly ap­proached 5,000km from Earth, ex­pos­ing thou­sands of ob­jects around the world. The ob­jects were barely 2 me­ters tall and cam­ou­flaged. They were pro­grammed to dis­able the weapons and re­turn to the space­ship. 

 Ray’s space­craft flew un­cloaked at in­sane speeds across Africa and the At­lantic to within 10 kilo­me­ters of the mouth of the Po­tomac River off Wash­ing­ton, where it stalled at 10,000 feet. The mil­i­tary mon­i­tor­ing sta­tions fol­lowed the in­cred­i­bly fast flight of the large space­ship and im­me­di­ately sounded the alarm. Sev­eral fighter planes took off from Amer­ica’s east coast and cir­cled the space­craft, which could be seen with the naked eyes from Wash­ing­ton. 

 Ray sat with Lin in the com­mand cen­ter and watched them. He didn’t re­spond to the ra­dio mes­sages, al­though of course he could see and hear ev­ery­thing. Pres­i­dent An­drews did not au­tho­rize the at­tack on the alien space­craft. Who­ever was in that UFO may have come with peace­ful in­ten­tions, the Pres­i­dent said. The Pres­i­dent was no fool, of course, the pi­lots had the green light to re­act im­me­di­ately to an at­tack. Ma­jor me­dia he­li­copters hov­ered as close as they could, con­tin­u­ously film­ing the space­craft and fighter planes. Nei­ther these nor the he­li­copters could get closer than 2,000 me­ters to the space­craft. An in­vis­i­ble wall pre­vented them from get­ting closer, the planes and he­li­copters glided down the in­vis­i­ble bar­rier with­out dam­age.

 Ray fol­lowed the meet­ings on both sides of the At­lantic and also those of the Chi­nese lead­er­ship. He hov­ered in front of Wash­ing­ton for 24 hours, the Ja­reel fly­ing ob­jects be­gan their work in the morn­ing. Hour af­ter hour they ren­dered the weapons use­less. They were al­most done when it was time to make the sec­ond con­tact. Ray went into the throne room with Lin and they trans­formed. 

 Fan­fares, the­atri­cal fog and the Greek Lin, who was al­most naked again and was scat­ter­ing flow­ers. When she sat down at his feet, the fan­fare stopped. As be­fore, he spoke to the peo­ple in their na­tive lan­guage on all tele­vi­sion chan­nels. 

 “I came as promised and I was a bit dis­ap­pointed. You didn’t end all wars even though I asked you to!” thun­dered Zeus. “As an­nounced, I’ll take your weapons away from you, you don’t need them, you need peace. That’s my mes­sage: Peace! I’ll be back.” Fan­fare, Zeus dis­ap­peared in the the­ater fog, end of broad­cast. 

 He had trans­formed back into Ray and gone to the com­mand cen­ter with Lin. One of the Amer­i­can fighter pi­lots flinched and fired a mis­sile at the space­craft. The rocket broke off the plane and fell into the sea, burn­ing and smok­ing, where it sank with­out ex­plod­ing. The mil­i­tary fol­lowed the in­ci­dent and looked at each other in dis­be­lief. These rock­ets never failed. Ray made the space­ship make a few slow cir­cles around the cen­ter of Wash­ing­ton, then it rose and flew cloaked at light­ning speed to the Ja­reel space­ship. 

 Over the next few weeks, he closely fol­lowed what was hap­pen­ing on Earth. All firearms were use­less, hand guns, ar­tillery and rocket weapons use­less. Amer­i­cans, Chi­nese and Rus­sians were se­cretly test­ing their nu­clear weapons. They burned out in the si­los quite un­spec­tac­u­larly, they didn’t come from the ground. Ex­plo­sives could no longer ex­plode, they burned up harm­lessly. Space rock­ets didn’t take off, they just wouldn’t ig­nite and the fuel burned up in­ef­fec­tively. Mankind re­al­ized that Zeus had in­deed dis­armed them. Only the po­lice of­fi­cers could use their tasers, a con­so­la­tion for the law en­force­ment of­fi­cers. The wars stalled. They used clubs and ma­chetes to fight each other for a while, but these weren’t wars any more.

 When Lin asked him to do so in the evening, Ray turned into Zeus. He only made the con­di­tion that she, too, be trans­formed, al­ways into some­thing else. Af­ter a short time he no­ticed that it wasn’t as nice for her as it was for him. Good-na­turedly, he no longer asked for it, and she loved his gen­eros­ity. 

 They spent many days ob­serv­ing the peo­ple. The Ja­reel sum­ma­rized the main events and showed it to him and Lin. Wash­ing­ton, Brus­sels and Bei­jing quickly grasped the scale, held joint meet­ings and faced the facts. They all had the same con­tact de­tails from Zeus, but even the best tech­ni­cians couldn’t find the re­ceiver, god knows how the Ja­reel did. Ray, who fol­lowed these con­fer­ences, had to grin. Wash­ing­ton was the first to de­cide to make con­tact. They wanted to talk to Zeus, they wrote in their email. 

 He an­swered im­me­di­ately. A Wash­ing­ton rep­re­sen­ta­tive was sup­posed to be wait­ing for him on the steps of the Capi­tol at noon the next day. She should take her ques­tions in pa­per form with her and not carry any elec­tronic de­vices with her. Wash­ing­ton asked if he meant a woman? He con­firmed that she should come alone and that he guar­an­teed her safety. 

 He fol­lowed de­vel­op­ments in the White House. They found a diplo­mat from the State De­part­ment who wanted to take the plunge. She was the­mat­i­cally pre­pared from all sides and the se­cret ser­vice equipped she with the small­est bug. She stood in front of the Capi­tol at ex­actly 12 noon. Ray ap­peared out of nowhere 10,000 feet above the Capi­tol with his im­pos­ing space­ship.

 The diplo­mat dis­ap­peared in the blink of an eye and the bug clat­tered to the floor. Those present were stunned. Only the gov­ern­ment cam­eras recorded it, the me­dia had been care­fully dis­tracted with a speech by Pres­i­dent An­drews in the brief­ing room. Among other things, the Pres­i­dent said that at the same time, in a se­cret op­er­a­tion, diplo­matic con­tact was made with the be­ing that was gen­er­ally re­ferred to as Zeus in the me­dia. He stressed that the op­er­a­tion demon­strated Amer­i­can lead­er­ship. Re­sults are not ex­pected be­fore to­mor­row. The spec­ta­cle in front of the Capi­tol went largely un­no­ticed.

 The diplo­mat, who had just stopped in front of the Capi­tol, found her­self in a small room, the lights dimmed. A pleas­ant fe­male com­puter voice asked her to un­dress and stand in the lighted cir­cle to be scanned for elec­tronic de­vices. Af­ter that she was sup­posed to put on the white tu­nic that was ly­ing on the bench. The voice re­peated the mes­sage un­til the diplo­mat un­dressed. Please take off ev­ery­thing, she said when the diplo­mat hes­i­tated to re­move her un­der­wear. Then she stood on the lighted cir­cle and waited. The com­puter voice asked her to put on her tu­nic and fol­low the light sig­nals.

 Ray came up with this prank, Lin grinned and didn’t ob­ject. The big boy in Ray loved to look at naked women, she mur­mured good-na­turedly and nudged her lovers in the side. She as­sured him that the diplo­mat had noth­ing on her but her pa­pers. They went into the throne room and both trans­formed. 

 A mo­ment later, the diplo­mat en­tered and looked around. Im­pressed by the throne room, she fol­lowed the LEDs to a small bench with gilded feet. She stopped be­fore Zeus and bowed. Zeus raised a hand in greet­ing and said, “Wel­come, Anne Kil­patrick, please have a seat.” The Greek Lin rose and pushed a small ta­ble next to Anne, on which stood a crys­tal clear carafe and a glass. “Ice wa­ter, as is cus­tom­ary in Amer­ica,” Lin said, sip­ping from the glass. “It is di­gestible and not poi­soned at all!” she said with a beau­ti­ful smile be­fore sit­ting down again at the god’s feet. 

 Zeus watched her in si­lence. Anne was in her early thir­ties, well ed­u­cated and not ugly. She ex­uded an aris­to­cratic con­fi­dence. She re­garded Zeus fear­lessly, try­ing to judge him cor­rectly. She fid­geted a lit­tle ner­vously with the sheer tu­nic that re­vealed her nu­dity more than it hid it. Zeus’ eyes stud­ied her body as any man would, this was fa­mil­iar and some­how re­as­sur­ing. 

 He looked at her kindly and said, “I know your name, peo­ple call me Zeus. Where am I from? Olym­pus in the hu­man tra­di­tion is not what is com­monly be­lieved. It is out in the uni­verse, for the peo­ple out of reach. From there I came here to bring you peace. I took your weapons away from you, but vi­o­lence is part of hu­man na­ture. You have to learn to deal with it, no­body can do that for you.”

 Anne had lost her ini­tial ner­vous­ness and lis­tened to him at­ten­tively. “My gov­ern­ment will not be very pleased,” she said, “I have been com­mis­sioned to in­quire where Ex­cel­lency comes from, what peo­ple he rep­re­sents, and whether your in­ten­tions to­ward hu­man­ity are kind.” She fid­dled with her tu­nic again, which stub­bornly re­vealed more and more of her naked­ness. 

 Zeus smirked and a hand played with the curls of his beard. “It is not nec­es­sary to ti­tle me Ex­cel­lency, please just call me Zeus, as the me­dia of the world do. I speak on be­half of the peo­ples of the Uni­verse, of which I am Lord. And my in­ten­tions are very kind, I as­sure you solemn to all mankind!” Anne felt the gi­ant’s ice-blue eyes rest on her. The longer Ray looked at the 29-year-old with the short, blond hair, the small vir­gin breasts and the nar­row hips, the more he liked her.

 Zeus con­tin­ued: “I took your firearms from you, know­ing full well that you will con­tinue your vi­o­lence with swords, clubs and spears. Your in­ven­tors will de­sign new weapons that are no longer based on ex­plo­sives. It would be quite to be ex­pected that mankind is and will re­main stub­born. You can win peace or lose your civ­i­liza­tion. I have noth­ing to gain, noth­ing to lose.” Zeus leaned back a lit­tle.

 Anne looked at her pa­pers. She could delete most of it, it was an­swered. “So it will no longer be pos­si­ble for us in the fu­ture to pro­duce weapons based on ex­plo­sives?” she asked. “Just to be clear,” she added, look­ing up. And Zeus im­me­di­ately replied: “Yes, it is so!”

 Anne looked him in the eye fear­lessly. It
 mean­while she didn’t mind sit­ting al­most naked in front of the gi­ant. “There’s an im­por­tant ques­tion about our ex­plo­ration of space. We can’t launch rock­ets at this time, so we can’t put satel­lites into Earth or­bit, we can’t ex­plore space any fur­ther.” She looked ques­tion­ingly at the thun­der god. 

 “I was ex­pect­ing that ques­tion,” said Zeus, smil­ing. “You can make rocket fuel in one of your fac­to­ries. Just one fac­tory, only rocket fuel for peace­ful pur­poses. Share it with the other na­tions. Have no ul­te­rior mo­tives, I al­ways know and will de­stroy more fac­to­ries or rock­ets for mil­i­tary pur­poses! I’m se­ri­ous !” he growled.

 Anne nod­ded in the af­fir­ma­tive, “This will look fa­vor­ably on my gov­ern­ment,” she said. “A sec­ond prob­lem is that our quar­ries, tun­nel builders, de­mo­li­tion con­trac­tors, etc. are out of ex­plo­sives. What an­swer can I bring, Ven­er­a­ble Zeus?”

 He smiled and nod­ded. “For that, too, I give the same an­swer. One fac­tory world­wide, no mil­i­tary use, share with the other na­tions!”

 He looked at Anne with knit­ted eye­brows. “De­liver these mes­sages ver­ba­tim. Rocket pro­pel­lants and ex­plo­sives for non-mil­i­tary pur­poses only. Only one pro­duc­tion site at a time! And share it with the other na­tions! Con­trol it closely, be­cause you can!”

 Anne looked back at her pa­pers. One point was still open. “There have been many UFO sight­ings over the past few decades, were those UFOs yours?” Anne smiled shyly, but she had this non­sense to say. Zeus laughed and looked at her kindly. “No, dear Anne, not at all! There was - apart from my visit - only one visit from out­side, a good 800,000 years ago. The Val­uri­ans wanted to ex­plore the earth, their re­search ship crashed, but there are no traces of that to­day (See “Val­uria” by Jack X. Faber). Ev­ery­thing else was hal­lu­ci­na­tions, trick­ery or sailor’s yarn. I’m sure you won’t be dis­ap­pointed, dear Anne!” 

 They were silent. He raised his hand and the bench she was sit­ting on rose into the air un­til she was eye level with him. Fear­fully, Anne clutched the seat and in­vol­un­tar­ily kicked her legs. They looked into each other’s eyes. 

 “Anne Kil­patrick, it was pleas­ant to meet you,” said Zeus. “In your clothes you will find a USB stick that I took from your desk. Our con­ver­sa­tion is recorded on both au­dio and video. You have to de­cide for your­self who can see the video, maybe it’s a ques­tion for you de­cency or pri­vacy.”

 Anne only blushed slightly and fid­dled with her tu­nic again, she re­leased way too much. She low­ered her eyes and caught a long glimpse of the gi­ant’s body. The bench low­ered back to the ground. 

 “Go in peace!” said Zeus, the con­ver­sa­tion was over. Lin rose at the same time as Anne. “Good­bye and peace be upon you!” Anne said in a low voice, bowed and fol­lowed the LEDs on the floor. She got dressed and made sure the USB stick was in the skirt pocket of her cos­tume. She blinked be­cause she was back in front of the Capi­tol. 

 She was im­me­di­ately sur­rounded by the Se­cret Ser­vice and taken to the White House. There was a spe­cial screened room in the base­ment where she waited for the Pres­i­dent. The face­less of­fi­cials pat­ted them down, they ex­am­ined them with ra­di­a­tion me­ters and other de­vices. It took quite a while be­fore they gave the Se­cret Ser­vice the green light. The Pres­i­dent came and shook her hand, and the room filled to ca­pac­ity. Pres­i­dent An­drews waited for calm to set­tle and spoke a few words, then in­vited Ann to re­port. She in­tro­duced her­self to ev­ery­one by name and said she had faced the be­ing and did not ap­pear to be fac­ing any pro­jec­tion or hal­lu­ci­na­tion. She was ab­so­lutely con­vinced that it was a real, liv­ing be­ing. And now she will play the con­ver­sa­tion, it’s all recorded. 

 She in­serted the stick into one of the com­put­ers and waited a while for the screen to glow green as a sign of safety. She se­lected the file la­beled Au­dio and started. The record­ing was tech­ni­cally per­fect, you could hear the con­ver­sa­tion in ex­cel­lent qual­ity. Some took notes ea­gerly, the Pres­i­dent and his min­is­ters and ad­vi­sors lis­tened in­tently. At the end there was a long si­lence. The Pres­i­dent or­dered it played again. Ev­ery­one lis­tened at­ten­tively, again some made their notes. At the end there was a bab­ble of voices un­til Pres­i­dent An­drews raised his hand and an­nounced that the Cab­i­net would meet in an hour for de­lib­er­a­tion, ex­ceed­ingly nat­u­ral. Ev­ery­one got up and spilled out. 

 The chief of in­tel­li­gence stepped up to Pres­i­dent An­drews and beck­oned to Anne. The boss asked Anne what else was on the stick. File name video, the boss added, he was able to read that. Anne pulled her­self to­gether and said, turn­ing to the Pres­i­dent, that she would beg you to show it to the Pres­i­dent first and let him de­cide who might see it. It’s a ques­tion of her pri­vacy. The Pres­i­dent nod­ded and let ev­ery­one leave. Only the two heads of in­tel­li­gence and the Se­cret Ser­vice re­mained. 

 Anne started the record­ing. It be­gan the mo­ment she en­tered the throne room, the cam­era fol­lowed her gaze across the mag­nif­i­cent throne room. Her nu­dity was plain to see and the men im­me­di­ately un­der­stood why Kil­patrick wanted to watch it in pri­vate first. The record­ing matched the au­dio ex­actly, the cam­era show­ing ei­ther Anne or Zeus when they spoke. Anne didn’t blush at the close-up shot of her mod­est breasts. She blushed be­cause you could see her clean-shaven pu­bic area very clearly and as sharp as a hair. At the end then the bench, which floated up. Her panic and the in­vol­un­tary part­ing of her wrig­gling legs, re­veal­ing a deep look into her most pri­vate parts. Ev­ery­thing as tiny as a hair in all clar­ity, ev­ery hair, ev­ery pore and ev­ery skin fold in life­like res­o­lu­tion. The gi­ant’s fi­nal word, her en­chanted look at the mighty body of the thun­der god. She fol­lowed the LEDs and the record­ing ended as she left the throne room.

 Pres­i­dent An­drews wiped his fore­head. He first looked into the eyes of Anne, who had turned red as a tur­key, then at the head of the se­cret ser­vices. “Jim, get the video edited. Anne’s nu­dity needs to be blurred out, as well as the thing of Zeus, peo­ple don’t un­der­stand that. And skip the part about the USB stick, it’s bet­ter if they don’t know ex­actly how was cre­ated!”

 Jim, the head of in­tel­li­gence, ran the record­ing again. He stopped the record­ing at all points where Anne’s nu­dity could be seen. He looked to Pres­i­dent An­drews to see if it was a spot that needed work. An­drews nod­ded each time. Ver­non, the Se­cret Ser­vice man, stood be­hind the two and Anne saw his look of dis­dain as the two men stared at the spot where Anne’s pri­vate parts were naked and clearly vis­i­ble. Anne wasn’t sur­prised, that was a very un­der­stand­able re­ac­tion from the men. She said softly, “That has to be cov­ered up,” and only now An­drews nod­ded, “Cut!” he com­manded. An­drews in­structed the in­tel­li­gence chief to trans­fer it to their servers and have the cor­rec­tions made be­fore re­leas­ing it. “Agreed, Miss Kil­patrick?” he asked for­mally and when she nod­ded, the meet­ing was over. 

 Ray, who had ob­served the meet­ing with Lin, asked her why? Lin said they have stud­ied the leg­ends sur­round­ing their dream char­ac­ter, Zeus, and know ex­actly how peo­ple re­act to sex. Ray thought for a mo­ment and agreed. Amer­i­cans, for ex­am­ple, pre­sented them­selves as ex­tremely prud­ish, but they con­sumed more pornog­ra­phy than other na­tions. “But you do re­al­ize that the video will be leaked sooner or later?” Ray asked and Lin nod­ded in agree­ment, that will def­i­nitely hap­pen. “But I can as­sure you that Anne Kil­patrick will not be dis­ad­van­taged by this!” said Lin. When they went to bed that night, Lin, with a big grin, said she had a present for him. Ray looked at her ex­pec­tantly as she dropped her dress. She turned into Anne Kil­patrick and lay down with him. Anne was quite in­ex­pe­ri­enced sex­u­ally, but vir­gin­ity had a cer­tain al­lure. 

 They stayed over Wash­ing­ton in the space­ship for sev­eral months, swim­ming in the sea and ob­serv­ing de­vel­op­ments and re­ac­tions. The de­fused video was pub­lished a day later, and copies were given to all em­bassies. (The un­cen­sored video leaked on­line a day later.) Con­fer­ences were held with Wash­ing­ton, Brus­sels and Bei­jing, and the sites for the two fac­to­ries were de­cided. The pro­duc­tion of the rocket pro­pel­lants should take place in Penn­syl­va­nia, that of the ex­plo­sives in Spain near Madrid. The US and Spain signed treaties with all rel­e­vant states to reg­u­late dis­tri­bu­tion and fund­ing. The fi­nal ver­sions were emailed to Zeus, who promptly ap­proved them. Ray growled that he hated such bu­reau­cratic frills. How­ever, Bei­jing did not com­ply. They con­tin­ued to clan­des­tinely pro­duce mil­i­tary mis­siles. Ray watched for a while, then de­cided with Lin to set an ex­am­ple.

 He flew to China. He flew very slowly over the megac­i­ties so that many could see them. Then he po­si­tioned the space­craft over the rocket fac­tory. He left a mes­sage for 2 hours via Bull­horn that ev­ery­one had to leave the fac­tory, and un­bear­ably shrill tones rang out un­til the last per­son had left the fac­tory. He had in­formed Wash­ing­ton and Brus­sels be­fore­hand and de­stroyed the fac­tory and ware­house with a sin­gle shot. The deep crater should be warn­ing enough. They should know he could. They re­turned to Wash­ing­ton and re­leased the un­cen­sored video of the de­struc­tion to the me­dia.

 They spent the days by the sea, swim­ming or ly­ing on the sand un­der the ar­ti­fi­cial sun. Ray fol­lowed de­vel­op­ments on the screen and in the Ja­reel sum­maries. They mon­i­tored the two fac­to­ries, but there were no ir­reg­u­lar­i­ties. Mankind no longer waged wars. States be­gan us­ing the mil­i­tary for civil­ian tasks and down­siz­ing armies. There were re­peated out­breaks of vi­o­lence, but they re­mained lo­cal. Where the states had pre­vi­ously re­lied on de­ter­rence, they aban­doned it I now en­sure that no one owned any weapons worth men­tion­ing. The arms trade and pro­duc­tion col­lapsed and it was very dif­fi­cult to catch them. Pres­i­dent An­drews was a wise man and he in­ter­vened gen­er­ously to save most of the work­ers and fac­to­ries. He scored a lot of points for his re-elec­tion. 

 Ray sat in the com­fort­able arm­chair of his liv­ing room, drank a whisky, smoked and planned the next step with Lin.
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 He knew as well as Lin that the next task was far more dif­fi­cult than the first. Fight­ing global hunger would be a very com­pli­cated mat­ter. They bathed in the sea and let the ar­ti­fi­cial sun dry them. He dis­cussed sev­eral ideas with Lin, they ar­gued back and forth, and they scrapped the plans. There was no point in fight­ing hunger with mumbo-jumbo. Mankind had to re­al­ize that the planet could feed ev­ery­one. The dis­tri­bu­tion was the big prob­lem and the smart pro­duc­tion of food in the re­gion. For ex­am­ple, it wasn’t wise to burn food in power plants to make elec­tric­ity, Ray said. The same was true for the wa­ter. 

 “Give the hun­gry a fish­ing rod, not a fish!” Lin quoted this wise say­ing of Lao Tse again and again. Ray knew how right she was. But man had to de­velop the fish­ing rod him­self, forc­ing ho­cus-pocus on them was point­less. The Ja­reel, too, had taken mil­len­nia to feed their world pop­u­la­tion when they still had bod­ies. Hu­man­ity had to fol­low the same path, it had to de­velop the nec­es­sary steps it­self. 

 Ray in­sisted on giv­ing the starv­ing fish. He could not see mil­lions more starv­ing to death while meet­ings and con­fer­ences on world hunger con­tin­ued to be held. Per­haps one should do some­thing con­crete in­stead of dis­cussing it. He had seen hunger in Asia, South Amer­ica and Africa and it was the next press­ing prob­lem for him. He pre­sented his thoughts to Lin, and she no­ticed that he was stub­born. It was a very sim­ple plan, not at all bril­liant. But Ray re­minded Lin how the war had gone. Peo­ple bowed to his dic­tates and be­came in­ven­tive in times of need. They didn’t rein­vent war, they in­vented how to deal with peace. The de­vel­op­ment was new and it was not known whether it would last. Lin fi­nally nod­ded, they should at least try.

 Zeus wrote iden­ti­cally to the gov­ern­ments in Wash­ing­ton, Brus­sels and Bei­jing. He or­dered a fe­male diplo­mat to the square in front of their gov­ern­ment of­fices for three days. They were to bring any ques­tions they had with them in writ­ing and not carry any elec­tronic de­vices. He guar­an­teed her safety. 

 The gov­ern­ment lines were run­ning hot. Anne Kil­patrick was ready at any time, a diplo­mat in Brus­sels and one in Bei­jing were pre­pared in joint con­fer­ence calls with Anne. There were no ques­tions, the diplo­mats had to im­pro­vise ad hoc. You didn’t know what Zeus wanted.

 Ray and Lin also pre­pared. Ray had pre­pared a very short speech, which he would read from the prompter if nec­es­sary. Lin said there was no need to move the space­craft’s po­si­tion, the diplo­mats would be tele­ported here at the same time. It was to be ex­actly the same as Anne Kil­patrick’s visit. The day came, the diplo­mats dis­ap­peared at the same time. In Wash­ing­ton and Bei­jing, the tiny bugs clat­tered to the ground. Brus­sels hadn’t even tried, Kil­patrick’s first ex­pe­ri­ence had con­vinced them that the Thun­der God’s tech­nol­ogy was vastly su­pe­rior to that of hu­mans. The diplo­mat in Brus­sels would prob­a­bly have re­fused to play silly games. 

 The diplo­mats had to un­dress and put on a white, trans­par­ent tu­nic. Lin left her in the lighted cir­cle to be scanned for a long time so Ray could get his glance at their naked bod­ies. Then they fol­lowed the LEDs into the throne room. They stopped, over­whelmed, the hall was brightly lit and the mag­nif­i­cence took their breath away. They ad­mired the throne room for min­utes. They fol­lowed the LEDs to the three benches and Zeus in­vited them to sit down. Three repli­cas of the beau­ti­ful Greek strewn flow­ers around Zeus’ throne. They pushed small ta­bles in front of the diplo­mats, served ice wa­ter and sipped from it. Then they sat down at the feet of the god. 

 Zeus greeted Anne Kil­patrick, Carin van der Velde and Wen Shi Seun by name. “Greet­ings, ladies, wel­come to peace!” They an­swered in their mother tongue and bowed. Zeus looked them in the eye and let his eyes wan­der over the bod­ies. Ray lust­fully stared at the women’s nu­dity.

 Zeus gave his short speech. “Hu­man­ity is just learn­ing to get along with­out war and in peace. Give my thanks to your gov­ern­ments!” Zeus paused for a long time, then con­tin­ued. 

 “It is very de­press­ing that mil­lions of peo­ple are starv­ing while the oth­ers can eat their fill. I have two de­mands on you, and I spread my mes­sage to all gov­ern­ments. Give of your abun­dance to the starv­ing and sec­ondly, teach them, show them how they will look in the fu­ture feed them­selves.” Wen Shi spoke up. 

 “In my coun­try hunger has been con­quered, no­body has to go hun­gry!” Zeus in­ter­rupted Wen and light­ning flashed from his staff as he thun­dered: “Spare us your party pro­pa­ganda, Wen Shi Seun! In your home­land, more than 163 mil­lion peo­ple are cur­rently starv­ing or have just enough food to keep them from dy­ing! We can un­der­stand your gov­ern­ment’s hid­ing this fact, but I want you to get my mes­sage across!” In Wen’s mind, im­ages of starv­ing Chi­nese raced by in a split sec­ond. It was over­whelm­ing and Wen Shi knew in an in­stant that it was the truth. She fell off the mule like Saul when the knowl­edge of God struck him like light­ning. Her eyes widened, then she nod­ded, re­al­iz­ing the facts in­stantly.

 Zeus’ fin­gers played with the curls of his beard. He con­tin­ued: “You didn’t care un­til now, be­cause hunger has al­ways ex­isted in the world and the starv­ing didn’t de­mand it loud enough! But you have to change that now, im­me­di­ately!” Zeus paused and Ray stared at Wen Shi’s body. 

 “Anne Kil­patrick, will you lobby your gov­ern­ment to end hunger?” It wasn’t a rhetor­i­cal ques­tion, it was a di­rect ques­tion. Anne cleared her throat and replied that she wanted to de­liver his mes­sage and urge that some­thing con­crete be done. She avoided his gaze and added, “Hon­estly, I think it’s un­likely they’ll do any­thing tan­gi­ble!” She low­ered her head. 

 Zeus asked Carin van der Velde how she saw it. She im­me­di­ately replied: “I will carry your mes­sage as well as Anne, but I’m afraid the 30 Eu­ro­pean coun­tries will just talk it down. Un­for­tu­nately, I am just as pes­simistic as Anne.”

 Zeus asked Wen Shi Seun what she had to say. “I saw these pic­tures and I fear for my fu­ture. The party does not know these pic­tures, most politi­cians be­lieve in the truth that is pre­sented to them. Of course I will de­liver your mes­sage, but I will be ig­nored, maybe si­lenced! I have no hope that any­thing I say can mat­ter.” Wen Shi bowed her head and de­fi­antly wiped the tears from her eyes. It was the first time that the very young ca­reer diplo­mat and loyal party sol­dier cried on duty. Zeus said re­as­sur­ingly that noth­ing would hap­pen to her. 

 Zeus smiled at the diplo­mats and nod­ded slowly. “I ex­pected your an­swers ex­actly and I’m not sur­prised at all, I know the peo­ple. So lis­ten to the sec­ond part of my mes­sage. Start­ing to­mor­row, I will be dis­tribut­ing all the food from 10 ran­domly se­lected cities di­rectly to the hun­gry. 10 cities, ev­ery day! I won’t tell you which cities, I’ll leave that to my as­sis­tants Her­mes and Loki. The cities will sup­ply them­selves again the day af­ter, I have no doubts about that, and no­body will be harmed. The food rob­bery will only stop where shar­ing with the hun­gry is vig­or­ous, ef­fec­tive and sus­tain­able!” Zeus looked from one to the other.

 “The last part of my mes­sage is im­por­tant: teach the hun­gry to sup­port them­selves, give gen­er­ously and help them to feed them­selves!”

 He made a hand move­ment, the benches rose into the air, the diplo­mats kicked their legs anx­iously and held on to the benches. They floated up a few me­ters un­til they were at eye level with the thun­der god.

 “Thank you for com­ing!” The diplo­mats stared at the body of the god fa­mous for his sex­ual ad­ven­tures. “Go in peace and bring my mes­sage! You will find a USB stick in your clothes with ev­ery­thing writ­ten on it. Go in peace!” The seats low­ered gen­tly to the floor. 

 The diplo­mats bowed and mur­mured that he may live in peace. They looked at each other, un­sure whether to say any­thing else, then fol­lowed the LEDs to the dress­ing rooms. They blinked and found them­selves back in front of their seats of gov­ern­ment. They were sur­rounded and led away by gov­ern­ment of­fi­cials and se­cret ser­vice agents. Like Anne be­fore them, they were scanned ac­cord­ing to ev­ery trick in the book and played the au­dio file to the as­sem­bled greats. Wen Shi Seun was ini­tially stared at in Bei­jing, but at the end of the broad­cast, the chair­man stood up and clapped di­rectly in her di­rec­tion. He ap­plauded for min­utes and said Wen Shi spoke very wisely. As Zeus had said, noth­ing hap­pened to her. 

 At first only the diplo­mat and the boss looked at the video file, but the most in­ti­mate parts of the diplo­mats and Zeus were blurred so that the record­ings could be re­leased. One rec­og­nized the nu­dity of the diplo­mats, but noth­ing that ex­plic­itly showed her pri­vate.

 Lin told Ray the per­for­mance was very good, we’ll see how the gov­ern­ments re­act. He nod­ded and smoked ner­vously. His plan was prim­i­tive, but was it per­haps too prim­i­tive? Too naive? Lin smiled re­as­sur­ingly and said they would see if there was enough pres­sure on the gov­ern­ments. Lin ruf­fled the hair on the back of his neck in the usual way and lightly said she had two sur­prises for him. He looked up in sur­prise and for­got his ner­vous­ness for a mo­ment. “The first sur­prise!” an­nounced Lin and sat down to the big screen. 

 She had three “cam­eras” film the bod­ies of the diplo­mats in close-up. Ray stared at the footage with grow­ing ex­cite­ment. “I thank you!” and hugged Lin tightly. The record­ings showed ev­ery­thing down to the small­est de­tail and left noth­ing to be de­sired. Lin watched him and his re­ac­tions closely. Af­ter an hour they had looked through the record­ings, Ray was sweat­ing al­most fever­ishly. Lin got up and went to the bed. “The sec­ond sur­prise, Ray!” she called softly. Wen Shi Seun dropped Lin’s dress and got into the big bed. Ray al­most couldn’t be­lieve his luck. Af­ter din­ner with Lin, they splashed in the sea, then went to bed. Carin van der Velde, the old­est of the diplo­mats, was wait­ing for him there cu­ri­ously with a sexy look.

 The next morn­ing he woke up next to Anne Kil­patrick, who hugged him be­fore break­fast. He had break­fast with Lin and sat down with her at the screen. The Ja­reel in­formed him on a sep­a­rate no­tice which ten cities had do­nated all their food. 

 All food in the cities, from all house­holds, su­per­mar­kets and dis­tri­bu­tion cen­ters had dis­ap­peared in the morn­ing, the restau­rants and cafes had to close. Peo­ple were sur­prised, even though the record­ings with Zeus’ mes­sage were ev­ery­where and they all knew. In the poor zones of Asia, Africa and South Amer­ica, the food ap­peared and hun­dreds of thou­sands were able to eat their fill. Of course, the cities could sup­ply them­selves again the next day. But even a sin­gle day with­out food made the pop­u­la­tion of the cities ner­vous and pan­icky. Zeus was ob­vi­ously not in the mood for a joke. Even the most in­dif­fer­ent per­son was hun­gry and an­gry af­ter a day of in­vol­un­tary fast­ing. So the pres­sure on the politi­cians in­creased. It was very slow and Carin, Anne and Wen Shi had guessed cor­rectly. There were more con­fer­ences and meet­ings than food de­liv­er­ies. There was a lot of talk and noth­ing done for a long time. Some politi­cians crit­i­cized the three diplo­mats that they should have op­posed Zeus and some­how pre­vented his plan. Pres­i­dent An­drews vig­or­ously op­posed this non­sense and tele­phoned Anne. She had done her job well and ev­ery­thing else was non­sense. Zeus had sent a mes­sage and there was noth­ing to dis­cuss, not with Zeus. He de­fended her sev­eral times in pub­lic and in ev­ery me­dia ap­pear­ance. Should she have said, you can’t do that!? Of course he could, as you could see. How, if you please, could one have dis­cussed or ne­go­ti­ated with Zeus? Zeus an­nounced his mes­sage, which was like an or­der, he didn’t come to dis­cuss it. An­drews thun­dered into the cam­eras to use your wits be­fore crit­i­ciz­ing Anne Kil­patrick! 

 Den­mark and the Benelux coun­tries were the first to present con­crete plans in Brus­sels and start de­liv­er­ies on a large scale. 

 Lin made a list of cities. Re­lent­lessly, 10 new cities were added daily. Like Ray, she fol­lowed the de­bates and ar­ti­cles, which for the most part were smart and well-founded. Benelux built a huge bread fac­tory in the Sa­hel and gen­er­ated many new jobs. Of course, ini­tially the flour etc. had to be de­liv­ered from Eu­rope, but large sums were in­vested to sup­port the farm­ers in the area. It was to be an­other year be­fore re­gional agri­cul­ture yielded enough to pro­duce the flour in the re­gion. 

 New laws in Eu­rope banned food waste from be­ing ex­ported to Africa, de­stroy­ing the lo­cal econ­omy. Like­wise, fish­ing in African wa­ters by Eu­ro­pean fac­tory ships was banned or se­verely re­stricted. It was dirty money that was be­ing made, and it was the first law that put moral­ity above profit. Out­ra­geous! USA, Mex­ico and Rus­sia grudg­ingly fol­lowed suit, politi­cians needed these ad­van­tages. Other states fol­lowed suit overnight, the pres­sure from the elec­torate was too great. Gov­ern­ments and com­pa­nies raced, fac­to­ries and jobs sprang up in the famine re­gions of Asia, Africa and South Amer­ica. It would be three years be­fore that who were able to end the Ja­reel food rob­bery in large parts of the world. China was one of the most stub­born states, even war-torn Rus­sia had caved in ear­lier. The Chi­nese lead­er­ship drove Wen Shi Seun to all con­fer­ences where she was a pop­u­lar speaker, but the state me­dia re­ported noth­ing. Hunger in the world has been re­duced by 75 to 85% in these three years.

 Each week, Zeus phoned the three diplo­mats in­di­vid­u­ally to get up­dates on their next steps on the is­sue of hunger. Anne and Carin had far-reach­ing plans and were very suc­cess­ful in push­ing gov­ern­ments to take fur­ther con­crete steps. The me­dia in the USA and Eu­rope were suc­cess­fully made aware of the global hunger cri­sis and the aid pro­grams re­ceived ap­proval from many. The two blocs ac­tu­ally brought to­gether many joint projects that boosted re­gional agri­cul­ture and food pro­duc­tion in par­tic­u­lar. They had the ca­pac­ity to help gen­er­ously fi­nan­cially.

 Dur­ing a phone call, Zeus warned the diplo­mats that mankind knows very well how to make drink­ing wa­ter from sea­wa­ter, but that the ef­forts are not suf­fi­cient and drink­ing wa­ter is be­com­ing in­creas­ingly scarce. The diplo­mats also brought this up and a short time later a huge de­sali­na­tion plant was built on the Ital­ian Adri­atic coast, in north­ern Ger­many and on the Cal­i­for­nian Pa­cific coast. An­other one is planned in Saudi Ara­bia.

 Wen Shi had it the hard­est be­cause the world’s most pow­er­ful party was stub­born and in­cred­i­bly dif­fi­cult to move. But Zeus spoke to the Chi­nese in a friendly, com­fort­ing way, her hugs were the best, Zeus and Ray were grate­ful for that. Of course, Wen Shi didn’t know why the thun­der god treated her so kindly, but af­ter ev­ery con­ver­sa­tion she was full of en­ergy and re­newed vigour. West­ern cof­fee grounds an­a­lysts pre­dicted that she would be the next Min­is­ter of Agri­cul­ture or Min­is­ter for De­vel­op­ment Aid.

 Lin was an ex­cel­lent con­ver­sa­tion­al­ist, she was a good link to the Ja­reel. She was amazed at how well the plan against hunger was de­vel­op­ing. When peo­ple felt com­pelled to do some­thing, they be­came amaz­ingly in­ven­tive. Lin said she would not con­trib­ute to help­ing peo­ple with tech­no­log­i­cal mumbo-jumbo. The Ja­reel had al­ready tried this on a planet and it hadn’t gone well. Step by step, peo­ple had to de­velop their co­ex­is­tence on their planet, dis­cover space them­selves and de­velop in­ter­stel­lar space travel. The col­lapse of the mil­i­tary com­plex freed up fi­nances, re­sources and brain power in pre­vi­ously un­known di­men­sions, so de­feat hunger! Lin and the Ja­reel told Ray he had done the world a very great ser­vice. In ear­lier times he would have been made king, Lin smiled and kissed him on the lips. Ray blushed and mut­tered that a king’s job sucks, he doesn’t want it. He’s happy with how things are right now. Ray wanted to stay Ray.

 For the next three years, he watched de­vel­op­ments with Lin. The gods Her­mes and Loki, whom he never met, let off steam. They were re­lent­less and made their trail through the cities of the sa­ti­ated. Mil­lions of peo­ple were still starv­ing and only a small pro­por­tion, to­gether with their chil­dren, could eat enough of a city’s gro­ceries in one day. They shared with their neigh­bors as a mat­ter of course, far more gen­er­ously than the peo­ple of the sat­u­rated zones. Ray and Lin had their hands full tele­port­ing the gro­ceries to those re­mote vil­lages where the old and sick couldn’t go to the dis­tri­bu­tion cen­ters. Very help­ful was the well hid­den sys­tem they worked with. It guided them ex­actly where in a vil­lage the hun­gry were. And it later car­ried out the or­ders au­to­mat­i­cally when they had sup­plied a vil­lage with food and said it had to con­tinue to be sup­plied. 

 Only the be­gin­ning of the ar­ti­fi­cial sun­set re­minded her to fin­ish the work. Even af­ter a long day, Lin still had the power of the Ja­reel and gave Ray a nice end of the day. They ate like a king ev­ery evening, the best chefs from all over the world gave their best. A quick dip in the sea, a movie night to­gether or read­ing a book over whiskey or gin — Ray al­ways went to bed rested and re­laxed. He trans­formed when she wanted it, so did she. Lin wisely made sure that the fire in the home hearth never went out. She liked to sur­prise him with the body, the es­prit and the love arts of a com­plete stranger, be­cause he also loved va­ri­ety. Ini­tially, Lin trans­formed her­self, but she kept tele­port­ing some­one from Earth and watch­ing them both. Lin knew him very care­fully and chose a girl or a young woman very care­fully. She read in his heart whether it should be young or ex­pe­ri­enced. She knew, of course, that he didn’t want to have chil­dren. When the girl re­turned to the world in the morn­ing, she had for­got­ten ev­ery­thing. Some­times he wished that Wen Shi lay down with him, be­cause he en­joyed her lovely and child­like love­mak­ing very much. In the morn­ing, Wen Shi of­ten did not know with whom she had spent the night, but she al­ways felt deep hap­pi­ness in her heart. 

 Ray and Lin hap­pened to have the same birth­day. Lin saw to it that they ate lav­ishly at break­fast, lay lazily in the sun dur­ing the day, and ate lav­ishly at noon and in the evening. Ev­ery year there was a gi­ant bowl of ice cream with whipped cream, which they both loved. They gave each other some­thing small, noth­ing big, but al­ways some­thing sur­pris­ing. Lin did not cheat when or­der­ing his gift from the Ja­reel, and point­edly cov­ered her ears. The quiet mu­sic was al­ways solemn and at­mo­spheric. They only had to look into each other’s eyes, and Zeus and Wen Shi went to bed with bright eyes. 

 Three years later there was still hunger, but the in­vest­ments were be­gin­ning to have an im­pact. Ray and Lin still sat in front of the screen ev­ery day and tele­ported gro­ceries to the re­mote vil­lages. They didn’t just stay in Wash­ing­ton any­more, many peo­ple wanted to see the space­craft with their own eyes. They let the space­ship glide over the land­scape at low al­ti­tude. 

 In China, the peo­ple dis­cussed the hunger cri­sis more and more openly. The almighty party big­wigs could not avoid at least al­low­ing the dis­cus­sions. Wen Shi avoided pub­lic ap­pear­ances as much as pos­si­ble, let­ting other peo­ple carry her mes­sage. She pulled the strings in the back­ground and al­lowed Anne Kil­patrick and Carin van der Velde to make me­dia ap­pear­ances in China again and again. The pow­er­ful leader was not yet ready to take a pub­lic stand and sent sub­or­di­nates to the fire. Of­fi­cially, there were no starv­ing peo­ple in China, pe­riod!

 Sev­eral times, Lin and Ray dis­cussed the is­sue of a tar­geted ap­pear­ance of Zeus on Chi­nese TV chan­nels in Chi­nese lan­guages. But some­how they al­ways came to the con­clu­sion that it was coun­ter­pro­duc­tive. The Chi­nese men­tal­ity didn’t tol­er­ate out­side in­ter­fer­ence, it had noth­ing to do with the Party. They could only wait for the Chi­nese peo­ple to ex­ert enough pres­sure of their own ac­cord. Lin had enough in­sight and knowl­edge of the Chi­nese men­tal­ity her­self and was a great as­set in these con­ver­sa­tions. Both of them fol­lowed Wen Shi’s ef­forts very closely. Lin al­ways rec­og­nized in good time when a party ap­pa­ratchik wanted to get at Wen Shi and vig­or­ously par­a­lyzed his in­ten­tions. Zeus said so and kept his word.

 Ray called his mother at least once a month. He video­phoned in his first con­ver­sa­tion from his of­fice/liv­ing room. She ad­mired his cozy, beau­ti­ful liv­ing room and he told her about his life. It was all a lie, but he had to make up a good leg­end. He was in de­mand as a le­gal ad­vi­sor over­seas and Ray said as lit­tle as pos­si­ble, he didn’t like ly­ing to his mother. It was much more im­por­tant to him that his mother saw to it that the house­keeper kept his house in good shape. The mother told about it in great de­tail, she was very strict with the house­keeper. She also men­tioned his gen­er­ous check that she and his fa­ther re­ceived monthly. It was far too much, she said, and they didn’t even know what to do with it any­more. He sug­gested that with a clear con­science they should go to Venice a third time and of course also to Paris, it is beau­ti­ful there at this time of the year! They grad­u­ally trav­eled all over Cen­tral Eu­rope af­ter his fa­ther took early re­tire­ment. Ray was very happy to be able to give presents to his par­ents. She men­tioned in a sub­or­di­nate clause that the love be­tween her and her fa­ther had be­come even more in­ti­mate, al­though he was no longer in­ter­ested in sex. It made Ray very sad. 

 He al­ready had the sec­ond con­ver­sa­tion with his mother on the sandy beach and ig­nored her re­proach­ful com­ment that he was naked. She didn’t men­tion it again and just stared at his body through­out the con­ver­sa­tion. On the third or fourth call, he in­tro­duced Lin, and the mother cu­ri­ously ap­praised the Asian woman’s beau­ti­ful body. The two women talked for a long time and his mother seemed very pleased with his wife. The mother had mean­while got­ten used to the nu­dity of the two. Lin smiled, “She en­joys these shots very much.”

 Ray and Lin reg­u­larly video­phoned his mother, and some­times their fa­ther as well. He was very short-sighted and rarely got around to it. Once he’d got­ten his glasses to gawk at his naked daugh­ter-in-law. Since he could hardly see any­thing de­spite his glasses, he quickly left af­ter talk­ing to Ray and let his wife do the video­phon­ing. The par­ents wanted to es­cape the cold win­ter in Vi­enna and had been con­sid­er­ing rent­ing some­where in south­ern Spain for months. Ray didn’t think much of rent­ing, he had spot­ted a lovely pent­house apart­ment in Mar­bella and asked them if they liked it. They were en­thu­si­as­tic about the beau­ti­ful apart­ment and the mag­nif­i­cent view. Ray didn’t hes­i­tate and bought it. Mar­bella was out­ra­geously ex­pen­sive, but there were many Ger­man-speak­ing res­i­dents and they might make new friends. They shouldn’t worry about the costs, he took care of that. 

 More and more de­sali­na­tion plants were built on a large scale and drink­ing wa­ter was pumped to in­land coun­tries. It was a good deal and a lot cheaper than strug­gling with the drought. Ray and Lin were happy with this small step to­wards sav­ing the planet. These were small steps, of course, but they led to the green­ing of a few square kilo­me­ters of desert, square kilo­me­ter by square kilo­me­ter. It was ac­tu­ally crazy that the Ama­zon for­est was be­ing felled at the same time.

 Ev­ery month the three diplo­mats vis­ited Zeus, they wanted to dis­cuss the next projects with the god per­son­ally. Of course phone calls or video calls would have been enough, but Ray was happy to see the ladies in the flesh. Lin smiled know­ingly, giv­ing him plea­sure. Even though they were busier than ever and never ran out of work, the bot­tom line was it was just the two of them. 

 Pres­i­dent An­drews had been over­whelm­ingly elected to his sec­ond term and had no in­ten­tion of gov­ern­ing as a lame duck. He had cer­e­mo­ni­ously opened the tenth de­sali­na­tion plant of gi­gan­tic di­men­sions and huge pipe­lines brought fresh drink­ing wa­ter to the mid­dle of the USA. Where fields with­ered and mil­lions of farm­ers were thrown into mis­ery in the 1920s, grass grew again and hun­dreds of thou­sands be­gan cul­ti­vat­ing the land again. Pres­i­dent An­drews could be rightly proud of that. He was plan­ning a long tour of Asia and was re­ceived tri­umphantly in the big cities. He was in Bei­jing now, ap­pear­ing with the great leader in a joint press con­fer­ence at Mai’jian Square. Sud­denly shots rang out across the square. The great chair­man col­lapsed, Pres­i­dent An­drews was hit in the arm. The shot went through his up­per arm and hit his chief of staff, Mor­ris, square in the chest, killing him in­stantly. Chi­nese se­cu­rity guards ar­rested two of the as­sas­sins and shot dead the third. Af­ter a few min­utes the spook was over.

 The chair­man was only hit in the shoul­der. He and An­drews were im­me­di­ately he­li­coptered to the mil­i­tary hos­pi­tal and treated. The two states­men dis­cussed at length in their hos­pi­tal how they should re­act. They agreed to hold the press con­fer­ence the next day at the same time and in the same place. They chose to hide their in­juries to show off their strength and power. The Chair­man was still un­will­ing to dis­cuss hunger in China and An­drews promised not to raise the is­sue. Peace­ful trade with China was the only op­tion. Rus­sia’s sense­less war against Ukraine had done im­mense dam­age to the world and shown that war was a bad op­tion. Es­pe­cially since they had no more weapons. An­drews spent half an hour on the phone with the chief of staff’s widow, who was placed in an Air Force One re­frig­er­ated cham­ber to be buried at home. The press con­fer­ence went ahead, made pithy, pow­er­ful speeches and didn’t an­swer any ques­tions about the as­sas­si­na­tion. The great leader an­nounced his coun­try had struck a $140 bil­lion deal with Pres­i­dent An­drews and the US would pro­vide gi­ant de­sali­na­tion plants, pipe­line tech­nol­ogy and know-how. An­drews con­tin­ued his jour­ney via South Ko­rea and Japan and re­turned on sched­ule. Pop­u­lar Chief of Staff Mor­ris was buried with a state fu­neral in Ar­ling­ton.

 

 
 

   The third project

 by István Rudas  © 2022       

 
 At the end of the third year, Zeus again in­vited the three gov­ern­ments to send one diplo­mat each. As al­ways, they should take their ques­tions in pa­per form and not carry bugs, he guar­an­teed their safety. Anne was ready im­me­di­ately, Carin van der Velde had been pro­moted and Regine Durieux, a French diplo­mat, was sent in her place. 

 Wen Shi had re­tired from the diplo­matic ser­vice and was teach­ing at a small uni­ver­sity in Guangzhou. She had told Zeus on her last phone call, she had be­come blunt as a weapon and her ca­reer was more or less openly ham­pered. No, he couldn’t help her, she didn’t want this fruit­less strug­gle any­more. She wanted to lead an or­di­nary life and start a fam­ily. Zeus made her sad face smile when he of­fered to be the fa­ther of her first child. Wen Shi drew new strength and en­ergy from the con­ver­sa­tion, and was very happy to think that the god re­ally took her to heart. When Ray told Lin that he had of­fered Wen Shi to be the fa­ther of their child, Lin searched his mind to see if he was se­ri­ous. She clev­erly ar­ranged that Wen Shi lay with Zeus ev­ery evening and af­ter a few weeks Wen Shi be­came preg­nant. Lin left Wen Shi’s mem­o­ries as a vague vi­sion that she was de­vot­ing her­self to the God with lust, bliss and fer­vor. She should know that she con­ceived the child of Zeus. Ray was over­joyed when Lin told him.

 Wen Shi’s suc­ces­sor was claimed by Mun Li Lee, who had worked her way up the cor­po­rate lad­der pri­mar­ily with her fem­i­nine charms and de­vi­ous in­trigues. The pursed-mouth 45-year-old diplo­mat was — com­pared to Wen Shi — in­com­pe­tent, un­e­d­u­cated and, apart from the in­stinc­tive peas­ant shrewd­ness, down­right stupid.

 The three diplo­mats were tele­ported to the space­ship and waited a long time in the il­lu­mi­nated cir­cle. Lin al­lowed Ray to take a good look at the diplo­mats’ bod­ies. Mun Li pushed ahead as the diplo­mats fol­lowed the LEDs. China first! The­atri­cal fog, fan­fares and scat­ter­ing of flow­ers. The re­cep­tion could be­gin. 

 Zeus greeted them by name, which seemed right to him. “Wel­come warmly and in peace!” he be­gan. “Your gov­ern­ments have solved my two tasks quite well, tell them my thanks for that! Most states have coped well with hunger and wa­ter short­ages and thank you for that! The wars are mostly over, there are only lo­cal quar­rels. I said quar­rels ?” Zeus looked from one to the other. “Vil­lages are still raided by gangs, the vil­lagers beaten to a pulp, and the women and girls abused, mo­lested and raped. Tell these gangs that my pa­tience is ex­hausted. I will come upon them with bib­li­cal plagues!” thun­dered Zeus, his ex­pres­sion al­most fright­en­ing. 

 “But there is still a great deal that has not yet been prop­erly re­solved on your planet. I will give you just a few ex­am­ples. Mea­sures against cli­mate change. Pol­lu­tion of the oceans. Hu­man traf­fick­ing, slav­ery, the ex­ploita­tion of work­ers . The forced pros­ti­tu­tion. The in­ef­fec­tive gen­er­a­tion of en­ergy. Your strange fi­nan­cial econ­omy. And a thou­sand other things - you can add to this list as you wish. For all these things you have or­ga­ni­za­tions that un­for­tu­nately have not achieved much so far. These or­ga­ni­za­tions need more sup­port, more Money and more man­power. This leads me to my next task.”

 Zeus looked from one to the other and ruf­fled the locks of his beard as usual. “The rich of this world hide their money in tax havens or choose com­pli­cated con­struc­tions in or­der not to have to share their wealth. Your roads, bridges or rail net­works, for ex­am­ple, would be in bet­ter con­di­tion if they did their bit. So here’s my mes­sage: to­day in three days I will as­sign any hid­den wealth to the in­di­vid­u­als by name and trans­fer the money to one of their per­sonal ac­counts. The rel­e­vant gov­ern­ment will re­ceive a list of the in­di­vid­u­als and their ac­tual as­sets. I will give your gov­ern­ments three months to tax these in­di­vid­u­als fairly. If this doesn’t hap­pen, I will do­nate 30% of the as­sets to ran­domly se­lected or­ga­ni­za­tions. Year af­ter year!” Zeus looked at the diplo­mats. 

 With a wave of his hand, he lifted the benches with the diplo­mats un­til they were at eye level. The women kicked their legs un­con­trol­lably and held on to the benches. He said: “Thank you for your visit, you will find the record­ing of the con­ver­sa­tion on a USB stick in your clothes. Go in peace!” The benches sank to the ground. The diplo­mats bowed, mur­mur­ing “Peace be with you too!” and turned to go.

 Only Mun Li Lee stopped and won­dered what the cor­rect form of ad­dress is, Great Lord or Ven­er­a­ble Mas­ter? She pushed her fem­i­nin­ity provoca­tively through the fab­ric of the tu­nic. “Ven­er­a­ble Mr. Zeus, can I meet you in pri­vate? In pri­vate, just the two of us?” She pressed her breast and pu­bic un­mis­tak­ably boldly and teas­ingly for­ward and flut­tered her false eye­lashes. He didn’t hes­i­tate for a mo­ment. “I have no pri­vate deal­ings with hu­man women, they are only leg­ends. And the fruits you sell are not as sweet as you imag­ine! Go in peace, Mun Li, go!” thun­dered Zeus and looked at the Chi­nese un­friendly. She turned ar­ro­gantly and flip­pantly and left. The diplo­mats were brought back in the blink of an eye and stood blink­ing in front of their seats of gov­ern­ment. The pro­ce­dure was as usual, the au­dio and video files were played to the most im­por­tant peo­ple and pub­lished the next day. Only the Chi­nese lead­er­ship cut out the last part be­fore pub­lish­ing it. Of course it leaked through the cen­sors. The Chi­nese peo­ple laughed at the im­per­ti­nent diplo­mat and there was a sneer­ing shit storm that spilled over the imag­i­nary whore. Mun Li left the diplo­matic ser­vice im­me­di­ately and holed up some­where. 

 Lin smiled lov­ingly as Ray looked at her ques­tion­ingly. “Of course,” she smiled and watched to­gether with him the pic­tures that were se­cretly taken of the bod­ies of the diplo­mats. The close-ups are sharp as al­ways, ev­ery hair and ev­ery pore clearly vis­i­ble. Anne was pret­tier than ever, he com­mented on Regine Durieux’s body with a boor­ish, im­pu­dent whis­tle that made Lin laugh like a bell. He looked at the record­ing show­ing the Chi­nese woman’s body twice in a row and said, “Mun Li is quite an ar­ro­gant and con­ceited per­son, but this time I dis­agree with Fa­ther Zeus, the woman prob­a­bly has a lot to of­fer!” Lin agreed with him, this is where Zeus was wrong. 

 They swam in the sea and ate the best Irish stew in years. When they went to bed, Lin tele­ported Chi­nese Mun Li to his bed. Lin couldn’t take her eyes off the two of them, the Chi­nese no­ble whore was re­ally a grenade in bed and they only fell asleep at dawn af­ter Lin had tele­ported the Chi­nese back. Ray was to­tally ex­hausted and slept un­til noon, af­ter a hearty snack he dozed on the sandy beach un­til din­ner. He ex­cep­tion­ally drank three whiskeys and smoked un­til he went to bed. Lin tele­ported the French­woman Durieux into bed, straight from the bed of the lover whom she had to put into a deep sleep. The French was very pas­sion­ate and ex­pe­ri­enced, in his breaks she sur­pris­ingly slid to Lin and made her happy. 

 Be­fore break­fast, Anne Kil­patrick gave him a hug, and her in­ex­pe­ri­ence never ceased to amaze him. He had a long break­fast with Lin and they de­cided to take a day off. They lis­tened to mu­sic and Ray con­tin­ued to read a thick book by T. Piketty. It was writ­ten very clev­erly and in a way that was easy to un­der­stand. Ray soon un­der­stood a lit­tle more about eco­nom­ics. They swam in the sea be­fore din­ner and let the last rays of the sun dry them off. He an­swered Lin’s ques­tion that Mun Li was great for once, but he didn’t need her any­more, she was too ar­ro­gant and nar­cis­sis­tic for him, it was very re­pul­sive. He re­ally didn’t need to have her again. Lin smiled at his ques­tion and an­swered, No, there were al­ready some women with her and the sweet French knew her craft. Jack nod­ded with a dreamy look, “Yes, al­though I would rather call it art at its finest!”

 The next day they went back to work. The Ja­reel ran lists of names and amounts on the ads, but they said noth­ing to ei­ther him or Lin. He spent a long time on the phone with Anne, so far she has only been able to con­firm that the lists have been sent to the tax au­thor­i­ties of the coun­tries con­cerned. How­ever, the re­ac­tion of many rich peo­ple was bad. They smashed the door to the White House, de­mand­ing priv­i­leges, dis­counts and ex­cep­tions. They also de­manded this from politi­cians, mem­bers of par­lia­ment and gov­er­nors and were very per­sis­tent. It wouldn’t do them any good, Anne laughed in a TV in­ter­view, Zeus would take their money! No one doubted that he could. 

 They re­sumed their work, there were still many re­mote ar­eas where there was still hunger. Anne phoned Zeus and recorded the con­ver­sa­tion. Her gov­ern­ment wanted to know if he could give a clue to the en­ergy pro­duc­tion. He seemed to have in­ex­haustible en­ergy re­serves at his dis­posal, his space­ship had been ob­served long enough. Zeus laughed gen­tly. “My dear Anne, my form of en­ergy gen­er­a­tion would also be ac­cepted by your best sci­en­tists in a hun­dred  years do not un­der­stand. You don’t know the ba­sics yet and any help from me would be too point­less. I can only tell you that if you in­vested a lit­tle more in this tech­nol­ogy, you would be on the right track with cold fu­sion. It would be a big step in the right di­rec­tion, I can con­firm that. Your sci­en­tists have al­ready dis­cov­ered enough, but they re­ceive far too lit­tle sup­port. The oil barons and other prof­i­teers of out­dated but very dirty tech­nolo­gies are still far too pow­er­ful and pre­vent any progress be­cause they have a lot of money to lose. That’s the real prob­lem.”

 Anne was not sure that Pres­i­dent An­drews would be able to ad­dress this is­sue in his fi­nal weeks. Dur­ing the elec­tion cam­paign, he no longer had that much power and it was com­pletely un­cer­tain who would suc­ceed him. But she knew the Pres­i­dent and would play the con­ver­sa­tion for him. Af­ter all, he was the Pres­i­dent and would de­cide. Zeus said how much he val­ued her and hoped she would con­tinue to work with him. Anne be­came sad, it wasn’t up to her, she could al­ways be re­placed by the new ad­min­is­tra­tion. Zeus promised to ask the new­com­ers for their co­op­er­a­tion. Anne had a warm feel­ing in her heart as they ended the con­ver­sa­tion. 

 Zeus spoke to Regine Durieux. Their 30 gov­ern­ments had also passed the lists on to the fi­nan­cial au­thor­i­ties, and the rich in Eu­rope squirmed so as not to have to share their wealth. Zeus praised her be­cause Ray was still very grate­ful to Regine. It was good that gov­ern­ments got his mes­sage and knew that he was not mak­ing empty threats. He said good­bye in such a friendly way that Regine stayed be­hind in as­ton­ish­ment. Zeus might be a god, but he wasn’t a slip­pery diplo­mat. She was used to the diplo­matic twad­dle and was amazed at his gen­uine friend­li­ness. She had to re­think and think and act dif­fer­ently about Zeus. Nev­er­the­less, she felt un­usu­ally happy af­ter the con­ver­sa­tion. 

 In China, a new diplo­mat, Po­dukhai Tset­sen Khatan, was well ac­quainted with the Great Chair­man and very am­bi­tious. She vis­ited Wen Shi, who gave her in­for­ma­tion and ad­vice for hours. Wen Shi, who lay in the god’s arms al­most ev­ery day dur­ing preg­nancy and looked for­ward to the child with him, then spoke to Zeus and said that she had known Po­dukhai for years, that she was very dif­fer­ent from her pre­de­ces­sor and that she was a good choice. Am­bi­tious, hard­work­ing and con­vinced that a strong China would be good for its peo­ple. She came from an old Mon­go­lian dy­nasty and knew what honor, hon­esty and de­cency meant.

 Ray and Lin worked for the starv­ing dur­ing the day, in the late af­ter­noon they went to the sea and bathed or hiked through the for­est. They video­phoned the par­ents in Mar­bella, who felt very com­fort­able there and re­ported on the won­ders of the new city. The warm cli­mate did Ray’s fa­ther good; for the first time in the fall he had no gout prob­lems. They dropped their bath tow­els when he left the mother to let her  video­phon­ing. 

 A sur­pris­ing num­ber of rich peo­ple in Eu­rope, but also in the USA and many other coun­tries paid their taxes prop­erly or an­nounced it se­ri­ously. Ray and Lin were hon­estly sur­prised, they didn’t ex­pect it. The lists of names flick­ered on their dis­play ev­ery day, many with a green back­ground. But there were many more who didn’t want to go green. The clock was tick­ing, the days just flew by.

 Ray and Lin were tele­port­ing gro­ceries to a re­mote vil­lage and lay­ing their of­fer­ings in front of the el­derly and sick when they hap­pened to wit­ness a vil­lage be­ing in­vaded by a gang of thieves and mur­der­ers. It was hor­rific to watch the rapes, and Lin turned away. Ray didn’t think it was cool at all and was seething with anger. “I have to do some­thing!” he shouted an­grily and slammed his fist on the ta­ble. He looked des­per­ately at Lin. “I threat­ened them with bib­li­cal plagues, but they just keep go­ing,” he lamented. He stared at Lin. “I have to do some­thing, now!” He had jumped up, oc­ca­sion­ally glanc­ing at the screen and stomp­ing up and down. “I would love to rip their dicks off!” he mur­mured and Lin looked up. “Then do it,” she said, “would that be right?” Ray looked at her dumb­founded. “Could I do that?”

 Lin pursed his lips in an­noy­ance. “We’ve been to­gether for four years now, I’ll do what­ever project you want, I’ll put the most beau­ti­ful women in your bed and you’re still won­der­ing if we Ja­reel can do it!?” Lin looked down in shock, she had gone too far, a sub­mis­sive Asian woman didn’t talk to her hus­band like that! Ray had walked up to her, lifted her chin and looked into her eyes. “I want to rob them of their man­hood, they shall be im­po­tent for­ever!” Lin smiled  “Al­ready done, my dear!” He scooted to the screen. The rapes stopped. The abused women pushed the con­fused men away and ran naked into the for­est. The men stood to­gether in small groups and whis­pered in em­bar­rass­ment. 

 Ray had a record­ing sent to the three diplo­mats. No com­ment, only the ge­o­graph­i­cal lo­ca­tion of the vil­lage. It took days to track down the men. They had un­doubt­edly been robbed of their man­hood, and the bond had bro­ken up at once. Ray left it up to hu­mans to un­der­stand what Zeus meant by bib­li­cal plagues. The story spread like wild­fire across the African con­ti­nent, and some rob­bers and mur­der gangs thought twice about rap­ing women. Lin smiled her Con­fu­cian smile: “Not the gun, but the am­mu­ni­tion use­less.” It took Ray a sec­ond, then he laughed out loud. Yes, that was her, his Lin!

 They con­tin­ued to work and Zeus an­swered the emails from the diplo­mats with a smile. He af­firmed that in anger he had brought this bib­li­cal plague upon the gang­sters, “just as the God of Moses had emas­cu­lated the first­born!” Ray and Lin snorted with laugh­ter as they com­posed the mail, be­cause Zeus must have seemed more like­able when he hadn’t read the Old Tes­ta­ment so care­fully. Anne and Regine gig­gled be­cause they saw through the old smar­tass, Po­dukhai didn’t im­me­di­ately no­tice the lapse.

 The day came, the three months were up, the world held its breath. Punc­tu­ally to the minute, the stub­born rich do­nated 30% of their wealth to the rec­og­nized or­ga­ni­za­tions whether they wanted to or not. No court was will­ing to chal­lenge the do­na­tions, not this time. Zeus sent the list of do­na­tions to the diplo­mats and they dis­trib­uted them to the 200 states. No one was harmed, no one be­came beg­ging. The rich vented their anger on politi­cians, leg­is­la­tors, and those un­der their al­le­giance. But those who had paid their taxes breathed a sigh of re­lief. Most taxes were un­der 30%, they had acted wisely. They made it pub­lic, the me­dia and com­men­ta­tors took up the is­sue. There was still a year un­til the next levy, enough time to cal­cu­late the mat­ter again. 

 Ray didn’t know the names of the or­ga­ni­za­tions, he knew that the Ja­reel had care­fully se­lected the re­cip­i­ents and sorted out the fraud­u­lent ones. The grand to­tal was over $1,870 bil­lion and Ray felt the or­ga­ni­za­tions would get a real boost. A lit­tle stuck on sticky fin­gers be­fore putting the money to use. Ray knew about it, but it wasn’t very im­por­tant and he didn’t care. The sticky fin­gers didn’t hoard the money, they bought im­por­tant things like new fish­ing gear, cham­pagne for the beloved or a new car. He had un­der­stood Piketty, the stolen money boosted the econ­omy and that wasn’t a bad thing.

 Ray dis­cussed her work with Lin. They quickly agreed that if they con­tin­ued at this pace they would wear them­selves out too quickly. He had to ad­mit that af­ter only a few hours he was work­ing more slowly and with less con­cen­tra­tion, he had to take many breaks to smoke a cig­a­rette and take a few steps be­fore con­tin­u­ing. Lin knew this, she brought him drinks and snacks and en­cour­aged him to rest for a few min­utes af­ter lunch. She her­self was ob­vi­ously of a stronger con­sti­tu­tion and didn’t get tired as eas­ily as he did. There was no point in work­ing un­til you dropped and not get­ting much done. It would make sense to or­ga­nize the work bet­ter. 6 hours per day with an hour lunch break, one day off per week. They both laughed, sound­ing like what unions on Earth were de­mand­ing. Lin jok­ingly sug­gested form­ing a union, a pres­i­dent and a sec­re­tary. He laughed and would rather have a pres­i­dent and a chauf­feur in liv­ery. They laughed for the first time in months. They left the screens and sat in their arm­chairs, Lin served whiskey and gin and Swiss sand­wiches. They grew se­ri­ous, then de­cided on the new sched­ule. 

 They video­phoned his par­ents in Mar­bella. The fa­ther had brought a mag­ni­fy­ing glass to take a closer look at Lin. “Nice thing you have there, son!” was his ver­dict. He stayed longer be­cause they were dis­cussing some­thing in­ter­est­ing. Ev­ery day he read a few news­pa­pers from Ger­many and Aus­tria to which he had sub­scribed. They spoke — like ev­ery­one else — about com­pul­sory tax­a­tion of the rich. His par­ents re­jected the ac­tion at first be­cause it was an il­le­gal ex­pro­pri­a­tion. But it was dis­cussed in the cir­cle of friends, also be­cause there was no one di­rectly af­fected. Peo­ple talked more and more about tax  jus­tice and the cheek of not want­ing to pay taxes. His par­ents du­ti­fully paid their taxes and felt it was in­jus­tice that the wealthy did not want to share. Most, in­clud­ing his par­ents, agreed that rec­og­nized or­ga­ni­za­tions re­ceived the $1,870 bil­lion. They had read about the or­ga­ni­za­tions and agreed with their goals.

 The changed work­ing hours turned out to be cor­rect, they were able to con­cen­trate much bet­ter. Zeus in­vited the diplo­mats to visit. Lin let the ladies stand for a long time to “scan”, Ray wanted to look at the Mon­go­lian cu­ri­ously. Then the usual, the­atri­cal fog, fan­fares and scat­ter­ing of flow­ers. Zeus pa­tiently waited un­til Anne Kil­patrick, Regine Durieux and Po­dukhai were seated. He greeted them by name with a warm wel­come. 

 “Your gov­ern­ments have shown them­selves very com­pe­tent in the re­cent task of tax­ing the wealthy, give my ap­pre­ci­a­tion and thanks. I hope they use the pro­ceeds for the good of the peo­ple.” Zeus ruf­fled his beard locks and looked kindly from one to the other. “I asked you here be­cause I have an­other mes­sage for the peo­ple. I would like to ask you three to spread my mes­sage and ac­tively sup­port it.” The diplo­mats were fully con­cen­trated and lis­ten­ing.

 “Re­cently, I pun­ished and emas­cu­lated a gang of mur­der­ers and rapists. It worked for a mo­ment, but af­ter two days the gangs went back on fire and raped in­so­lently.” Zeus stopped scratch­ing his beard and stared at the ladies. “Not that you think the old man is very thin-skinned, what’s he up­set about a cou­ple of ras­cals? No, I threat­ened them with bib­li­cal plagues and I stand by it. A threat from me has con­se­quences. I feel sorry for ev­ery sin­gle woman , no ques­tion. These gangs are like the plague for your com­mu­nity. Whole re­gions are left dev­as­tated and take decades to re­cover. Your gov­ern­ments are con­vinced that there is noth­ing they can do about it. That is not the case, they could do much more do that. That’s where you come in. First, I charge you with call­ing on gov­ern­ments to take strong ac­tion.”

 “My sec­ond as­sign­ment is a lot more com­pli­cated. Lis­ten, ladies! I will take ac­tion against these mass rapes from now on and pun­ish and emas­cu­late the rapists!” Light­ning erupted from Zeus’ golden staff as, at the word “emas­cu­late,” he rammed it into the ground so hard that the en­tire throne room shook. “I know, as diplo­mats, you don’t have di­rect ac­cess to these gang­sters. So it won’t be easy to spread my an­nounce­ment to the most re­mote cor­ners of these gangs. But you have to, find ways and means!”

 The shy Po­dukhai Tset­sen spoke up. “No­ble lord, I have heard noth­ing of such hap­pen­ings in my coun­try. I would like to do what­ever you ask, for I, too, feel anger and dis­may when I lis­ten to you.” Po­dukhai looked at him ex­pec­tantly. Zeus thanked her for her re­spect­ful ad­dress, smiled at her kindly and said: “It is there­fore good if you find a list on the USB stick list­ing the events of the last six months. Re­gard­less of whether it is your gov­ern­ment want to know. 150 out of 200 states are on this list, pass it on!” Po­dukhai asked, “China too?” and Zeus nod­ded, “China too!” and smiled en­cour­ag­ingly at the dis­mayed Mon­go­lian. 

 Zeus raised the benches so that the diplo­mats were at eye level with him. Only Po­dukhai kicked her legs in sur­prise. “Thank you, dear ladies, for your visit! You have been given a dif­fi­cult task, I am aware of that. Now go, go in peace!” The benches sank to the ground. The diplo­mats bowed and mur­mured their greet­ing, then fol­lowed the LEDs into the chang­ing rooms. They blinked when, a blink of an eye later, they stood in front of their seats of gov­ern­ment. 

 Lin awaited Ray in front of the big screen, grin­ning. The record­ings of Anne and Regine of­fered noth­ing sur­pris­ing, but the record­ing of Po­dukhai ex­cited him greatly. She would be the most ex­cit­ing Asian he had ever seen, he said and added, apart from you of course, my love! They bathed in the sea and let the ar­ti­fi­cial sun dry them. Ray con­tin­ued read­ing Piketty’s thick book un­til the sun went down. For din­ner there was a huge por­tion of Vi­en­nese Kaiser­schmarrn with roasted plums from the Figlwirt, fol­lowed by vanilla ice cream with whipped cream from Rome. They drank whiskey and gin as they sat in their arm­chairs, chat­ting and wait­ing for Po­dukhai to go to bed, Lin didn’t have to think. She put the lover into a deep sleep, as she tele­ported the 28-year-old Mon­go­lian to his bed. Ray kissed Lin deeply and lov­ingly with grat­i­tude be­fore fall­ing asleep very late. 

 Af­ter break­fast they brought gro­ceries to the re­mote ar­eas, in the af­ter­noon Ray tracked some gangs in Africa and emas­cu­lated a few hun­dred rapists by evening. Of­ten the rapes had al­ready taken place, of­ten the men were in the process of rap­ing girls and women. Ray felt only cold anger and didn’t care if the men were done or not. He struck mer­ci­lessly, spar­ing only the in­no­cent. 

 In the evening he showed Lin some footage, but she soon switched off, ac­tu­ally she didn’t want to see rapes at all. He re­warded him­self with some whiskeys af­ter din­ner and chat­ted with Lin about the beau­ti­ful night with Po­dukhai. Lin smiled silently, since she had been there, but he had to share his ex­cite­ment with some­one. They went to bed laugh­ing. 

 Pres­i­dent An­drews opened the first com­mer­cial fu­sion power plant in Vir­ginia and cer­e­mo­ni­ally laid the cor­ner­stone for tele­vi­sion cam­eras around the world. He also for­mally said good­bye to Zeus in an email. A week later he handed it over to the next pres­i­dent, Kyle White. Anne Kil­patrick con­nected the new Pres­i­dent to Zeus on the very first day. A dozen ad­vis­ers lis­tened to the con­ver­sa­tion in the Oval Of­fice. Pres­i­dent White ac­cepted the con­grat­u­la­tions on the elec­tion, fol­lowed by light small talk. Grad­u­ally, the Pres­i­dent got to the point. The state of Del­a­ware in par­tic­u­lar suf­fered se­vere losses from Zeus’ bru­tal tax­a­tion. Del­a­ware lived on its earn­ings as a tax haven. Zeus added that the is­lands of the British Em­pire suf­fered as well. The British had al­ready be­gun to in­tro­duce eco­nomic pro­grams. Then he was silent. It was Pres­i­dent White’s job to save Del­a­ware. The con­ver­sa­tion con­tin­ued in a friendly man­ner, in the end Zeus wanted to en­sure that Anne Kil­patrick re­mained in of­fice and with dig­nity. Pres­i­dent White agreed and an­nounced ad hoc that she would soon be ap­pointed Spe­cial En­voy, which meant not only a much higher salary for Anne, but also a se­cure job.

 Ray mainly worked on his gang project. He ob­served the raids metic­u­lously. It ir­ri­tated him that many rapes turned out very dif­fer­ently than he had thought. The women were beaten and forced, it was al­ways like that. But many sur­ren­dered, did not re­sist, and some sought plea­sure. He had to ad­mit that he didn’t un­der­stand the soul of African women. He turned to Cen­tral Amer­ica and north­ern South Amer­ica, where the gangs were re­lent­less and bru­tal. He emas­cu­lated hun­dreds, thou­sands of gang mem­bers with­out mercy. The men ex­pe­ri­enced a deep turn­ing point in their lives, the ties crum­bled apart. Af­ter only a few weeks Ray saw how ef­fec­tive his mea­sures were and he was proud of that. Lin felt how much the gang project was bur­den­ing him and put the beau­ti­ful Po­dukhai or Wen Shi in his bed ev­ery day. Wen Shi had be­come a mother, hap­pier and more pas­sion­ate than ever.

 Ray slathered sun­screen on Lin on the sandy beach and kissed her neck af­fec­tion­ately. “Those were the best four years of my life,” he whis­pered.

 

 
 

   De­tec­tive, Pros­e­cu­tor,  Judge and Hang­man

 by István Rudas  © 2022       

 
 The pi­rates off the Asian coasts were the fo­cus of Ray’s work. Lin pro­vided food to the re­mote ar­eas and he lashed out at the gangs. He was de­tec­tive, pros­e­cu­tor and judge in one, he took his job very se­ri­ously and his curse rarely missed. He fo­cused on the pi­rate raids on the vil­lages that didn’t want to co­op­er­ate or where there was some­thing to steal, if only the fish from the fish­er­men. There were raids where there was only rob­bery but no des­e­cra­tion. He pun­ished the rob­bers with a tem­po­rary paral­y­sis of an arm or leg that wore off af­ter a month or two. That was pun­ish­ment enough for many pi­rates. Po­dukhai took their job very se­ri­ously, spread­ing the mes­sage to the Asian me­dia that this was the bib­li­cal plague they had been threat­ened with.

 The pi­rates have been rap­ing the wives and daugh­ters of the fish­er­men for cen­turies, mer­ci­lessly at­tack­ing the women and girls to sat­isfy their urges. They per­sis­tently ig­nored Po­dukhai’s warn­ings and saw it as their in­her­ent right. Ray had watched thou­sands of rapes, but his anger hadn’t changed. He emas­cu­lated the pi­rates the mo­ment they en­tered the woman or, if he was too late, when they had spilled. The women rarely re­sisted, be­cause they didn’t want to be killed. Ray could un­der­stand that very well, bare sur­vival is part of hu­man na­ture. If the woman was killed by the rapist, Ray killed the killer on the spot. He thereby saved many more women’s lives than he judged mur­der­ers. That was the most dis­tress­ing part of his gang project.

 Some­times the rape wasn’t bru­tal and vi­o­lent at all. The women didn’t want to be raped at all and smil­ingly pulled the pi­rate onto their bast mat. “You don’t have to hurt me to get your way!” said the trans­la­tion mod­ule as the woman hugged the pi­rate. Ray found him­self just watch­ing the two of them and not in­ter­fer­ing un­til the end. He glossed over his voyeurism by be­ing a man be­sides ev­ery­thing. He was too ashamed to dis­cuss it with Lin. Of course Lin no­ticed when he watched silently and un­der­stood him. Even­tu­ally she told him and that she was okay with it. He nod­ded ab­sently, not want­ing to talk about his sore point. It was still good that his wife un­der­stood him. Ac­tual rapes in­fu­ri­ated him and he emas­cu­lated the pi­rates on the spot. The Asian pi­rates were very per­sis­tent and re­fused to stop.

 Ray dealt with a very dif­fer­ent breed of gang­sters in Cen­tral Amer­ica and South Amer­ica. They were the most bru­tal rapists and also mur­dered many of their vic­tims. It was only dur­ing this time that Ray de­vel­oped his re­solve to kill the killers im­me­di­ately. He had dis­cussed this with Lin for many hours, but she too agreed to kill these mur­der­ers. It was very dif­fi­cult for him, but at some point the pros­e­cu­tor and judge de­cided to kill the killer im­me­di­ately. This had a re­sound­ing ef­fect, the mur­ders of women de­creased rapidly and were ex­tremely rare. The emas­cu­la­tion was ter­ri­ble for the ma­chos, they be­came pari­ahs in their so­ci­ety. It didn’t stop, but the gang­sters knew full well that a god was pun­ish­ing them. And they feared a pun­ish­ing God in their twisted souls al­most more than the devil. Ray switched his fo­cus back to the Asian Coast Pi­rates.

 Zeus in­vited the diplo­mats to visit again. Ray, as al­ways, en­joyed the sight of them. Zeus had the diplo­mats re­port on their ef­forts; as re­quested, they had brought sta­tis­tics with them. Of course, Zeus knew the num­bers bet­ter than they did, but it was a good op­por­tu­nity to let the diplo­mats speak. Anne re­ported from Latin Amer­ica that many rapists had been emas­cu­lated and mur­der­ers had dropped dead. She looked up from her pa­pers and looked di­rectly at Zeus. “Your work?” she asked and he con­firmed that he pun­ished the mur­der­ers im­me­di­ately. Anne wanted to say some­thing, but he con­tin­ued: “Your demo­cratic rules are all right, in­ves­ti­ga­tion, trial and pun­ish­ment. My rules are not like that. I look into the soul of the per­son and can de­cide im­me­di­ately. De­cide fairly!”

 Po­dukhai said it was sim­i­lar in Asia and she quickly re­al­ized it was his do­ing. She had dis­cussed the mat­ter with many diplo­mats and party of­fi­cials, and in the end hardly any­one had a valid ob­jec­tion. Regine Durieux had noth­ing to re­port from Eu­rope, but in Africa the gangs still raged like the plague. The African con­ti­nent suf­fered greatly and she, Regine, had min­i­mal in­flu­ence over the gov­ern­ments and rulers there. Even con­sul­ta­tions at the high­est level could not per­suade those in power to act ac­tively. The money of the Eu­ro­peans were of course al­ways wel­come. Zeus as­sured her that he was fol­low­ing her ef­forts closely and that she was do­ing a good job. Cen­turies would pass be­fore the ma­jor­ity of peo­ple learned to deal with their propen­sity for vi­o­lence. The au­di­ence lasted a long time and at the end Zeus thanked her for com­ing. Ray gave them the good feel­ing that they were do­ing ev­ery­thing right and that the God loved them. They blinked as they stood again in front of their seats of gov­ern­ment and felt the love of Zeus in their hearts. 

 Ray watched Lin’s se­cret footage of the diplo­mats un­til he was sweat­ing. He told Lin how ex­cit­ing their record­ings were, but that he still wanted to spend the night with her be­cause he only loved her. Yet some­how Po­dukhai ended up spend­ing the night with them. He kissed Lin grate­fully in the morn­ing and joked how good it was that she never changed her mind. He was hun­gry and Lin stole her hearty break­fast from a fa­mous Parisian ho­tel. They took the day off, went for a walk in the for­est and bathed in the sea. Lin served the sun­downer on the sandy beach and they sat snug­gled to­gether in the sun­set. Ray felt the need to talk about the night with Po­dukhai. Lin took his ges­tur­ing hands in hers and lis­tened to her pas­sion­ate hus­band. He was right, it was nice and ex­cit­ing and he just had to talk about it. Lin was a lit­tle proud to have sur­prised him with the beau­ti­ful Mon­go­lian. 

 Pres­i­dent White loved cer­e­mo­nial ges­tures, pa­tri­otic pomp and medals. Pompously, solemnly and pa­tri­ot­i­cally he placed the Medal of Peace around the neck of his pre­de­ces­sor An­drews. White was a rich man and had paid his taxes metic­u­lously with a steady eye on his ca­reer. So he came across as a lit­tle cocky and ar­ro­gant when the rich cronies called and wanted to squeeze out tax breaks. It was a dance on the ra­zor blade, would Zeus be fooled this time? From many con­ver­sa­tions with Anne, White got the im­pres­sion that he wasn’t im­pressed by cheap sleight of hand, and that he was right. Anne, whose salary had more than dou­bled, im­pressed the Pres­i­dent with her ter­rific cam­paign to warn Cen­tral Amer­ica and Latin Amer­ica to the fur­thest reaches of the bib­li­cal alien plagues. The de­crease in mug­gings, rapes and mur­ders has been phe­nom­e­nal. And White could adorn him­self with these feath­ers. 

 Po­dukhai obeyed Zeus’ com­mand and car­ried his mes­sage to all Asian me­dia. The Great Chair­man had pub­licly praised her, giv­ing her gran­ite-hard sup­port. The petty pro­vin­cial em­per­ors com­plained bit­terly that the pi­rates were pay­ing fewer and fewer bribes. Po­dukhai had never ac­cepted a sin­gle yuan in her life and qui­etly had them fired, all of them. Zeus paid her re­spects dur­ing one of their phone calls. Po­dukhai’s heart warmed, the alien re­ally seemed to like her. Not sur­pris­ing, then, that he of­ten ap­peared in her dreams and sex­ual fan­tasies. 

 A ma­jor news­pa­per, the New York Times, ran a se­ries of ar­ti­cles on the bib­li­cal plagues. The au­thors brought num­bers, sta­tis­tics and facts. The fall in crime in Latin Amer­ica has been im­pres­sive. None­the­less, the au­thors sparked a heated de­bate on the death penalty that kept the whole coun­try on its toes. Where did an ex­trater­res­trial claim the right to im­pose the death penalty in large num­bers? Was that right or out­ra­geous? It took weeks for the topic to dis­ap­pear un­de­cid­edly from the me­dia. Lin and Ray, of course, lis­tened closely to the heated de­bates, but re­mained silent. Ray’s mother was for it, his fa­ther was against. Ray chewed through ev­ery se­ri­ous ar­gu­ment, but con­tin­ued un­de­terred.

 He fol­lowed the pi­rates of Asia and the bands of Africa. It was good when, in the midst of all the atroc­i­ties, some peo­ple mated with­out vi­o­lence. He watched them smil­ing and there was no need to pun­ish them. The sup­ple souls of Viet­namese, Lao­tian and Cam­bo­dian women, filled with ten­der drive, en­abled him to bet­ter un­der­stand the soul of African women. The souls were very sim­i­lar, the African women were a bit wilder and more de­mand­ing in their drive. Ray was al­ways happy not to have to par­a­lyze, emas­cu­late, or kill. He was happy to show these record­ings to Lin, al­though she wasn’t as voyeuris­tic as he was. He could watch these peace­ful unions for hours. 

 Most peo­ple had started Au­gust 26th quite un­spec­tac­u­larly, a sum­mer day like yes­ter­day and to­mor­row. But the rich­est in the world sat on glow­ing coals. Just in time for the start of the stock ex­change, do­na­tions went to the or­ga­ni­za­tions that were pur­su­ing good goals. Lin had rolled out a screen next to the break­fast ta­ble. They en­joyed the sump­tu­ous break­fast that Lin made stole a fine ho­tel in Vi­enna and watched the news. The broad­cast­ers re­ported with some glee that to­day’s fundraiser had raised $1,250 bil­lion for the or­ga­ni­za­tions. Less than a year ago, but still a de­cent boost for re­cip­i­ents. Their pres­i­dents were in­ter­viewed for hours and asked what they did with the money and which con­crete projects they could tackle. 

 From Berlin to Cape Town, from Bei­jing to San Fran­cisco, the tele­phone lines were burn­ing, the rich of this world were bomb­ing their gov­ern­ments, what they in­tended to do against this out­ra­geous raid. It didn’t help again, a do­na­tion was a do­na­tion! Ray and Lin grinned broadly and calmly ate break­fast. To­day was free, they read, lis­tened to mu­sic and jumped into the sea. They checked the lat­est news ev­ery few hours. Zeus called the diplo­mats in the evening, the lists of donors had been dis­trib­uted to the gov­ern­ments. The diplo­mats were very sat­is­fied be­cause the choice of or­ga­ni­za­tions was ex­cel­lent. Po­dukhai knew that China re­ceived only a small chunk be­cause there were few help­ing or re­search or­ga­ni­za­tions out­side the party ap­pa­ra­tus. She promised to raise this is­sue with the Great Chair­man the next time she lay with the old man. Zeus/Ray chuck­led silently. China’s cur­rent boss loved young girls just as much as first chair­man Mao Ze­dong did.

 Ray and Lin video­phoned his par­ents who were spend­ing the hot days at Sem­mer­ing, where it was much cooler. They were do­ing great at Sem­mer­ing, but when the fa­ther left the con­ver­sa­tion, the mother said he coughed a lot, maybe he smoked too much af­ter all. But the GP wasn’t con­cerned, so no need to worry. Ray was a bit con­cerned af­ter the con­ver­sa­tion. He asked Lin if the Ja­reel could do some­thing about it. She lis­tened ab­sently to her­self for a few min­utes, then she nod­ded, her fa­ther would be bet­ter in 10 days or two weeks, he would then be cured. Ray kissed Lin grate­fully and walked out into the woods for a few min­utes, not want­ing Lin to see him cry. 

 Ray had turned 38, Lin 24. His gang project was wear­ing him down and he needed a break, a day off wasn’t enough. He brought it up in the evenings af­ter they had turned off the screens and drank their whiskey and gin. Lin didn’t feel ready for va­ca­tion yet and lis­tened to him at­ten­tively. It was a long five years, they had worked on the screen day af­ter day and had achieved a great deal, fight­ing hunger and ban­dits. Armies stopped shoot­ing at each other and the rich do­nated to or­ga­ni­za­tions that had good and wise causes. Mankind pro­gressed in small steps. Ray, Zeus and Lin didn’t have to push the next big goal, the de­struc­tion of the world, the oceans and the global cli­mate. There were enough peo­ple in the gov­ern­ments and or­ga­ni­za­tions who pushed it for­ward of their own ac­cord and out of in­sight. The droughts, the for­est fires and the floods spoke an un­bear­able lan­guage. 

 Lin wanted to know if he wanted to take a va­ca­tion, incog­nito on Earth? He thought for a long time, there was much to be said for and against. Ul­ti­mately he dis­missed the no­tion that Zeus was of­ten needed on an ad hoc ba­sis right now, and that was far more im­por­tant than a sail­ing trip in the Car­ib­bean. Lin’s sug­ges­tion of loung­ing around for a week three or four times a year with­out leav­ing the space­ship was a very good idea. There was noth­ing wrong with that and Ray gig­gled that the woman union pres­i­dent would win. Row­ing a boat to the small islets or camp­ing in the woods for a night was some­thing new, just ly­ing lazily on the couch and watch­ing films or se­ries. They con­tin­ued to work nor­mally and de­ter­mined when they would take a week’s va­ca­tion. 

 Ray thor­oughly en­joyed the first week off. Lin brought the most un­usual del­i­ca­cies to the ta­ble, they tasted the finest wines, and Lin held back, giv­ing him space and air to breathe deeply. Ev­ery night she put a de­sir­able Asian woman with him. She chose the girls care­fully, she had to be will­ing and con­form to his pref­er­ences. Ray was well rested, re­freshed and full of new en­ergy af­ter this week. 

 Pres­i­dent White re­it­er­ated in sev­eral in­ter­views that he be­lieved in vol­un­tary and in­vol­un­tary tax­a­tion of the wealthy. Many prob­lems were solved and projects were im­ple­mented. Never be­fore have so many coun­tries had such well-de­vel­oped so­cial net­works, which ben­e­fited many peo­ple. Mankind de­vel­oped and re­searched on an un­prece­dented scale. The global econ­omy pro­duced record af­ter record. The de­vel­oped coun­tries helped gen­er­ously and brought ed­u­ca­tion to the less de­vel­oped coun­tries. Afghanistan has been de­spised around the world be­cause it de­nies ed­u­ca­tion to girls still re­fused. Of course, Pres­i­dent White couldn’t claim ev­ery­thing for him­self, but he strut­ted in and out of in­ter­views like the leader of the west­ern world, the vain pea­cock. Anne se­cretly de­spised her boss, but kept it to her­self. Most peo­ple saw through his mask, but no one was out­raged by it. One thing White did just as well as An­drews did was put good peo­ple to work and didn’t in­ter­fere with them. His ad­min­is­tra­tion made ev­ery ef­fort to hire the best of the best. It was dif­fi­cult be­cause ev­ery un­cle had to find a lu­cra­tive job for an in­com­pe­tent nephew. It was an an­noy­ance that couldn’t be dis­missed.

 China, as a world power, could af­ford to fight the piracy on the Asian coasts with its mighty army and its count­less ships. Po­dukhai had a key ally in the Min­is­ter of War who would have been happy to send his army into ac­tion. Po­dukhai launched me­dia cam­paigns and brought the evil of the pi­rates into the pub­lic con­scious­ness. She didn’t shy away from ly­ing with the im­po­tent Old Man week af­ter week and do­ing his will. In tiny steps she man­aged to per­suade him. It was good for the party, for China and for in­ter­na­tional recog­ni­tion any­way. China at­tacked the pi­rates. Zeus could hear in her phone calls how much re­luc­tance she had to sup­press in or­der to lie down with the old man and pre­tend pas­sion.

 For Ray and Lin, the change in work­ing hours and va­ca­tion weeks have been a no­tice­able im­prove­ment. They spent much more time to­gether, of­ten dis­cussing real is­sues of hu­man­ity and the planet. The pol­lu­tion of the at­mos­phere and the oceans fu­eled the de­te­ri­o­ra­tion of the cli­mate, so­cial im­bal­ances al­lowed rich and poor to drift apart more and more. Ray mused aloud that with a lit­tle mumbo-jumbo the Ja­reel could re­move all of this. But Lin and the Ja­reel who spoke from her mouth thought noth­ing of it. Firstly, it would not be sus­tain­able, be­cause sec­ondly, peo­ple could only change their be­hav­ior them­selves. For ex­am­ple, if they cooled the cli­mate by 5 de­grees or fished the plas­tic out of the oceans, then peo­ple would con­tinue to pol­lute the air, and so would the oceans. End­ing the wars was sus­tain­able, end­ing hunger as well, and tax­ing the wealthy led to an im­me­di­ate re­think. Ray knew Lin and the Ja­reel were right. Mankind had to de­velop step by step and solve the prob­lems them­selves. It was true, of course, that it took ho­cus-pocus to end the wars, but it was the peo­ple them­selves who turned it into a peace or­der. It was, of course, hoax to start the fight against hunger, but it was the peo­ple who ad­dressed the dis­tri­bu­tion is­sue and made self-suf­fi­ciency a pri­or­ity. Ini­ti­at­ing fair tax­a­tion of the wealthy was, of course, hoax, but it was the peo­ple who did some­thing use­ful with the money, in­vested heav­ily in re­search, and funded or­ga­ni­za­tions that ad­dressed the myr­iad prob­lems of hu­man­ity and the planet. His gang project would not have been pos­si­ble with­out Ho­cus-Pocus, but it was the peo­ple who re­al­ized that the spook could be stopped or at least some of the gang prob­lem solved. Lin looked at him with big eyes, “You un­der­stand that, my dar­ling?” Ray agreed that it would be wrong to try to mumbo-jumbo.

 Lin looked straight at him. “The Ja­reel are in­ter­ested in putting mankind on the right path. There were only two paths, one would lead mankind into the fel­low­ship of the peo­ples of the uni­verse, the other would be doom, the end of the Homo Sapi­ens ex­per­i­ment. Like Zeus had said from the be­gin­ning the Ja­reel want to save hu­man­ity. There is still time for that.” Ray low­ered his head be­cause that was ex­actly what was on his mind. He didn’t have to say it, Lin knew it. 

 Lin took care of the re­mote ar­eas and vil­lages daily, searched for these re­gions and walked from hut to hut with the “cam­era”. She now moved about fre­quently in Chi­nese vil­lages, since lit­tle at­ten­tion was paid to the old and sick. It was mainly Chi­nese cities that were de­prived of their food. Po­dukhai was al­ways care­ful when she lay with the Old Man, the palace had eyes and ears ev­ery­where. Still, she warned him that the peo­ple would not en­dure the lies of the state me­dia for­ever. It was dan­ger­ous, wrong and also en­dan­gered him per­son­ally when the peo­ple were lied to and talked about gen­er­ous food do­na­tions. But he re­mained stub­born and didn’t want to be forced into any­thing by this strange alien, no mat­ter what! It was bad enough that the world power China had been dis­armed. The chair­man spoke in pri­vate cir­cles from com­pul­sory tax­a­tion, be­cause he him­self had not amassed any for­tune and de­spised those who raked in money and thus also be­trayed the goals of the party. In pri­vate, he was heard mur­mur­ing, “Serve them right!” Po­dukhai of­ten spoke to Zeus on the phone and was bit­ter that she was not get­ting much more from the chair­man. Zeus al­ways man­aged to lift her up and send her into bat­tle again with vigour. It is not in vain if she pros­ti­tutes her­self. With ev­ery con­ver­sa­tion, he em­pha­sized how much he ap­pre­ci­ated and loved her. Po­dukhai felt this love warm in her heart af­ter ev­ery con­ver­sa­tion.

 Lin and Ray also en­joyed the va­ca­tion weeks be­cause they gave each other space and time and didn’t sit on top of each other. It was re­ally good for them to give each other space. Lin gained her in­ner strength and bal­ance as she of­ten took a lover with a loin on va­ca­tion. She loved very much to de­vote a day to a spe­cific topic and re­search the sub­ject. Be it the silk mill or the me­dieval courts, she was in­ter­ested in ev­ery­thing. Of course, she would hang out with Ray when it was con­ve­nient for the two of them. 

 Ray fo­cused on the gang project, let­ting killers die and be­ing more for­giv­ing of the oth­ers. He used par­a­lyz­ing on younger ones rather than emas­cu­lat­ing. He un­der­stood bet­ter than be­fore what a strong sex­ual emer­gency drove the younger ones. As long as they didn’t kill or use ex­ces­sive force, he gave them time and only par­a­lyzed them af­ter mat­ing. It seemed fairer to him. Of course, in the evening he liked to look at the records of cou­ples who did not use vi­o­lence. Lin smiled know­ingly that was her Ray! 

 Ray knew he was be­com­ing more le­nient to­wards the pi­rates. He hated pun­ish­ing mur­der­ers im­me­di­ately with death. He hated that some pi­rates, driven by the sheer lust for mur­der, killed the girls and de­served to die. Much quicker than be­fore, he in­ter­vened and par­a­lyzed the killer be­fore the mur­der. It was very tir­ing to fol­low the pro­ceed­ings and pre­vent the mur­der, but he al­ways breathed a sigh of re­lief when he suc­ceeded. Lin smiled and en­cour­aged him, giv­ing him the strength to con­tinue. Struck by light­ning, the killers col­lapsed and lay on the ground, par­a­lyzed and ter­ri­fied, be­fore they could kill. 

 Nei­ther he nor Lin could say later how they got the idea to take a closer look at the money go­ing to the or­ga­ni­za­tions. 

 

 
 

   The Or­ga­ni­za­tions
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 The de­bate the night be­fore was heated and emo­tional. Ray couldn’t be­lieve that less than half of the money taken from the rich went to the real cause. Lin knew full well and con­tra­dicted him. He was far too naive and op­ti­mistic, more than half was lost. Af­ter break­fast they sat next to each other in front of sev­eral screens and Lin showed him what she had meant yes­ter­day. 

 The pro­por­tion of di­rect cor­rup­tion, i.e. di­rect em­bez­zle­ment and cash­ing in, was only a small part of the loss, but many times higher than he would have es­ti­mated. The much larger part was pumped into the or­ga­ni­za­tions them­selves. Where once one man­ager was suf­fi­cient, a vice and two as­sis­tant man­agers were added. Ray was flab­ber­gasted. The num­bers Lin pre­sented were facts. He cursed and raged. He had been so proud and con­tent that the rich were asked to pay up and paid their fair share. It would have been too nice! 

 Ray turned back to the gang project, ram­pag­ing the shores of Viet­nam so fiercely that he made no record of peace­ful mat­ing. He re­mained mono­syl­labic and silent, the dark thoughts held him cap­tive for days. Lin let him think and pon­der and didn’t bother him. Only on the third day did he seek dis­cus­sion with Lin. 

 “I’m at a loss,” he lamented. The gov­ern­ments could not help. On the con­trary, some or­ga­ni­za­tions had been taken over by gov­ern­ments be­cause the smell of money at­tracted greedy politi­cians like car­rion to vul­tures. 

 Like ev­ery day, Ray and Lin bathed in the sea be­fore din­ner. Yes­ter­day and the day be­fore they had watched the sun­set in si­lence, he had pon­dered and re­mained doggedly silent. He felt very clearly that he, as the only per­son on board, had to be ashamed of the cor­rup­tion and the in­com­pe­tence of the or­ga­ni­za­tions. Lin and the Ja­reel have known mankind for a long time and were not sur­prised at how out­ra­geous peo­ple were. It weighed heav­ily on him. But now, af­ter two days of pon­der­ing, he wanted to talk. He hugged Lin while they watched the ar­ti­fi­cial sun go down and dried off. 

 “I haven’t come up with any­thing bet­ter than that we have to hand over the money in a con­trolled man­ner. The Ja­reel have cer­tainly cho­sen the or­ga­ni­za­tions con­sci­en­tiously, but the peo­ple still man­aged to steal the money, in­flate the or­ga­ni­za­tions and not prop­erly to be used for the in­tended pur­pose.” Lin nod­ded in agree­ment and said, “Go on, Ray!” He thought for a mo­ment and or­ga­nized his thoughts. “Next time we must en­sure that cor­rup­tion and self-sus­tain­ing ac­tion no longer oc­cur. A mech­a­nism that checks the use of the money. We are sim­ply not enough to be this mech­a­nism.” Lin nod­ded again, “We need some com­rades-in-arms who think and act as in­de­pen­dently as pos­si­ble. Who aren’t eas­ily em­broiled in cor­rup­tion!”

 Ray nod­ded. “I’ve only found one cat­e­gory of such peo­ple in my short pro­fes­sional life, the judges. 90% of them were not cor­rupt and the re­main­ing 10 stank a mile to the wind.” Lin won­dered un­der his breath how one finds such judges. He looked into the red­dish disk of the sun and said, fol­low­ing a sud­den in­tu­ition, “I’ll gladly leave that to the three diplo­mats!” They dis­cussed and de­vel­oped this idea.

 The diplo­mats each had to ap­point three judges, but Lin ar­gued that the Chi­nese judges cer­tainly rep­re­sented the party’s ide­ol­ogy. Ray laughed and said that Po­dukhai sim­ply couldn’t ap­point Chi­nese judges. “So 9 judges?” Lin asked and Ray nod­ded. “If we want to fill the dozen, then add the three diplo­mats!” Lin thought for a sec­ond to hear the Ja­reel’s opin­ion. “Two things should be clar­i­fied. How many votes for a de­ci­sion and how long can the de­ci­sion take? Get­ting all 12 votes is cer­tainly an over­state­ment, and wait­ing for the de­ci­sion for more than 24 hours is non­sen­si­cal.”

 Ray felt that three quar­ters agree­ment was suf­fi­cient and that the 24 hour time frame was good. That was the de­ci­sion. They ate a chateaubriand with roasted veg­eta­bles from Madrid and drank two bot­tles of chateauneuf du pape with­out paus­ing their de­bate. Zeus would fetch the diplo­mats in two days and give them the new task. That’s how it hap­pened. 

 Ray was gen­uinely happy to see the three diplo­mats again. Zeus lev­i­tated the diplo­mats to eye level once they were seated. As al­ways, he greeted them by name with a warm wel­come. The task is quite tricky again this time, he said, spread­ing the prob­lem with the or­ga­ni­za­tions. Of course the sub­ject was  far away for the diplo­mats, they hadn’t had any­thing to do with the or­ga­ni­za­tions be­fore. He made some ex­am­ples ap­pear on a dis­play board in front of them and com­mented on them in de­tail. His ex­pla­na­tions proved suc­cess­ful. They had rec­og­nized that some­thing was rot­ten in the state of Den­mark. 

 Anne and Regine shrugged, Po­dukhai won­dered how that was pos­si­ble. In China, this prob­lem did not ex­ist. Zeus paused for a long time, al­low­ing his ar­gu­ments to sink in. “Only one thing helps,” he said, “we have to plan and con­trol the pro­mo­tion!” He looked from one to the other. “The money is de­posited in a fund and spent on spec­i­fied and ver­i­fied projects!” 

 “Your tasks are there­fore clear. Com­mu­ni­cate the new pro­ce­dure. First: tell the or­ga­ni­za­tions that they have to slim down. You get num­bers from me where it was overblown. Sec­ond: tell the cor­rupt that I stole their money al­ready col­lected again. With these 186 bil­lion dol­lars you can build up the or­ga­ni­za­tion. You will also get the list of the cor­rupt, the or­ga­ni­za­tions may de­cide what hap­pens to them. Thirdly, you will put to­gether a com­mit­tee that will de­cide on the award.“
 
“Find 9 judges, three of you each. Hon­est, in­cor­rupt­ible peo­ple who de­cide the award within 24 hours. And of course a larger num­ber of con­trollers. It will of course be­come a larger or­ga­ni­za­tion, but its suc­cess lies in your hands. I know how good all three of you are at or­ga­niz­ing. You prob­a­bly did the build­ing of the project and the se­lec­tion of the judges in a month. The se­lec­tion of the judges is very im­por­tant. This project is too im­por­tant to fail !”

 “Po­dukhai, you know how much I ap­pre­ci­ate you. How­ever, I am con­vinced that the judges in your coun­try can­not leave the party line. There­fore, I would like you to choose the judges from other coun­tries in Asia!” He smiled at Po­dukhai and waited. “I will com­ply with your wish,” replied the Mon­go­lian, “and I also know that there will be re­sis­tance. But I will fight!”

 Zeus nod­ded with sat­is­fac­tion and re­peated: “9 judges and you three, so the panel has 12 mem­bers. De­ci­sions must be made quickly, my sug­ges­tion would be within a day. If a project gets a three-quar­ters ma­jor­ity, it should be ac­cepted. The Con­trollers must ver­ify that the grant goes di­rectly to the project. Au­gust is the next tax due, so be ready!”

 Regine an­swered. She is not so suit­able, be­cause of her ed­u­ca­tion she lacks the feel­ing for eco­nomic con­nec­tions. She would like to ap­point an ex­pe­ri­enced, trust­wor­thy judge in her place. Zeus nod­ded in agree­ment, he has great re­spect for some­one who knows their lim­its. Nev­er­the­less, he asked Regine to start and ac­com­pany the project. Regine nod­ded, she would like to do that. 

 There was still time to dis­cuss some de­tails and then the meet­ing ended. The diplo­mats squinted in the sun­light and went straight to work. The gov­ern­ments were sur­prised by these de­vel­op­ments, they were very un­sure what the ex­trater­res­trial in­tended with it. But, as Anne Kil­patrick em­phat­i­cally ex­plained to the Pres­i­dent and his crew, Zeus wanted ex­actly what he said. Zeus had no ul­te­rior mo­tives, he spoke di­rectly and with­out diplo­matic flour­ishes. Zeus jus­ti­fied what he wanted and why. No­body be­lieved her. She was sud­denly faced with a flood of pro­posed judges, each politi­cian want­ing to get his man in po­si­tion. She diplo­mat­i­cally but cat­e­gor­i­cally re­jected ev­ery­one and searched her­self. She had an ex­cel­lent net­work and lis­tened very care­fully when she was con­sid­er­ing a can­di­date. Af­ter three weeks she had her judges and her or­ga­ni­za­tion to­gether. She was in con­stant con­tact with Po­dukhai and Regine, who, like her, were do­ing well. 

 The new or­ga­ni­za­tion, which they sim­ply called the board for the sake of sim­plic­ity, had al­most 2,000 em­ploy­ees who col­lated and pre-checked the data from the projects. More than half would then work as in­spec­tors. The 12-strong panel met via video con­fer­ence and of­ten worked more than 12 hours a day. The judges were paid an an­nual salary $100,000 more than the pres­i­dent, which was enough for ev­ery­one. Sev­eral test runs were or­ga­nized un­til ev­ery­thing went well. Judge Adams from Hol­land soon qual­i­fied as leader and was ac­cepted by his peers. 

 Zeus do­nated the $1,680 bil­lion of the wealthy to the body in Au­gust and ig­nored the protests of the wealthy. Do­na­tion is do­na­tion. It was just right. 

 In the­ory it all sounded very easy, in prac­tice it wasn’t easy. Judge Adams had the ap­pli­cants sign how much the or­ga­ni­za­tion could use for it­self and how much went to the mis­sion. The ap­pli­cants groaned and moaned, they had to slim down ac­cord­ing to the guide­lines and send peo­ple home. Pru­dently, they sent those who were not needed home. Any­one who didn’t lose weight or cheated was cut off from the money sup­ply, and word got around. Judge Adams and the panel were tough, and that helped. How­ever, it was of­ten un­sat­is­fac­tory. But at least the money flowed lav­ishly into the mis­sions. Ray and Lin looked at the num­bers ev­ery day and af­ter the ini­tial stut­ters of the first few weeks, they felt good. 

 Many gov­ern­ments par­tic­i­pated in mis­sions that rep­re­sented good causes and goals. Many politi­cians were think­ing be­yond just the next elec­tion. They were con­vinced that car­ing for the earth, the oceans, the flora and fauna and the cli­mate also earned them credit points. A large part of the peo­ple, the vot­ers thought the same way. The panel sup­ported mis­sions of small and poor gov­ern­ments on its own ini­tia­tive, the panel as­sessed mis­sions and not or­ga­ni­za­tions. In his reg­u­lar phone calls with the diplo­mats, Zeus sup­ported this fur­ther de­vel­op­ment. 

 Po­dukhai had found good Asian judges. Zeus had spo­ken to the Great Chair­man for the first time, he ap­peared on the Chair­man’s screen and spoke to him for half an hour. It was dif­fi­cult for Ray to men­tally get a grip on the Chi­nese via the trans­la­tion mod­ule, he just didn’t do it. Zeus was able to make it clear that he posed no threat to the Chi­nese lead­er­ship and that he still did not want any Chi­nese judges on his panel. They were ul­ti­mately good, loyal party sol­diers and he didn’t want to bring them into a con­flict of con­science. The Chair­man felt good about the con­ver­sa­tion and felt em­pow­ered to give Po­dukhai a free hand in this mat­ter. At the next meet­ing of the Party Ex­ec­u­tive, he re­ported the good con­ver­sa­tion with the alien and of­fi­cially as­signed the task to Po­dukhai. He re­ceived great ap­plause when he car­ried out his read­ing that lead­ing the way in ac­com­plish­ing the task was a great achieve­ment for the Chi­nese Party and the Chi­nese peo­ple! That was good medicine, the state me­dia could spread that. 

 Po­dukhai had the Chair­man’s full sup­port and im­me­di­ately started in­ter­view­ing her net­work. She in­ter­viewed the pro­posed judges in­ten­sively and, af­ter many dis­cus­sions, de­cided on a Viet­namese, a Fil­ipino and a Mon­go­lian. They were hon­ored with a cel­e­bra­tory ban­quet in Bei­jing, and state tele­vi­sion broad­cast the ban­quet, the Chair­man’s speech and the big hand­shake tri­umphantly around the world. Ray and Lin watched the spec­ta­cle and were very pleased. Po­dukhai was more firmly in the sys­tem than ever, she had three non-Chi­nese can­di­dates and China, rather than a loss of face, made a ter­rific pa­tri­otic gain from it all. Ray found that Zeus had had a suc­cess­ful con­ver­sa­tion with the Chi­nese. 

 Regine had also done a very good job. She con­ducted around 100 in­ter­views and chose judges Adams from Hol­land, one from France, one from Ger­many and one from Kenya. The Kenyan had served at the Eu­ro­pean Court of Jus­tice for close to ten years and, like Adams, was a man of back­bone, as­sertive­ness and a very sharp mind. The judges from Ger­many and France were well versed in eco­nomic is­sues and had earned the re­spect of the ju­di­ciary. Regine was ex­tremely skilled in se­lec­tion and was able to ward off all at­tempts to smug­gle in a com­pli­ant man. 

 In the end Anne chose one Cana­dian, one Mex­i­can and one from the USA. She even had to quar­rel with Pres­i­dent White, who wanted to fill all three po­si­tions him­self. She risked a lot in re­ject­ing the pres­i­dent, but she stayed adamant. The Pres­i­dent has been far too le­nient with his ad­vi­sors and in­flu­en­tial man­agers. She never ques­tioned his au­thor­ity as pres­i­dent, but she didn’t think much of him as a man. His anger wouldn’t last even a week, she knew that for sure. How­ever, she re­ported dur­ing the next phone call to Zeus that the Pres­i­dent was quite pissed off be­cause he hadn’t had a di­rect con­ver­sa­tion with Zeus yet. The Chi­nese stated pow­er­fully that they were the first to speak to Zeus. Zeus sighed, he’ll do that soon. 

 Zeus de­lib­er­ately in­ter­rupted a cab­i­net meet­ing to talk to White. The con­ver­sa­tion, as Zeus had ex­pected, was very su­per­fi­cial. Zeus ex­plained what he in­tended to do with this task and ex­plained to the as­sem­bled cab­i­net what he ex­pected. Ad­vance hu­man­ity. To in­spire hu­man­ity, with each other and with the  bet­ter deal with plan­ets. To be­long one day to the fel­low­ship of the peo­ples of the Uni­verse. It was coun­ter­pro­duc­tive, said Zeus in a sub­or­di­nate clause, that the Amer­i­cans were de­vel­op­ing more pow­er­ful, deadly taser weapons. They had not un­der­stood his first mes­sage and went the wrong way. Cab­i­net mem­bers, apart from the Sec­re­tary of De­fense and the Pres­i­dent, were ig­no­rant and shocked. Zeus gave no sign that his com­ment was bound to lead to heated de­bates. He dropped out af­ter 30 min­utes.

 On the same day, Zeus spoke to the Pres­i­dent of the Eu­ro­pean Union. She was also in a meet­ing with her com­mis­sion­ers and he greeted ev­ery­one by name. Here, too, he ex­plained his in­ten­tions and goals. The Pres­i­dent was a very in­tel­li­gent per­son and un­der­stood him im­me­di­ately. She un­der­stood that it was about a se­ri­ous change in peo­ple’s be­hav­ior and that his com­mis­sions and tasks should help peo­ple. She promised to ac­tively sup­port Regine Durieux in her task. She re­it­er­ated that the is­sue of cli­mate change was high on her agenda. The con­ver­sa­tion was very friendly and Zeus wished them all good luck be­fore end­ing the con­ver­sa­tion. 

 Ray and Lin took a ten-day va­ca­tion while the panel formed. He lis­tened to a lot of clas­si­cal mu­sic and con­tin­ued to read Piketty. They rowed to the rocks in the sea and sunned them­selves. They wan­dered through the beau­ti­ful for­est for a day and didn’t come home un­til sun­set. They video­phoned his par­ents, who were spend­ing most of the year in Mar­bella. The par­ents loved the glo­ri­ous weather and the ease of life in this mag­i­cal par­adise. 

 Ray asked Lin not to put a cute Asian girl in bed for him ev­ery night, al­though Lin had cor­rectly ob­served that they were the ones that gave him great plea­sure. He wanted to spend the night with her more and more of­ten, he loved Lin with all his heart and wanted her to lie with him. He wanted to show her his love, that be­came more and more im­por­tant to him. Lin blushed ev­ery time she no­ticed and snug­gled up to him. He was the first and only man she loved with all her heart.

 Af­ter the hol­i­day she went back to her pro­gram against hunger and he took care of the gang project with re­newed vigour. He was an­noyed to find out that not only the pi­rates but also the Chi­nese army were rap­ing the women of the coastal re­gions. Al­though the sol­diers shied away from rob­bery and mur­der, sev­eral raped a woman. He pun­ished them all with a paral­y­sis and ad­di­tion­ally emas­cu­lated the most vi­o­lent. Zeus brought it up dur­ing the next con­ver­sa­tion with Po­dukhai and she promised to talk to the Min­is­ter of War about it. It couldn’t have es­caped him that so many sol­diers were sud­denly par­a­lyzed. Ray’s anger was great, be­cause none of the women would will­ingly in­dulge in gang rape, none of them had sex­ual plea­sure when a whole pack of horny sol­diers pounced on them. 

 Ray once asked Lin if the Ja­reel were re­spon­si­ble for his never be­ing ill in the last 6 years. Lin nod­ded, the Ja­reel were happy to take care of his health. He thanks them for that, he said. It also ex­plained that Lin has al­ways been in good health. She had been with him for 6 years, but she still looked like the 20-year-old who had come to him, not a day older. She was still flaw­lessly beau­ti­ful, se­duc­tive, sex­u­ally ex­pe­ri­enced and full of sin­cere love like the first day. 

 If he had a prob­lem with his age, Lin asked, who was good at in­ter­pret­ing his state of mind. He said that age is ba­si­cally just a num­ber, how you feel is what mat­ters. He was afraid of old age. He didn’t want any slow-grow­ing dis­eases, mem­ory prob­lems, or im­po­tence, to name a few. “But you’re only 36,” Lin said, “none of that both­ers you to­day!” He nod­ded. “Yet I’m afraid of it! I want to re­mem­ber ev­ery­thing I want to re­mem­ber. I don’t want to lose my li­bido, my po­tency and my cu­ri­ous sex­u­al­ity!” Lin asked, is it re­ally that im­por­tant to him? Did he re­ally want to stay 36 for­ever? “Of course,” she ob­jected, “you and I are mor­tal, some­day we must per­ish.”

 Ray stroked her cheeks. “I’ve got­ten older year af­ter year, but you haven’t. One day I’ll be 50 and you’ll still be 20, I’m los­ing my po­tency, but you aren’t.” He should have kept his mouth shut, he knew that im­me­di­ately. He kissed her on the lips. “I’m not 50 yet, let’s leave it at that!” Lin looked at him for a long time. “No, my dear hus­band! I got it right away and I will make you feel phys­i­cally 25 soon and it will last for many years! No dis­eases, no mem­ory prob­lems, no im­po­tence and a keen in­ter­est in sex, I prom­ise to you!” She hugged him whole­heart­edly firmly and kissed him on the lips. “Promised!” She wiped her tears with the back of her hand and looked him straight in the eyes. “I prom­ise!”

 The evening passed in si­lence as they sat snug­gled to­gether on the couch, thoughts swirling in his head. He knew she meant it lit­er­ally and could ac­tu­ally make it hap­pen. He was some­how re­as­sured that he would be spared the hard­ships of ag­ing for a while, but he also knew he cer­tainly hadn’t grasped the im­pli­ca­tions. The whiskey some­how made him happy, as did the beau­ti­ful girl at his side. He called up one of the beau­ti­ful records and they ad­mired the beau­ti­ful girl from Laos giv­ing her­self to a boy. They later went to bed happy and ex­cited. 

 Ray’s body changed from day to day. He didn’t no­tice it right away, most no­tably that his hair was grow­ing back and the re­ced­ing hair­line that was be­gin­ning to re­cede dis­ap­peared within days. He care­fully ob­served the changes from then on and was de­lighted when his body be­came more mus­cu­lar than ever and his small tummy dis­ap­peared within a few days. Lin had kept her word. Af­ter a month, his body was as strong and ef­fi­cient as it was when he was 25, his pe­nis grew by cen­time­ters and lasted much longer than be­fore. His sex­u­al­ity flared up again, his sex­ual prow­ess has never been higher. He felt a re­fresh­ing clar­ity and sharp­ness in his mind and was amazed that he could re­mem­ber ev­ery­thing, re­ally ev­ery­thing. Lin smiled be­fore break­fast in the morn­ing and said she was smit­ten with his younger self. He kissed her gen­tly and whis­pered that he was heartily grate­ful to her for this mir­a­cle. 

 

 
 

   An event­ful year

 by István Rudas  © 2022       

 
 Ray and Lin, of course, watched the panel work. There were projects and mis­sions that were quite amaz­ing. Im­mensely ef­fec­tive fil­ters have been de­signed and in­stalled for the large, in­dus­trial CO2 sling­shots. Even in China. Gov­ern­ments in Ecuador and Chile were con­vert­ing thir­teen ma­jor fish­ing fleets that were tire­lessly haul­ing plas­tic out of the Pa­cific on a large scale. The Brazil­ian gov­ern­ment has part­nered with the US on a sim­i­lar project to fish plas­tic out of the At­lantic. The states on the Mediter­ranean also tried to get such a project off the ground. The 14 space­far­ing na­tions joined forces and de­vel­oped a sys­tem for cap­tur­ing space de­bris and al­low­ing it to burn up in the at­mos­phere in a con­trolled man­ner or dump­ing the larger pieces in the ocean. 

 All the tech­niques re­quired for these projects had been known for a long time and just got moldy in draw­ers. But now there were younger ones at the helm, who thor­oughly un­der­stood that these things stood in the way of progress. They left the stub­born, greedy old peo­ple be­hind. Just how fool­ish it was to ditch the self-de­struct mech­a­nism for space rock­ets, for ex­am­ple, be­came ob­vi­ous when it be­came al­most im­pos­si­ble to launch new rock­ets. There were so many fail­ures, col­li­sions and ac­ci­dents that the sci­en­tists re­fused to work more than once and the rock­ets re­mained on the ground. Some­thing had to be done, now, im­me­di­ately. First aisles had to be cut in the space de­bris be­fore a rocket could start. It would be decades be­fore most of the space de­bris was cleared. It was more eco­nom­i­cal to build the self-de­struct mech­a­nism into all new rock­ets. China only took part af­ter in­ter­na­tional pres­sure.

 Re­search on plas­tic-eat­ing bac­te­ria re­ceived a large grant from the panel. There were good ideas such as ap­ply­ing the in­ac­tive bac­te­ria dur­ing pro­duc­tion, the bac­te­ria be­came ac­tive af­ter a cer­tain time and de­com­posed the plas­tic. Of course, the con­ven­tional method of only ap­ply­ing the bac­te­ria to the plas­tic waste af­ter use was also tested.

 Fi­nally, the con­vic­tion pre­vailed that it paid off to fur­ther de­velop hy­dro­gen fuel cell tech­nol­ogy. The hy­dro­gen could be ob­tained in a cli­mate-friendly man­ner, trans­ported via pipe­lines and brought into the ex­ist­ing fill­ing sta­tion in­fra­struc­ture. The costs were high but man­age­able. For large in­stal­la­tions such as ships, trucks or fac­to­ries, hy­dro­gen was cheaper than fos­sil fu­els. There was still a lot of re­search and de­vel­op­ment to be done in pas­sen­ger cars, but Ray was con­fi­dent that there would be a break­through in this sec­tor as well. All well-known car man­u­fac­tur­ers pro­duced elec­tric ve­hi­cles and those with al­ter­na­tive drives. There was still a long way to go in the avi­a­tion sec­tor. So a lot of good re­search that pushed the panel. 

 But there were also projects and mis­sions that were not suc­cess­ful, that could not be suc­cess­ful with money alone. Racism, anti-Semitism or ha­tred, hate speech and ma­li­cious ma­nip­u­la­tion on the In­ter­net were ex­am­ples of this. Demo­cratic forms of gov­ern­ment rapidly de­clined and au­thor­i­tar­ian sys­tems and cults pros­pered more than ever. Even the ap­pear­ance and work of Zeus gave the wrong sig­nal. Snotty some pop­ulists pointed to Zeus, look what a strong leader could do! This was a topic that Ray kept ar­gu­ing with Lin. The Ja­reel’s de­ci­sion to ac­ti­vate Ray/Zeus was cen­tral to these dis­cus­sions. As hard as Ray tried to un­der­stand, in ret­ro­spect he of­ten had doubts as to whether Zeus was right to act. Lin was ab­so­lutely cer­tain that the Ja­reel had made the right de­ci­sion.

 His mother’s voice on the phone was all panic, his fa­ther was dy­ing. He looked at Lin but she shook her head, his life­time was over. They im­me­di­ately tele­ported to Mar­bella and, as a cover, took the bus one stop. The mother picked them up from the bus sta­tion and they sat at her fa­ther’s bed­side for three days. There was noth­ing more to say, but they whis­pered softly to him. He fell asleep peace­fully. Ray sug­gested bring­ing the fa­ther to Vi­enna and bury­ing him. The mother shook her head, he should be buried in Mar­bella and she wanted to stay here for­ever. Al­most 100 of the new friends came to the fu­neral and bid farewell to Ray’s fa­ther. Ray did the pa­per­work and had her make a new will, he would in­herit the house in Vi­enna where he was born. They stayed with the mother for three weeks un­til she was over the worst of it. They left her in the care of her long­time lover Leonardo and tele­ported home. Ray had al­ready checked out the wid­ower Leonardo, who was 20 years her ju­nior, and the di­vorced hus­band was per­fectly fine. And he gave her sex­ual plea­sures she had missed since the Ma­gi­cian.

 They went back to work. In the evenings, Lin lay down on the couch next to him, rested her head on his lap, and he talked about his youth. How he dis­cov­ered and de­vel­oped his tal­ent, how he asked his fa­ther and mother about their sex­ual es­capades and how his mother showed and taught him ev­ery­thing sex­ual. Lin lis­tened in si­lence, for it was all im­planted in her cre­ation and she re­mem­bered ev­ery de­tail of his sex­ual awak­en­ing bet­ter than he did. He didn’t say it him­self that she had taught him how to make love, but Lin saw it clearly in his mem­o­ries. Grad­u­ally the sad­ness faded and he re­mem­bered his par­ents with sin­cere grat­i­tude, they had al­ways loved, sup­ported and en­cour­aged him.

 The diplo­mats came to Zeus ev­ery month and they dis­cussed the re­sults of the panel with him. Ray’s in­ter­est in the nu­dity of diplo­mats steadily di­min­ished, he was more in­ter­ested in ad­vanc­ing de­vel­op­ments and projects. He knew he was far too im­pa­tient, but the months rolled by, turn­ing into years, and the planet was still gravely ill. Though he knew it would be an­other hun­dred years at least be­fore any suc­cess could be seen, he was im­pa­tient. He wasn’t a hun­dred years old. Lin had been able to stop his ag­ing, but not the end, the Ja­reel could not or would not. 

 Ray of­ten ar­gued with Lin about hoax­ing away the oil, nat­u­ral gas, and maybe coal from hu­man­ity. That would spur the de­vel­op­ment of new en­ergy sources, im­me­di­ately re­duce pol­lu­tion on Earth, and smash the power of the oil barons. Lin cau­tioned that we are not ready yet, a world­wide col­lapse of the econ­omy would de­stroy too much. She was con­vinced that this cri­sis would set the world econ­omy back many decades. But the idea is good in it­self, you just have to wait for the right time. Ray kept a close eye on de­vel­op­ments in the en­ergy sec­tor, he didn’t want to miss the mo­ment. The en­ergy cri­sis trig­gered by the war be­tween Rus­sia and Ukraine was a shot across the bow. But the main re­sult was that the west­ern states looked around for al­ter­na­tives for the sup­ply of fos­sil prod­ucts, but did not push al­ter­na­tive en­ergy pro­duc­tion as a mat­ter of pri­or­ity. Ev­ery­thing went much too slowly for him.

 One day Ray couldn’t wait any­more. He dis­cussed his plan with Lin and wanted to try it, on a small scale. If it went wrong and the global econ­omy was in se­ri­ous jeop­ardy, they could al­ways back out. He asked her if the Ja­reel could the oil‐, nat­u­ral gas‐ and cut coal pro­duc­tion by a quar­ter. It should be done qui­etly and se­cretly, Zeus would not an­nounce any­thing, the diplo­mats would not be in­formed in ad­vance. Lin thought for a minute and nod­ded, it could be done. She passed on his re­quest and the Ja­reel cut global pro­duc­tion by 25% that same day. He and Lin watched the re­ac­tions with ex­cite­ment. 

 The pro­duc­ers were an­gry. They couldn’t ex­plain why pro­duc­tion was fall­ing. The en­gi­neers were at a loss, they also could not ex­plain why the to­tal quan­tity did not in­crease even though they let pro­duc­tion run at full ca­pac­ity. It was an in­ex­pli­ca­ble phys­i­cal para­dox. Sev­eral weeks passed be­fore it could no longer be kept se­cret. The gov­ern­ments or­dered the iron re­serves to be tapped. One could use no re­sent­ment in the elec­torate. For months, the short­age could be bridged un­til the ma­jor me­dia out­lets be­gan re­port­ing and the topic dom­i­nated talk shows and ed­i­to­ri­als. Fi­nally, fi­nally, the de­mands be­came louder to pro­mote al­ter­na­tive en­ergy pro­duc­tion. Ray un­ob­tru­sively added a snuff ev­ery day un­til the to­tal pro­duc­tion was only 40%. He couldn’t go any fur­ther, Lin and the Ja­reel fig­ured that out for him.

 Dur­ing the diplo­mats’ next visit, the dom­i­nant topic was the short­age of en­ergy. Zeus ad­mit­ted to hav­ing some­thing to do with it and de­manded that al­ter­na­tive en­ergy pro­duc­tion be pro­moted with great ef­fort. The board should en­force that. The meet­ing was not very har­mo­nious, the diplo­mats were not happy to be faced with a fait ac­com­pli. Ray didn’t re­ally care, he didn’t have a hun­dred years. 

 The panel pumped huge amounts into in­no­va­tive tech­niques. The wind farms in the North Sea have more than dou­bled in size, the suc­cess­ful and cli­mate-friendly hy­dro­gen project in Namibia has been copied by other African coun­tries, it was money well in­vested. On the slopes of the An­des grew count­less  wind tur­bines up, Spain and France built sev­eral huge pipe­lines for the hy­dro­gen from Africa. The oil barons and the Arab states tried to fun­nel their money into the new projects. The end of fos­sil fu­els was get­ting closer ev­ery day. Ray breathed a sigh of re­lief.

 Ray and Lin would some­times tele­port to his mother and stay overnight. He was very con­cerned if she was cop­ing well with be­ing a widow. She vis­ited her fa­ther’s grave sev­eral times a week and took good care of it. Af­ter a few weeks she was back in so­ci­ety and met old friends. Ray and Lin heard the cou­ple’s lust and his mother’s happy sighs ev­ery night. When he once talked about it alone with his mother, she re­as­sured him with a wink that Leonardo was the first man in decades with whom she could let go and had reg­u­lar cli­maxes. She blushed vi­o­lently: Leonardo took it for granted that she would do it her­self when he needed a break. Leonardo was a re­li­able part­ner and loyal in ev­ery­day life. Of course, Ray knew from his re­search that he didn’t have any love af­fairs on the side.

 Ray and Lin started tele­port­ing to dif­fer­ent cities, go­ing to cafes and chat­ting with the lo­cals. The en­ergy short­age af­fected ev­ery­one and was a wel­come topic in ev­ery small talk. Ev­ery­one knew about the new re­search projects and were op­ti­mistic, but it was much too slow for most of them to get it all into ev­ery­day life. For Ray and Lin, these were im­por­tant con­ver­sa­tions and they soaked up as many im­pres­sions as they could.

 

 
 

   Mount Olym­pus

 by István Rudas  © 2022       

 
 Ray slept for a very long time. He dreamed of be­ing tele­ported very far away with Lin. With­out any­one telling him, he knew he was go­ing to Mount Olym­pus. 

 Lin held his hand as the two of them, a lit­tle timidly, stepped through a large por­tal. It was a huge hall filled with hun­dreds of peo­ple. The bab­ble of voices was loud, but nei­ther he nor Lin could un­der­stand more than a few snip­pets of speech. A sonorous voice sounded in his head. 

 “Right, ev­ery­one here can un­der­stand Us in their lan­guage. We all ap­pear to ev­ery­one in the form of their peo­ple and also with avatars from their imag­i­nary world. You were brought up hu­man­is­ti­cally and your de­ci­sion to give your peo­ple the form of a god from the Greek Mythol­ogy has caused Us to show you here Mount Olym­pus and its myth­i­cal gods. Be­sides Us gods you see here some rep­re­sen­ta­tives of the peo­ples of the uni­verse, they too have tem­po­rar­ily as­sumed hu­man form. Wel­come Ray and wel­come too, Lin, wife of Ray and me­di­a­tor to the Ja­reel!”

 Lin bowed very low and Ray hur­ried to do the same. When he looked up, he saw a huge block of stone on which Zeus was sit­ting. In a split sec­ond he rec­og­nized the real Zeus, sim­i­lar to his own but of im­pos­ing size. The god was about 4 me­ters tall and his white-blue eyes looked at him and her kindly. He was over 50, his strik­ing face was like­able and his eyes rested friendly on them. His eyes went rap­tor-like as he ap­praised Lin’s body. Ray thought, what a mag­nif­i­cent, awe-in­spir­ing, and mighty god! and Zeus nod­ded po­litely. “I can hear you Ray and I ap­pre­ci­ate your greet­ing!” In­vis­i­ble helpers had pushed a bench be­hind the two and they felt in­vited to sit down. Ray im­me­di­ately took a lik­ing to this god. 

 “We, like the Ja­reel, have fol­lowed your work closely over the past ten years, we have seen your whole life with our own eyes and are very sat­is­fied with the way you two have been giv­ing new im­pe­tus to hu­man­ity over the past ten years. That’s what I wanted tell you per­son­ally, that’s the only rea­son you’re here. I have no new tasks or ad­vice to give you, you don’t need them.” Zeus smiled and turned to Lin. “I’m more than twice your size and ev­ery­thing about me is good too, and I’d like to be twice the size you’re used to. I beg you, don’t think about it be­cause it could harm your lit­tle del­i­cate body!” Zeus demon­stra­tively pushed his tu­nic to the side and grinned so cheek­ily and lewdly that Lin’s eyes widened in dis­be­lief at the sight and she turned red out of breath. Ray thought he could read her mind and grinned broadly. This Zeus was re­ally a like­able guy!

 Sud­denly a richly laid ta­ble ap­peared be­fore them and they felt in­vited to eat and drink to their heart’s con­tent. Zeus bent down and picked up a large gob­let to toast them. “Is there any­thing, my dear Ray, that you wish for, gold, jew­els or beau­ti­ful girls? I want to give you what­ever it is!” Zeus gave him a friendly smile. No, Ray thought, I don’t need any of that. I want to grow old with Lin, stay healthy as long as pos­si­ble and keep hu­man­ity mov­ing for­ward, I al­ready have ev­ery­thing else. Gold or gems mean lit­tle to me! Zeus nod­ded, “The Ja­reel have al­ready told me the same thing. You are a fru­gal per­son, Ray, I ap­pre­ci­ate that very much! And with all your mod­esty, you shall have many beau­ti­ful girls through­out your life!” He nod­ded po­litely and emp­tied his gob­let. How closely this god lis­tened!

 Ray was aware that it was only a dream and Zeus nod­ded slowly, “It is a dream and it is not a dream,” and a com­fort­ing warmth flooded Ray’s mind. “Ev­ery­one wants to get to know you, see you and talk to you,” Zeus replied to his thoughts. “And yes, some god­desses and gods want to en­joy the earthly lust they have missed for many gen­er­a­tions!” Zeus grinned lewdly from across his wrin­kled, bearded face. 

 Af­ter they ate, their bench floated with them hither and thither, gods and god­desses talk­ing to them for hours about ev­ery­thing. The dream con­tin­ued, it seemed to them like days. Days and nights flew by in earthly lust, de­li­cious food and ex­cit­ing con­ver­sa­tions. He was over­whelmed and ex­hausted from the talks, he had ex­pe­ri­enced a thou­sand nov­el­ties and en­light­en­ment, more than any hu­man had ever ex­pe­ri­enced be­fore. Ray re­al­ized again and again that all the beau­ti­ful god­desses and gods only ex­isted in his imag­i­na­tion. And that it was only a dream. 

 He felt very clearly when they were tele­ported back. He held Lin’s hand tightly dur­ing the long jour­ney that only lasted a split sec­ond. He woke up im­me­di­ately when they were back in their own bed and let go of Lin’s hand, she was still sound asleep. Had he only dreamed or had they re­ally been tele­ported to the real Mount Olym­pus? He sat up and looked at his beau­ti­ful wife, she was so del­i­cate, so lovely and highly erotic to look at, sleep­ing so peace­fully. He looked at her for a long time and with grow­ing de­sire. She was wak­ing up and he kissed her ten­derly awake. 

 Lin stole break­fast from a five-star ho­tel in Paris and they ate break­fast ravenously, as if they hadn’t eaten in days. Lin had ex­actly the same dream as him, they shared the same ex­pe­ri­ences and laughed to­gether be­cause they had ex­pe­ri­enced ev­ery­thing to­gether. Fol­low­ing an in­tu­ition, he asked the on-board com­puter what the date was to­day. They had slept for 14 days! The Ja­reel con­firmed to Lin that they had been at Mount Olym­pus for 14 days. Of course. 

 They sat around the break­fast ta­ble all day, re­peat­ing ev­ery­thing they had ex­pe­ri­enced to­gether. They laughed whole­heart­edly when they shared their ex­pe­ri­ences. His head spin­ning with the fa­mous god­desses of Greek mythol­ogy he’d had fun with, and Lin raved about how she’d given her­self to the an­cient gi­ant Zeus on a daily ba­sis and ex­pe­ri­enced lust like never be­fore. Ray had wit­nessed and watched it him­self, but de­spite the sight he had been very con­cerned about her del­i­cate body. But she laughed out loud and said she just had to ex­pe­ri­ence it! Ray kissed her ten­derly and said with a smile that she looked more beau­ti­ful than ever in her lust with the god!

 They cel­e­brated the tenth an­niver­sary of their re­la­tion­ship like a birth­day, swim­ming in the sea be­fore din­ner and then sit­ting in the liv­ing room with whiskey and gin. They talked for days about the ex­pe­ri­ences at Mount Olym­pus. He said it was a pity they didn’t have cam­eras and there were no record­ings. They had for­got­ten the con­tent of their con­ver­sa­tions with the gods when they woke up and could not re­mem­ber any de­tails. Her ex­pe­ri­ences were all the more deeply en­graved in her mem­ory, ev­ery lit­tle de­tail. Ray sat down by the screen and wrote down ev­ery­thing he had ex­pe­ri­enced and what he had seen in Lin’s ex­pe­ri­ences. She also wrote ev­ery­thing down, from her point of view, they of­ten read these texts to­gether. One day Lin sur­prised him, she had — in what­ever way — Keep­ing records of their ex­pe­ri­ences at Mount Olym­pus and they watched parts ev­ery night be­fore go­ing to bed, this kept the fire on the home stove burn­ing and blaz­ing for many months.

 They re­turned to work the day af­ter they re­turned. Af­ter the visit to Mount Olym­pus, Ray had be­come more se­ri­ous, calmer and more for­giv­ing. He pun­ished the pi­rates in Asia and the gang­sters in South Amer­ica and Africa more le­niently and pre­vented as many mur­ders as pos­si­ble. He only let the worst guys drop dead, which al­ways de­pressed him com­pletely. He was only happy in the evenings if he didn’t have to kill one day. Lin told him that there were only a few spots left on the planet where hunger still ex­isted. She now spent most of her time watch­ing the progress of the panel, care­fully read­ing through all the min­utes, and with that she was able to cheer up Ray a bit in the evenings.

 They ob­served the de­vel­op­ments af­ter the ar­ti­fi­cial short­age of fos­sil fu­els. The com­mit­tee poured a lot of money into re­search and pushed promis­ing projects prop­erly. In the mean­time, more than 50% of the en­ergy has been gen­er­ated in al­ter­na­tive ways. Ray had cleaned up enough among the pi­rates and the gang­sters that he could sit down with Lin ev­ery early af­ter­noon and go through the com­mit­tee’s projects and min­utes with her. Af­ter only half a year the projects re­ally blos­somed and he be­lieved that he didn’t have to wait an­other 100 years for con­crete re­sults.

 The diplo­mats vis­ited Zeus ev­ery month, and the ini­tial re­sent­ment about his unan­nounced ac­tions had dis­ap­peared com­pletely. Zeus used the vis­its to dis­cuss in­di­vid­ual projects, as he re­ceived many tech­ni­cal tips from the Ja­reel. Yes, the diplo­mats took all these clues with them on the USB sticks and passed them on. Zeus al­ways left the diplo­mats with a beau­ti­ful and strong feel­ing of be­ing loved by him. 

 When Lin tele­ported the sleep­ing Po­dukhai back home, she left her with a rem­nant of the night with Zeus. Po­dukhai of­ten sat in bed in the morn­ing and let the night in the arms of the god pass be­fore her mind’s eye, which made her very happy and made her for­get the hu­mil­i­at­ing nights with the Great Leader. And when she lay with the old man, she closed her eyes and smiled at her­self  the lust with Zeus. The old man mis­in­ter­preted her smile, of course, but the young woman didn’t care. The old man swal­lowed a hand­ful of pills, mounted her with dif­fi­culty, and made a mighty ef­fort to give her plea­sure — The same game night af­ter night. So it was not sur­pris­ing that one night he col­lapsed dead on top of her with heart fail­ure. Po­dukhai pushed him away in dis­gust, for he had poured him­self into her while dy­ing. She was able to es­cape un­seen to her room.

 China mourned the loss of the Great Chair­man for weeks. Some knew of Po­dukhai’s nights with him and se­cretly of­fered her con­do­lences. She saved face and just nod­ded silently, be­cause she wasn’t al­lowed to show her feel­ings to any­one. Of course, the fight for the suc­ces­sor be­gan on the first day. Po­dukhai man­aged to stay out of it en­tirely and re­tired to her sum­mer home. She found much com­fort, af­fir­ma­tion and joy in the arms of the God. 

 In the end, it was the deputy who emerged vic­to­ri­ous from the bat­tles. He was still very young, not yet 50, and had been greatly en­cour­aged by the de­ceased. Some of­fi­cials dis­ap­peared from the scene, but the new chair­man skill­fully con­tin­ued the poli­cies of his pre­de­ces­sor. He too was un­mar­ried and had young girls come ev­ery evening like his pe­dophile pre­de­ces­sor. It was less than three months be­fore he took a lik­ing to Po­dukhai and called her over, be­cause she was ex­tremely clever and ex­pe­ri­enced in diplo­macy, which of course he could ben­e­fit from. Of course, he knew her body and her love­mak­ing very well, since he had also spied on the chair­man with hid­den cam­eras at night. Of course, Po­dukhai knew it and felt a spe­cial kick do­ing her show in front of the cam­eras. She felt the new­comer might be a lit­tle more open to re­form and change, but she re­mained very cau­tious and re­served. Of course she will­ingly lay down with him and the very young girl and en­joyed her own phys­i­cal plea­sure.

 Ray po­litely de­clined the new chair­man’s re­quest to meet him in per­son with­out an­ger­ing him. Zeus spoke to the new man sev­eral times over his tele­vi­sion and clearly stated his in­ten­tions to im­prove the sit­u­a­tion of mankind. He hoped the new chair­man would be more amenable to his mis­sion. He didn’t get any firm com­mit­ments, of course not. But at least the man lis­tened to him care­fully and was clearly thought­ful at the end of the con­ver­sa­tion. Ray again failed to get a men­tal grip on the chair­man and gave up his at­tempts.

 Nev­er­the­less, in one of these talks, Zeus man­aged to get the chair­man to agree to sig­nif­i­cantly in­crease Po­dukhai’s salary and to give her rich gifts. Po­dukhai didn’t flinch when the chair­man in­formed her and thanked her po­litely. The party’s gifts were huge, of­ten a hun­dred times her monthly salary, and poured out al­most ev­ery week. Of course she knew it was Zeus and thanked him too. Nei­ther her fam­ily nor her­self were poor be­fore, but she could use the money well. In China, if you could amass a for­tune, you were con­sid­ered bet­ter. She quickly be­came very rich and many ad­mired or en­vied her. One of her first pur­chases was a mag­nif­i­cent pent­house apart­ment in Hong Kong, perched high above the har­bor in a prime lo­ca­tion. She would re­tire there when her ca­reer was over. Hong Kong was of course in the clutches of the party, but it was China’s most in­ter­na­tional and West­ern-ori­ented city.

 China re­mained a prob­lem for the world un­der the new lead­er­ship. 

 Ray and Lin paid lit­tle at­ten­tion to hunger and ban­dits, both of which had greatly di­min­ished. They sup­ported the panel and Judge Adams, who ap­pre­ci­ated their work. Ray read a lot and ob­served the world from a good dis­tance, not the de­tails seemed im­por­tant to him, but the big pic­ture. He was heartily grate­ful to Lin that she had only turned him into a 25-year-old phys­i­cally and that he re­mained 40 in his head. Lin put the finest young girls in his bed and had an in­fal­li­ble sense of when it suited his de­sires and when it didn’t. She felt Ray’s love for her and was a very happy woman. 

 He dis­cussed his next project with Lin, who saw fit, and passed it on to the Ja­reel. He in­vited the diplo­mats to his place. Zeus re­ceived the ladies as usual and lev­i­tated them at eye level, a sign that he wanted to in­clude them. “I have an­other as­sign­ment for you where it is im­por­tant that you de­liver the mes­sage, I will not bur­den you with any more work.” Zeus twirled his beard and looked at each of them. “Slav­ery is no longer up to date and is worse for those af­fected than the plague! Un­for­tu­nately Whilst slav­ery is taken for granted in some re­gions, it is for­bid­den by law in most coun­tries. I must leave it up to you to de­cide whether you want to con­vince re­luc­tant states. Or de­mands com­pli­ance with the law. You can de­cide that your­self, I don’t want to in­flu­ence that. Nor do I in­tend to de­stroy the slave‐own­ers and to pun­ish hu­man traf­fick­ers, that may be de­cided by your gov­ern­ments.” 

 He handed the diplo­mats wine gob­lets with the best French wine. They drank af­ter he raised his gob­let and toasted 10 years of good work­ing re­la­tion­ship with them. He con­tin­ued: “On your USB sticks you will find two files, or­ga­nized by state. One con­cern­ing the crim­i­nals, their con­tact de­tails, bank de­tails and as­sets, their net­work­ing and their modus operandi. The net­worked gang­sters are grouped so that their con­nec­tions be­comes vis­i­ble.”

 “The sec­ond file con­tains the names and per­sonal data of the vic­tims, also clas­si­fied by state, as well as the process of their en­slave­ment. You can give this data to your ap­pro­pri­ate au­thor­i­ties, who could free the slaves as well as shut down the gang­sters and their net­works , ar­rest and im­prison. You have to, they have to de­cide that.” Zeus paused and looked at them ques­tion­ingly. 

 Regine was the first to an­swer. “I get it and will be shar­ing the data, my states are cer­tainly very grate­ful for the thor­ough in­ves­ti­ga­tion you have done! Per­son­ally, I hate hu­man traf­fick­ers and slav­ery from the bot­tom of my heart and know how hard it is for our in­ves­ti­ga­tors to un­der­stand them. And thank you for not pres­sur­ing the States on this.”

 Po­dukhai tugged at her see-through tu­nic, which ob­sti­nately bared her body over and over again. “Al­though I’ve never heard of it my­self,” she smiled lov­ingly at Zeus, “I as­sume that your re­search also con­cerns China and Asia.” She smiled her bright­est smile as Zeus nod­ded. “I just have to de­velop a good strat­egy, be­cause the lead­ers in Asia and also in China will not want to make a big deal about it. But I prom­ise you that I will pass on the data, even if it is not ex­pected that you get thanks for it.” Zeus nod­ded po­litely, that’s prob­a­bly the case.

 Anne spoke last. “For the United States, I can also prom­ise you that the data will get into the right hands and that they will be dealt with ac­cord­ingly. That helps our au­thor­i­ties and they will be grate­ful for your help. Of course I am happy to give the data to all states North and South Amer­ica fur­ther, we’ll see how they han­dle it.” Anne sti­fled the im­pulse to men­tion that Pres­i­dent White would cer­tainly adorn him­self with these feath­ers. Zeus grinned at her and said, “There is no doubt about that, my dear!” Anne looked at him in as­ton­ish­ment. He winked and only spoke in her head: “You won’t find out in the record­ing what I said that to!” Anne bowed her head to hide her laugh­ter.

 Zeus pointed to a large tablet that was in the throne room. “This time there is a meal to­gether, my dears, roast wild boar from Ro­ma­nia, de­li­ciously pre­pared! The finest French red wine, a Caber­net Sauvi­gnon from the Périg­ord, en­joy it!” The benches floated to the ta­ble, Zeus de­scended from the throne and sat down with the ladies. They ate and drank and chat­ted hap­pily be­fore be­ing tele­ported again. Ray went to Lin. He thanked her for ar­rang­ing the meal, which was new but re­ally well done. Lin, look­ing down, mur­mured that she only did what was dis­cussed. Se­cretly she was very happy, be­cause it was some­thing ex­tra­or­di­nary that he thanked her so ex­ten­sively. He took her un­der the chin and looked into her eyes: “My wife, my very best wife!”

 In the fol­low­ing months they ob­served the news on earth, Zeus tele­phoned the diplo­mats ev­ery week. A few gov­ern­ments did noth­ing, noth­ing at all. But most of them let their Ban­dogs off the chain, ar­rested rows of gang­sters and freed the vic­tims. In Eu­rope, ac­tion was taken most vig­or­ously, broth­els had to close, thou­sands of women were sud­denly free and the courts had enough clues and ev­i­dence to lock up the cul­prits. The cam­paign was also very suc­cess­ful in the USA, al­though there was hardly any slav­ery out­side the broth­els, and many forced pros­ti­tutes were freed. Anne flew to Saudi Ara­bia to speak per­son­ally with the young King Mo­hammed. The king had thou­sands of slaves, as did other wealthy and im­por­tant peo­ple. Slav­ery was the­o­ret­i­cally for­bid­den, but the coun­try could not ex­ist with­out it. Anne was suc­cess­ful none­the­less, the king and some of his  Con­fi­dants cred­i­bly promised to make em­ploy­ees out of slaves in small steps. Of course, this was a process that would take time, maybe a few months, but the king didn’t care whether his slaves be­came em­ploy­ees or not. Once he and his key peo­ple had taken that step, he would ap­ply ap­pro­pri­ate pres­sure to en­force ex­ist­ing laws through­out the king­dom. It would greatly im­prove the king­dom’s stand­ing. Anne went home with a good feel­ing. But South Amer­ica was just as prob­lem­atic as Africa.

 Po­dukhai was sur­prised by the crys­tal clear sup­port of the Great Chair­man. In any case, he was on her side, even if he was not per­son­ally fa­mil­iar with the topic. Com­mu­nist party and slav­ery, that just didn’t work! She was amazed at how many party mem­bers ended up in prison camps or sim­ply dis­ap­peared. The party granted par­don to any­one if slav­ery was con­verted into reg­u­lar em­ploy­ment by the next month. The Great Chair­man wouldn’t budge, not a sin­gle ex­cep­tion! Po­dukhai was able to cite China’s ex­em­plary ex­am­ple and con­vince some gov­ern­ments. But not the King­dom of Brunei, the sul­tan was ob­sti­nate and lived up to the day be­fore yes­ter­day. In­done­sia and the Philip­pines re­luc­tantly gave in, al­though many of the rich and su­per-rich pre­ferred to pay the hefty fines. 

 Regine had lit­tle luck in Africa. It was able to get the large mid­dle class in the re­pub­li­can states to give up slav­ery and have the slaves legally em­ployed and paid. But the rich and su­per-rich didn’t play along, they had slaves for many gen­er­a­tions and stub­bornly in­sisted on their rights. Only South Africa abol­ished slav­ery al­to­gether and cracked down on the rich and su­per-rich. 

 In Africa and South Amer­ica there were still an alarm­ing num­ber of slaves af­ter 5 months. Ray and Lin talked a lot about this project, which wasn’t 100% suc­cess­ful, but still worked quite well. Ray was now also con­vinced that it was right that Zeus had not im­posed any pun­ish­ment. Af­ter two months they had al­ready worked out the next project.

 Zeus in­vited the diplo­mats back. He be­gan by ac­knowl­edg­ing that the women diplo­mats had done a good job and he thanked Po­dukhai and the Chi­nese Pres­i­dent specif­i­cally for their ex­am­ple. China de­served his spe­cial thanks. He paused for a long time and stroked his beard, know­ing how sen­si­tive it was to Pres­i­dent White. Anne was about to say some­thing, but he con­tin­ued. 

 “The next task is sim­i­lar to the pre­vi­ous ones. This time it’s about child pornog­ra­phy and child abuse.” He waited a mo­ment and went on speak­ing earnestly. “This is a hideous plague, the souls of mil­lions of chil­dren will be de­stroyed for­ever, as will their de­vel­op­ment and their fu­ture! Dur­ing my re­search, I stum­bled across it again and again and de­cided to give your ex­ec­u­tive a help­ing hand. On your USB sticks you will find it you two files. The per­pe­tra­tors, deal­ers and con­sumers, clas­si­fied by state and net­work. As be­fore, names, con­tact de­tails, net­works, bank de­tails and as­sets, etcetera. There are also clues as to where the porno­graphic data is cur­rently lo­cated. This should be yours as­sist in­ves­ti­ga­tions. The sec­ond record con­tains the names and con­tact de­tails of the chil­dren, as well as when they were abused and by whom. Ev­ery one of these chil­dren needs help!” 

 The diplo­mats re­mained em­bar­rassed, noth­ing could be added on this sub­ject. Zeus asked if they wanted to take on the task and they nod­ded one by one. Zeus added: “The ex­ec­u­tive branch will have a lot of work to do with this, as will the courts. I don’t think this will solve the prob­lem, but it might re­duce the plague in the fu­ture!”

 He raised his hand and pointed to the ban­quet ta­ble: “Let’s en­joy the meal to­gether, seafood from the coasts of the Mediter­ranean and the finest Span­ish red wine, a Tinta de Toro, a Tem­pranillo!” They sat down at the ta­ble, it be­came a very pleas­ant con­ver­sa­tion and they en­joyed the sump­tu­ous Mediter­ranean meal. The Spaniard shot the diplo­mats in the head, it drank him­self light as min­eral wa­ter and kicked hard as a bull the next morn­ing. And again Ray specif­i­cally thanked Lin, his best wife, and again she mur­mured, blush­ing, that she had only done what they had agreed. Ray laughed, “you’re the only one who can cook so per­fectly!” They both laughed, be­cause Lin never cooked, but or­dered and stole food ready-made from the best kitchens in the world. Of course she al­ways paid for it from the in­ex­haustible cash re­serves of Ja­reel, that’s how it should be. 

 For months, Ray and Lin watched the news on Earth. The me­dia greed­ily ate through the slimy abysses, that was to be ex­pected, but it was also very sad. In most cases, the po­lice and courts were able to make short work of it, they were able to se­cure ev­i­dence and un­earth en­tire net­works. Most cit­i­zens had a nat­u­ral hor­ror and ut­ter re­vul­sion. They were glad that ac­tion was taken so vig­or­ously and ef­fec­tively. Most traders robbed the courts of their dirty money and used much of it to care for the chil­dren. Many a lov­ing hus­band heard the hand­cuffs click and woke rudely from their shabby lit­tle dream. It was a world­wide cam­paign be­cause all states were af­fected. In­cest was not il­le­gal in many states and was there­fore not pun­ished, but these chil­dren also needed psy­cho­log­i­cal help. That’s why per­pe­tra­tors and vic­tims were listed, even if in many places it wasn’t a crime.

 Zeus tele­phoned the diplo­mats weekly and had them visit him once a month. Within 6 months about 85% to 90% of the net­works world­wide were bro­ken up and the mem­bers locked away. He was very sat­is­fied and thanked the diplo­mats and gov­ern­ments. He was aware that most per­pe­tra­tors would come out af­ter a few months or years and con­tinue the heinous ac­tiv­ity. But that was a task for an­other day. Each visit by the ladies ended with a de­li­cious feast, which seemed to be­come a good cus­tom.

 Ray and Lin were now over­see­ing a num­ber of projects. The star­va­tion project and the rapists still took up a few hours in the morn­ing. They worked to­gether on the com­mit­tee’s projects un­til lunch and then in the af­ter­noon on the cli­mate‐ and en­ergy projects. Be­fore din­ner they re­viewed the data on slav­ery and child abuse. This is what an av­er­age work­ing day looked like. 

 They read late at night, Ray had thrown him­self into psy­chol­ogy af­ter talk­ing about child abuse. He read all the books he could find and re­searched a sub­ject thor­oughly, read­ing dis­ser­ta­tions and aca­demic pa­pers. He took part in dis­cus­sions on in­ter­net fo­rums when they were se­ri­ous. Lin en­cour­aged him to cor­re­spond with lead­ing psy­chol­o­gists and psy­chi­a­trists, but it didn’t last long. Lin was an ex­cel­lent con­ver­sa­tion­al­ist, and from their in­tense con­ver­sa­tions he re­al­ized that given the choice, he would prob­a­bly choose to be a ther­a­pist. The le­gal pro­fes­sion had be­come com­pletely un­in­ter­est­ing for him.

 Af­ter the death of his fa­ther, they video­phoned his mother and Leonardo ev­ery month. She had de­cided to video­phone naked like them. Lin had promised him to keep her healthy for life. Ray noted that she had trimmed all ex­cess fat and look­ing at her­self, she had grown into a very pretty 53 year old and was show­ing pride. This con­ver­sa­tions were very im­por­tant for Ray, he never skipped it. 

 On his 40th birth­day, he sat on the beach with Lin hugged in the soft light be­fore the sun­set. He won­dered what the fu­ture might look like. He would prob­a­bly bury the mother next to the fa­ther in Mar­bella and ren­o­vate the house where he was born in Vi­enna. He planned to work only half the month on the space­ship in a few years and to work the other half of the month as a hyp­nother­a­pist in Vi­enna. Lin nod­ded in agree­ment that would be a good plan. Yes, she will ac­com­pany him and also look for an in­ter­est­ing job in Vi­enna. 

 Lin never told him that the Ja­reel let her see into the fu­ture. His mother would die in Leonardo’s arms at the age of 66, sud­denly and pain­lessly af­ter mak­ing love. She clung to Leonardo and her heart soared as he spilled into her. Her heart burst in a mo­ment of supreme lust. Ray would re­tain his phys­i­cal strength well past 80 and then age healthily and slowly there­after. He would be an ex­cel­lent hyp­nother­a­pist through­out his life, able to help many poor peo­ple and not clos­ing the prac­tice un­til he was about 85. A few years later he would be per­suaded to keep the body of Zeus and give up the body of Ray for­ever. She her­self would live with her 20-year-old body and 40-year-old Zeus in the space­ship and serve hu­man­ity for many cen­turies to come. She smiled and said noth­ing. That was a good fu­ture that made her happy.
 

 Ray would some­times stand in waist-deep wa­ter be­fore sun­set, hold­ing Lin in his strong arms, who loved to float in the wa­ter. She ca­ressed her body with bliss­ful fan­tasies. When she was done, she opened  her eyes again and beamed hap­pily at her hus­band, lit­tle stars twin­kling in her golden al­mond eyes. These mo­ments were the best of the day for her. 

 He knew ex­actly how old they were. 

 He was 25, she was adorable 20.

 

 
 

   Fore­word

 by István Rudas © 2024-2026 

 
 It may be a tru­ism, but it must be stated up­front: this is a fic­tional story; the char­ac­ters and events are fic­tional and en­tirely in­vented by me. All events are purely fic­ti­tious and in no way based on re­al­ity.  And don’t con­sult the search en­gines; the re­sults are bound to be wrong.

 Some things were taken from the real world: there’s the Rossauer Bar­racks, St. George’s Col­lege in Is­tan­bul, a Turk­ish com­mu­nity in Vi­enna, and, of course, po­lice of­fi­cers, de­tec­tives, and se­rial killers. In­deed. I even man­aged to get Sir Win­ston Churchill, Con­fu­cius, and Sun Tzu to make an ap­pear­ance, al­though those gen­tle­men are pretty much dead, not to say stone dead.

 Now, the au­thor takes all of this, the real and the in­vented, into his hands. He shakes his hands for a very long time to mix ev­ery­thing thor­oughly. Then comes the cru­cial phase, the act of cre­ation. He lets ev­ery­thing fall onto the blank sheet of pa­per and ex­am­ines it care­fully. How have the dice fallen? How do the threads run from one point to an­other?

 Ah, no, he thinks to him­self. Noth­ing fits; no story is emerg­ing from his hands. Only the be­gin­ning is cer­tain.  A good story right­fully be­gins in Is­tan­bul, I re­al­ize. Al­though, why ex­actly? I’ve never been to this city on two con­ti­nents and prob­a­bly never will. The truth is much more triv­ial. I was dream­ing of a crime story whose pro­tag­o­nist spent his youth there. It’s that sim­ple, I won’t re­veal any more.

 And one more thing. Since child­hood, I’ve had an aver­sion to peo­ple who start read­ing a crime novel but then turn to the last pages to find the so­lu­tion. It’s al­ways an­noyed me be­cause when I read a crime novel, I leave it to the au­thor to guide me step by step, whether mis­lead­ing me or lead­ing me di­rectly, that’s up to them. The au­thors will have put a lot of thought into how they want to de­velop the story. Feel free to turn to the last pages; it won’t do you any good.

 Now then: Cur­tain up!

 Vi­enna, March 2026

 István Rudas

 
● ● ●


 

 
 

   Fore­word 2.0

 by István Rudas © 2026 

 
 And now I’m sup­posed to write a fore­word. Well, I’m not spared any­thing (® Em­peror Franz Joseph I.). I’ve skimmed the man­u­script, and one thing I must make clear from the out­set: István is not a racist, not in the slight­est.  His own fam­ily tree is a col­or­ful patch­work quilt (a kilt made from hun­dreds of patches of Eu­rope, Asia, and the sur­round­ing ar­eas).

 I hap­pen to know how István came up with the out­landish idea of hav­ing his de­tec­tive grow up in Is­tan­bul. At the acad­emy, he had a like­able class­mate, Hannes Fuchs. Hannes had ac­tu­ally grown up in Is­tan­bul; his par­ents re­ally did work at the Aus­trian Em­bassy, and he had ac­tu­ally at­tended St. George’s Col­lege in Is­tan­bul. Un­der the nick­name Hakim El­bagr, he had ter­ror­ized the Galata dis­trict with a youth gang, but we were all young once, weren’t we? Our pubescent school­boy István wanted to cre­ate a kind of lit­er­ary mon­u­ment to this Hannes.

 István’s neigh­bor, Ser­dar, is a peace­ful, friendly Turk. He ob­jected ev­ery time István called him “Ser­dan,” in­sist­ing that his name was Ser­dar, and that Ser­dan was a Kur­dish name, un­wor­thy of a Turk. István, how­ever, re­mained stub­born, for a fat fly had perched on the name­plate on the door, right next to the last “r” of Ser­dar’s name. The fly, squashed dur­ing its mid­day rest, left a black mark on the let­ter “r,” trans­form­ing it into an “n.” Af­ter Fri­day prayers, Ser­dar’s wife, Fatme, went straight to the shower. István and Ser­dar sat peace­fully side by side on the shoe rack in the hall­way, and since the bath­room had no door, only a cur­tain, they stared at the shad­owy fig­ure be­hind the milky glass of the shower cu­bi­cle. István thought he could see that Ms. Fatme was ap­par­ently shav­ing her pu­bic area and then do­ing it for 10 or 15 min­utes. And, as al­ways, they talked amongst them­selves, try­ing to sab­o­tage the politi­cians.  They didn’t al­ways see eye to eye, es­pe­cially not on the Kur­dish ques­tion, and Fatme, wrapped in a bath towel, stepped out of the shower. She came for­ward to the wash­basin to wash her beau­ti­ful, black hair. Fatme, of course, knew ex­actly what István was made of, and she played this game for the two men ev­ery Fri­day, grin­ning in­wardly. Ac­tu­ally, both men found Fatme beau­ti­ful, but István could never say so aloud. His gaze slid up Fatme’s beau­ti­ful legs and he sur­rep­ti­tiously ob­served the small, red heart tat­tooed on her pu­bic area. “Ser­dan, your wife has a heart of gold,” István re­marked am­bigu­ously, and Ser­dar slowly rose. “Come into the kitchen, we’ll make Turk­ish tea; Fatme will surely want some.” Per­haps this lit­tle anec­dote clar­i­fies István’s con­nec­tion to Turk­ish cul­ture, be­cause oth­er­wise, there isn’t one.  In fact, István has only been to Tur­key once, for a hot air bal­loon ride in Cap­pado­cia. And don’t bother me, it’s called bal­loon­ing, I know.

 And please don’t bother me ei­ther if you stum­ble across the “Czech asses” while read­ing. That’s eas­ily ex­plained, too. István’s long­time clean­ing lady (cor­rectly: house­cleaner) is from the Czech Re­pub­lic. And when she kneels on all fours on the floor to scrub the stone slabs, István bends down very low to revel in her bush and slit. He cheek­ily and am­bigu­ously quotes Jacque­line Su­sann and her “Val­ley of the Dolls.” His as­ser­tions that even the Hab­s­burgs en­joyed them­selves and there­fore dubbed Prague “Im­pe­rial City 2.0” are pure non­sense, in­tended to dis­tract from his shame­ful amuse­ments. It’s that sim­ple with his fas­ci­na­tion with “Czech asses,” you see?  At least it sounds more fac­tual than the Hab­s­burg story.

 No won­der, then, that the de­tec­tives in this novel have quite a lively pri­vate life, to put it mildly. You know our István and how his imag­i­na­tion runs wild. Where ev­ery­one else sees a halved grape­fruit as a halved grape­fruit, this lout is mak­ing a big deal out of it. So, let’s be le­nient, mel­low with age.

 There’s not much to say about the novel it­self. A se­rial killer, a few dead po­lice­women, shots ring out, the killer takes off.
  
 Per­haps these key de­tails will suf­fice, and you won’t have to wade through all the pages.

 Vi­enna, March 2026.

 Rust Van Idas,

 Head of the Cham­ber Of­fice.

 
● ● ●


 

 
 

   Fore­word, Third At­tempt

 by István Rudas © 2026 

 
 I read the fore­words of my pre­de­ces­sors with in­ter­est. Of course, István men­tioned a Hakim at one point, as well as Fatme and his clean­ing lady, but nat­u­rally I didn’t re­search the de­tails; I’m no id­iot, af­ter all.  I’m sup­posed to man­age his of­fice, not the ru­mor mill.

 When István handed me the man­u­script two years ago for a fa­vor­able and benev­o­lent re­view, I was very flat­tered. But I had to bring him down to earth. “This isn’t a crime novel, it’s em­bar­rass­ing porn,” was my first com­ment. I crossed out all the em­bar­rass­ing parts with a red pen be­cause, as I’ve al­ready said, I’m no id­iot as de­fined by the dic­tio­nary. István turned the pages this way and that. “There are four pages left, four shitty pages,” he man­aged, pale as a ghost. “The short­est crime novel since >A Song of Ice and Fire<.” You al­most felt sorry for him.  Then came a year of ra­dio si­lence. István tor­tured the AI chat­bots in four lan­guages, but he didn’t touch the tat­tered man­u­script again un­til, well, un­til the ill-fated muse kissed him once more — some girls are sim­ply be­yond help.

 With a red pen in hand, I read the new man­u­script. I re­solved to be le­nient. The men­tion of the Turk­ish mafia (turk mafiyasi) was new here. The mafia was un­der con­sid­er­able pres­sure be­tween 2020 and 2023, so why shouldn’t his pro­tag­o­nist be an un­der­cover hero? A good idea to in­tro­duce him to Vi­enna’s Turk­ish com­mu­nity that way. Why his girl­friend could be Turk­ish and not Vi­en­nese, Nor­we­gian, or sim­ply Si­cil­ian re­mained a mys­tery to me. I’ll take note.  But why his killer comes from Ukraine, at a time when an up­right Eu­ro­pean stands be­hind the war-torn Ukrain­ian peo­ple, we dis­cussed that for hours. Fi­nally, he said he had al­ready fin­ished mod­el­ing the char­ac­ters and didn’t want to rein­vent the wheel. Had he per­haps thought of Mr. Fir­tasch? No, he said, he’s just a white-col­lar crim­i­nal, not the kind of killer he needed. Grand­fa­ther, fa­ther, and son, a nice fam­ily of killers, that’s what he wanted to cre­ate.

 The de­tec­tives had a flour­ish­ing sex life; my fin­gers, clutch­ing the red pen, twitched in­ces­santly. Why didn’t he use the ac­tual work of the po­lice in­stead? István looked at me, per­plexed. “Come on, how am I sup­posed to know how the po­lice ac­tu­ally work? And even if I did, would I write a recipe book for the crooks? Nah, a lit­tle bit of sex, that won’t hurt!” I growled, “No pub­lisher prints sex these days; you’re 100 years too late, since Fe­lix von Salten.” He flinched. “How on earth am I sup­posed to re­write in­cest in a pub­lisher’s terms?” I re­torted. “Why in­cest at all?” His an­swer was sur­pris­ing.  “Be­cause I wanted to add a provoca­tive, con­tro­ver­sial el­e­ment. Not the main char­ac­ter, of course, since the read­ers are sup­posed to iden­tify with him. A sup­port­ing char­ac­ter, that’s fine.”

 Nev­er­the­less, I cut many saucy-spicy, sen­ti­men­tal pas­sages; they didn’t carry the plot. It was sup­posed to be a crime novel, af­ter all. He wouldn’t part with the hunch­backed med­i­cal ex­am­iner. “A hunch­backed med­i­cal ex­am­iner is al­most as good as a dwarf med­i­cal ex­am­iner’s as­sis­tant.” I un­der­stood who he was talk­ing about (Chris­tine Ur­spruch, a dwarf ac­tress from a TV po­lice se­ries). What­ever. I leaned back. “You de­scribe the Turk­ish com­mu­nity very sym­pa­thet­i­cally; I like that. It gives the whole thing a nice, friendly touch.” István nod­ded. “That was ex­actly the in­ten­tion.” I took his hand, which was hold­ing the shot of port. “Ob­vi­ously, you’ve never used an es­cort ser­vice. A man of the world no­tices that im­me­di­ately.” He didn’t flinch. “And how many men of the world read crime nov­els?”  It was point­less try­ing to talk him out of us­ing the es­cort ser­vice.

 “You know, Aunt Resi, she had a daugh­ter who worked for an es­cort ser­vice and ended up on the streets, on Prater Street and at the Ho­tel Ori­ent. Lit­tle Ly­dia was heart­bro­ken her whole life be­cause she was in love with the porter, or rather, the door­man, at the Ho­tel Bris­tol. But he never paid her any at­ten­tion; he wanted to get ahead and was hav­ing an af­fair with the wife of one of the own­ers, Madame Flo­rence, as ev­ery­one called her. I in­cluded her in my novel. Flo­rence had fallen in love with a Saudi prince on va­ca­tion, one of the 18,000 Saudi princes. But it re­mained just a pas­sion­ate hol­i­day fling; noth­ing more than a fleet­ing ex­change of juices came of it. The Ho­tel Bris­tol has its own chauf­feur ser­vice, and one of the driv­ers is a Saudi, but of course, not a prince. So Madame Flo­rence was now stand­ing on two legs: the driver and the door­man, Charly.” He ap­pears in my novel as a pimp, good old Charly. There are ru­mors that Madame Flo­rence has a few girls on the go, but I think those are just ru­mors. I even met one of these girls, Mrs. Früh­wirth. By day, the most re­spectable house­wife in all of Fa­voriten, by night a vamp, danc­ing as Monique on the pole in one of the no­to­ri­ous dis­cos. I saw her my­self; she’s a sleep­ing vol­cano. Fire in her belly like Mar­i­lyn Mon­roe, gen­tle­men! Of course, not my league, but through her I met An­nette, the sec­ond most re­spectable house­wife in Fa­voriten. She has a red, tat­tooed heart in the crook of her pu­bic area, from be­fore she got mar­ried, when she was a dancer like Früh­wirth.” István took a deep breath, and I asked, “And why are you telling me all this?” He was slightly con­fused.  “I thought you’d be in­ter­ested in where I get some of the char­ac­ters for my crime novel?”

 Ac­tu­ally, I like his new man­u­script, apart from a few overly ex­plicit pas­sages. If he re­moves those, then by all means, im­pri­matur. Above all, he’ll spare us the de­tec­tives’ long car rides through the misty mead­ows, where birches and alders are only vaguely dis­cernible in the per­sis­tent morn­ing fog, and the two de­tec­tives main­tain a grim si­lence be­cause they had a row in the of­fice, about a very par­tic­u­lar fe­male de­tec­tive, of course.

 Once we’d gone through the man­u­script, I asked István if there was any­thing else I could do for him; af­ter all, he’s my boss. He stood up grin­ning. “Write a fore­word, noth­ing grand, but a com­pli­men­tary one. You’re not a real lit­er­ary critic, my friend.”

 Okay, a fore­word then.  I can do that.

 East Van Roux-d’Ache

 Deputy Of­fice Man­ager
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   The De­tec­tive-In­spec­tor

 
 Ronald Hof­stät­ter was fi­nally trans­ferred to the Vi­enna Crim­i­nal In­ves­ti­ga­tion De­part­ment. He had suc­cess­fully com­pleted his first as­sign­ment as an un­der­cover in­ves­ti­ga­tor, and the Vi­enna po­lice crim­i­nal in­ves­ti­ga­tion de­part­ment was ex­pe­ri­enc­ing a crit­i­cal staff short­age. Ron was pro­moted to de­tec­tive in­spec­tor, de­spite the re­luc­tance of se­nior col­leagues who had spent years serv­ing as rook­ies. Ron had pow­er­ful ad­vo­cates in the Min­istry of the In­te­rior; his fa­ther was a re­tired am­bas­sador with ex­ten­sive con­nec­tions.  The crim­i­nal in­ves­ti­ga­tion de­part­ment rented an en­tire wing of the Rossau bar­racks; the young Min­is­ter of the In­te­rior had in­sisted on it. The goal was to cre­ate a com­pletely new crim­i­nal in­ves­ti­ga­tion de­part­ment, staffed by young peo­ple with state-of-the-art equip­ment. This was some­thing the min­is­ter had brought back from his time in the USA.

 Ron walked to­ward the door of the new of­fice. De­tec­tive In­spec­tor Ronald Hof­stät­ter was stand­ing there by the door. This filled him with pride. He en­tered, find­ing two desks with com­puter mon­i­tors and a color laser printer in the cor­ner. The tele­phone sys­tem was in the cen­ter, eas­ily ac­ces­si­ble for both em­ploy­ees. It was a cut­ting-edge dig­i­tal tele­phone sys­tem for two peo­ple, of­fer­ing all the bells and whis­tles: caller ID, voice record­ing, wit­ness com­mu­ni­ca­tion, speak­er­phone, and di­rect con­nec­tion to a mo­bile phone. For the time be­ing, he was alone in the of­fice; it hadn’t yet been de­cided who would get the sec­ond desk. Most of the other of­fices were al­ready oc­cu­pied. At the very back was the of­fice of the for­mer di­rec­tor, Pres­i­dent Jo­hannes Wall­ner. He was sup­posed to have re­tired by now, but they hadn’t found a suit­able suc­ces­sor.  And: Wall­ner was still one of the most cun­ning and suc­cess­ful crim­i­nal in­ves­ti­ga­tors of the post-war era. He was at odds with mod­ern tech­nol­ogy; he could make phone calls with his mo­bile phone, but that was about it. Nev­er­the­less, he was fiercely de­ter­mined to carry out the min­is­ter’s or­der. He didn’t un­der­stand, of course, what a mass spec­trom­e­ter did, but the peo­ple in the lab wanted one, so they got one. The crim­i­nal in­ves­ti­ga­tion lab in the Roßauer bar­racks was now by far the best in the coun­try. A glass wall sep­a­rated Wall­ner’s of­fice from the con­fer­ence room, which was jok­ingly called the aquar­ium. Wall­ner at­tended the morn­ing con­fer­ence ev­ery day, Mon­day through Sat­ur­day. On Sun­days, the of­fices were barely oc­cu­pied; you needed at least one day off.

 Ron went from of­fice to of­fice, in­tro­duc­ing him­self and shak­ing hands. Ev­ery­one knew him; he knew most of them, at least by phone. He was out­wardly very mod­est, but in­wardly im­mensely proud of his great achieve­ment. He was the one who had suc­ceeded in dis­man­tling the Turk­ish mafia in Vi­enna. His col­leagues looked him up and down. Ron was 29 years old, a na­tive Vi­en­nese, and quite hand­some, at least com­pared to some of his col­leagues. He watched his weight, ran his kilo­me­ters at the crack of dawn, and ate mind­fully. He liked good food, but he knew how to re­strain him­self when nec­es­sary. He rarely smoked dur­ing the day, but in the evenings, when his Turk­ish girl­friend vis­ited, he smoked more. He was mus­cu­lar and ath­let­i­cally built, but not a mus­cle­man. Eat­ing wisely, a run in the morn­ing, and a girl in the evening kept him fit, or so he thought. He only car­ried his ser­vice weapon when some­thing un­ex­pected was an­tic­i­pated.  In the more than two years he spent un­der­cover, he had only taken his pis­tol once, and that was also the first and only time he had shot a guy in the thigh.

 Ron still lived in the small apart­ment where he had stayed dur­ing his pre­vi­ous as­sign­ment. A small col­lec­tion of vin­tage records and a tele­vi­sion were all he needed, and when he read a book, he bor­rowed it and re­turned it. A per­sonal li­brary wasn’t nec­es­sary; he kept ev­ery­thing in his head. His girl­friends all came from the Turk­ish com­mu­nity where he had spied for over two years as Hakim El­bagr. Hakim is both a first name and a ti­tle re­served for aca­demics or le­gal schol­ars.

 The girls of­ten stayed with him for months at a time, and the fact that they were pros­ti­tutes and had pimps didn’t bother him at all. He never paid the girls, and the pimps be­lieved they had him un­der their thumb.  It was im­por­tant that they left the small apart­ment spot­less in the morn­ing when they left. He didn’t need a clean­ing lady. And Fatme, his cur­rent Turk­ish girl­friend, had been his lover for a long time, and they had be­come very close.

 He had met Fatme al­most two years ear­lier. His suc­cess in sig­nif­i­cantly weak­en­ing the Turk­ish mafia in Vi­enna had earned him the re­spect and ad­mi­ra­tion of the Turk­ish com­mu­nity. He was warmly wel­comed to sit with them and sip Turk­ish tea. They still re­spect­fully called him by his alias, Hakim El­bagr, even though they knew he was a po­lice of­fi­cer named Ronald Hof­stät­ter. The pretty, young Fatme some­times served the tea, and that’s how he struck up a con­ver­sa­tion with her. There had been an in­stant con­nec­tion be­tween them. Con­fess­ing their love wasn’t nec­es­sary. Ron strictly ad­hered to cul­tural norms and of­ten sat mod­estly with Fatme on a bench in the court­yard, talk­ing for hours.  She was a very pretty and slim girl, she was al­ways neatly dressed and only lightly made up, and she al­ways smelled so good, like some kind of flow­ers.

 Ron would have guessed Fatme was 19; she was al­ways metic­u­lously made up, and that de­ceived him. She laughed softly, coo­ing that she was 15, al­most 16, and that her fa­ther had al­ready been forced to sell her to one of Madame Flo­rence’s pimps be­cause they were dirt poor and starv­ing. Ron im­me­di­ately be­came se­ri­ous. Her fa­ther had made love to her for years be­cause her mother had turned a blind eye and was now dead, and he had been forced to sell her to Madame Flo­rence years ago, even though she was far too young for pros­ti­tu­tion. Ron mem­o­rized the pimp’s name. Days later, she let Ron in­vite her to his apart­ment. That’s how their love story be­gan. “You’re the sec­ond man af­ter Dad to take me so lov­ingly to his heart, Hakim,” she whis­pered. Ron was ap­palled by Fatme’s lack of gen­eral knowl­edge. He bor­rowed books from the li­brary, which he gave to her to read. They dis­cussed their con­tents at length, and Fatme ab­sorbed knowl­edge and wis­dom like a dry sponge.  Ron grew in­creas­ingly an­noyed each time Fatme lay down be­side him, ex­hausted, drained, and drained. He am­bushed her pimp and gave him a good dress­ing-down. He shouted that Fatme be­longed to him and that the pimp had to re­lease her, or things would get se­ri­ous. The pimp wasn’t used to such treat­ment and cow­ered un­der Ron’s fists. “Okay,” he stam­mered, “but I have no con­trol over Fatme’s owner, Madame.”

 Only af­ter some time did he ex­plain the sit­u­a­tion to Fatme. She low­ered her gaze; she had al­ready sus­pected as much. Her fa­ther was des­per­ate be­cause she wasn’t bring­ing home any money. And he was cling­ing to Fatme in his bed. As long as she couldn’t stand on her own two feet, she had to en­dure it pa­tiently, Fatme whis­pered, her eyes down­cast. And she begged Ron not to men­tion it to her fa­ther.  The poor fa­ther would starve and die of grief if his lit­tle girl aban­doned him. She was all he had left, and the name of a fam­ily of na­tional he­roes. He was dirt poor, but highly re­spected.

 Fatme now read all day and lay down with Ron in the evenings. He tried not to think about the fact that when she went home around mid­night, she would have to lie down with her fa­ther. He was proud of her be­cause read­ing had made her in­tel­li­gent and well-ed­u­cated. He was proud of her be­cause she waited for him in his spot­lessly clean apart­ment with a drink, like a lover. Yes, she was his lover, and he pushed aside most thoughts about how Fatme might move for­ward in the fu­ture. Of course, he could have asked for her hand in mar­riage, but for him, it was far too soon. And at least he had man­aged to get her out of pros­ti­tu­tion. He had given Fatme a bank card to his ac­count; she could buy ev­ery­thing she needed if her cash wasn’t enough.  Some­times they checked her pay­ments and with­drawals to­gether, but she was very dis­ci­plined about it. At least once a week they went out in the evening. She loved to dress up, and Ron was very proud to go to bars with such a well-dressed, el­e­gant, and sub­tly made-up lover on his arm.

 Ron sat at his desk, smok­ing as he sum­ma­rized the short re­ports from his in­for­mants. To­mor­row morn­ing, he had to briefly re­port to his col­leagues at the morn­ing meet­ing that the Turk­ish mafia had lost all in­flu­ence in Vi­enna. He re­called his own back­ground. His mother had been his rock. His fa­ther worked at the Aus­trian con­sulate in Is­tan­bul, and the small fam­ily, mother and son, had moved with him. Ron had at­tended St. Georg Col­lege in Is­tan­bul for six years, then they re­turned to Vi­enna. He had at­tended the po­lice acad­emy and was placed un­der­cover in the Turk­ish mafia; af­ter all, he spoke flu­ent Turk­ish with an Is­tan­bul ac­cent. That was where he had his great suc­cess.  

 His phone buzzed; it was Pres­i­dent Wall­ner. Yes, he’d come im­me­di­ately. The pres­i­dent smiled. “Can I pull you off the bi­cy­cle thefts for a bit, right now?” the old fox asked. There was only one an­swer. “Yes, Mr. Pres­i­dent, with plea­sure!” Wall­ner smiled. “I ex­pected noth­ing less. You must lend a hand to the other de­part­ment, care­fully, of course. Bre­mer, the chief, has been com­plain­ing to me about his trou­bles, and I want to help him. He’s al­ready got three fe­male corpses, and they’re not get­ting any­where. A se­rial killer? Per­haps. So, go see Bre­mer and get on with it. Bre­mer’s a friend, be­lieve me!” Ron moved quickly. Fi­nally, a de­tec­tive as­sign­ment! He put the bi­cy­cle theft files in the out­box—away with them! He in­formed the oth­ers that he was go­ing to Bre­mer’s and might have to work there for a while, on the pres­i­dent’s or­ders.
 
 Bre­mer greeted him warmly and read­ily ac­cepted Wall­ner’s help. He sum­moned the in­ves­ti­ga­tors: Bod­nar, Eisen, and Rosen­blatt. Bod­nar smiled as Ron was in­tro­duced. “We’re ac­tu­ally the Three Mus­ke­teers, but they call us the ‘Yid­dish Squadron.’ Just a heads-up, our col­leagues aren’t anti-Semites, they’re just plain id­iots.” Bod­nar smiled kindly. The four of them went to Bod­nar’s of­fice.

 Bod­nar was the head of the unit. They had two prob­lem­atic fe­male corpses and one un­prob­lem­atic one. An el­derly man had killed his wife with an axe; he was co­op­er­a­tive and gave a cred­i­ble con­fes­sion. Ron asked if there were any open ques­tions in this case. The three shook their heads in the neg­a­tive. Ron pushed the file aside. Now he asked about the other two cases.  The three looked at each other, then Eisen said, “I’m think­ing of a se­rial killer, the other two aren’t. There are sev­eral in­con­sis­ten­cies and sev­eral points of agree­ment.” Ron wanted to hear about the points of agree­ment first. “Both women were young, blonde, naked, and stran­gled with wire,” Eisen said. “Both are Vi­en­nese po­lice of­fi­cers, one on pa­trol, the other ac­tu­ally on sab­bat­i­cal, noth­ing un­usual. Ac­cord­ing to the au­top­sies, they had both been bound at the wrists for days and were ap­par­ently sex­u­ally as­saulted be­fore be­ing stran­gled. One body was left in Vo­tiv­park, the other in the park in front of the Schot­tenkirche. All of this points to a se­rial killer in my opin­ion.” Ron looked at the other two. Rosen­blatt shook his head. “There hasn’t been a sin­gle se­rial killer for 25 years; the last one was Jack Un­ter­weger, the pros­ti­tute mur­ders in 1973. We con­sider it un­likely that we have an­other one.” Ron opened the first act. “Were they left com­pletely naked?”  “What are the pho­tos?” he asked, see­ing them. Rosen­blatt nod­ded. “Yes, Ronald, these are the orig­i­nal pho­tos, just as they were found.” Ron flipped through the pages, but there was noth­ing un­usual to be found. Thea Kün­gler had stud­ied crim­i­nol­ogy, worked first as an in­for­mant, and then be­came a po­lice of­fi­cer in the ad­min­is­tra­tive de­part­ment. She was cur­rently on sab­bat­i­cal to pur­sue her doc­tor­ate the­sis. In the pho­tos, she was a pretty young woman. The au­topsy re­port con­firmed what Eisen had re­ported. He picked up the sec­ond file, opened it, and froze.

 “Su­sanne,” Ron ex­claimed, “I know her, I knew her!” He flipped through the pages again, skim­ming through them. “Has she been buried yet?” he asked. “No,” the three of them said in uni­son. “She’s still in Hades, at the coro­ner’s of­fice, down here in the base­ment.” The three of them led him down. “The coro­ner is a bit of an odd­ball, but he’s prob­a­bly one of the best.” Ron nod­ded, and they went in­side.  The hunch­back looked at them. “The Kün­glers or the Stam­mers?” he asked, grin­ning. “Both,” Ron replied, in­tro­duc­ing him­self. He asked his name. “Dr. Armin Gangl,” said the hunch­back, “but ev­ery­one calls me Quasi­modo, even though none of them have ever read Vic­tor Hugo, the id­iots!” He opened two re­frig­er­a­tor com­part­ments, 67 and 70. “Kün­gler on the left, Stam­mer on the right.”

 He sat down and waited for ques­tions. Ron held the au­topsy re­ports in his hand and went through each point. Dr. Gangl ap­proached him. He pointed to the wrists; the marks were clearly vis­i­ble and iden­ti­cal on Thea and Su­sanne. The mark around their necks was clearly made by a wire. “Right-handed,” said Dr. Gangl. “No se­men,” he added, “he must have used a con­dom. But the marks are un­am­bigu­ous: mul­ti­ple bru­tal rapes, pos­si­bly with a dildo. Cer­tainly over sev­eral days, ab­so­lutely cer­tain.” The doc­tor was very thor­ough. “The tox­i­col­ogy was the same for both. Al­co­hol, of course, and pop­pers, lots of pop­pers. The women showed very high doses; they must have been al­most in­sane with de­sire, sex­ual de­sire. What man does some­thing like that? What guy is so greedy and ir­re­spon­si­ble? They could just as eas­ily have died of heart fail­ure at those doses!” Dr. Gangl shook his head.  “Not a sin­gle trace of DNA. He must have washed her with a good dis­in­fec­tant. That guy knows a thing or two about po­lice work.” Ron pulled the cloth all the way down from Su­sanne and ex­am­ined her body. Yes, it was her, def­i­nitely. He’d met her briefly at the last po­lice ball and had a quickie with her in the dress­ing room.

 They went back up­stairs, and Ron said he was bi­ased. He’d had a quickie with Stam­mer a year ago, so he was bi­ased. He quickly went to Pres­i­dent Wall­ner. “I’m bi­ased and can’t par­tic­i­pate in the in­ves­ti­ga­tion; oth­er­wise, I’ll jeop­ar­dize it.” Pres­i­dent Wall­ner, who for a mo­ment feared some­thing se­ri­ous, laughed up­roar­i­ously. “If that’s all it is,” he said, laugh­ing, “then none of us would be al­lowed to in­ves­ti­gate the case. That lit­tle one didn’t miss a sin­gle guy un­der 60; she was very in­dus­tri­ous!” Wall­ner laughed again. “Well, carry on, my boy, that’s an or­der!”  Ron went back to the Three Mus­ke­teers.

 Bod­nar was the most se­nior of­fi­cer; he came from the Vice Squad, which he left when he be­came a fa­ther. A burly man, he looked more like a plumber or a lum­ber­jack. A strong-willed char­ac­ter, like the late Friedrich En­gels, with a large mus­tache. His 13-year-old daugh­ter, Laura, was a pubescent nui­sance. She reg­u­larly sat naked on his lap, wrapped her arms long­ingly around his neck, and he never knew what to do with his hands. Laura would rub back and forth un­til his hands were on her bare gen­i­tals, and then she would con­tinue rub­bing un­til she shud­dered. His wife cleared her throat nois­ily in the back­ground, of course.  But Bod­nar knew from his work in vice that this was over and he couldn’t take any­thing fur­ther with Laura.

 Eisen had ac­tu­ally been a graphol­o­gist at the uni­ver­sity un­til a love af­fair lured him to the po­lice acad­emy. He was the typ­i­cal short, bald ac­coun­tant with a re­ced­ing hair­line and glasses, whose crim­i­no­log­i­cal tal­ent was dis­cov­ered at the acad­emy. He was in his early fifties and the old­est mem­ber of the Yid­dish Squadron. Ev­ery­one ap­pre­ci­ated his clear-sight­ed­ness, al­ways fo­cused on the facts. He rarely fell into a trap; he rec­og­nized even the most elab­o­rate ones. He was a con­firmed bach­e­lor and made the most of it in count­less af­fairs. Eisen was al­ready emo­tion­ally smit­ten; he wanted to try his luck at the Min­istry of the In­te­rior. He was on fa­mil­iar terms with the new, young Min­is­ter of the In­te­rior.

 Rosen­blatt was the squadron’s best tracker.  No, he didn’t snoop on the ground, but on the in­ter­net, in ar­chives, in di­rec­to­ries of all kinds, of­ten bring­ing even the most hid­den things to light. He had sold the in­her­ited jew­elry store; he had no in­ter­est in it. He had been left by his wife, the slut, many years ago, and his daugh­ter Elli, now 15 or 16, lived with him. He only ever called his ex a slut; she didn’t seem to have a first name. He kept his pri­vate life pri­vate, but when his trusted col­leagues pressed him di­rectly, he read­ily ad­mit­ted that al­most five years ago, when his wife, the slut, had run off, he had res­o­lutely brought Elli into his bed. Ev­ery­thing had de­vel­oped quite nat­u­rally, and they lived to­gether like a cou­ple. No one ob­jected once the truth was out in the open. His Jew­ish hooked nose on a face wor­thy of a Ro­man em­peror im­me­di­ately re­vealed that it be­longed to a de­tec­tive.

 They went through the files very me­thod­i­cally for a week. But there was noth­ing more to them than what was al­ready there. They had done a good job so far and gath­ered ev­ery­thing. Thea Kün­gler’s file was com­pletely clean. She had grown up in mod­est cir­cum­stances in Fa­voriten, was the first in her fam­ily to grad­u­ate from high school, and was study­ing crim­i­nol­ogy. She had grad­u­ated from the po­lice acad­emy with ex­cel­lent grades and was al­ready work­ing on a doc­toral dis­ser­ta­tion, the the­sis. She didn’t have a steady boyfriend, ac­cord­ing to her file. Not a word about her sex life, if she had one.

 Su­sanne Stam­mer grew up in com­fort­able mid­dle-class cir­cum­stances in the 9th dis­trict. She had passed her high school ex­ams (af­ter re­tak­ing one), was also study­ing crim­i­nol­ogy, but there was no in­di­ca­tion whether she had known Thea Kün­gler. Her ju­ve­nile file con­tained two en­tries that had long since been deleted. One was for pos­ses­sion of a small amount of mar­i­juana, the other for dis­or­derly con­duct.  Clearly, what that meant back then, it was promis­cu­ity at the age of 14. Ron scratched his head; he’d fallen for Stam­mer at a po­lice ball and had a quickie with her. It was just su­per­fi­cial, ca­sual sex with­out any mean­ing. Ron still felt a deep sense of re­gret. Even if Su­sanne had been a loose girl, she sim­ply hadn’t de­served death, that an­gry, evil death. Nei­ther Ron nor the Yid­dish Squadron dis­cov­ered any­thing or any­one that pointed to Thea’s or Su­sanne’s mur­der. It could have been a mad­man, a se­rial killer, or just any­one.

 Then, af­ter a week, pure chance came to the res­cue. Res­i­dents had alerted the po­lice; screams had been heard com­ing from the empty build­ing next door, and by the time the of­fi­cers ar­rived, the screams had long since died down.  The po­lice dis­cov­ered a woman’s body, and the three mus­ke­teers raced across the city in their am­bu­lance, flash­ing blue lights and sirens blar­ing. The per­pe­tra­tor had long since fled, but he had been in­ter­rupted.

 He hadn’t yet used the dis­in­fec­tant. He left be­hind the body bound with wire, the gar­rote, and the dis­in­fec­tant. Dr. Gangl es­ti­mated she must have been mur­dered less than an hour ear­lier; the body was still warm. The crime scene was ex­am­ined me­thod­i­cally, mil­lime­ter by mil­lime­ter, and half a dozen used con­doms were found. Dr. Gangl an­a­lyzed the se­men in the con­doms, the DNA on the gar­rote, and on the body of Theresa Stanzl, 28. Theresa was also a po­lice of­fi­cer; she hadn’t shown up for duty for sev­eral days, but she hadn’t yet been of­fi­cially re­ported miss­ing. It had hap­pened sev­eral times be­fore that she went on a “hon­ey­moon” with a lover for a few days, even a week, as she later ad­mit­ted with an em­bar­rassed smile.  And now she was dead.

 Rosen­blatt and Eisen im­me­di­ately set to work re­search­ing her back­ground. But there was noth­ing un­usual. She had grad­u­ated from high school in Josef­s­tadt and lived with her wid­owed fa­ther. There had been sev­eral anony­mous com­plaints al­leg­ing that the two were en­gaged in in­cest. Theresa was 14, 17, 18, 19, and 20 years old at these times, and the anony­mous writer seemed to be a jeal­ous neigh­bor. The re­ports were very de­tailed, some of them down­right porno­graphic. Eisen put the pa­pers aside in dis­gust. It was com­pletely ir­rel­e­vant whether Theresa was hav­ing sex with her fa­ther or not; that was unim­por­tant for po­lice work. No­body in­ves­ti­gated the mat­ter back then. In­cest was es­sen­tially a mi­nor of­fense that no po­lice of­fi­cer wanted to take se­ri­ously. Rosen­blatt read the re­port her su­pe­rior had writ­ten when she was hired three times.  The su­per­vi­sor had spread the five in­crim­i­nat­ing anony­mous com­plaints out on the ta­ble and then said, “Ev­ery­one has to live with hos­til­ity and smear cam­paigns, I un­der­stand that. I just wanted to know what was go­ing on from the start. You still live alone with your fa­ther. In these doc­u­ments, in this drivel, you are ac­cused of in­cest. What do you have to say to me about that?” Stanzl had asked in re­turn, “Will this have any bear­ing on whether I get hired or not?” He de­nied it. So Stanzl didn’t take a po­si­tion. Theresa had a boyfriend on record, an in­con­spic­u­ous and pale stu­dent in her year. Rosen­blatt con­cluded from the word­ing that it was more of a study com­pany than a sex­ual re­la­tion­ship. No di­rect con­nec­tion what­so­ever to Thea Kün­gler or Su­sanne Stam­mer.

 Dr. Gangl shook his head as he read the tox­i­col­ogy re­port. Theresa had a blood al­co­hol level of 3.2 per mille; she was com­pletely drunk at the time of her death. She had in­gested three times more pop­pers than the oth­ers; the lev­els were in­cred­i­bly high. “In my opin­ion, this alone would have been enough to cause her heart to fail. I can’t defini­tively con­clude that she was ‘only’ raped. Per­haps she her­self in­cited her at­tacker and pushed him into bru­tal sex. Here I have to slightly re­vise the ini­tial au­topsy re­port.” Dr. Gangl wiped the sweat from his brow. “No one takes that much pop­pers vol­un­tar­ily, that’s for sure. Your per­pe­tra­tor is not only a cop killer and se­rial killer, I also clas­sify him as a com­pletely de­viant sex of­fender who de­lib­er­ately plunges his vic­tims into a hur­ri­cane of sex­ual urges.” Dr. Gangl pressed for the DNA anal­y­sis to be per­formed as quickly as pos­si­ble in the lab.  The DNA clearly be­longed to Frank Hal­ter, who was im­pris­oned in the Kar­ling prison near the city of  Graz.

 Ron im­me­di­ately called Graz.
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   The Killer

 
 The prison di­rec­tor squirmed on the phone. “We re­leased the Hal­ter six weeks ago, In­spec­tor.” He was very em­bar­rassed when Ron shouted into the phone, ask­ing why it wasn’t in the data­base yet. “We have a staff short­age, In­spec­tor. We can’t do some things im­me­di­ately.” Ron had calmed down. “I’m com­ing to Graz on the next train, be ready! And I want to speak to the of­fi­cers who were re­spon­si­ble for the owner!” Ron hung up with­out a greet­ing, with­out any kind­ness. He im­me­di­ately took the first train to Graz.
 
 Prison di­rec­tor Robert Gess­ing and prison guard Udo Per­schin were al­ready in the meet­ing room when Ron en­tered. Gess­ing con­firmed once again that Frank Hal­ter had been re­leased six weeks ear­lier, on April 4th. He had served six of his seven years and, af­ter six years, had been le­git­i­mately re­leased for good be­hav­ior. Per­schin had tes­ti­fied in his fa­vor; Hal­ter had never caused any trou­ble, he was quiet and po­lite, but he hadn’t made any par­tic­u­lar friends in the prison. He was legally ed­u­cated and had ad­vised some in­mates. “Not at all un­pleas­ant, that fel­low,” Per­schin con­cluded.

 Ron wanted to know what books Hal­ter had read. Udo Per­schin al­ready had the list at hand. Pri­mar­ily Rus­sian au­thors: Tol­stoy, Pushkin, and oth­ers.  He sub­scribed to two news­pa­pers, the daily Kurier and the Stan­dard, which, as re­quired, were de­liv­ered to him with a one-week de­lay. Hal­ter was al­lowed two hours of in­ter­net ac­cess daily; that was per­mit­ted. He had no email con­tact with any­one; he never used his email ac­count.

 Per­schin had printed out ran­dom copies of his in­ter­net brows­ing his­tory and pre­sented them. Ron took them to Vi­enna. He re­turned to Vi­enna with­out any new in­for­ma­tion. Some­thing had changed there. Rosa Mor­gen­tau, a po­lice of­fi­cer and Bod­nar’s lover, had joined the three mus­ke­teers. The pretty, dark-haired Jew­ish woman smiled provoca­tively into Ron’s eyes. She flirted quite openly. “We’re now the Jew­ish quar­tet, the quar­tet is com­plete!” she said, smil­ing. She had a doc­tor­ate in crim­i­nal psy­chol­ogy and was a com­puter spe­cial­ist, and she took over the on­line re­search. Ron gave her the print­outs of the browser his­to­ries. “Find out what he was search­ing for on the in­ter­net.”  She be­gan im­me­di­ately.

 Eisen had com­pleted the Theresa Stanzl file. They laid the three files side by side; all three had been mur­dered by Frank Hal­ter in the past two months. Why? What was the mo­tive? Why had Hal­ter cho­sen these three in par­tic­u­lar? What con­nected them? Af­ter much de­lib­er­a­tion, Mor­gen­tau had an idea. All three had ini­tially worked as in­for­mants be­fore be­com­ing po­lice of­fi­cers. They had been in­fil­trated into Artem and Frank’s net­work and had tes­ti­fied in court. They had all given them­selves to Artem and Frank to ob­tain in­for­ma­tion and had also tes­ti­fied ex­ten­sively in court about the sex­ual as­pect. At the time, they were all blonde, pretty, and young, and had been Artem’s and Frank’s lovers for a time. The oth­ers hadn’t no­ticed this yet. Mor­gen­tau im­me­di­ately con­tin­ued her re­search; there were a to­tal of eleven in­for­mants with the same char­ac­ter­is­tics, in­clud­ing the sex­ual as­pect, con­cern­ing Galeb­nikov and Hal­ter. Ron de­cided to in­form the eight re­main­ing fe­male po­lice of­fi­cers and their su­pe­ri­ors.  They had to be given per­sonal pro­tec­tion. Ron also sent the lat­est photo of Frank Hal­ter, even though it was al­ready six years old. He was the threat; he wanted to kill the po­lice­women. Only one couldn’t be reached, Bina Mu­dak; she was on va­ca­tion vis­it­ing rel­a­tives in Odessa, Ukraine.

 Mor­gen­tau called in the evening and said she had a lead and would come see him im­me­di­ately. Ron was slightly an­noyed; he had to send the Turk­ish girl, Fatme, away be­fore Mor­gen­tau showed up. He drank the bot­tle of red wine with Rosa he had orig­i­nally in­tended for the young Turk­ish woman.

 He woke from a nap. Rosa had put her neg­ligee back on, but she was com­pletely naked un­der­neath and sat at the ta­ble with her pa­pers. Ron pulled on his trousers and sat down next to her. “Well, what was so ur­gent?” he asked qui­etly, his an­noy­ance long since gone. Mor­gen­tau had dis­cov­ered that Frank Hal­ter had been thor­oughly in­ves­ti­gat­ing the Artem Galeb­nikov case. He had re­viewed the court files, but she couldn’t find out where he had got­ten a pass­word. He had ob­vi­ously read through the list of all those in­volved—wit­nesses and counter-wit­nesses, pros­e­cu­tors and de­fense at­tor­neys — sev­eral times.  Artem Galeb­nikov was ac­cused of es­pi­onage, money laun­der­ing, and hu­man traf­fick­ing; the ev­i­dence was over­whelm­ing. Artem Galeb­nikov hanged him­self while in pre­trial de­ten­tion. Frank Hal­ter, pre­sum­ably Galeb­nikov’s son, was one of his con­tacts but was not charged. Then he shot and killed a pros­e­cu­tion wit­ness whose tes­ti­mony could have been very dan­ger­ous for both Artem and him­self. Frank Hal­ter re­ceived a seven-year sen­tence and was im­pris­oned in Graz. “That was good work, Rosa!” said Ron.

 Rosa laughed heartily and in­ter­rupted him as he be­gan to speak. “Don’t worry about that, Ronald! I was Rosen­blatt’s lover first, then Eisen’s, and now Bod­nar’s. Don’t worry about it, that’s just how it goes. — By the way, I have to go; Bod­nar will be here around ten.” Ron watched her with shin­ing eyes as she dressed provoca­tively. “We can’t con­tinue this,” he said firmly. “I’m in a com­mit­ted re­la­tion­ship, and I’m not giv­ing it up.” Rosa looked at him for a long time.  “Okay, Ronald, mes­sage re­ceived.” Ron glanced at his wrist­watch; it was just af­ter 9. He called Fatme, his young lover. “Of course,” she said, “I’ll be there in fif­teen min­utes.” Ron turned on the tele­vi­sion and waited. This felt right; as Hakim El­bagr, he felt com­fort­able in the arms of the young Turk­ish girl. “A col­league came to see me on busi­ness, with an ur­gent mat­ter. Hope­fully, it won’t hap­pen again soon.” Fatme nod­ded in agree­ment. Hakim had never lied to her, but there was no need to ask if he’d screwed with the col­league. Of course, she knew from the be­gin­ning that he was ac­tu­ally a po­lice­man. He’d given her pimp a real beat­ing and straight­ened him out, that’s how Hakim got Fatme off the streets, and she came to him ev­ery evening for the past fif­teen months. Fatme, who liked Ron very much, clung to him like a true, pas­sion­ate lover.  

 The next day, they added Artem Galeb­nikov’s file. It was a thick file, much thicker than Frank Hal­ter’s. They com­pared all the facts about Artem and Frank. Both had been born in Odessa. Ac­cord­ing to Frank’s file, Artem could be Frank’s “un­known” fa­ther; he had been the lover of Frank’s mother, Rox­ane Hal­ter, around the time in ques­tion. All three of them had come to Vi­enna from Ukraine in 1992. Frank’s mother still lived in Vi­enna. Ron drove to her house with Mor­gen­tau. They hardly spoke on the way; Rosa was con­cen­trat­ing on driv­ing, and he had lit­tle de­sire to talk about the mat­ter. Frank’s mother opened the door, a small, del­i­cate woman with steely eyes. She spoke Ger­man quite well and of­fered tea and sweet bis­cuits.

 No, she hadn’t seen Frank for six years, she claimed. “Well, through the thick acrylic glass in prison. He’s free?” she asked with feigned in­ter­est.  Ron and Rosa looked at each other. He said, “Frank’s been free for six weeks — no, seven weeks — and I’m sure he’s con­tacted you, Mrs. Hal­ter!” Her gray eyes flick­ered. “Yes, he called me about three days ago, but I thought he was still in prison. He didn’t say any­thing about his re­lease, though.” Ron and Mor­gen­tau ex­changed an­other glance. That was prob­a­bly a lie, but they couldn’t con­tinue like this. Mor­gen­tau changed the sub­ject.

 “Ac­cord­ing to our files, Artem Galeb­nikov was Frank’s fa­ther, is that cor­rect?” Mrs. Hal­ter showed no re­ac­tion. “If it says so in your files.  — But as far as I know, Artem has been dead for a long time. He hanged him­self in his cell, they said.” For the first time, a slight tremor could be heard in her voice. “Yes, that’s what it says in our files, Mrs. Hal­ter. I’ll note that you con­firm his pa­ter­nity, Mrs. Hal­ter.” Mrs. Hal­ter didn’t re­act, but she didn’t deny it ei­ther. Ron was sur­prised at how skill­ful Mor­gen­tau was. Mor­gen­tau nocked the next ar­row on her bow.

 “From Frank’s file, I gath­ered that you raised Frank alone?” was Rosa’s next ques­tion. Ron sensed that Rosa was about to at­tack and quickly re­lease the ar­row. Mrs. Hal­ter now con­firmed in a firm voice that she had raised Frank alone, she wasn’t look­ing for a re­place­ment fa­ther for Frank, and no, she her­self hadn’t had a sin­gle af­fair.  “Dur­ing the in­ter­ro­ga­tions six years ago, Frank stated that he ‘didn’t have a girl­friend, he had his mother with whom he lived.’ Am I to un­der­stand that you have an in­ces­tu­ous re­la­tion­ship with Frank?!” Mor­gen­tau seemed so un­shak­ably self-as­sured that Mrs. Hal­ter re­acted strongly. “Frank only had me and some­times his fa­ther. I did ev­ery­thing to keep my son from go­ing astray. He shouldn’t have to go to pros­ti­tutes and lose him­self there. I only did what any re­spectable mother would have done in my place. And cer­tainly noth­ing in­ces­tu­ous!” She fell silent, ashamed; she was ex­hausted.

 Mor­gen­tau looked tri­umphantly at Ron. He asked, “May we look around the house, Mrs. Hal­ter?” She nod­ded, tired and ex­hausted. They went through the rooms, then up to the bed­room in the at­tic. The bed wasn’t made yet; it looked as if it had been the re­sult of a fierce fight, or per­haps a pas­sion­ate sex­ual en­counter.  “You live alone, Mrs. Hal­ter?” Mor­gen­tau asked. “You don’t have a boyfriend? A lover?” Mrs. Hal­ter shook her head, vis­i­bly an­noyed. “Boyfriend?! Lover?! Pah! — Aren’t I too old for that?!” Mor­gen­tau grabbed her hand. “So, Frank stayed here overnight!” It wasn’t a ques­tion, more of a state­ment. Mrs. Hal­ter nod­ded un­con­sciously and said, “No, Frank wasn’t here!” but she couldn’t hide the lie in her eyes. “We’re leav­ing!” Mrs. Hal­ter said firmly and went down­stairs. She had com­pletely shut down, and the two po­lice of­fi­cers drove back to the Rossauer Bar­racks.

 Mor­gen­tau steered the car and blurted out, “Frank slept at her place, I bet! We have to have the house mon­i­tored!” Ron al­ready had his cell phone to his ear and was giv­ing in­struc­tions. She con­tin­ued to rant.  “The Hal­ter prac­ti­cally ad­mit­ted to in­cest, and I’m one hun­dred per­cent cer­tain he’d been hid­ing with her all along.” Ron growled, “We’re in­ves­ti­gat­ing sev­eral mur­ders, Rosa, in­cest doesn’t have the slight­est in­flu­ence in my opin­ion!” Rosa was silent for a mo­ment. “But the psy­cho­log­i­cal ef­fect…?” Ron in­ter­jected thought­lessly, “I couldn’t care less!” Mor­gen­tau wasn’t giv­ing up yet. “When she opened the door, she was red and slightly sweaty. She but­toned up her house­dress first, and she wasn’t wear­ing any­thing un­der­neath. I saw it and thought we’d dis­turbed her, maybe she’d just had sex, or maybe just sex all by her­self. I didn’t think much of it. But now I’m won­der­ing if we’re miss­ing some­thing?” Ron’s face had dark­ened con­sid­er­ably. “We’re in­ves­ti­gat­ing sev­eral mur­ders, maybe a se­rial killer. I don’t care about any­thing else!” Rosa was silent. Ronald didn’t want to talk about it any­more, that much was clear.  He grum­bled con­cil­ia­to­rily, “It’s com­pletely ir­rel­e­vant at the mo­ment whether Frank is or has been screw­ing with his mother, and it’s also com­pletely ir­rel­e­vant whether we in­ter­rupted the old woman while she was mas­tur­bat­ing.” He com­posed him­self again. “I know, Rosa, you stud­ied psy­chol­ogy, and that’s where your in­ter­est stems from. Right now, I think we shouldn’t at­tach any im­por­tance to sex­u­al­ity. At least not yet, okay?” Rosa nod­ded and con­cen­trated on driv­ing.

 They ar­rived at the of­fice and wrote the re­port to­gether. Ron said, “You ques­tioned her bril­liantly, Rosa! I wanted to say that, you were very skill­ful! Only, the sex­ual com­po­nent has noth­ing to do with the mur­ders. But write it in, I don’t care.” Rosen­blatt and Eisen tried to lo­cate Bina Mu­dak in Odessa. It seemed sig­nif­i­cant to Ron that Bina was born in Odessa and had only been in Vi­enna for 15 years. He searched through Artem Galeb­nikov’s court file again and found Bina. She had been an in­for­mant at the time and also a lover of Artem, and later of Frank. She had been a wit­ness for the pros­e­cu­tion against Artem; she only later com­pleted her stud­ies in crim­i­nol­ogy and joined the po­lice force. Ron showed his dis­cov­ery to the oth­ers. “This is a con­crete lead, a very con­crete one in­deed, if Frank saw him­self as Artem’s son, which we can only spec­u­late about at present.”  They went through the files again and again.

 Rosa Mor­gen­tau sat at her desk, hold­ing the photo of Rox­ane and Artem. She stared at the pic­ture through the mag­ni­fy­ing glass, as if star­ing would re­veal any se­crets. Rox­ane was 14 years old at the time; it was her hon­ey­moon. Rox­ane was about 5′3″ and ex­tremely slim. She had small, girl­ish breasts with pointed, dark nip­ples. Her pu­bic area was barely vis­i­ble be­neath the blondish-red­dish fuzz. Artem looked like a gi­ant next to her. He was at least 6′5″ and weighed around 275 pounds. A broad-shoul­dered gi­ant with a hairy chest, he was ath­let­i­cally built and quite mus­cu­lar. His enor­mous dick hung al­most down to his knees. Rosa squinted and stared through the mag­ni­fy­ing glass.  She had never seen such a large dick be­fore, and she shud­dered at the thought of how it would feel in­side her. She quickly pushed the thought aside in shame. She ex­am­ined his glans and the fore­skin, which he had ap­par­ently de­lib­er­ately re­tracted, un­der the mag­ni­fy­ing glass for quite some time. Mrs. Hal­ter had ad­mit­ted that Frank’s dick was just as large as Artem’s. The mere thought that Frank had abused his mother for 30 years made her gasp. Rosa sighed and placed the pho­to­graph back in Artem’s file.

 The next morn­ing brought a sur­prise. A let­ter “for In­spec­tor Hof­stät­ter” had been de­liv­ered to the gate by a bi­cy­cle courier. The gate­keeper had taken the courier’s name and phone num­ber. Ron called him im­me­di­ately. He was out on his route, the courier said, but he was avail­able.  He had re­ceived the let­ter from a cus­tomer at Café Eiles at around 7:15 or 7:20 a.m. The de­scrip­tion matched Frank’s photo. Ron called Café Eiles. They con­firmed the courier’s ac­count; they had never seen the cus­tomer be­fore. Ron handed the en­crypted mes­sage over to the lab. They found Frank’s DNA, with­out a doubt. It took them less than fif­teen min­utes to de­ci­pher the text. A very sim­ple code; the al­pha­bet shifted by one let­ter with each line. Not very com­mon be­cause it was easy to crack.

 To In­spec­tor Hof­stät­ter.

 You came very close to me yes­ter­day. I was wait­ing for you in the cel­lar and would have shot you both dead. Let my mother out; she knows noth­ing and shouldn’t be dragged into this be­cause of me. I wanted Bina; I’ve had her for eight days al­ready, and if you hurry, she’ll still be warm by noon to­day. You’ll find her, be­cause I liked her very much. Ev­ery­one likes Bina. I’ll be long gone by the time you find her. She gave me much joy and paid off all her debts to me in in­stall­ments.

 F.J.H.

 Ron looked in Artem’s file. Frank Jes­sipow­itsch Hal­ter. No one knew what Jes­sipow­itsch meant; in any case, it wasn’t his patronymic, as was cus­tom­ary. Ron read the let­ter twice, five times. Bed­nar read along, like the oth­ers. He sat bolt up­right.  “One sen­tence doesn’t fit. ‘Peo­ple just like Bina.’ - ‘Peo­ple just like Man­ner.’ That must be the clue!” Mor­gen­tau was al­ready at the com­puter. “There are two aban­doned Man­ner pro­duc­tion fa­cil­i­ties in the city. You now have the ad­dresses on your cell phones.”

 So they found Bina in one of the old Man­ner fac­tory build­ings in Ot­takring. Bod­nar and Mor­gen­tau had found her and called the oth­ers over. Dr. Gangl shook his head. No, the po­lice­woman had been dead for at least six hours, maybe seven, but not eight. The doc­tor su­per­fi­cially ex­am­ined her vagina. “A con­sid­er­able amount of se­men; he didn’t use a con­dom this time. The stran­gu­la­tion mark on her neck is the same as with the oth­ers, a wire loop, a gar­rote. The wire re­straints around her wrists are like the oth­ers, but this one has a gag in her mouth, a T-shirt. Prob­a­bly her own. I can’t say more un­til af­ter the au­topsy.” Dr.  Gangl turned away, dis­turbed that it was yet an­other pretty, young girl. Pretty, blonde, and stone dead. The se­ries of mur­ders was a dis­as­ter. He had heard that seven other young fe­male po­lice of­fi­cers were on the death list.

 Rosen­blatt com­pleted the dossier on Bina Bu­dak. She was born in Odessa, Ukraine, and was now 28 years old. A trans­la­tion from Ukrain­ian: her mother had taken her fa­ther to court; he had de­flow­ered Bina far too young and abused her daily for years. Mother and daugh­ter had im­mi­grated here legally about 15 years ago af­ter the fa­ther’s ac­quit­tal. Bina had grad­u­ated from high school in Ot­takring. Dur­ing her time at the po­lice acad­emy, she was an in­for­mant and had also been in­fil­trated into Artem and Frank’s net­work. She had given her­self com­pletely to both of them and thus ob­tained sen­si­tive in­for­ma­tion. She had also tes­ti­fied against Artem in court.  She was en­gaged to a young le­gal clerk, and they planned to marry af­ter his ad­mis­sion to the bar.

 The Yid­dish squadron was in shock. Sur­veil­lance of Frank’s mother had yielded noth­ing. Po­lice Chief Wall­ner shook his head and stared at the wall onto which the let­ter was pro­jected. “He’s not fin­ished yet; he’s con­tin­u­ing and wait­ing for us with a gun in his hand. He has no fear and no rea­son to sur­ren­der. He de­lib­er­ately and ef­fort­lessly led us to the lat­est body. There’s cur­rently no lead we can fol­low. — Mor­gen­tau, take on the mother, ev­ery day. Squeeze ev­ery­thing out of her! And, damn it, no kid gloves! We’re look­ing for a dan­ger­ous killer, a cop killer! There are no kid gloves here!!!” Wall­ner was truly fu­ri­ous and waved the of­fi­cers away; they were free to go.

 Ron ran into Bod­nar at the cof­fee ma­chine as he was get­ting a cof­fee. “Am I imag­in­ing things, or has the at­mos­phere changed?” he asked. Bod­nar took his time an­swer­ing. “Only since you were in bed with Rosa!” So Ron hadn’t been mis­taken. “Look, Bod­nar. I made a mis­take, you’re right about that. But I told Rosa right away that it can’t hap­pen again, be­cause of me. She must have un­der­stood. I hope you do too. With­out an un­der­stand­ing about this, we can’t con­tinue work­ing here.” Bod­nar didn’t re­ply and left in si­lence.

 A few hours later, Rosen­blatt strolled by. Af­ter a few in­con­se­quen­tial re­marks, he got to the point. “Bod­nar ex­plained it to me. I be­lieve you; it was bound to hap­pen. Rosa can’t leave any­one out. I just didn’t ex­pect it to hap­pen so soon.” Eisen ap­proached just then. He nod­ded when Rosen­blatt had fin­ished. He of­fered Ron his hand.  Bod­nar wasn’t ready un­til the next morn­ing; he’d had a con­ver­sa­tion with Mor­gen­tau the pre­vi­ous evening. She con­firmed Ron’s text. Bod­nar wasn’t happy about her fick­le­ness, but he was will­ing to leave Ron alone. How­ever, they had wasted half a day on this lit­tle skir­mish.
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   In­ter­ro­ga­tions and Con­fes­sions

 
 Ron and Bod­nar sat with Rosa Mor­gen­tau in the meet­ing room, lis­ten­ing to her re­port. As or­dered by Pres­i­dent Wall­ner, Rosa had re­moved her vel­vet gloves and put on black leather gloves to beat old Mrs. Hal­ter. She had torn Mrs. Hal­ter’s blouse off and be­gan sys­tem­at­i­cally beat­ing the as­ton­ished, half-naked woman with the leather gloves. Yes, she struck her in the face for min­utes on end, tak­ing great care not to leave any bruises.  She screamed at the han­dlers, say­ing she would beat her most in­ti­mate se­crets out of her. Ev­ery sin­gle one! Af­ter fif­teen min­utes, the old woman’s re­sis­tance crum­bled. She had re­al­ized that she had to re­veal a few se­crets to re­ceive fewer blows. She sobbed that she was ready to an­swer ev­ery­thing. “But please, no more hit­ting!”

 As for Rosa, one has to con­sider her back­ground. She had ini­tially stud­ied psy­chol­ogy, and only later, con­cur­rently with the po­lice acad­emy, had she stud­ied crim­i­nal psy­chol­ogy in par­tic­u­lar. She was a very good stu­dent, one has to give her that. But she had de­vel­oped a predilec­tion for quick­ies, for ca­sual, fast sex, which had be­come very pro­nounced. She had never kept count, but there were cer­tainly hun­dreds whose paths she had crossed.

 And then there was the is­sue of in­cest, which pre­oc­cu­pied her greatly.  Some­where, some­time dur­ing her stud­ies, she had over­heard some­thing that, ob­jec­tively speak­ing, doesn’t stand up to any sci­en­tific scru­tiny. Some­thing like this: most crim­i­nals had an in­cest prob­lem. Girls who had been abused by their own fa­thers were highly likely to be­come crim­i­nals later in life. Male of­fend­ers had of­ten been abused by their moth­ers in their youth, or, as a rule, they abused their own moth­ers. Or they were now those fa­thers them­selves, in­ces­tu­ously abus­ing their daugh­ters. And Rosa was de­ter­mined to in­ves­ti­gate these mat­ters with the ut­most pre­ci­sion. What sup­ported her pe­cu­liar the­ory was that the roughly 20 women and 70 men she had so far sub­jected to ex­cru­ci­at­ingly em­bar­rass­ing in­ter­ro­ga­tions had all, with­out ex­cep­tion, had some kind of in­cest prob­lem in their youth. All of them. With­out ex­cep­tion.

 As a test, Rosa asked Mrs. Hal­ter if she had been in an in­ces­tu­ous re­la­tion­ship with Frank. She de­nied it, curs­ing, sob­bing, and snif­fling. Rosa had taken off her gloves and struck her quite bru­tally with the folded gloves. The old woman screamed and whim­pered. “No, never, be­lieve me! When he lay down next to me to sleep — we al­ways slept naked next to each other — he would al­ways sin by kneel­ing be­tween my thighs and ejac­u­late over my most in­ti­mate place ever since he reached pu­berty.” Rosa struck again, “What else?!” The old woman whim­pered and hes­i­tated for a long time be­fore re­veal­ing any­thing fur­ther. “But I only let my son grope me down there now and then, be­cause of his child­ish cu­rios­ity.” Rosa’s leather gloves flapped across her cheeks, be­cause Rosa had to beat ev­ery word out of her. Then Rosa paused. Mrs. Hal­ter looked up at Rosa from a low an­gle.  “But none of this is in­cest, Com­mis­sioner,” she squeezed out through pursed lips.

 Rosa held up her gloves threat­en­ingly. She should fi­nally tell ev­ery­thing vol­un­tar­ily, or there would be more beat­ings. The old woman stopped sob­bing and looked up at her slyly and con­temp­tu­ously, as if she could read her thoughts. “I al­ways flinched back then, when he was just a boy, when his big thing touched my most in­ti­mate place and he pumped around in­side me for fif­teen min­utes.” Rosa looked at her sharply. “And you only touched his thing by ac­ci­dent, I sup­pose?” Mrs. Hal­ter didn’t im­me­di­ately grasp the sar­casm. “Oh no, I hardly touched his thing,” she in­sisted de­fi­antly. “He had such a long one, just like his fa­ther, which made it so dif­fi­cult for me,” Mrs. Hal­ter whis­pered softly. “But he had to sin all on his own, al­ways!”  And no, she would never have done it to him, she lied. Rosa was an­noyed be­cause the old woman was ly­ing to her again. “Tell the truth, you mis­er­able bitch!” Rosa roared, and the gloves lashed across Hal­ter’s face once more.

 Rosa’s gloved hand trem­bled be­fore the old woman’s face. The im­age of 14-year-old Hal­ter and Artem with his dick hang­ing low flashed in Rosa’s mind. The gloves slapped re­lent­lessly against the old woman’s shoul­der. “And since he came back from prison, he’s slept in my arms ev­ery night. Yes, he’s slept here in my arms for sev­eral nights be­cause he could fall asleep bet­ter if I put him in and took care of him with my hand.” “So you two had in­cest?” Rosa fired her next barb. But Mrs. Hal­ter looked at Rosa con­temp­tu­ously and spat on the floor in front of her.  “It never went that far, and it prob­a­bly never would,” she snapped at the de­tec­tive. And he hadn’t been here for days. Rosa had a feel­ing the woman hadn’t re­vealed ev­ery­thing yet.

 The gloves left red welts on her with­ered, ema­ci­ated breasts. Sud­denly, the old woman’s face re­coiled; she couldn’t bear the blows any longer. “When he was about eight or nine, I showed him how to do it, the way boys do it, to re­lease their se­men. He was so ec­static be­cause I did it to him un­til his pe­nis went com­pletely soft. Boys have to empty them­selves com­pletely, I ex­plained to him, be­cause if the se­men stays in­side too long, it will rot and stink.”

 “Back then, I spoke quite openly and con­fi­den­tially with many moth­ers at school, and it was sur­pris­ing how many al­lowed ac­tual in­cest. Only a few sim­ply spread their legs; most knelt on their beds and pre­sented their but­tocks to the boy. He only had to spread them un­til he could see the bush and the cunt, and then he could freely take her from be­hind. But what re­ally shocked me was this: if the son brought a friend home for a sleep­over, then the friend was also al­lowed to spread her but­tocks wide and take her from be­hind. The boys took turns un­til they were ex­hausted. I found that truly re­pul­sive, some­how who­r­ish and ut­terly dis­gust­ing. The moth­ers who told me about it re­acted snidely or an­grily to my re­ac­tion; what dif­fer­ence did it make whether there was one or two? Whether they mounted her once or five times, that didn’t make any dif­fer­ence any­more, did it? No, these  Moth­ers squat­ted in the meadow like cows, ru­mi­nat­ing, and they couldn’t care less what was go­ing on back there be­tween their but­tocks… No, I ab­so­lutely didn’t want to do that, be­cause I knew that was real in­cest. It was com­pletely out of the ques­tion, that much was clear to me from the start.

 Oth­ers, on the other hand, did it them­selves with their hand, but full of dis­gust and fear, us­ing two fin­gers, be­cause they had done it far too rarely be­fore. They care­fully and fear­fully slid the fore­skin back and forth be­tween their thumb and fore­fin­ger and stared, mes­mer­ized, at the open­ing in the glans. Nev­er­the­less, they flinched when the fluid spurted out and splashed across their faces. They got used to it over time and closed their eye­lids be­cause it al­ways splashed in their faces. But oth­ers did it quite force­fully and en­er­get­i­cally with their fist, just as they had to do to their hus­bands.  “No, that’s not what I wanted ei­ther. Frank should damn well do it him­self.”

 “Oth­ers, on the other hand, made the boy kneel be­tween their thighs and he had to do it him­self with his own hand. But al­most ev­ery boy ended up sink­ing for­ward and then ejac­u­lat­ing all over his mother’s most in­ti­mate area. I thought to my­self, I’ll do some­thing sim­i­lar.”

 “So I made Frank kneel be­tween my thighs, did it to him with my hand, and let him thought­lessly ejac­u­late all over my in­ner thighs, and that was per­haps a mis­take. I did it to him sev­eral times in a row un­til he couldn’t ejac­u­late any­more, and that was it. He ac­cepted the change im­me­di­ately, and then there was no stop­ping him.” Rosa in­ter­jected. “Why was that a mis­take?” The old woman searched for a suit­able branch in her web of lies.  “Look­ing back, I would have pre­ferred he’d ejac­u­lated on the sheets or into a hand­ker­chief. But in­stead, he knelt be­tween my thighs, sin­ning for min­utes on end with a dis­gust­ing grin, and then fi­nally fell for­ward. He al­ways ejac­u­lated over, or, if he’d pen­e­trated me while fall­ing for­ward, in­side, my most in­ti­mate re­gion, with a mean, pos­ses­sive ex­pres­sion. That’s what I meant by mis­take, Com­mis­sioner. I hadn’t planned it that way, but it couldn’t be changed now.”

 There it was again, that lurk­ing, de­ceit­ful look that drove Rosa to a white-hot rage. “But that has noth­ing to do with in­cest!” the old woman ex­claimed in de­spair.  She looked down and then stam­mered through tears, “Be­cause he had ten­donitis when he was 11, he kept forc­ing me to do it to him, but only that one, sin­gle time, for four or five weeks, two or three times a day, be­cause oth­er­wise he wouldn’t leave me alone.” she whim­pered, guiltily and through her tears. “But you can’t call that in­cest, Com­mis­sioner!”

 Rosa was des­per­ate to know the de­tails, be­cause the per­pe­tra­tor’s sex life could be a key. Rosa stopped hit­ting and snarled at the Hal­ter: “How did it re­ally start? Tell me again, and don’t lie to me!” The woman cow­ered, even though Rosa stopped strik­ing. “I wasn’t ly­ing! You see, he al­ways pressed his dick against me while he mas­tur­bated and ejac­u­lated on my most in­ti­mate area. It re­ally didn’t bother me; it wasn’t new to me. I’ve had to do it to my hus­band many times. It’s nor­mal, isn’t it? Some moth­ers mas­tur­bate their sons with their fin­gers or fist be­cause they don’t want to sin against God and na­ture. But many don’t care at all and in­dif­fer­ently let their sons com­mit in­cest, real in­cest, that’s how I un­der­stood it.”

 Rosa raised her hand, with the folded gloves, threat­en­ingly.  “Be­cause he kept try­ing, I pulled him out in time and gave him a good talk­ing-to. I would never al­low in­cest! I had to wres­tle with him ev­ery day and hold his dick firmly so he couldn’t put it in again, the bas­tard!” The woman looked at Rosa con­temp­tu­ously; her lie seemed to be work­ing per­fectly. Rosa men­tally pieced to­gether the puz­zle.

 The old woman asked slyly, “Do you know what it’s like to lie naked next to a naked ado­les­cent your whole life?” Rosa mur­mured, no, but she could imag­ine him try­ing again and again. The woman looked at her with deep con­tempt. “Oh, you would never truly un­der­stand, good woman! Of course I had to hold it firmly so he couldn’t put it in again, the bas­tard!” Rosa nod­ded; she had heard enough, even if much re­mained un­said.  Mrs. Hal­ter wouldn’t re­veal any more at the mo­ment.

 Rosa sat down and lit a cig­a­rette. Mrs. Hal­ter sus­pected she wouldn’t be beaten again and re­laxed a lit­tle. She tried to cover her with­ered breasts with her tat­tered blouse. Rosa gave the old woman a cig­a­rette, took a drag, and moved care­fully. “And — you’re from Ukraine?” Mrs. Hal­ter shook her head and stopped cry­ing. “No, I’m Cir­cas­sian and I come from Tra­b­zon on the Black Sea. Artem res­cued me from the most ab­ject poverty imag­in­able. I was 14 and was made up to go into pros­ti­tu­tion. Then Artem ap­peared and bought me. My beau­ti­ful red hair and light blue eyes had cap­ti­vated him; I knew that from the start. Wait, I have a photo from that time.” 

 Mrs. Hal­ter rum­maged among the few books on the shelf. She held out a folded pic­ture to Rosa. “That was me, at 14,” she said. Rosa took the pic­ture from her hand and un­folded it de­spite Mrs. Hal­ter’s protests. It was the same as in Artem’s file. A naked cou­ple, the lit­tle red-haired girl and a gi­ant of a man, around 40, with a huge cock   dan­gling down. Rosa had read in Artem’s file that he was 1.95 me­ters tall and weighed around 125 ki­los. Some­one had scrib­bled next to it: “25 ke­bab and doner, 30 raki.” An at­tempt to por­tray him as a hard liquor drinker?

 Rosa looked up. “So that’s what you were like back then. But your name is Hal­ter, isn’t that a Ger­man name?” Mrs. Hal­ter shook her head in the neg­a­tive.  “No, ac­tu­ally Haltr, a Cir­cas­sian name. The Haltr is a wooden con­trap­tion, with a hole in it and cov­ered on top with goatskin. The goatherds chase the male goat onto the Haltr and col­lect the se­men be­hind the hole in a cup. The se­men is stirred into the goat’s milk, which is sup­posed to strengthen viril­ity. My name was Rox­ane Haltr, so Rox­ane, the goat whore.” Mrs. Hal­ter turned the pho­to­graph ten­derly in her fin­gers.  “At first, Artem let me be­lieve I would one day be­come his wife. He took me ev­ery­where, he bought girls and sold them to broth­els in the West. He be­came very rich very quickly. It was a good life.”

 “He started hid­ing the money of wealthy oli­garchs in the West, which made him even richer than the girls. I had Frank af­ter an un­com­pli­cated birth, and Artem was over the moon with joy and pride. He had the doc­tor anes­thetize me again and op­er­ate on me, and I al­ways sus­pected he had me ster­il­ized, but he never ad­mit­ted it.”

 “Frank was a sweet, good child and the star of my life. Un­til pu­berty, all I did was pull back his fore­skin and let my tongue dance on his glans. Then I’d poke with my fin­ger­nail in the lit­tle open­ing of his glans, and the juice would just shoot and gush out. My lips would en­cir­cle his glans, and I’d drink and suck out the se­men. The lit­tle guy loved that, and I must have re­peated it for hours. He hit pu­berty at 8 or 9 and loved putting it in and pump­ing with it. It seemed so in­no­cent and so cute. Then I pa­tiently showed him how to re­lease the juice with his fist.”

 He must have been 10 when there was that brief episode with Lilly, a girl the same age from the neigh­bor­hood. Lilly wasn’t shy at all, but very de­ter­mined. The first time, she shook my hand and did some­thing like a curtsy. “I’m with Frankie.”  I came along so we could prac­tice stub­ble pick­ing.  “Be­cause when we grow up, we’re go­ing to get mar­ried and have lots of ba­bies, that’s why we have to prac­tice stub­ble so much now, Mrs. Hal­ter.” I was speech­less at how cun­ningly my Frankie had en­snared this girl. I had just got­ten over my un­for­tu­nate phase of squeez­ing un­der­age girls be­tween my thighs. Nev­er­the­less, I helped Frankie force it into her lit­tle hole, and then they started ram­ming like rab­bits. Lilly clamped the tip of her tongue be­tween her lips, pant­ing and sweat­ing, chas­ing Frankie from shot to shot, from or­gasm to or­gasm. My mouth fell open as Frankie stub­bled and filled Lilly up like a pro, shot af­ter shot, ev­ery af­ter­noon. Lilly’s mother found out months later and put a firm end to the spec­ta­cle.

 I never wanted him to go astray and have to go to pros­ti­tutes. No­body took any no­tice that we were naked as we slept in the same bed, and no­body ever said a word to me about it. I was the mis­tress of a filthy rich gang­ster and un­touch­able. Artem would of­ten stay in the West for months at a time and in 1992 de­cided to bring us both to Vi­enna. We’ve been here ever since, and Frank worked for Artem un­til his ar­rest. That’s how it was, that was our life.” Mrs. Hal­ter smiled, lost in the past, even though her welts must have been quite painful.

 Rosa put her gloves in her hand­bag to sig­nal that the beat­ing was over. She picked up her cig­a­rettes and of­fered Mrs. Hal­ter one as well. “You have to un­der­stand, I don’t have any chil­dren and I want to un­der­stand what it was like be­tween you and Frank. I have to as­sume in­cest at this point, that’s just how it is.” Mrs. Hal­ter smoked thought­fully and then said in a firm voice, “You’re mis­taken, Com­mis­sioner, there was never any in­cest be­tween us.” Rosa took a drag on her cig­a­rette. Vel­vet gloves and small steps, that’s how she wanted to coax ev­ery­thing out of her.  “So, how did it all be­gin?” she asked, smil­ing.

 Mrs. Hal­ter leaned back.  “Oh, you know, when Frank was 8 or 9, his urges awoke in­tensely. The poor lit­tle thing would tug at his dick so hard it scared me to death. So I showed him how boys are sup­posed to mas­tur­bate with their fists. That calmed him down more and more, and that’s how he learned. I didn’t want him buy­ing porn mag­a­zines as a guide. It seemed much more nat­u­ral to me that he got aroused by my body. If he needed it dur­ing the day, he’d get him­self ready, spread my legs wide, and then he’d get to work, star­ing in­tently at my crotch, aim­ing hard, and press­ing his pe­nis firmly against my most in­ti­mate spot to ejac­u­late. At night, though, it was com­pletely dif­fer­ent. He’d lie be­hind me, press his cock against my but­tocks, and get to work with his hand. To ejac­u­late, he’d thrust pow­er­fully for­ward be­tween my but­tocks to re­lease his se­men into me from be­hind.”  That’s ac­tu­ally how I pre­ferred it. - Yes, that’s how it started.”

 Rosa men­tally pieced to­gether the jum­bled puz­zle pieces and nod­ded. “Yes, I can imag­ine it quite well like that.” She of­fered an­other cig­a­rette. “Of course, that’s not in­cest, that’s clear. But what about the ten­donitis?” Rosa asked, be­cause that was where she could jump in. Mrs. Hal­ter seemed to wake up from a dream. “Yes, that was when he was 11. Up un­til then, he al­ways did it him­self, which was per­fectly fine. But with the ten­donitis, he couldn’t do it. He cursed blas­phe­mously and forced me to do it for him, two or even three times a day.”

 “It was very em­bar­rass­ing for me at first. I didn’t en­joy it at all on the first day, you can be­lieve me. But he had a large and very beau­ti­ful, even cock; you sim­ply had to love it. So I did it for him quite will­ingly, be­cause it was such a beau­ti­ful, long thing. And be­cause I could give him great re­lief, that was im­por­tant to me, of course. He stared be­tween my legs like a preda­tor while I obe­di­ently did it for him. Nat­u­rally, he in­sisted that I let him ejac­u­late over my most in­ti­mate area, and he screamed at me ter­ri­bly if I didn’t obey im­me­di­ately. He barked harshly at me to damn well in­sert it! I cow­ered in fear and in­serted it a lit­tle way, then rubbed it un­til he came. I had to re­peat it so many times un­til he’d had enough. I felt some­what hu­mil­i­ated, and his fixed gaze be­tween my legs some­times made me re­ally un­com­fort­able. But by the sec­ond day, it seemed com­pletely nat­u­ral to me, and so I did well to him with a wicked ex­pres­sion. From now on, I knew how to be a good girl. Unasked, I guided his cock a lit­tle way into my cunt, and then I rubbed it with my hand un­til he ejac­u­lated. And I let him ejac­u­late as many times as he needed un­til he’d had enough. Be­cause even that wasn’t in­cest, since I was only do­ing it with my hand. When it had healed af­ter five or six weeks, I was some­how glad that he could do it him­self again.” Grad­u­ally, she be­gan to en­joy em­bel­lish­ing her lies.

 Rosa placed her hand re­as­sur­ingly on Mrs. Hal­ter’s arm. “Don’t worry, good woman, be­cause even that doesn’t con­sti­tute in­cest. - But the in­ser­tion?” She glanced ca­su­ally at the old woman; she didn’t want to scare the wild game. Mrs. Hal­ter took a drag on her cig­a­rette and watched the smoke drift away.  “That was much later, and it be­came an epi­demic. I think now he put it in ev­ery sin­gle night. Even though I’m a deep, sound sleeper, I’d some­times wake up in the night, and of course he’d be all the way in­side, fid­dling around like crazy. But be­fore he could ejac­u­late, I’d im­me­di­ately pull it out and let him empty it in my hand. Then I’d al­ways give him a piece of my mind, telling him it was in­cest and I wouldn’t tol­er­ate in­cest in my house! But of course, that didn’t last a day; the next night it was the same thing. He was just as stub­born as his fa­ther.”

 Rosa care­fully placed one foot in front of the other; she couldn’t rush ahead. “And you al­ways pulled it out, just in time, so to speak? Be­fore he could re­ally ejac­u­late?” Mrs. Hal­ter clutched her cig­a­rette, con­sid­er­ing how much she could ad­mit and how to weave her lies. “Yes, of course! I couldn’t al­low the in­cest!”  Rosa pressed her cau­tiously, tak­ing just a small, in­signif­i­cant step. “Al­ways, with­out ex­cep­tion?” The word “ex­cep­tion” was, of course, bait. “Well,” the old woman drew out, al­most in­audi­bly, “as long as I was the stronger one.”

 Hor­ri­fied by this un­in­ten­tional ad­mis­sion, she con­tin­ued, “And if I’d had one too many drinks in the evening, I’d won­der the next morn­ing if he’d gone all the way. Yes, I of­ten strug­gled with doubts and headaches.” Rosa nod­ded and con­firmed, “If I’d drunk too much, I of­ten didn’t know the next morn­ing what I’d got­ten up to dur­ing the night. That hap­pens to all of us some­times.” Mrs. Hal­ter was vis­i­bly re­lieved, but she held back her next re­mark just in time. She wasn’t sure if the po­lice­woman had missed her slip of the tongue.  No, Rosa wasn’t a friend, but a po­lice­woman con­duct­ing an in­ter­ro­ga­tion; Mrs. Hal­ter were un­der no il­lu­sions about that.

 “And when he was in Graz, I al­ways brought him cash so he could af­ford the pros­ti­tutes.” Mrs. Hal­ter had made a strange turn of phrase. “That was al­lowed in prison, I didn’t know that be­fore.” Mrs. Hal­ter stared at the table­top. “He was al­ways such a sweet, sen­si­tive child, and now he’s in prison, a mur­derer. That’s prob­a­bly the worst thing a mother has to en­dure.” They both fell silent, lost in thought.

 Rosa picked up the thread again. “And he came to see you af­ter six years, eight weeks ago,” she noted. Mrs. Hal­ter con­firmed, “Yes, he called me from Graz, say­ing he was free and would be liv­ing with me again. Of course I said yes, he’s my son! It was a won­der­ful re­union; I hadn’t been able to hold him in my arms for six years.” Mrs. Hal­ter closed her eyes and thought back to that day. Rosa in­ter­rupted her. “And of course he put it back in, didn’t he?”  The woman was jolted out of her reverie. “Yes, right away.”

 She flut­tered her eye­lids in alarm and slipped back into her web of lies. “Yes, as al­ways since pu­berty, he forced it in ev­ery day, curs­ing and strug­gling. Of course, as I’ve done many times be­fore, I helped him in­sert the enor­mous thing. With one hand, I spread my­self, and with the other, I forced his enor­mous thing in mil­lime­ter by mil­lime­ter. Then I closed my eyes as he started. But I pulled it out again just in time, right be­fore he came. I’m still adamant about this. He cursed blas­phe­mously and yelled to put it in again so I could fin­ish him off with my hand! I only had to look him in the eye, be­cause he knew per­fectly well that I don’t tol­er­ate in­cest in my house.” She wasn’t sure if she had said too much.  The lies, how­ever, trick­led eas­ily from her lips, slimy as whipped cream. She breathed a sigh of re­lief; this ob­sta­cle had been cleared.

 Rosa sat up straight. She picked up her notepad and read aloud as she wrote: “Mrs. Hal­ter al­ways re­jected in­cest and pre­vented it wher­ever she could.” Mrs. Hal­ter nod­ded and smiled. “It was only Frank who abused his mother nightly since he was twelve.” Mrs. Hal­ter nod­ded again, “Yes, he abused me ev­ery night, as you put it.” Rosa con­tin­ued: “Be­cause she feared be­ing hurt, she pa­tiently helped him pen­e­trate her.” Mrs. Hal­ter asked: “What does ‘pen­e­trate’ mean?” Rosa an­swered pa­tiently: “When his thing goes in.”  “Aha, okay. I spread my­self down there with one hand and care­fully in­serted the enor­mous thing with the other. His thing filled me to the point of pain, and when­ever he thrust, I was al­ways afraid he’d hurt me,” added Mrs. Hal­ter in an al­most in­audi­ble whis­per. Rosa con­tin­ued to note: “She took his thing out be­fore he could ejac­u­late and let him ejac­u­late in her hand.” Mrs. Hal­ter nod­ded. “Yes, I held his thing in my hand while he ejac­u­lated in spurts,” she mur­mured tone­lessly to her­self, but with self-sat­is­fac­tion, be­cause her web of lies had now be­come a for­mal act, a doc­u­ment. Rosa scrib­bled on: “But if she was sleep­ing too soundly or was drunk, she missed the mo­ment, and Frank cru­elly ejac­u­lated in­side her.” Mrs. Hal­ter nod­ded in agree­ment: “Yes, that was re­ally mean of him. I al­ways drank far too much, I have to ad­mit.”  Rosa con­tin­ued read­ing: “In con­clu­sion, it must be stated that Frank Hal­ter abused his mother against her will ev­ery night for over 30 years, since he was 12, and is the only one who can be held re­spon­si­ble for the in­cest. Con­se­quently, Mrs. Hal­ter is to be de­fined as a vic­tim of in­cest.” Rosa looked up; she had fin­ished. Mrs. Hal­ter asked, “And what will the con­crete con­se­quences of this be?” Rosa put on her pro­fes­sional mask. “You are com­pletely in­no­cent, Mrs. Hal­ter; noth­ing will be charged against you. In­no­cent, just a vic­tim. How­ever, Frank’s file will con­tain a note stat­ing that he abused you against your will for over 30 years. But that car­ries lit­tle weight, since he is ac­cused and charged with mul­ti­ple counts of pre­med­i­tated mur­der. That car­ries much more weight.” Rosa closed her note­book.  Mrs. Hal­ter mut­tered to her­self, in­audi­ble to Rosa: “Yes, he fucked me ev­ery night for 30 years, and as you your­self con­firm, that was re­ally mean of him. I could never stop it.”

 Rosa lit an­other cig­a­rette, and Hal­ter lit an­other. “Now I’ve noted ev­ery­thing down for my records. Nev­er­the­less, Ms. Hal­ter, I would be very pleased if you could sum­ma­rize it again from your per­spec­tive. I’m not writ­ing any­thing else down. So, just speak freely, from the be­gin­ning.” Hal­ter took a drag on her cig­a­rette and be­gan to whis­per.  

 “I un­der­stand that you’re in­ter­ested in whether or not we had in­cest. But I have to start from the be­gin­ning; per­haps then you’ll un­der­stand ev­ery­thing bet­ter. I don’t ac­tu­ally know ex­actly whether Frank saw the thrust­ing and pump­ing with Artem or with me. Back then, I was still hav­ing sev­eral af­fairs, mostly with men and young boys go­ing through pu­berty, but also with girls, very young girls go­ing through pu­berty. At that time, I had an un­speak­able at­trac­tion to pubescent, vir­ginal youth, boys as well as girls. When Frank was still very small, the lit­tle guy just watched. So he must have seen it some­where, I’m con­vinced of it. In any case, Frankie started putting it in very early on, long be­fore pu­berty. We would spend en­tire af­ter­noons loung­ing naked on the bed, and I let him put it in and thrust as he pleased; he couldn’t even ejac­u­late back then and re­ally com­plete the in­ces­tu­ous act. I let him en­joy it be­cause it was sim­ply cute,  If you un­der­stand what I mean.

 “As a boy, he had the most beau­ti­ful pe­nis in the world. Straight, as if sculpted in mar­ble by Michelan­gelo, strong and brim­ming with power. How I loved gen­tly and care­fully pulling back his fore­skin and tak­ing his beau­ti­ful glans in my mouth. I’ve never done that with any other man. I would let my tongue dance on the glans un­til he was at the edge. Then I would tickle the open­ing in his glans with a sharp­ened fin­ger­nail, so that he came with plea­sure and the se­men gushed out mer­rily. Those were some of the best years of our lives. But then, at 8 or 9, I showed him how boys do it to make the juice shoot out. He un­der­stood im­me­di­ately, and there was no stop­ping him.

  Around 12, it be­came more ur­gent. I asked many moth­ers at his school be­cause I needed ad­vice and in­for­ma­tion. From then on, I al­lowed him to…  He knelt be­tween my thighs and did it him­self. He had got­ten into the habit of press­ing his glans di­rectly against it and ejac­u­lat­ing his se­men di­rectly over my most sen­si­tive spot, which was ac­tu­ally quite al­right. But his dick re­mained stiff, so he had to in­sert it. Since ev­ery­thing was still full of his se­men, slip­pery and slimy, it slid in eas­ily at first. Later, I had to help, spread­ing my­self with my fin­gers and forc­ing his cock in my­self. I kept my eyes closed in pure plea­sure while he thrust into me for ages. It was just as won­der­ful to feel him pump­ing in­side me as it had been with Artem. Frankie pumped for well over fif­teen min­utes, and I melted away in ut­ter ec­stasy, be­cause Frankie kept thrust­ing un­til his cock went soft. Only years later did I no­tice that Frankie ac­tu­ally ejac­u­lated in­side me ev­ery time and re­peated the whole thing sev­eral times un­til his dick went limp, and then, of course, I was alarmed.”

 “As soon as when I no­ticed he was about to ejac­u­late, I pulled out and brought him to or­gasm with my hand. I didn’t want to have in­ces­tu­ous sex, and he knew that. But most of the time I was dead drunk, and then I didn’t care — let him do it! And at night, when I was al­ready sound asleep, he usu­ally had sex with me again. But I kept sleep­ing, and then I didn’t care.

 And when he brought a friend over to stay the night, that friend nat­u­rally slept naked with us too. Some of them were al­ready hav­ing sex with their moth­ers or sis­ters at that age. Two told me they had in­cest with one of their moth­ers quite openly and unashamedly, even when younger sib­lings se­cretly watched. They also se­cretly fucked the boy’s sis­ter. These two boys were good friends and shared the mother and sis­ter quite unashamedly, those bas­tards! Only a few boys were still true vir­gins; I trained them very dili­gently.  “Of course, the boy wanted to put it in too, but that was per­fectly fine, be­cause it was per­haps only for­ni­ca­tion with mi­nors, but I don’t know. So I didn’t need to pull his cock out, we weren’t blood rel­a­tives. And I re­ally en­joyed and sa­vored all this thrust­ing, pump­ing, and ejac­u­la­tion; it wasn’t in­cest, just fuck­ing. Round af­ter round he had to ride me un­til he was ex­hausted.”

 “Strange, that just oc­curred to me. Once, when I vis­ited him in Graz, he was close to tears and apol­o­gized for hav­ing fuck­ing me night af­ter night. I re­as­sured him, say­ing it was just his hor­mones that had al­ways plagued him so in­tensely. On that oc­ca­sion, he also con­fessed to me that dur­ing his school days, he had pros­ti­tuted me to his class­mates for money, like a pimp. The boys had to pay him ex­tra for ev­ery round, for ev­ery ejac­u­la­tion. He just wanted to sup­ple­ment his pocket money. An icy hand gripped my heart, be­cause that felt aw­ful. But I sup­pressed my out­rage and re­as­sured him that I, too, had given my­self away for money in the time be­fore I met Artem. I as­sured him that sup­ple­ment­ing his pocket money was fine with me. He then ex­haled deeply and grate­fully, but tears of re­lief streamed down his cheeks.”

 “At least I can’t ac­cuse my­self of to have had in­cest. As for Frankie, I agree with you, In­spec­tor. It never oc­curred to him that he was sin­ning against God and na­ture.” Mrs. Hal­ter stubbed out her cig­a­rette force­fully. “I don’t know what you think of me, In­spec­tor. I have a clear con­science; in my opin­ion, I never had in­cest with Frankie.” Mrs. Hal­ter’s smile was only vis­i­ble at the cor­ners of her mouth. She had spread the web of her lies be­fore the naive in­spec­tor. Truths, half-truths, and pure fab­ri­ca­tions. The in­spec­tor had lis­tened with shin­ing eyes, greed­ily ab­sorb­ing the web of lies. What a stupid sow.

 Rosa men­tally ticked off an­other item on her in­cest sta­tis­tics list, smiled con­tent­edly, and abruptly changed the sub­ject. “Did he leave any­thing here, hide some­thing, or keep any­thing when he came to prison?” Mrs. Hal­ter opened her eyes.  “Yes, he had hid­den three sports bags in the base­ment; I was sup­posed to keep a close eye on them. I only opened the bags once out of cu­rios­ity; they were crammed full of ban­knotes. He took them with him, but I don’t know where.” Rosa had him show her the size of the bags with his hands. She guessed there were mil­lions. Three, maybe even four mil­lion.
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   The New As­sis­tant

 
 Ron and Bod­nar sat in the meet­ing room with Mor­gen­tau, lis­ten­ing to her re­port. Rosa, as or­dered by Pres­i­dent Wall­ner, had re­moved her vel­vet gloves and put on black leather gloves to beat old Mrs. Hal­ter. She had torn Mrs. Hal­ter’s blouse off and be­gan sys­tem­at­i­cally beat­ing the as­ton­ished, half-naked woman with the leather gloves. Yes, she punched her in the face for min­utes at a time, tak­ing great care not to leave any bruises. She screamed at Mrs. Hal­ter, say­ing she would beat her most in­ti­mate se­crets out of her.  Ev­ery se­cret, no mat­ter how in­ti­mate! Af­ter fif­teen min­utes, the old woman’s re­sis­tance crum­bled. She had re­al­ized that she had to re­veal a few se­crets to re­ceive fewer beat­ings. She sobbed that she was ready to an­swer ev­ery­thing. “But please, no more beat­ings!”

 Crim­i­nal psy­chol­o­gist Rosa Mor­gen­thal then in­ter­ro­gated Mrs. Hal­ter in­ten­sively for hours and was quite sat­is­fied with her in­ter­ro­ga­tion.

 Rosa men­tally ticked off an­other in­cest case, smiled con­tent­edly, and abruptly changed the sub­ject. “Did he leave any­thing here, hide any­thing, or keep any­thing when he came to prison?” Mrs. Hal­ter opened her eyes. “Yes, he hid three sports bags in the cel­lar; I was sup­posed to keep a close eye on them. I only opened the bags once out of cu­rios­ity; they were crammed full of ban­knotes. He took them with him, but I don’t know where.” Rosa had Mrs. Hal­ter show her the size of the bags with her hands. She guessed there were mil­lions.  Three, maybe even four mil­lion.

 Ron and Bod­nar looked at each other. It was now clear that Frank had com­plete free­dom of move­ment. With that much money, one could have bought a siz­able house on the beach in the Car­ib­bean. It was com­pletely un­clear what Frank still in­tended to do. That would soon be­come ap­par­ent.

 A pa­trol car found the two of­fi­cers un­con­scious. They were taken to the hos­pi­tal. One un­der­went emer­gency surgery; a frag­ment of his skull had pen­e­trated his brain. His con­di­tion was crit­i­cal. The sec­ond of­fi­cer was lucky; al­though the per­pe­tra­tor had knocked out all his teeth, they were al­ready den­tures. De­spite the con­cus­sion, he was able to give a state­ment. The per­pe­tra­tor, who matched Frank’s de­scrip­tion, had smashed his col­league’s skull with an ob­ject, pre­sum­ably a car jack, and then struck him twice him­self. The pro­tected per­son, Franziska Meier, had van­ished with­out a trace.

 Frank pro­ceeded calmly, with­out pan­ick­ing.  He had a list to work through, and the body­guards didn’t stop him. On the con­trary, he sent an­other let­ter to Ron.

 To In­spec­tor Hof­stät­ter.

 Those guys couldn’t pro­tect Franziska. I had ev­ery right to beat them up. You even sent a po­lice­woman to my mother’s house to sense­lessly beat the poor thing. I can’t ac­cept that. I get very an­gry when you don’t leave my mother alone. She has ab­so­lutely noth­ing to do with this.

 F.J.H.

 The lab ex­am­ined the let­ter, of course, but with­out any new find­ings. It came from Frank, with­out a doubt. The bi­cy­cle courier was com­pletely clean, as al­ways. The let­ter only con­firmed that Frank had kid­napped Franziska. There was no in­di­ca­tion of when, where, or even if she was still alive.

 Pres­i­dent Wall­ner was seething with rage. Now two po­lice of­fi­cers had also been in­jured, one fight­ing for his life. Wall­ner or­dered that ev­ery sin­gle po­lice of­fi­cer carry the wanted poster of Frank Hal­ter with them and help with the search.  Never be­fore had Wall­ner been seen so ag­i­tated. The days passed, one, two, three. And noth­ing pro­gressed. Wall­ner was ir­ri­tated. What had the wire­tap re­vealed? Mor­gen­tau looked Wall­ner in the eye. “Mrs. Hal­ter only has a land­line. She al­most never uses the phone, and when she does, it turns out to be com­pletely harm­less. She doesn’t have a cell phone.” Wall­ner wasn’t sat­is­fied. “Per­haps she only turns it on at cer­tain times? When it’s switched off, it can’t be lo­cated; it’s as dead as a brick. Did I un­der­stand that cor­rectly?”

 Ev­ery­one nod­ded. Ron sug­gested per­haps they should set up an elec­tronic lis­ten­ing post in front of Mrs. Hal­ter’s house? Ev­ery­one re­mained silent; only the pres­i­dent could au­tho­rize the mo­bile broad­cast unit. Wall­ner barked at Ron to get the van. “24/7,” the pres­i­dent added. Ron al­ready had his cell phone to his ear.

 They were sim­ply lucky.  Ms. Hal­ter switched on her cell phone at ex­actly 10 p.m. and switched it off again im­me­di­ately af­ter a few words. Frank called her back, and the con­ver­sa­tion was recorded. The group lis­tened to it a dozen times. All unim­por­tant, in­con­se­quen­tial. But to­ward the end, she asked when he would be back. He replied, “I have to de­liver a pack­age to­mor­row, so I’ll come to­mor­row night.” This was both a good and a bad de­vel­op­ment; they now knew that he would kill and dis­pose of Franziska to­mor­row. And that he would come to his mother’s to­mor­row night. Pre­sum­ably, his mother knew what the pack­age was about.

 The next day, a bi­cy­cle courier de­liv­ered a let­ter for Ron.

 For In­spec­tor Hof­stät­ter.

 You’re still a few steps be­hind. That’s good. Franziska is nice and warm; she’s 17.2 me­ters be­low the Ot­takringer Brew­ery. You’ll hear from me again.

 F.J.H.

 They had to think care­fully about what was 17 me­ters be­low the brew­ery and how to get there. They couldn’t just dig up the en­tire brew­ery floor! The brew­ery plans were very old. There were later ad­di­tions, but noth­ing con­crete. Bod­nar had the right ques­tion: How is the brew­ery heated? Cer­tain parts of the brew­ery were heated with their own heat­ing sys­tems; only the new of­fice wing was con­nected to the dis­trict heat­ing net­work. The new pipes hadn’t yet been in­cluded in the build­ing plans. Bod­nar crawled along the pipes and reached a small cel­lar. There, on the dis­trict heat­ing pipe, lay Franziska’s body. Nice and warm.  

 The cel­lar filled up, and Dr. Gangl ex­am­ined the body thor­oughly, as al­ways. It was Frank, no ques­tion. The mark on her neck was from a wire, a gar­rote. Of course, she was naked, and af­ter a quick glance, the doc­tor said he hadn’t used a con­dom again. Frank knew his DNA was known and was hid­ing noth­ing any­more. Franziska’s wrists were still bound with wire; the gag was her own panties.

 They opened Franziska Meier’s file. She, too, had been an in­for­mant in Artem Galeb­nikov’s cir­cle seven years ear­lier and, af­ter com­plet­ing her crim­i­nol­ogy stud­ies, had joined the po­lice force; she was now a chief in­spec­tor. She was en­gaged to an as­sis­tant pro­fes­sor and four months preg­nant. Dr. Gangl was shaken; there were too many. Thea Kün­gler, Su­sanne Stam­mer, Theresa Stanzl, Bina Mu­dak, and now Franziska Meier.  Five dead young girls — the doc­tor had never seen such a clus­ter.

 Rosa Mor­gen­tau went to Mrs. Hal­ter’s af­ter  lunch; Wall­ner had or­dered it. They had to pro­voke Frank, poke him. And the mother was the only weak spot he had. Mor­gen­tau, who had acted rather sen­si­tively in re­cent days, re­mem­bered that the mother hadn’t given any­thing up will­ingly and had only re­luc­tantly ad­mit­ted any­thing un­der duress. She had per­sis­tently lied about the con­tacts. Rosa felt the dis­cov­ery of the cell phone as a per­sonal de­feat. With­out a greet­ing, she en­tered the house and struck the com­pletely sur­prised woman sev­eral times in the face with her gloved hand. Rosa screamed about how dis­ap­pointed she was. She ripped the old woman’s blouse off and pushed the com­pletely taken-aback, half-naked woman onto the sofa. She took the dog whip from her bag and beat the poor woman.  She slapped her shoul­ders, back, but­tocks, in­ner thighs, and calves un­til Rox­ane Hal­ter’s body was cov­ered from head to toe in red welts. Rosa screamed that she would come back ev­ery day un­til they caught Frank. She left the old woman ly­ing there.

 Ron dis­agreed with the pres­i­dent’s or­der to im­pli­cate Frank’s mother. Flog­ging her was pure tor­ture; it vi­o­lated dozens of laws. The pres­i­dent brushed aside all these ar­gu­ments. “Does any­one have a bet­ter sug­ges­tion? Can any­one tell me what else we can use to get Frank?!” Ron said into the si­lence, “We nor­mally in­ves­ti­gate within the guardrails of the law, left and right. We are law en­forcers, not law­break­ers. We never stoop to the level of crim­i­nals!”

 Pres­i­dent Wall­ner clapped very slowly. His foxy eyes flashed.  “You’re ab­so­lutely right, my young knight! But — if we don’t draw him out of hid­ing, he’ll leave a dead body on our doorstep week af­ter week. Can you live with that on your con­science, dear Ronald!?” There was a si­lence, thick enough to cut with a knife.

 Ron knew that the pres­i­dent was ba­si­cally right. To scare away wasps, you set fires. “Mr. Pres­i­dent,” he said, ris­ing to his feet, “I know that your tac­tic is the right one, the only one re­ally. Like ev­ery­one here, I want to bring the crim­i­nal to jus­tice, dead or alive, once and for all. But I also know that I’m not the only one with moral qualms. And moral qualms par­a­lyze us. We fight with one eye and one hand tied be­hind our backs. We will carry out your or­ders be­cause we are good sol­diers, all of us. Do­ing our job, like good sol­diers who fol­low the leader.” Ron looked around the room. Bod­nar was the first to clench his fist and drum his ap­proval on the table­top.  The oth­ers fol­lowed his ex­am­ple.

 Mor­gen­tau now whipped Frank’s mother ev­ery day. On the third day, a let­ter ar­rived from Frank.

 To In­spec­tor Hof­stät­ter.

 You’re tor­tur­ing my mother, you damned dog! She’s tak­ing it,’ she said, weep­ing. She will al­ways stand by my side, what­ever you plot in your sick mind. I will beat you, I will beat you all! Be warned!

 F.J.H.

 It was clear that they had dealt Frank Hal­ter a heavy blow. From his words, it was clear that the pres­i­dent was on the right track.

 Things hap­pened very quickly. Ron ac­cepted the imam’s in­vi­ta­tion to his of­fice next to the prayer room. Imam Mused­din was flanked by two sin­is­ter fig­ures whom Ron didn’t rec­og­nize. The imam greeted Hakim El­bagr with pro­fes­sional cour­tesy and in­tro­duced the men by name. He got straight to the point. Fatme’s rel­a­tives had filed a law­suit. Hakim had re­ceived the court sum­mons two days ear­lier.  The imam made a re­gret­ful face. “Fol­low­ing your laws,” the imam said, “you know that bet­ter than I do, you’re a po­lice­man, Hakim.”
 The con­ver­sa­tion went nowhere. Ron sensed the hos­til­ity of the two men, who silently sized him up. He didn’t know for sure, of course, but he sus­pected they had come di­rectly from Tur­key, har­bin­gers of a new at­tempt to gain a foothold in Vi­enna. Vi­enna had once been a cen­tral mafia hub in Eu­rope, one that had been dis­man­tled with Ron’s help. The imam fear­fully avoided any fur­ther ques­tions. And so Hakim ended the con­ver­sa­tion.

 The next day he was in court. The judge, Dr. Hans Für­bringer, had known Ron for a long time. He was a clever man and knew per­fectly well that some in the Is­lamic com­mu­nity were try­ing to bring down Po­lice In­spec­tor Hof­stät­ter through le­gal means. “How long have you known Fatme Ökdemir, In­spec­tor?”  Ron only hes­i­tated for two sec­onds. He de­cided to stick to the truth. “Two years, more or less.” Judge Für­bringer looked up from the pa­pers. “Two years? Ökdemir was still a mi­nor then. Do you stand by that?” Ron didn’t grasp at the sav­ing grace. “Two years, Mr. Für­bringer,” he con­firmed. “Two.”

 The judge leaned back, dis­ap­pointed. “With a mi­nor, then. That will lead to your sus­pen­sion, Hof­stät­ter, do you re­al­ize that?” Ron nod­ded. “Yes, I know. I ac­cept the sen­tence, what­ever it may be. I will not lie about this, Mr. Für­bringer.” The judge looked at him sternly. “Very well, In­spec­tor Hof­stät­ter. We want to avoid a pub­lic trial, don’t we?” Ron nod­ded in agree­ment. “A pub­lic trial could do me more harm than good, Mr. Für­bringer.”  The judge leafed through the pa­pers for sev­eral min­utes. “What’s the sen­tence?” Ron  asked di­rectly, the mat­ter clearly mak­ing him very un­com­fort­able.

 “Tak­ing into ac­count your ser­vice as a po­lice of­fi­cer and your im­pec­ca­ble record, I can is­sue a sus­pended sen­tence of one year. Plus a fine of 1,700 eu­ros. The po­lice com­mis­sioner will be no­ti­fied of the con­vic­tion. All right, In­spec­tor?” It was a purely rhetor­i­cal ques­tion. Ron went straight to Com­mis­sioner Wall­ner.

 Old Wall­ner lis­tened at­ten­tively. He asked only a few ques­tions. He picked up a folder and looked for a reg­u­la­tion in the ser­vice code. He looked very se­ri­ous. “I have to sus­pend you; there’s no way around it. So, from the be­gin­ning of the month, and it ends to­mor­row morn­ing. It will be recorded in writ­ing in your per­son­nel file. I can’t do more for you, Hof­stät­ter!” Ron thanked him and left.

 Dr. In­grid Kreuzer had been miss­ing for three days and had been re­ported miss­ing by her hus­band. Mor­gen­tau had seen the en­try while skim­ming through the weekly re­ports, as she did ev­ery week. The name sounded fa­mil­iar. Right, she had rep­re­sented the pros­e­cu­tion against Artem Galeb­nikov seven years ear­lier. And now she was miss­ing? The lawyer was a mother of two and five months preg­nant with her third. Mor­gen­tau im­me­di­ately alerted the Klee­blatt. Dr. Kreuzer led an in­con­spic­u­ous life; there was no con­nec­tion to Frank Hal­ter other than her role seven years prior. They searched for her in all pos­si­ble lo­ca­tions, but she re­mained miss­ing un­til the Czech po­lice called Wall­ner.

 Czech bor­der guards had found a woman’s body this morn­ing right on the bor­der in České Velčine. They were aware of the se­ries of mur­ders in Vi­enna. Ev­ery­thing in­di­cated that the body fit the pat­tern of mur­ders. The pres­i­dent looked at the pho­tos from the scene.  Yes, it seemed to be Frank’s do­ing. The Czechs didn’t want any lengthy bu­reau­cratic pro­ce­dures; they sent the body to Vi­enna im­me­di­ately be­cause it had been placed pre­cisely on the bor­der. Dr. Gangl ex­am­ined it and per­formed the au­topsy. Ev­ery­thing in­di­cated that Dr. Kreuzer was the sixth vic­tim. The baby, a boy, was also dead, vic­tim num­ber seven. The lawyer had been abused just as bru­tally as the oth­ers, ap­par­ently for sev­eral days, as the doc­tor was able to de­ter­mine. She had a blood al­co­hol level of 0.24% and had been heav­ily aroused with pop­pers, like all the other vic­tims be­fore her. The group was dis­turbed; they couldn’t place ev­ery woman in­volved in the Artem Galeb­nikov trial un­der po­lice pro­tec­tion — there were sim­ply too many.

 Noth­ing hap­pened; Frank didn’t budge. Pres­i­dent Wall­ner had to take ac­tion. The mother was ar­rested and re­leased again af­ter 48 hours. Sev­eral times in a row.  But Frank didn’t move.

 Ron went into his of­fice. He wanted to print the dozen voice record­ings, but he didn’t know how. The print­ing pro­gram re­fused to work. The screen in­structed him to swipe his badge through the card reader when the green light flashed. He did so. He was sup­posed to place his thumb on the flash­ing green light. “Thank you, In­spec­tor Hof­stät­ter,” a voice said from the speak­ers. Ron was sur­prised and con­fused. Who? What?

 “I’m RM3000 QXK,” the voice said, “the new AI as­sis­tant. I’m also the new tele­phone sys­tem, In­spec­tor.” Ron stared at the tele­phone sys­tem. How could this be? “Am I cor­rect in un­der­stand­ing that you want to print the tran­scripts of the 31 voice record­ings?” Ron nod­ded, an­noyed. “Yes, I wanted to proof­read them be­fore print­ing.” He was very im­pressed; he was talk­ing to a com­puter!  The laser printer started print­ing, and Ron picked up the first few pages.

 It was amaz­ing how clearly struc­tured his re­port now was. “Very good,” he mur­mured. The ro­bot replied, “I was as­signed to you by Pres­i­dent Wall­ner as your per­sonal as­sis­tant. I can han­dle any­thing re­lated to elec­tron­ics. I’m still a pro­to­type, and I use AI, ar­ti­fi­cial in­tel­li­gence, to per­form my du­ties. In ad­di­tion to gen­eral po­lice tasks, I’ve been specif­i­cally trained in CCTV sur­veil­lance. I can see, read, and hear ev­ery­thing through the cam­eras, speak­ers, and tele­phones. I have ac­cess to all the knowl­edge stored in the data­bases.” Ron thought for a mo­ment. “How should I ad­dress you?” “RM3000 QXK, I don’t have an­other name yet. You can as­sign one if you like.” Ron only thought for a mo­ment. “Al­fred, I’ll call you Al­fred. I’m Ron, and I re­spond to this name.” Al­fred asked, “Does Al­fred have a spe­cial mean­ing for Ron?” Ron chuck­led softly.  “Al­fred is Bat­man’s clever, all-know­ing but­ler, por­trayed by the ac­tor Michael Caine.” The por­trait of Al­fred/Michael Caine ap­peared on the screen. “I can ad­just my voice,” Al­fred said. Ron nod­ded. “Can you see me? Are we in vis­ual con­tact?” “Of course, Ron, I can see you.”

 Ron thought for a mo­ment. “Do you know which two men I met at the imam’s yes­ter­day?” Al­fred an­swered im­me­di­ately. “Yes, they ar­rived by plane from Ankara five weeks ago. They call them­selves Memet Üzel­göy and Ali Mehmet, pre­sum­ably with forged pass­ports. They’re stay­ing at the Ho­tel Am­bas­sador, cur­rently in room 601, and have two pros­ti­tutes vis­it­ing them. They’re high-rank­ing mem­bers of the Turk­ish mafia and have pre­vi­ously vis­ited a dozen imams in Aus­tria and Bavaria.” Al­fred asked if he should find out more, but Ron waved him off.  “That’s enough for now. But keep watch­ing them, I want to know what they’re do­ing ev­ery day. Pros­ti­tutes aren’t in­ter­est­ing.”

 Ron de­voted the next few min­utes to the case. Frank re­mained mo­tion­less, and no one had seen him. Tips from the pub­lic yielded noth­ing. The pres­i­dent had the wanted poster shown on tele­vi­sion sev­eral times a day; per­haps some­one had seen Frank. Al­fred, who an­swered with a very faint chirp, asked if he shouldn’t take over all the cam­eras in the city to search for Frank. Ron nod­ded. “Have you seen him yet?” Al­fred said, “Last time was the night be­fore last at the ATM on the cor­ner of Weller­strasse. He with­drew four thou­sand eu­ros in cash us­ing ten cards. He then headed south, and hasn’t been seen since. I up­dated the wanted poster, and that’s how I was able to find him. I’ll show you a cur­rent pic­ture from the ATM.” A photo ap­peared on the screen; Frank was clearly rec­og­niz­able. The pic­ture was much clearer than the seven-year-old wanted poster. Ron walked over to the clover­leaf-shaped build­ing.

 Ron went to the pro­jec­tion screen.  “Al­fred, the new pic­ture, please!” Bod­nar glared at him. “Who…?” Frank’s pic­ture ap­peared, and now even Pres­i­dent Wall­ner stood up and came to the door. Ron hes­i­tated for just a mo­ment. “Al­fred, please in­tro­duce your­self!” “I’m Al­fred, In­spec­tor Hof­stät­ter’s com­puter as­sis­tant. I have ac­cess to all data­bases, all cam­eras, cell phones, and all tele­phones, wher­ever they may be. I as­sist Ron with his work on be­half of Pres­i­dent Jo­hannes Wall­ner.” Ev­ery­one turned and looked at Wall­ner. He shrugged, clue­less! He re­mem­bered that he had signed hun­dreds of doc­u­ments when the Min­is­ter of the In­te­rior had given the or­der. Had he or­dered this com­puter? No idea!

 Mor­gen­tau was the first to com­pose her­self. “Al­fred, Frank Hal­ter has been in hid­ing for a long time; he dumped a woman’s body near the Czech bor­der. What do you know about that?” Al­fred an­swered quickly.  “I’m fa­mil­iar with the re­ports, just like you. I tracked the stolen car, a stolen VW Pas­sat. It was hid­den at a con­struc­tion site near the Seestadt sub­way sta­tion that af­ter­noon. He be­gan cop­u­lat­ing with the woman in the back seat at 3:17 p.m. and con­tin­ued un­til 3:48 p.m., then cop­u­lat­ing again from 6:33 p.m. to 6:55 p.m. Un­for­tu­nately, the footage from a great dis­tance is very blurry, as you can see. A traf­fic cam­era cap­tured him at 7:21 p.m. on the evening of May 12th. He was driv­ing the car with Dr. Kreuzer in the back seat, asleep, un­con­scious, or drugged.” The blurred photo was pro­jected. Al­fred zoomed in on the driver, then on the woman’s face in the back seat. He con­tin­ued. “Four hours later, at 11:22 p.m., the car was driv­ing in the op­po­site di­rec­tion, with Frank Hal­ter at the wheel, the back seat empty. It was cap­tured by three more traf­fic cam­eras on its way back to Vi­enna.”  Three im­ages were pro­jected. “He parks the car near the Seestadt sub­way sta­tion at 1:00 a.m. and dis­ap­pears at 1:06 a.m. on a U2 train to­wards Schwe­den­platz, where a cam­era cap­tures him as late as 1:27 a.m. He takes the es­ca­la­tor up to Schwe­den­platz, then van­ishes. He seems to know where the cam­eras are placed and skill­fully avoids them.” Al­fred’s pleas­ant voice is al­most so­porific. “Ms. De­tec­tive Mor­gen­tau, I can print the re­port if you wish.” Rosa’s pen paused. “Yes, please, Al­fred!” And so it came to pass that Al­fred was grad­u­ally ac­cepted by the Klee­blatt (a lo­cal po­lice unit) as a valu­able mem­ber of staff.

 Some­time around 2:00 a.m., two muf­fled shots rang out in Döbling. A dog walker was out with his pet and saw the brief flash, but he was too far away to hear it.  About ten min­utes later, he went in the op­po­site di­rec­tion and saw a masked man throw an ob­long ob­ject into a white van and drive off im­me­di­ately. He found the two po­lice of­fi­cers in a pri­vate car and called emer­gency ser­vices at 2:21 a.m. The two of­fi­cers un­der­went im­me­di­ate surgery and would most likely sur­vive. They could not yet be ques­tioned. All they had was the in­for­ma­tion from the el­derly dog owner, who didn’t know the make or li­cense plate num­ber. Po­lice of­fi­cer Erni Jäger, who was sup­posed to be pro­tected, had van­ished with­out a trace. Frank’s hand­i­work. Pres­i­dent Wall­ner, roused from his sleep, im­me­di­ately or­dered Ms. Hal­ter’s ar­rest. He had no in­ten­tion of re­leas­ing her; he was seething with rage. Frank was tak­ing ad­van­tage of them!

 The search for Erni Jäger, the eighth vic­tim, was in full swing. Aban­doned build­ings all over the city were scoured. Frank was nowhere to be found; he avoided cam­eras when­ever he moved. It was mad­den­ing. Ron was dis­tracted him­self. He was with Wall­ner in the in­ter­ro­ga­tion room; the old man was per­son­ally con­duct­ing Rox­ane Hal­ter’s in­ter­ro­ga­tion. It was as­ton­ish­ing how skill­fully the foxy old fox elicited small, seem­ingly in­signif­i­cant state­ments from Hal­ter. They were only triv­i­al­i­ties, but Wall­ner man­aged to ex­tract some­thing im­por­tant from the woman. Frank used a se­cret door com­pletely cov­ered in ivy.  That, at least, was progress.

 A bi­cy­cle mes­sen­ger de­liv­ered an­other let­ter from Frank Hal­ter.

 In­spec­tor Hof­stät­ter,

 You haven’t yet dis­cov­ered the pack­age at the land­fill at the end of Feld­bergstrasse.

 Why?

 Three male corpses were found, wrapped in plas­tic, mu­ti­lated, and pre­sum­ably tor­tured. They were the judge, the pub­lic pros­e­cu­tor, and a de­fense at­tor­ney from Artem and Frank’s trial. They had been dead since the long week­end, so no one had no­ticed they were miss­ing.

 Pres­i­dent Wall­ner was stunned. He had known all three; he had a long friend­ship with the judge that ex­tended be­yond their pro­fes­sional re­la­tion­ship. It made his stom­ach churn to see how mis­er­ably and pre­sum­ably af­ter ex­cru­ci­at­ing tor­ture the old judge had died; he hadn’t de­served that.  Ev­ery­thing bore Frank Hal­ter’s sig­na­ture; the stran­gu­la­tion or gar­rot­ing with a wire noose was unique. Wall­ner sat with an ashen face in front of the screen, star­ing at the doc­u­ments. He had mo­bi­lized all avail­able per­son­nel to find the crime scene, as noth­ing had been found at the dump­ing site. He had done ev­ery­thing to in­ten­sify the hunt for Frank Hal­ter, but there were no new leads. He stared blankly at the screen, frag­ments of mem­ory of the last co­gnac with Judge Anselmis flash­ing be­fore his eyes. Frank Hal­ter was clearly on the verge of mur­der­ing ev­ery­one in­volved in the trial against his fa­ther and him­self.

 But Ron Hof­stät­ter didn’t wit­ness any of this. He was walk­ing down Türken­straße to­ward the Roßauer Bar­racks when a sy­ringe was rammed into his neck from be­hind.  The as­sas­sin caught the fall­ing man from be­hind and threw him into a van.

 Then night fell be­fore his eyes.
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   In Cap­tiv­ity

 
 Ron re­gained con­scious­ness with a ter­ri­ble headache. He was in a cel­lar, locked in a barred cage. Ev­ery­thing had been taken from him: his ID, wal­let, credit cards, wrist­watch, and cell phone. The only thing he had left was a packet of tis­sues. And in the cor­ner stood a bucket, prob­a­bly in­tended as a toi­let.

 Not a sound could be heard. Only now did he re­al­ize that he was used to the so­porific, quiet sounds of the city.  It was im­pos­si­ble to find out where he was. He had been un­con­scious dur­ing trans­port; he could be any­where, in Vi­enna or any other city. And who had kid­napped him? Crim­i­nals hop­ing for a ran­som? He dis­missed the thought. He had no wealthy rel­a­tives to black­mail.

 The door lock creaked un­pleas­antly as it was un­locked. In the dim light, Ron could only vaguely make out the face of the small man who en­tered. The man sat down on a stool a few me­ters away. He reached up to the light switch and turned on the light in the cage. Ron now stood blinded by the bright light, able to see the man even less.

 The man took his time. He picked up a notepad. Ron couldn’t tell if the man wore glasses. It was sev­eral min­utes be­fore the man spoke. He spoke Turk­ish.

 “Hakim El­bagr, or Ronald Hof­stät­ter, po­lice of­fi­cer.”  It was more of a state­ment than a ques­tion. “I’m go­ing to ques­tion you, Hakim, and it would be bet­ter if you didn’t lie to me!” The voice was quiet and mo­not­o­nous. Ron sat down on the floor and stared silently into the dark­ness where the man sat.

 The man ques­tioned him at length about him­self, his back­ground, his un­der­cover work, and de­tails from his youth. Ron an­swered ev­ery­thing that was pub­licly known about him — things any­one could find out with a few clicks on the in­ter­net. Many ques­tions re­volved around his school days in Is­tan­bul. Ron was care­ful with his an­swers, not say­ing a word too many. He had sim­ply for­got­ten some things, like the name of his ge­og­ra­phy pro­fes­sor, for ex­am­ple.

 The ques­tion­ing had lasted over an hour; Ron heard the pen scratch­ing across the notepad. The man stood up. “Do you like chicken, Hakim?” he asked as he left, af­ter switch­ing off the bright light.  Ron didn’t know if he had seen him nod his head.

 An old woman wear­ing a head­scarf brought him a plas­tic plate with rice and what ap­peared to be shred­ded chicken. He ate quickly and hastily with the plas­tic spoon, be­cause the woman waited un­til he had fin­ished. She left the wa­ter bot­tle be­hind when she left. Ron now re­ceived rice and peas with chicken twice a day, along with two bot­tles of wa­ter, three liters in to­tal. The old woman seemed to be deaf; at least, no con­ver­sa­tion en­sued.

 Next to the bucket lay a tat­tered copy of the Tages-Anzeiger. The high­est-cir­cu­la­tion daily news­pa­per, sen­sa­tion­al­ist and no model of good jour­nal­ism. It was an old edi­tion, over ten days old. A glim­mer of hope flick­ered; read­ing was the only dis­trac­tion.

 A bird landed on the win­dowsill. Ron knew it wasn’t a spar­row, but a bit larger, its plumage black with dark blue speck­les. “Hello, mate,” Ron croaked hoarsely. “Looks like we’re both locked up, me here, you there.” The bird cocked its head, one of its eyes seem­ing to size him up. Ron bent down and picked up all the grains of rice he’d dropped while eat­ing hastily. He stood on tip­toe, and the bird flew away as he dropped the rice onto the sill. Sec­onds later, the bird was back, eye­ing the rice sus­pi­ciously.  He pecked at one, seem­ingly try­ing it. The bird looked around sus­pi­ciously, won­der­ing if any­one might try to steal his food. He pecked at it, grain by grain. Ron stood on tip­toe again to poke a fin­ger through the shat­tered glass. The bird eyed the fin­ger, but didn’t fly away.

 No, he was far too small to be a raven. And he was cu­ri­ous, too. Ron felt the beak gen­tly peck­ing at his fin­ger­nail. “Well, what’s your name, my big guy?” Ron mur­mured. “I’ll just call you Bird, all right? Heaven knows what you’ll be when you’re fully grown, a raven per­haps, or an ea­gle?” Some­how, it felt com­fort­ing to have a liv­ing cell­mate, even if he couldn’t speak.

 A grumpy-look­ing man with a pis­tol tucked into his waist­band led him over to the in­ter­ro­ga­tion room, where the bald man was al­ready wait­ing for him.  Notepad and pen, the grumpy man re­mained stand­ing by the door. Ron knew im­me­di­ately, of course, that he wouldn’t be able to over­power him, and even if he did, what then? With­out a plan, any at­tempt would sim­ply be fool­ish.

 An hour of ques­tions, con­stantly cir­cling back to how he could in­fil­trate the Turk­ish mafia un­der­cover. Oh, he read­ily and will­ingly pro­vided all the names. They were all al­ready dead. But the guy would have to re­search that first; valu­able time for what­ever would be lost. He couldn’t harm the dead with it. But he could sow con­fu­sion, be­cause what did X and Y have in com­mon? That they were of Turk­ish de­scent? Ron sup­pressed a grin while the bald man faith­fully noted ev­ery­thing down.

 The bird seemed to have grasped that there were rice grains twice a day. Ron set aside about two tea­spoons of it; it seemed just right.  Only with end­less pa­tience could his fin­ger­tip stroke the bird’s head. The bird shook its head, for it was an un­seemly in­tru­sion into or­nitho­log­i­cal pri­vacy.

 In the out­dated edi­tions of the Tages-Anzeiger, he could fol­low the events. An Is­lamist had car­ried out a ter­ror­ist at­tack in Vi­enna’s city cen­ter, leav­ing dead, wounded, and the ter­ror­ist dead. The po­lice had shot him. For days, the news­pa­per shouted the news to the world. He was a non-smoker, but he drank al­co­hol oc­ca­sion­ally. Out­ra­geous! He had ac­quired weapons and am­mu­ni­tion in Bratislava; the small bor­der town had sud­denly be­come the cen­ter of the arms trade. As much as the scrib­blers fussed over ev­ery triv­i­al­ity, Ron was glad that no names of the in­ves­ti­ga­tors were made pub­lic. Of course, all in­ter­nal in­for­ma­tion had to come from Pres­i­dent Wall­ner; he re­served the right to of­fi­cially in­form the jour­nal­ists. Yes, two more peo­ple had been ques­tioned a few days ear­lier.  But the per­pe­tra­tor was and re­mained a lone in­di­vid­ual.

 He read aloud to the bird from the news­pa­per. It felt good to hear his own voice, in­deed, to use it at all. The bird lis­tened with its head tilted; af­ter all, it was a real civil ser­vant read­ing to it. It also felt good for Ron to show emo­tion, as­ton­ish­ment and con­tempt for the scrib­blers, for these dimwits re­peated some triv­i­al­ity at least eleven times. He gig­gled loudly, and the bird be­gan to sing as well. Af­ter many days, Ron fi­nally heard the aria, high-pitched and with very com­pli­cated notes. Ron didn’t play an in­stru­ment and couldn’t read mu­sic notes ei­ther, for in mu­sic class he had only been forced to look up the teacher’s skirt, as if hyp­no­tized and mes­mer­ized, for she never wore un­der­wear. He al­ways had to place a hand­ker­chief in his un­der­pants be­fore mu­sic lessons to catch the in­evitable ejac­u­la­tions. He lis­tened to his com­rade bird, deeply moved, for even he re­al­ized that the aria con­tained very com­pli­cated flour­ishes.  He ad­mired the bird, which so clev­erly and in a cas­cad­ing man­ner spread the news of the ter­ror­ist to its sur­round­ings.

 And Ron sud­denly heard voices. Yes, they had to be real voices; he wasn’t hal­lu­ci­nat­ing. Many frag­ments of Turk­ish, in­ter­spersed with gut­tural Ara­bic he didn’t un­der­stand. The muf­fled male voices were com­ing from the barred ven­ti­la­tion shaft, that much was clear. Only grad­u­ally did the pic­ture take shape. It was about the con­struc­tion of a new, al­ter­na­tive road from Is­tan­bul via Vi­enna to Cologne. Ron pressed his ear to the an­te­dilu­vian grille and mem­o­rized all the names. He couldn’t write any­thing down, af­ter all.

 For a good two weeks, he heard Turks and Arabs hatch­ing their plans. Frag­ments, but un­mis­tak­ably a plan. Which mer­chants and in­di­vid­u­als, which imams and mosque at­ten­dants were will­ing, how much bribe money was to be pro­vided for each. The con­spir­a­tors only re­ferred to each other by their first names, and there were thou­sands of Ahmeds, Mehmets, and Güls.

 And then a new voice. An un­mis­tak­able, oily voice, per­haps a pas­sion­ate co­gnac drinker.  He mostly spoke Amer­i­can Eng­lish; his Turk­ish was truly aw­ful and very prim­i­tive. How did an Amer­i­can fit into all of this? No mat­ter how in­tently he lis­tened, his ini­tial im­pres­sions re­mained just that. They dis­cussed all the de­tails with the Amer­i­can in slow Turk­ish or Turk­ish-ac­cented Eng­lish. And it was al­most al­ways about money: who had it, who got it, and who could pocket what per­cent­age on the side. The oily man dis­ap­peared again af­ter ten days. He re­turned, and he was very fa­mil­iar with the plans.

 But Ron had mem­o­rized ev­ery de­tail and ev­ery name. He re­peated ev­ery­thing, mur­mur­ing qui­etly, un­til he couldn’t for­get any­thing. Now he had been held cap­tive for over four weeks and saw no way to con­tact the out­side world. In fact, he didn’t even know if he was still in Vi­enna.

 The grumpy old woman who brought him food twice a day and emp­tied the bucket brought him a bowl of cold wa­ter and a used towel once a week.  It was for wash­ing, she in­di­cated. But she wasn’t deaf and mute. While he washed, she stood in a cor­ner, usu­ally on the phone. Fam­ily mat­ters. Turk­ish. What home reme­dies her daugh­ter should use to treat her fever­ish child. And so on. Then she halt­ingly de­scribed to her daugh­ter or daugh­ter-in-law how the pris­oner had un­dressed com­pletely and calmly washed and stroke his pe­nis and ejac­u­lated into the wash­basin. In a choked voice, she whis­pered into the phone that he was do­ing it again a sec­ond time and ejac­u­lat­ing into the wash­basin once more, the dis­gust­ing man.

 Ron had hatched the plan some time ago. As he pressed the wash­basin into the old woman’s hand, he stole the cell phone from her pocket. He had to speak light­ning fast, be­cause she would no­tice within min­utes.

 He hastily di­aled his own phone and in­ter­rupted Al­fred ir­ri­ta­bly. He rat­tled off names and places in one go, with­out paus­ing for breath.  He had guessed cor­rectly; the old woman showed up, so he ended the call and handed her his cell phone with a crooked grin. He hadn’t been able to delete the num­ber in time. In his es­ti­ma­tion, the old woman was sim­ple-minded and stupid; she prob­a­bly told ev­ery­thing to her bosses. They would find his num­ber at po­lice head­quar­ters.

 And so it hap­pened. Three-quar­ters of an hour later, the grumpy man stormed in, threw a black sack over his head, and led him up and down the stairs to a wait­ing car, and off they went on a wild, zigzag­ging chase. It seemed point­less to try and re­mem­ber all the turns the car took with­out a clear start­ing point.

 Pres­i­dent Wall­ner jumped to his feet as if stung by a taran­tula when it be­came clear that Hof­stät­ter had been kid­napped. Im­me­di­ately, ev­ery­one had to drop ev­ery­thing to in­ten­sify the search for Ron.  The four-leaf team fanned out, ques­tioned all in­for­mants, and stirred up the un­der­world. The kid­nap­pers didn’t budge; there was noth­ing, no de­mands, ab­so­lutely noth­ing. Niente, Zero, Nada. Pres­i­dent Wall­ner held one of his rare press con­fer­ences. The press, ra­dio, and tele­vi­sion re­ported for days, but to no avail. The In­te­rior Min­is­ter sum­moned him. Grudg­ingly, Pres­i­dent Wall­ner re­ported that there was noth­ing to re­port. Ron had last been cap­tured by a traf­fic cam­era as he turned onto Türken­straße, on his way to the Roßauer Bar­racks, where his of­fice was lo­cated. The Min­is­ter was not amused.

 Pres­i­dent Wall­ner per­son­ally re­ceived Ron’s girl­friend. He was very sur­prised when the el­e­gantly dressed young woman was led into his of­fice. She was young and strik­ingly beau­ti­ful; her makeup made her ap­pear older, even though she was only 17 and a half. Wall­ner leafed through the slim file. “Mis­sis Ökdemir, you are the girl­friend of my col­league, Chief In­spec­tor Ronald Hof­stät­ter?” Wall­ner im­me­di­ately re­al­ized his slip of the tongue. “I meant Ms. Ökdemir, of course.” Fatme smiled dis­arm­ingly. “Yes, Mr. Pres­i­dent, I am un­of­fi­cially his fi­ancée.” Wall­ner stared at the file, his face flushed crim­son. “And you work as…?” He didn’t want to say the word pros­ti­tute. “I work as an es­cort, Mr. Pres­i­dent, for Madame Flo­rence’s es­cort ser­vice at the Fleis­chmarkt.” Fatme rev­eled for a mo­ment in Wall­ner’s con­fu­sion.  “De­tec­tive In­spec­tor Hof­stät­ter knows ex­actly what I do for a liv­ing, of course. And that an es­cort girl of­ten has to be at the client’s beck and call. That was never a prob­lem for Ronald, Mr. Pres­i­dent.” Fatme’s dis­arm­ing smile ac­tu­ally threw him off bal­ance; af­ter all, he was 71, damn it!

 He looked up. “We are very wor­ried; Hof­stät­ter has ob­vi­ously been kid­napped. We haven’t got the slight­est trace of him. Per­haps you can help us, Ms. Ökdemir?” Fatme’s face im­me­di­ately turned se­ri­ous. “I want to do ev­ery­thing I can, Mr. Pres­i­dent. I’ve been ques­tion­ing ev­ery­one in our Turk­ish com­mu­nity for two days now, but no one seems to know any­thing. It sur­prises me, be­cause usu­ally ev­ery­thing is cir­cu­lat­ing in the gos­sip there. And Hakim, that is, Mr. Hof­stät­ter, has many friends and ac­quain­tances in the Turk­ish com­mu­nity, Mr. Pres­i­dent.” She bit her lower lip briefly.  “We all still call him Hakim El­bagr, even though I know, of course, that his real name is Chief In­spec­tor Ronald Hof­stät­ter. We’re all so grate­ful that he ex­posed the scourge of the Turk­ish mafia. No­body here will for­get that.”

 Pres­i­dent Wall­ner leaned back in his of­fice chair. “Pre­cisely be­cause of his pop­u­lar­ity, I had hoped that one of his friends would know some­thing, per­haps Imam Mused­din.” Fatme shook her head vig­or­ously. “No, that was my first thought too. But Imam Mused­din re­ally doesn’t know any­thing, and no­body lies to me that eas­ily.” There it was again, that dis­arm­ing, pro­fes­sional smile of the es­cort girl.

 Pres­i­dent Wall­ner was, of course, dis­ap­pointed, but a fruit­less con­ver­sa­tion was part of ev­ery­day life. He leaned for­ward again. “And you’re en­gaged to him?” he asked. Fatme’s eye­lashes twitched briefly.  “So to speak, un­of­fi­cially of course, Mr. Pres­i­dent. Per­haps I should say I’m his part­ner or his lover, per­haps. We’re not of­fi­cially en­gaged, al­though I hope to marry him one day. He’s not only made me read an an­tique book ev­ery week so I can broaden my hori­zons. We also lis­ten to his jazz records and drink ex­pen­sive wine; he says that’s sup­posed to broaden my hori­zons, too.” Fatme’s look told the Pres­i­dent ev­ery­thing. The look of some­one who knew where she was go­ing.

 The Pres­i­dent smiled gen­tly. “Yes, his col­league al­ready told me about the jazz records.” A flash of light came in Fatme’s eyes. “Yes, of course we talked about that, Mr. Pres­i­dent. Ronald and I are very hon­est with each other. I don’t even pay at­ten­tion to such a lit­tle slip-up, that in­ti­mate in­ter­lude with Ms. Mor­gen­tau, Mr. Pres­i­dent.” Her face sud­denly seemed haughty, Wall­ner thought, and thought of the stat­uette of Ne­fer­titi.  “But of course, Ms. Ökdemir, he didn’t even sprain his an­kle dur­ing the af­fair.” Pres­i­dent Wall­ner was pleased with his pre­con­ceived no­tion of an af­fair as a side-step. Fatme’s breath­ing hadn’t quick­ened; her chest rose and fell as be­fore.

 Pres­i­dent Wall­ner ended the con­ver­sa­tion and stood up. Only now did he no­tice how tall Fatme was. He se­cretly en­vied Ron, be­cause even back then, in his prime, he could only dream of such beau­ties. He ac­com­pa­nied Fatme to the door, and Bod­nar took over, lead­ing the young woman out. Wall­ner caught a glimpse of Rosa Mor­gen­tau’s crit­i­cal glance as she watched Fatme leave. He smiled, be­cause of course he knew.

 Bod­nar, who had wanted to ex­change a word with Fatme, stopped as they turned the cor­ner and were out of sight. Bod­nar, a broad-shoul­dered bull in the truest sense, fixed Fatme with a pierc­ing gaze. Guys like that al­ways made Fatme un­easy; she braced her­self for de­fense. “Lis­ten, girl. It’s quite sim­ple. Hof­stät­ter was help­ing him­self to my bride’s honey pot, my Rosa’s. That wasn’t right at all, even if Rosa had in­sti­gated it. Not right at all. If he does it again, I’ll punch him right in the face. It’s that sim­ple, and I mean what I say. So tell him to keep his hands to him­self, or else. Can you make him un­der­stand that, please?” Fatme had taken a half-step back, even though Bod­nar wasn’t threat­en­ing her. But at least he had said please. “Yes, I cer­tainly will, Mr. Po­lice Con­sta­ble!”  Fatme fol­lowed him silently to the gate­keeper. She was tempted to tell Bod­nar that she was Mrs. Ökdemir and not some “girl” he could ad­dress in­for­mally and be­lit­tle. She de­cided to re­main silent; Ron thought highly of Bod­nar. At the gate, she of­fered Bod­nar her hand, which dis­ap­peared into his paw. “Thank you and good­bye, Mr. Po­lice Con­sta­ble!” she trilled and walked away. Of course, Fatme knew what a po­lice con­sta­ble  and a chief de­tec­tive in­spec­tor were. She grinned mis­chie­vously to her­self. Girl! Bod­nar was an­noyed on his way back; he had been a po­lice con­sta­ble 35 years ago, as a rookie. He would make it clear to Ronald. Po­lice con­sta­ble!

 For days, the phone lines were buzzing; the search was ex­tended to Bur­gen­land and Lower Aus­tria, per­haps a crumb of in­for­ma­tion could be found there that would ad­vance the in­ves­ti­ga­tion.  But no, noth­ing, zero, nada.

 Pres­i­dent Wall­ner now held a sit­u­a­tion brief­ing ev­ery morn­ing. Heaven knows who came up with the idea, but could the si­lence sur­round­ing Frank Hal­ter mean that the crim­i­nal had Ron in his clutches? Like a nasty, mis­er­able cold, this thought took root in their minds. It was sud­denly ob­vi­ous; they heard ab­so­lutely noth­ing about Frank Hal­ter. The pres­i­dent kept his mother in cus­tody, trans­fer­ring her to a dif­fer­ent prison ev­ery few days and mis­us­ing the term “pre­trial de­ten­tion.” He knew he was break­ing the law, but he stub­bornly kept this ace up his sleeve. But Frank Hal­ter re­mained in­vis­i­ble and un­trace­able; a po­lice of­fi­cer sat in front of the Hal­ters’ house day and night. Yet there was com­plete si­lence sur­round­ing Frank Hal­ter.

 Then, on a peace­ful, quiet af­ter­noon, the alarm bells rang. Ron had called his com­puter, Al­fred. For two min­utes and twenty sec­onds, he rat­tled off names and places into the mi­cro­phone, talk­ing about a route from Is­tan­bul to Vi­enna to Cologne. They sat in the con­fer­ence room and lis­tened to the record­ing twenty times. Bod­nar and Rosen­blatt whis­pered amongst them­selves; they knew Ron best. Then Bod­nar re­marked that it only made sense if they were think­ing of the Turk­ish mafia. Ob­vi­ously, it was more im­por­tant for Ron to tell them as much as pos­si­ble about a new route from Is­tan­bul via Vi­enna to Cologne than about his cap­tiv­ity.

 Al­fred, of course, had tri­an­gu­lated the call, and four pa­trol cars raced to the lo­ca­tion. They had to search about twenty houses, but found noth­ing. His kid­nap­pers had es­caped with Ron.

 Mor­gen­tau had plot­ted all the places Ron had men­tioned on a map. It was clearly vis­i­ble what the new route could look like.  Now they called all the rel­e­vant po­lice sta­tions and laid their cards on the ta­ble. More than a dozen peo­ple were in­ter­ro­gated, and al­most all of them turned out to be a match. One con­fessed im­me­di­ately, an­other only af­ter ag­o­niz­ing ques­tion­ing. The route was scut­tled be­fore it even went into op­er­a­tion. Pres­i­dent Wall­ner beamed from ear to ear; fi­nally, a tan­gi­ble suc­cess. And it con­firmed that Ron was still alive and his senses as sharp as ever.

 Ron grinned from un­der the black sack. Al­fred had recorded ev­ery­thing. Al­fred would check to see if it re­ally was his voice. Al­fred would in­form the Yid­dish Squadron team and the pres­i­dent within sec­onds. They would drop ev­ery­thing and lis­ten to the record­ing a dozen times. In the mean­time, Al­fred would have printed out all the names and ad­dresses men­tioned. His col­leagues would piece it all to­gether some­how, since Ron had named the new route Is­tan­bul-Vi­enna-Cologne. The pres­i­dent would fol­low up on the vague lead: “Amer­i­can with an oily, co­gnac-stained voice, maybe CIA.”  It was a mea­ger lead, but Wall­ner knew ev­ery­one at the US em­bassy and some at the CIA of­fice, which of­fi­cially didn’t ex­ist. They would be search­ing with all their might. And Al­fred had al­ready de­ter­mined the lo­ca­tion of the phone call through tri­an­gu­la­tion. De­spite flash­ing blue lights and wail­ing sirens, they ar­rived a frac­tion too late.

 Ron’s new prison was a win­dow­less wine cel­lar. He spent an en­tire day hand­cuffed to a wall hook while two grumpy men erected a wire cage. The wine cel­lar was enor­mous and had no win­dows. There was plenty of air, and some­where there was a dimly lit light­bulb he couldn’t see di­rectly.

 Once again, it was the Tages-Anzeiger news­pa­per that he found next to the bucket, an older edi­tion. It gave him a pang when he thought of his bird. Yes, his bird, be­cause some­thing like a friend­ship had de­vel­oped be­tween them.  He fed the bird grains of rice, and in re­turn, it let him stroke its head with just one fin­ger. And their arias, sung to­gether, were price­less. And now he had aban­doned his com­rade to call Al­fred. Ron felt like cry­ing, but then again, his col­leagues would find him quickly and free him.

 In­stead of the grumpy old woman, it was an­other Turk­ish woman, speak­ing Ger­man. He im­me­di­ately dubbed her “Gestapo Sweet­heart.” Around 40 or 45, with a short page­boy hair­cut and very talk­a­tive. But noth­ing of con­se­quence. Ron rec­og­nized her ob­vi­ous sex­ual ag­gres­sion; she con­stantly ran her hand over her am­ple curves. He was, of course, sex­u­ally frus­trated too, but it was crys­tal clear that his tor­men­tors weren’t us­ing the well-en­dowed guard with­out ul­te­rior mo­tives.  And they thought he was com­pletely brain-dead, ap­par­ently.

 At least the Tages-Anzeiger was pub­lished daily. The Eng­lish queen had died, and Charles was the new king. The pa­per didn’t of­fer much more than that. Shoplift­ing, a se­nior cit­i­zen caught shoplift­ing, an ATM blown up. Drug-ad­dicted teenage van­dals trash a sub­way sta­tion. A run­away cat re­turned home af­ter 10 weeks. Ei­ther Pres­i­dent Wall­ner was keep­ing quiet like never be­fore, or Frankie had stopped killing.

 They had taken ev­ery­thing from him, even his cheap wrist­watch and the packet of tis­sues. He no longer dared to show any vul­ner­a­bil­ity; the Gestapo’s mis­tress didn’t seem to own a cell phone. Her skintight, vul­gar dress had no pock­ets. In his wal­let was a por­trait photo of him and Fatme, from hap­pier times. He didn’t have that any­more ei­ther. He had spent hours gush­ing to the Bird about his lit­tle lover, re­veal­ing her phys­i­cal at­tributes and sex­ual pref­er­ences, just be­tween us friends, and that too was gone now too.

 Ron de­manded that the Gestapo mis­tress bring him the wash tub three times a week so he could wash him­self. He paid no at­ten­tion to her lust­ful glances as he un­dressed and washed naked. As al­ways, she stayed out­side the cage and sat down on a chair. Calmly and cal­cu­lat­ingly, he washed his pe­nis, then ab­sent­mind­edly rubbed it. He stared along the Gestapo mis­tress’s long legs and peered arous­edly un­der her skirt. She seemed hes­i­tant about whether to put a hand in­side her panties. Calmly, he ejac­u­lated into the wa­ter, star­ing at the woman. He rubbed his pe­nis a sec­ond time, this time for much longer, stared in­tently un­der her skirt and ejac­u­lated again into the wa­ter. He dressed with a se­ri­ous ex­pres­sion, while the Gestapo mis­tress, her face flushed, car­ried the wash tub away.

 He tried to de­ci­pher the scrib­bles on the old wine bar­rels, but he might as well have been star­ing at Baby­lo­nian cu­nei­form tablets. And be­sides, what good would it have done to learn that a Pinot Noir, a Chardon­nay, or some adul­ter­ated Pol­ish potato vodka had once been stored in these ven­er­a­ble bar­rels?  He sus­pected, at least, that there were hardly any wine cel­lars of that size within the city lim­its of Vi­enna. So, Lower Aus­tria or Bur­gen­land, but per­haps Vi­enna af­ter all. Pon­der­ing it was no use.

 The keys rat­tled as the door to the wine cel­lar was un­locked. The Gestapo mis­tress walked in back­wards, both hands raised above shoul­der height. Bed­nar and Mor­gen­tau fol­lowed be­hind, pis­tols drawn. They looked around care­fully and then let the woman open the cage.

 Ron threw his arms around Rosa. Bed­nar cleared his throat jeal­ously, “We have to get out of here, so let’s go, march!” Ron was free again af­ter 41 days. Of course, Al­fred hadn’t just tri­an­gu­lated his phone call; he had been closely mon­i­tor­ing his cap­tors’ move­ments and had led the trio to this point. Ron couldn’t even de­scribe how good it felt to be free again.

 Over the next 48 hours, the en­tire gang was ar­rested.  Ron had been kid­napped to have an ace up their sleeve and to neu­tral­ize the per­son who posed the great­est threat to the men. The en­tire plan was ex­posed, and the idea for an al­ter­na­tive route from Is­tan­bul to Cologne was shelved for the time be­ing.

 Pres­i­dent Wall­ner in­sisted on a thor­ough med­i­cal ex­am­i­na­tion; pre­sum­ably, it was a re­quire­ment. Af­ter­ward, Ron was given a week off. He went with Fatme to Dürn­stein, a small town in the Wachau re­gion. Fatme wasn’t par­tic­u­larly re­li­gious, but she said a short prayer of thanks when the pres­i­dent had her called. Her es­cort pimp just shrugged when she told him she was spend­ing a week’s va­ca­tion with Hakim.

 Ron sat up straight. This way he could see the Danube through the win­dow, which had flowed past Dürn­stein since time im­memo­rial. They were both cov­ered in sweat, Fatme and he. But they were happy and closer than they had been in a long time. In this bliss­ful lit­tle town, there was nei­ther mafia nor se­rial killers. He called the pres­i­dent and his col­leagues once a day, and thank God it was quiet in Vi­enna. Ron’s hand ab­sently stroked Fatme’s slen­der curves. “You are one of the most beau­ti­ful flow­ers, Fatme,” he mur­mured. “Flow­ers, so beau­ti­ful to be­hold, yet they wither. And then they are thrown away.” His hand lifted her chin.  “You’re an es­cort, and I give you credit for sup­port­ing Dad and the fam­ily this way. You’re 17 now, al­most 18. You’ll wither like all flow­ers, you’ll no longer be val­ued as an es­cort, and one day you’ll be thrown away like a wilted bou­quet. That’s not right, that’s un­fair.”

 Fatme sat up. “Hakim El­bagr, what are you up to? You speak like a wise florist with a spe­cific goal in mind, some­one who wants to buy out the com­pe­ti­tion. Talk to me, I’m your wife, your lover. Or even your flower, for all I care, in God’s name. Just tell me what you’re think­ing. Look at me, the Danube will still be here to­mor­row, my love. Take me into your world of thoughts, let me share in your flo­ral splen­dor.”

 Ron re­leased her chin, met her eyes, and let the Danube be the Danube.  “You’ll out­grow the es­cort busi­ness, wither away. What will you do then? I won’t al­low you to go back to pros­ti­tu­tion. Never. You have to cre­ate other op­tions for your­self, come up with some­thing else. Pros­ti­tu­tion is just a tiny part of re­al­ity, and prob­a­bly one of the most de­spi­ca­ble. 99% of girls don’t go into pros­ti­tu­tion; they look for and find bet­ter op­por­tu­ni­ties. You’re like a di­a­mond in the rough. You de­voured those in­sight­ful books in no time and ab­sorbed the knowl­edge and essence be­hind them. You’re not just clever, no, you’re ex­cep­tion­ally clever, and I ad­mire your an­a­lyt­i­cal think­ing. Things that gen­tle­men greatly ap­pre­ci­ate in an es­cort. You could be any­thing, Fatme. A pho­tog­ra­pher, a painter, a sculp­tor, a teacher, or a nurse. Drive a bus, trade on the stock ex­change, or be­come an as­tro­naut. The pos­si­bil­i­ties are end­less. You just have to get pros­ti­tu­tion out of your head; I’m leav­ing you no choice.”

 Fatme grabbed his wrist.  “Hakim, my dar­ling, I can’t just whip up an an­swer off the cuff, es­pe­cially since I’m naked and don’t have sleeves. Enough of split­ting hairs, you’re think­ing about me, and that’s like balm to my soul. I’ll think about it and sur­prise you. You also for­got about the pro­fes­sional boxer, my dar­ling. As much as I’d love to punch some guys in the face, beat­ing up women isn’t on my list. But I un­der­stand what you’re try­ing to tell me with this whole thing about flow­ers, florists, and bou­quets swirling around in your lit­tle head. That’s very sweet of you, Hakim!” She kissed his hand.

 Ron lightly stroked her black hair. “My Fatme, I’m fan­ta­siz­ing about flow­ers, okay. But I’ve al­ready taken ac­tion, I have to con­fess that.” Fatme looked search­ingly into his eyes. “What have you been up to, Chief In­spec­tor Gen­eral Hof­stät­ter!?”  Ron cleared his throat.  “With your half-fin­ished pri­mary school ed­u­ca­tion, you can’t be­come an as­tro­naut; these days, you can’t get any­where with­out a high school diploma. You have to get your diploma, Fatme, I’m not kid­ding. I’ve en­rolled you in a high school pro­gram and paid for the first se­mes­ter right away. Of course, I’ll pay for your en­tire stud­ies. I have all the forms at home; ev­ery­thing’s al­ready filled out. I’ve taken a nice por­trait of you, where you’re beam­ing and no one can tell you’re an es­cort. I’ve al­ready ar­ranged with a Turk­ish florist friend that you’ve been work­ing for him as a tem­po­rary em­ployee aide for the past few years. At least, that’s what it reads very con­vinc­ingly in your ré­sumé, which you still have to mem­o­rize. I don’t need to prove to you that I’m damn good at ly­ing. You’ll be proud of your ré­sumé, my dear. So, ev­ery­thing’s ready; all the doc­u­ments and cer­tifi­cates are gen­uine, re­ally well forged. You just have to sign in three places, then it’s off to the post of­fice. In two years, you’ll have your diploma and can achieve any­thing with it.”  So, now I’ve con­fessed ev­ery­thing to you, Fatme.”

 Fatme play­fully hit him with a pil­low. “And where else have you en­rolled me, De­tec­tive Su­per­in­ten­dent In­spec­tor Hof­stät­ter? At the Sal­va­tion Army, the ma­ter­nity ward, and the priest al­ready booked for the bap­tism, promptly at 8:30 on Tues­day?” Ron ducked, laugh­ing. “Ma­ter­nity ward? Bap­tism? Good heav­ens, what are you talk­ing about, Fatme?” She paused.  “Did I get your at­ten­tion? Well, lis­ten. I’ve thought about go­ing to high school sev­eral times, but I’ve al­ways shied away from it. Can I con­tinue work­ing as an es­cort along­side school? You seem to know, so pre­sum­ably the an­swer is yes. And I know how valu­able a high school diploma is. A doc­tor­ate would be even bet­ter, of course, I know that too. No, se­ri­ously, my dear Hakim. Thank you, you’ve given me the de­ci­sive push, and I will al­ways be grate­ful for that. Just think­ing about it is the same as not do­ing it. Con­fu­cius. Now I’ll dili­gently at­tend school, work as an es­cort in the evenings, and not dis­ap­point you.” She kissed him on the lips.

 Ron glanced at the Danube. “That was the only thing that wor­ried me. You’ll come home at 4 or 5 in the morn­ing, stand cry­ing un­der a hot shower, and not want any­thing to do with an­other man. That, hon­estly, is what sad­dens me.” Fatme snug­gled against him.  “Ron, my love, noth­ing will change. It’s only rarely hap­pened that I lay with a client, Hakim, you know that. And since I’m study­ing, I’ll triple my price. I think 99% will give up, be­cause their wal­let is the only part of their body where they can still ac­tu­ally feel pain. You must curb your dirty fan­tasies, my love. I’ll lie with a client even less of­ten, I prom­ise you.” Fatme stroked his brown hair. “We never ar­gued about it, since it’s sim­ply part of the es­cort ser­vice. It never both­ered our re­la­tion­ship. And that’s how it should stay.” Ron nod­ded thought­fully. “Yes, that’s true. You lay with me be­cause you’re my lover. You never let me feel any dif­fer­ently. You were al­ways un­wa­ver­ingly my lover, my wife.” Ron glanced at the Danube.  “I want you to get your high school diploma, be­cause that’s your ticket to ev­ery­thing. I love you with all my heart and I have to give you this chance. It doesn’t mat­ter if you don’t get home un­til 4 a.m. and don’t want to see an­other man. We both know what we’re talk­ing about. You’ve come home so many times, cry­ing all the time, ut­terly ex­hausted from the or­deal.”

 “I’m sorry, ter­ri­bly sorry, Hakim.” She buried her face in the crook of his neck, her lips on his Adam’s ap­ple. “Yes, I was younger, im­petu­ous, and I imag­ined I needed the full ex­pe­ri­ence, with all the pas­sion. I’m older now, and I prom­ise you I’ll act more pru­dently. I’ll dry my lips with the nap­kin, get dressed, and come home to you, my lover, my hus­band.” She kissed his Adam’s ap­ple.  “You said it for the first time to­day, ‘my beloved, my wife.’ A woman hears such lit­tle things as if they were com­ing from a loud­speaker.” Ron stared at the calmly flow­ing Danube. “If I con­tinue to speak so care­lessly, one day you’ll put me in chains, be­cause the golden ring sym­bol­izes those chains.” Fatme snug­gled even closer to him. “If I weren’t fol­low­ing your lead, I would have put you in chains long ago, my dear. You owe it only to my at­ten­tive­ness that it hasn’t hap­pened, yet. But I’ve never lost sight of my goal. Never.”

 Ron turned away from the mes­mer­iz­ing Danube. “We both know that I’m still at the bot­tom of the ca­reer lad­der. And you won’t climb the first rung un­til Sep­tem­ber. We’re both smart enough to know that we’re not ready for the big step yet. We’ll know when the time is right. We, we’re a good team; we can rely on each other.”  Fatme hugged him. “Yes, we not only dis­cussed it, it’s also the right thing to do to wait. I’m on board, Cap­tain.”

 Ron was rid­ing the street­car home from his par­ents’ house when the voice hit him like a whip. It was the oily voice of the Amer­i­can he’d heard dur­ing his time as a pris­oner of war. He was in­stantly wide awake and fol­lowed the over­weight man dis­creetly to the Amer­i­can Em­bassy, where the man en­tered. Al­though Ron knew per­fectly well that his ser­vice ID was worth­less here, they let him go ahead to the re­cep­tion desk. The young sol­dier shifted from one foot to the other and called for his su­pe­rior of­fi­cer. Ron wanted to know who had been en­ter­ing there last.

 “Sorry,” said the of­fi­cer, “I can’t help you with that.” Ron im­me­di­ately called Pres­i­dent Wall­ner, who was to come to the em­bassy at once. “What? Ex­cuse me? Why?” asked Wall­ner, who was busy else­where. “I humbly re­quest that Your Grace get his ass to the Amer­i­can Em­bassy im­me­di­ately, with­out de­lay!” Ron barked into the phone and pressed “Off.” Min­utes later, the pa­trol car ar­rived with Wall­ner. 

 Ron ex­plained briefly and con­cisely what it was about. Wall­ner un­der­stood im­me­di­ately and called his CIA con­tact in the house. The man came, and the two men whis­pered in a cor­ner for about fif­teen min­utes. The CIA man made sev­eral phone calls, and Ron could tell from his body lan­guage that they were get­ting nowhere. Wall­ner took him by the sleeve. “Come on, Hof­stät­ter, we’re done here!” Ron silently fol­lowed Wall­ner to the pa­trol car.

 “What, pray tell, was that?” Ron asked, pale. Wall­ner looked at the driver and low­ered his voice. “That, my dear fel­low, is what hap­pens when you get struck by light­ning while you’re tak­ing a dump. CIA pol­icy. No man is aban­doned, not even with a bloody knife in his hand.” Wall­ner glared an­grily.  “The guy dis­ap­pears on the next flight, and we won’t get his name. He was never there. He doesn’t even ex­ist. I’ll grill all my con­tacts at the CIA, but I al­ready know the re­sult. Noth­ing, zero, nada.”

 Ron looked calmly into Wall­ner’s face. “We could have found out what the CIA had to do with the Turks or the Arabs. It seemed to me that the oily guy had more to do with it than noth­ing at all. I might owe my kid­nap­ping to him, I have a feel­ing.” Ron paused for a long time. “I might have an idea, Mr. Pres­i­dent. Noth­ing il­le­gal, maybe a hair’s breadth away from it, ad­mit­tedly. But 41 days in cap­tiv­ity? I can’t just brush that off, CIA or no CIA. It’s bet­ter if you don’t know any­thing about it, Mr. Pres­i­dent.” Wall­ner looked out the win­dow. “Okay, but be damned care­ful, Hof­stät­ter!”

 Ron was care­ful. He ex­plained the sit­u­a­tion and his idea to Al­fred.  Al­fred didn’t need a sec­ond to think. “Spy­ing on the Amer­i­cans will be dif­fi­cult. But maybe we won’t even need to.” Ron waited ex­pec­tantly. “We just need to hack the next flights, the next pas­sen­ger lists, it’s re­ally not rocket sci­ence. And then you have to look at the peo­ple, maybe some­thing will ring a bell.” Ron nod­ded, “Okay, that’s what we’ll do!”

 It wasn’t even a dozen peo­ple who flew out un­der the CIA’s pro­tec­tion. On the sec­ond day, one man caught his at­ten­tion. The pass­port photo wasn’t ex­actly what he’d ex­pected, but even Al­fred couldn’t work mir­a­cles. An­drew Web­ster, a busi­ness­man with a Pitts­burgh ad­dress. Al­fred found sev­eral pho­tos on­line. “Yes, that’s him,” Ron said un­der his breath. He went to Wall­ner’s and closed the blinds. Wall­ner quickly put two and two to­gether and called his CIA con­tact. Now he could be a bit more con­fi­dent. Of course, the CIA didn’t con­firm any­thing, but they took Wall­ner’s story se­ri­ously. If Web­ster was pulling strings with­out au­tho­riza­tion, then at least his peo­ple should know, Wall­ner chirped hyp­o­crit­i­cally into the phone. Pres­i­dent Wall­ner promised to email the en­tire file on “Al­ter­na­tive Route Is­tan­bul-Cologne” to the CIA, of course.

 Nei­ther Ron nor Pres­i­dent Wall­ner ever learned how the CIA han­dled the mat­ter.  Only the re­mark that they were grate­ful for his in­for­ma­tion could be in­ter­preted as mean­ing that the CIA was in­ves­ti­gat­ing Web­ster and “the al­ter­na­tive route.” When Wall­ner asked him how he had come across Web­ster, Ron replied, “I’m sure you don’t want to know, Mr. Pres­i­dent. Not en­tirely above board, but suc­cess­ful.” Ron added that this helped him cope bet­ter with his kid­nap­ping. The pres­sure of one of the guys still be­ing at large was gone. With a sly grin, he added that hav­ing un­cov­ered some­thing within the CIA was some­thing spe­cial for him.

 About a year later, the po­lice un­cov­ered a large weapons cache in Vi­enna and Cologne, which was of­fi­cially at­trib­uted to the ter­ror­ist or­ga­ni­za­tion Hamas. Ron swal­lowed hard; so there was still an “al­ter­na­tive route.”

 Fatme be­gan her first year of high school on Sep­tem­ber 3rd.  She had ab­so­lutely no trou­ble with the ma­te­rial it­self, but there was a lot of writ­ing, a lot of home­work, etc. Ron bought her a lap­top, which proved to be a god­send. She was usu­ally home shortly af­ter mid­night when she was work­ing as an es­cort. No, sup­port­ing her fa­ther and fam­ily was some­thing she wouldn’t let any­one take away from her. When Ron cau­tiously in­quired, she just shrugged. No, the clients got ev­ery­thing they paid for, but “pas­sion and the full pack­age” wasn’t avail­able even for a wheel­bar­row full of money.

 He would prob­a­bly never un­der­stand Fatme’s close re­la­tion­ship with her fa­ther. Dear old Dad had abused her since she was a very young girl; he had es­sen­tially sold Fatme to a pimp. Yes, sold. “We lived in ab­ject poverty, Ronald Hof­stät­ter. I know what hunger feels like, De­tec­tive In­spec­tor. You don’t want to know.” Fatme said in a husky voice that her fa­ther’s vis­its were sim­ply due to his age.  And she said, “With all due re­spect, Hakim, it’s re­ally none of your damn busi­ness.”

 This quiet life was so beau­ti­ful. Truly quiet, truly beau­ti­ful. If it weren’t for the Norns, who love noth­ing more than ar­bi­trar­ily sev­er­ing the threads of life, it could have gone on like this for­ever. Even Pres­i­dent Wall­ner could af­ford to doze off for a few min­utes with his morn­ing cof­fee. The Norns were foam­ing with rage. And they were treach­er­ous. They nudged Mr. Ed­mund, the vet­eran door­man at the Rossau Bar­racks. “Cur­tain up!” cried the youngest of the Norns.

 
● ● ●


 

 
 

   A Wake-Up Call

 
 “In­spec­tor! In­spec­tor!” shouted the old door­man, run­ning af­ter Ron, who had nod­ded po­litely. Ron stopped. “Easy now, my dear Ed­mund, I’m wait­ing!” Ed­mund slowed his 130 ki­los and stopped pant­ing. He pulled a crum­pled en­ve­lope from his pocket. “A let­ter for you, In­spec­tor. It’s been with me for at least two weeks; I sim­ply for­got about it.”  Ed­mund, who had spent his en­tire life in the po­lice force and was so happy that he was al­lowed to keep his uni­form af­ter re­tire­ment while work­ing as a door­man, Ed­mund ad­dressed ev­ery­one in­for­mally, the pres­i­dent just as read­ily as the Min­is­ter of the In­te­rior. The Norns rubbed their gouty fin­gers to­gether; ev­ery­thing was go­ing ac­cord­ing to plan. Ed­mund him­self, of course, had no idea why the Norns had as­signed him, of all peo­ple, a role.

 Ron’s eyes nar­rowed to slits. A let­ter from Frank Hal­ter, and he’s only re­ceiv­ing it to­day. “My dear Ed­mund, thank you so much for keep­ing it so care­fully. But I need to know who gave it to you and ex­actly when?” Ed­mund thought hard.  “It was the nice gen­tle­man from the wa­ter­works, he called him­self — wait a minute — Schröder, from the wa­ter­works. A nice guy, we chat­ted a bit al­most ev­ery day, the bar­racks are on his way. He usu­ally bought me a meat­loaf sand­wich from the stand across the street. A nice guy, but I didn’t see him for a while. And it was on the day of the in­ter­na­tional match against Den­mark that he gave me the en­ve­lope for you. Yes, sure, that’s how it was, and af­ter that I didn’t re­ally see him again, now that you ask, Ronald.” Ed­mund shifted from one foot to the other as Ron took a rub­ber glove out of his pocket and then touched the en­ve­lope with it. “Oh dear, Ronald, have I messed up?” He looked very un­happy, be­cause that’s only how you han­dle ev­i­dence.  “My fin­ger­prints, Ronald, they’ll be all over it. I had no idea it was so sen­si­tive.”

 Ron stopped him. “No, Ed­mund, you def­i­nitely haven’t done any­thing wrong, how could you have known?” He searched his cell phone for Frank Hal­ter’s photo. Ed­mund was quite ag­i­tated. “Yes, that’s him, Schröder from the mu­nic­i­pal wa­ter­works! Ex­cept for the hair, he’s got it re­ally short now and there’s a bit of gray in it too.” Ed­mund was in­con­solable. “A wanted poster, it’s prob­a­bly buried some­where in my desk drawer. I haven’t looked at them in ages, I’m not ex­actly on ac­tive duty any­more, Ronald. Why is he wanted? I’m get­ting a re­ally un­easy feel­ing, I chat­ted with a crim­i­nal and ate a meat­loaf sand­wich! Will I get a dress­ing-down from Wall­ner?” Ron re­as­sured him, Wall­ner couldn’t care less, so no dress­ing-down, Ed­mund.  “You’re in charge of the gate, and you’re do­ing a fan­tas­tic job. But you have to tell me ev­ery­thing about the talks; it can be ab­so­lutely cru­cial.”

 Ed­mund con­cen­trated.  “Ac­tu­ally, Schröder hardly said any­thing about him­self. He lives with his old aunt in the 2nd dis­trict, on Taborstrasse. She has a 24-hour care­giver from Bratislava. Once, he said with a wink that he of­ten fucks the Czech woman when his aunt is asleep, be­cause the Czech woman is sex­u­ally starved. That sort of thing, Ronald, men blurt things out with­out think­ing much. He seemed com­pletely in­con­spic­u­ous; we all wish for a lit­tle Czech girl, I cer­tainly do. And yes, his dog Roxi is an el­derly Labrador, blond and white. He hardly said any­thing about work; he’s hav­ing a fall­ing out with Wawranek, his team leader. He must be a real creep, and Schröder is think­ing of quit­ting.” Ron au­to­mat­i­cally mem­o­rized ev­ery­thing; there might be some­thing im­por­tant in the web of lies.

 He pat­ted Ed­mund jovially on the shoul­der. “Let’s for­get about that lit­tle Czech girl, you’re mar­ried, you old chap!” Ed­mund looked at him with loyal puppy-dog eyes. “Wid­owed, Ronald, Her­mine couldn’t wait to join her Sav­ior! Last April, you weren’t even here yet, Ronald. And not a Czech girl in sight, as if I had lep­rosy.” Ron gave him a friendly nudge on the chest. “The chicks will prob­a­bly think your pipe came from Napoleon’s ar­tillery!” Ed­mund grinned crookedly, but not un­sym­pa­thet­i­cally, God knows when Em­peror Napo… oh, never mind. “Ar­tillery sounds too good to be true,” Ed­mund deftly sidestepped the his­tor­i­cal gap. “And yes, I think I told him about my neigh­bor, Pa­pouschek, with whom I’ve had a lit­tle fling for ages, back when Her­mine and old Mr. Pa­pouschek were still around.”  Ed­mund blew his nose thor­oughly and said he’d talked quite a lot about Miss Pa­pouschek.

 Ron said he had to hear ev­ery­thing. “Pa­pouschek, she’s a real stun­ner! She used to dance at the Moulin Rouge, in Wal­fis­chgasse. Peo­ple would queue for miles to get an au­to­graph back then. The Rouge didn’t al­low her any sex­ual ac­tiv­ity on the premises, it was very strict. I drove her home ev­ery night in the pa­trol car, and she made up for it hand­somely, my lovely Pa­pouschek.” The mem­o­ries made Ed­mund’s eyes moist, or was it the dust? “First she did it with me in the pa­trol car, af­ter a few days she took me to her bed­room, far away from old Pa­pouschek. That’s how we started a real fling, ev­ery day. As re­quired, I re­ported it to the group leader, he noted it in the file and shrugged, he didn’t care. Carry on!”  

 “As soon as she left the Rouge, she re­ceived hun­dreds of pay­ing ad­mir­ers at her home. I had to stand be­hind the screen the whole time and watch over her. My group leader was only in­ter­ested in whether she paid me for it, which she didn’t. Yes, I told Schröder all of this lit­tle by lit­tle, and that I was an eye­wit­ness to hun­dreds of these en­coun­ters. Yes, I told Schröder that for years I wasn’t al­lowed to touch Her­mine be­cause of her Sav­ior. I was young and hand­some and had no in­ten­tion of liv­ing like a monk. Pa­pouschek re­ally had a weak­ness for me and gladly ac­cepted my armed pro­tec­tion. We’ve both got­ten older now, Pa­pouschek had saved quite a lot for her pen­sion and was able to give up pros­ti­tu­tion. And since Her­mine is no longer with us, I stay with her all night. - Schröder told me very lit­tle de­tail about his care­taker, the Czech woman from Bratislava.   The only in­ter­est­ing thing for me was that the Czech woman wanted only and ex­clu­sively the mis­sion­ary po­si­tion. She whined end­lessly be­cause she had to give him a blowjob af­ter the break. She would im­me­di­ately run to the wash­basin to wash her mouth out, curs­ing all the while, if she had over­done it. Schröder found it de­light­ful and amus­ing to ejac­u­late in her mouth. That’s all I can think of at the mo­ment, In­spec­tor.” Ron wasn’t fin­ished with him yet. “You’ll have told him this and that, too. Of course, I need to know all that, and in great de­tail.”

 Ed­mund be­came un­cer­tain.  “Ronald, there wasn’t much new in­for­ma­tion I could tell him. He re­placed the wa­ter pipes in your wing, so of course he knew all of you. The pres­i­dent, Bod­nar, Rosen­blatt, Mor­gen­tau, and you, nat­u­rally. You were al­ready there when he in­stalled the pipes. Or maybe not? He knows ev­ery­one in the de­part­ment, prob­a­bly eaves­dropped on you at the cof­fee ma­chine, the ras­cal. Who was with whom, he even knew about Rosen­blatt and his daugh­ter Elli. He did most of the talk­ing; I hardly con­trib­uted any­thing. Yes, maybe I blurted out the bit about Bod­nar. That Bod­nar and Mor­gen­tau hadn’t spo­ken to each other for a week, oth­er­wise they were like love­birds. Ru­mor had it that Mor­gen­tau was hav­ing an af­fair. But I don’t know the de­tails my­self. And yes, he pricked up his ears when I said you’d been on va­ca­tion for weeks. ‘They must have fired him; no one in the CID gets that much time off, Ed­mund,’ Schröder said. I didn’t con­firm it; I would have known if some­one was fired. I’m al­ways the first to know so I can’t let them through again.” Ron glared at Ed­mund. “Is that right, about me and my leave?” Ed­mund’s eyes welled up with guile­less­ness. “Back then, no­body knew you’d been kid­napped, Ronald. And I cer­tainly wouldn’t make a big deal out of some­thing like that. No, Wall­ner even got out of his car and told me him­self that you were on leave, Ronald. And of course, I be­lieved Wall­ner. He didn’t say a word about kid­nap­ping, our se­cre­tive Pres­i­dent. I even sus­pect his wife has long since died or run off. The way Wall­ner stares at the Mor­gen­tau’s ass.”

 Ron lis­tened to Ed­mund for a while longer. He con­tin­ued ram­bling, but kept an eye on the gate and saluted ev­ery­one who was al­lowed through.  When some­one un­known stared into the empty porter’s lodge, he quickly ran over, and Ron left with­out wait­ing for Ed­mund. He went straight to the lab. Fin­ger­prints of good old Ed­mund and Frank Hal­ter, with­out a doubt. They care­fully opened the en­ve­lope; it could be a let­ter bomb. No, it wasn’t. Two pages, densely writ­ten in a child’s neat hand­writ­ing. “Copy to graphol­ogy, to file Frank J. Hal­ter,” Ron or­dered. “We don’t need the DNA. I know who wrote it. And there’s noth­ing to de­ci­pher ei­ther,” Ron said, a lit­tle dis­ap­pointed. De­vi­a­tions in per­pe­tra­tor be­hav­ior were al­ways im­por­tant. Al­ways. Only now did he go up to the de­part­ment. Mor­gen­tau pro­jected the pages onto the wall. They read the beau­ti­ful child’s hand­writ­ing.

 To the at­ten­tion of De­tec­tive In­spec­tor Ronald Hof­stät­ter

 
My dear Hof­stät­ter, the fact that the Pres­i­dent granted you such a long leave of ab­sence gave me pause for thought.  But the fact that you’re go­ing on va­ca­tion with­out your girl­friend and com­pan­ion was rather alarm­ing. What fool leaves his es­cort model at home? No, I didn’t take that ly­ing down. But it did in­ter­rupt our game, and I en­joy play­ing cat and mouse with you. Or is it more like a hare and a blood­hound for you? No, nei­ther of us are. Def­i­nitely not. I cer­tainly don’t have long ears. And you’re about as suited to be­ing a blood­hound as a post­man is to be­ing an ac­tor.

 And speak­ing of which, apro­pos, as the Eng­lish say. I’ve been ob­serv­ing your Fatme closely, pho­tograph­ing her a thou­sand times. She’s a sight to be­hold, my good­ness! I was tempted to book her for an opera out­ing, but my tuxedo is com­pletely dusty and I can’t fit into it any­more; I’ve lost a bit of weight in Kar­ling, de­spite the gym and ex­er­cise. But Fatme, I’ll keep her in mind; she’ll be a very spe­cial treat.  I’m al­ready look­ing for­ward to it.

 Well, I thought to my­self, if the hunter takes a va­ca­tion, why shouldn’t the hare also go for a rest? Yes, this will be news to you: I’m go­ing on va­ca­tion with my mother, even though there’s still a war go­ing on there. She’s dy­ing of home­sick­ness. Of course, the Pres­i­dent has al­ready found out that I’ve swapped my mother for a neigh­bor. Don’t hurt her; she’s only do­ing it be­cause she des­per­ately needs the money. She re­ally knows noth­ing, nei­ther about me nor my fam­ily, and cer­tainly noth­ing about our good deeds. So, we’re go­ing, but I prom­ise to come back.

 Pres­i­dent Wall­ner leapt from his chair. “Mor­gen­tau, straight to the Landl! To the Grey House. See if Hal­ter re­ally did es­cape!” Mor­gen­tau bolted like light­ning. Wall­ner, un­usu­ally, lit a cig­a­rette. “Back to the game!” he com­manded, but the fur­row of anger on his fore­head was burn­ing brightly.

 Well, I’m cu­ri­ous to see if you have the guts to fol­low us. I strongly ad­vise against it; the air there is thick with lead. And one more thing, since we’re on the sub­ject of lead. Mrs. Mor­gen­tau is a real scoundrel. The way she in­ter­ro­gated my mother reeks of the Gestapo. My mother cried a lot be­cause she had to con­fess to ev­ery­thing, things that re­ally have noth­ing to do with our game. I’m go­ing to have a go at her, that much is cer­tain. She wouldn’t be the first po­lice­woman I’ve stran­gled.  Yes, yes, go ahead and run to the Min­is­ter of the In­te­rior, have her put un­der guard. The cit­i­zens will feel safer with­out this un­scrupu­lous Gestapo of­fi­cer out in the open, and as you re­call, body­guards don’t se­ri­ously slow me down. I heard the poor guy died in the hos­pi­tal; it was un­in­ten­tional. Kismet.

 Of course, I won’t say how long I’ll be gone; there has to be a bit of sus­pense. I don’t even know my­self yet, or how long my mother wants to breathe the air of home. A month, a year? Who can say? I only know ex­actly how it will end. We’ll face each other like at High-Noon, both of us with our ri­fles at the ready. One will blink, one will pull the trig­ger, and one will get away. My fa­ther, Artem, would like that very much. He’ll be look­ing up from the depths of hell and bet­ting on me. And I’m not go­ing to let him lose, damn it.  I owe him that.

 Fi­nally, I’m look­ing for­ward to con­tin­u­ing the game. Un­til then, just a lit­tle pa­tience, as al­ways, your game part­ner

 Frank J. Hal­ter, the same

 Ron had read the let­ter aloud. Stand­ing, per­haps that way he could get a bet­ter over­view. He turned to his col­leagues. “Clues, lots of them. But we should do it dif­fer­ently this time, take the text as it is first and then, in the sec­ond step, ex­tract the clues.” He turned abruptly to Bod­nar and pointed at him. “Bod­nar, on what day was the in­ter­na­tional match against Den­mark?” Bod­nar swal­lowed in sur­prise, then racked his brain. Rosen­blatt blurted out, “June 28th, 0-3. The Danes re­ally gave it to us! And Elli kept dis­tract­ing me from the game, she’s to­tally go­ing through pu­berty!”  Bod­nar made a dis­mis­sive ges­ture with his hand. “Spare us the de­tails, you old in­ces­tu­ous pig!” Ron jot­ted down the date. “On this day, the Hal­ter de­liv­ered the let­ter to the gate­keeper. And I’ve al­ready in­ter­ro­gated good old Ed­mund; we should record all the de­tails. Here, this is what good old Ed­mund stated for the record.” He re­counted the con­ver­sa­tion with dear Ed­mund word for word. Only the pres­i­dent had an ob­jec­tion. “I never stare at Mor­gen­tau’s ass, gen­tle­men. I know how to be­have.” Ron grinned be­cause Wall­ner’s ears had turned bright red.

 Pres­i­dent Wall­ner looked around the room. Bod­nar, Rosen­blatt, and Hof­stät­ter looked down, em­bar­rassed. Of course, Wall­ner was al­ways star­ing at Mor­gen­tau’s ass. And there was some­thing else Wall­ner had to clar­ify.  “My wife is do­ing great, she’s stay­ing with me. Yeah, she used to have that fa­mous Czech ass, but that’s none of your busi­ness. She’s here, no mat­ter what Ed­mund makes up. She’s ly­ing on the couch, stuff­ing her­self with chips and watch­ing those un­bear­ably stupid shows and soap op­eras. A quick hello, she doesn’t take her eyes off the TV-screen, and I just can’t stand them any­more. So I go over to the neigh­bor, Lud­milla Becherowa. She’s only 46, but she was once the na­tional fig­ure skat­ing cham­pion and makes the best cof­fee in Vi­enna. The Arabs would flock here if they knew her se­cret. Where hon­est Chris­tians add a shot of grappa or plum liquor, she adds a shot of cannabis oil.” Bod­nar’s head jerks up. “Cannabis oil?” Wall­ner waves it off.  “Just re­lax, Bod­nar. Medicine from the phar­macy, with a pre­scrip­tion, all le­gal. I as­sume.” Bod­nar turns his back to him, forms a ring with his thumb and fore­fin­ger, and thrusts his other fore­fin­ger in and out with an ob­scene ges­ture. Rosen­blatt has to look away, fight­ing back a laugh.

 Wall­ner senses some­thing is amiss. He rows fran­ti­cally to es­cape the mael­strom. Ron leans against the door­frame, his fa­cial mus­cles un­der con­trol. Wall­ner des­per­ately takes the oars again. “Lud­milla is bril­liant, and for years we’ve been play­ing a game she in­vented. Some­thing like, ‘I in­ter­ro­gate you, and you’re the tac­i­turn po­lice chief I can’t get a word out of.’ A de­light­ful game, gen­tle­men. Of course, she can’t get any­thing out of me, only the most out­landish tall tales. Spicy, most of the time, Lud­milla loves to be smutty.” Wall­ner breaks off and looks from one to the other. “And you’re star­ing at her ass, at her mag­nif­i­cent Czech ass, Chief?” Bod­nar asks hyp­o­crit­i­cally. Wall­ner erupts.  “Dis­crim­i­na­tion, Bod­nar? My wife and Lud­milla both come from the Czech Re­pub­lic. They both had, or have, mag­nif­i­cent asses, my dear friend. Your Rosa would pale in com­par­i­son!” Wall­ner said tri­umphantly. Ron’s ex­pres­sion be­trayed noth­ing. He felt a cer­tain pity for his boss, whom they were mak­ing run into a wall like un­ruly mid­dle school­ers driv­ing their teacher. And it’ll end with a seized pis­ton; this en­gine was de­fec­tive.

 Wall­ner jabbed his in­dex fin­ger into Bod­nar’s lum­ber­jack chest. “You young folks, for you, sex is al­ways as­so­ci­ated with ro­mance, drama, and tears. We older folks don’t need all that stuff; a neigh­borly help­ing hand, a neigh­borly ges­ture, and gen­tle neigh­borly phys­i­cal­ity are enough, ded­i­cated solely to phys­i­cal plea­sure and com­pletely in­no­cent. You won’t un­der­stand that so quickly, Bod­nar!” Rosen­blatt fi­nally col­lapsed. “Oh, Saint An­thony!”  He whis­pered tone­lessly, “A wiry, spry pres­i­dent wedged be­tween the ath­letic thighs of the ice princess!” Rosen­blatt sup­pressed the urge to slap his thighs and roar with laugh­ter. Wall­ner had stum­bled back a step when, at Rosen­blatt’s in­ter­jec­tion, he re­al­ized he had just dropped his trousers in front of the en­tire team. The Norns, never one to shy away from a good-na­tured prank, bumped el­bows glee­fully. The youngest chirped, “Cur­tain up, next act!”

 Wall­ner’s cell phone buzzed. Very few knew this num­ber. A benev­o­lent god­dess wanted to help him out of this predica­ment. Wall­ner growled, “Yes!” and again “Yes,” and sev­eral more times. “Re­peat the name!” he barked into his phone. “Aaron? Are you ab­so­lutely sure?” He lis­tened in si­lence for a long time. “Copy it, and bring it to me at top speed!”  He turned back to Bod­nar. “Bod­nar, you’re go­ing to have a se­ri­ous talk with Rosa, and a big one! She has a vo­cab­u­lary that’s un­be­com­ing of a gov­ern­ment of­fi­cial. ‘He’s fuck­ing his mom!’ Couldn’t that be phrased less vul­garly?” Bod­nar ducked; the pres­i­dent was right. How many times had he told Rosa to at least tone it down in the writ­ten re­ports — these were of­fi­cial doc­u­ments that had been sit­ting in the ar­chives for decades. “Yes, Chief, I’m try­ing!” Bod­nar said. He wasn’t her par­ent or her chap­er­one, for cry­ing out loud!  Rosen­blatt in­ter­jected, “He’s com­mit­ting in­cest with his mother,” he said, “that’s the right and com­plete way to put it.” Bod­nar shot him a ven­omous look but re­mained silent.

 Ron had no in­ten­tion of dig­ging any fur­ther into Wall­ner’s love life. He point­edly stood in front of the pro­jec­tion screen and read Frank’s let­ter aloud again, clearly and dis­tinctly. Tem­pers had cooled; they lis­tened in­tently. The let­ter was im­por­tant, Ron made that per­fectly clear. Rosen­blatt in­ter­rupted him. “Is it true, do you have a girl­friend who works as an es­cort?” Ron an­swered calmly, be­cause Rosen­blatt didn’t seem to know. “I met Fatme dur­ing the un­der­cover op­er­a­tion, and yes, she works as an es­cort, Madame Flo­rence, Fleis­chmarkt.” Rosen­blatt took notes and nod­ded, and Ron con­tin­ued read­ing. Bod­nar’s head jerked for­ward. “He men­tions three times that he’s gone to Ukraine with his mother, maybe Odessa.” Ron nod­ded, grimly. “He just throws Odessa and Ukraine at us like that. Where he cer­tainly isn’t! Oslo, Pa­lermo, Biar­ritz, or Mi­ami are more likely.” Rosen­blatt leafed through the file. “His mother takes a life-sav­ing heart med­i­ca­tion. Yes, here it is, Atenolol. It’s only pro­duced in Italy and In­dia. So, Pa­lermo or Mum­bai?” Wall­ner in­ter­jected. “It’s a com­mon med­i­ca­tion, ev­ery phar­macy car­ries it.” Ron agreed with Wall­ner; the med­i­ca­tion wasn’t help­ing.

 Mor­gen­tau stormed into the con­fer­ence room. She bran­dished a USB stick, but the pres­i­dent took the lead. “Sit down, Rosa, and take a deep breath. Rosen­blatt, get her a cof­fee. Now, Rosa, tell me ev­ery­thing in or­der and speak like a civil ser­vant, not a street­walker. Start from the be­gin­ning.” Rosa nod­ded and took a deep breath.  “It’s true, Frank swapped his mother. When and how wasn’t clear. The woman is just scared and afraid we’ll take the money back. The of­fi­cers will bring her be­fore the mag­is­trate; she won’t get more than a warn­ing, and she can keep the money. But now to Frank. Gold-rimmed glasses and a well-forged ID, and they let Dr. Aaron Weiss­man see his client. A lawyer’s visit in the bar, all by the book. Only video, no au­dio. I’ve skimmed all the videos; he first had sex with his mother, and af­ter the swap, with the neigh­bor. The poor woman didn’t know what hit her.” Pres­i­dent Wall­ner in­ter­rupted her.  “What a bas­tard! Dr. Aaron Weiss­man is prob­a­bly one of the most de­cent lawyers; he cer­tainly wouldn’t stoop to such a cha­rade. I was in­vited to his birth­day re­cep­tion last year, with Lud­milla on my arm. His 89th or 91st birth­day. This Frank Hal­ter is a cun­ning bas­tard. He steals the iden­tity of an in­no­cent man, and it stands up to any scru­tiny. What a de­vi­ous dog!”

 Rosa con­tin­ued.  “I know that the Hal­ters are hav­ing an in­ces­tu­ous re­la­tion­ship; it’s in my re­port, in black and white. But to do it in the lawyers’ cham­bers… that bor­ders on dis­gust­ing au­dac­ity. He’s stick­ing his tongue out at us, the slimy guy. And we’re pant­ing along be­hind him, won­der­ing how he even got hold of Aaron Weiss­mann. I’ve done some rough re­search; the ex­change must have taken place on or around July 1st. That was the day the se­cu­rity guards were reg­u­larly re­lieved. Frank must have known. The new guards only saw the neigh­bor; to them, she was Mrs. Hal­ter. Dev­il­ish and per­fect. Dr. Weiss­mann… laid the good woman across the ta­ble day af­ter day, un­til Au­gust 23rd, his last visit.” Rosa looked at Wall­ner. “Did I han­dle the more risqué parts well, Mr. Pres­i­dent?” Wall­ner nod­ded, smil­ing.  “Write it down in the min­utes like that, keep it clear, and no dirty talk. We’re sworn civil ser­vants, we’re not film­ing a porno here.” Ron looked at Rosa and raised his eye­brows. “Oth­er­wise?” Rosa looked di­rectly at him.  “The Pres­i­dent or­dered me to copy the videos from the lawyers’ cham­bers. I’m up­load­ing them, the first half with Mrs. Hal­ter, the sec­ond half with the neigh­bor, a cer­tain Rachel Kerzen­docht. I in­ter­viewed her my­self; she’s very con­cerned about her rep­u­ta­tion. She cares for her bedrid­den hus­band. She’s a chaste and de­vout Jew and only has af­fairs in dire need, and only with cir­cum­cised men from the Jew­ish com­mu­nity — she has plenty of in­ter­ested par­ties there. She only did it be­cause Frank per­suaded her and gave her a large sum of money up­front. He only talked about prison-swap, not about sex­ual fa­vors; she cer­tainly would have re­fused those. I mean, she’s not even play­ing a sup­port­ing role, even though she’s very ag­i­tated and aroused be­cause she gave her­self to Frank there daily… for 52 days… Mr. Pres­i­dent. I think Frank sim­ply over­whelmed her at first, and only then did her strong sex­ual na­ture de­mand its due.”  Wall­ner nod­ded gra­ciously. “You see, Rosa, it can be done with de­cent lan­guage. Bravo!”

 Mor­gen­tau scanned Frank’s let­ter on the pro­jec­tion screen. “Ah, he wants to lead us to Ukraine, of course. I’d rather look in Green­land, you mo­ron. He’s re­ally go­ing af­ter me, though. Well, at least I know how to con­duct a suc­cess­ful in­ter­ro­ga­tion, my dear friend. And he de­liv­ered the in­cest to us postage-free, be­cause he knows when he’s lost. Poor Mrs. Hal­ter, poor Mrs. Kerzen­docht. A re­spectable Jew­ess who has to sac­ri­fice her in­no­cence. He’s not ashamed to pa­rade the old ladies naked and hu­mil­i­ated. And the way he’s go­ing af­ter your Fatme, Ron, you mustn’t take that lightly. Frank Hal­ter is a mul­ti­ple mur­derer, a cop killer, a mon­ster with­out a con­science. Fatme is now on his list, too.”

 Fatme ar­rived shortly be­fore mid­night, show­ered, and lay down next to Ron. Yes, of course, she had done it with the guest — quickly, pro­fes­sion­ally, in and out, with­out pas­sion, with­out any fuss. But Ron’s mind was else­where. He was talk­ing about Frank. She took it calmly.  “Should I be afraid, Hakim? As an es­cort, I’m in con­stant dan­ger of be­ing stran­gled by some rich id­iot. That’s what scares me. Your mass mur­derer, your Frank, can kiss my ass, for­give my blunt­ness. I go es­cort­ing with­out per­sonal pro­tec­tion; it would be ridicu­lous. Tell me when Frank’s back, and I’ll keep an eye out. More im­por­tantly, I passed my first se­mes­ter with fly­ing col­ors. That’s more im­por­tant to me than your Frank and his ram­bling pro­nounce­ments. Don’t an­nounce the at­tack, at­tack. Sun Tzu, and Frank should read the an­cient Chi­nese philoso­pher’s work more care­fully, be­cause his per­spec­tive is still rel­e­vant to­day.”

 Ron hugged her warmly. “With fly­ing col­ors, you say?” Fatme nod­ded. “Noth­ing but ‘very good,’ in ev­ery sub­ject. Ev­ery sin­gle one.” Ron stood up and got the cham­pagne from the re­frig­er­a­tor.  “I got it the day you started your ex­ams. I was so sure! And now a 10-day break, then the sec­ond se­mes­ter?” - “A 10-day break? That damn pimp booked me ev­ery night and al­ready charged the guys three times the rate I asked for the happy end­ing. If you ask me, that’s Madame Flo­rence’s in­flu­ence. She hates it when an es­cort doesn’t want a happy end­ing, the old sow. In her day, no es­cort girl would have dared to refuse.” They drank the cham­pagne; Frank and Flo­rence stayed out­side.

 Frank’s let­ter re­mained on the pro­jec­tion screen for two weeks. Frank had made his plan loud and clear. The re­main­ing women on his list plus Mor­gen­tau plus Fatme, and then High Noon. Wall­ner asked, half-jok­ingly, how good Ron was with a ri­fle. Ron waved it off.  “I carry my pis­tol ev­ery day now, and I’m ac­tu­ally quite good with it. I take the shoot­ing test with the ar­morer ev­ery Mon­day, which is only manda­tory once a year. I pre­pare metic­u­lously, Mr. Pres­i­dent.” Wall­ner nod­ded; af­ter all, he him­self had given the ar­morer per­mis­sion. Ron was a good shot, that wasn’t the is­sue. It was just this wait­ing that was ag­o­niz­ing.

 Rosen­blatt went ski­ing with his daugh­ter Elli for ten days over Christ­mas in Bad Gastein in the Salzburg re­gion. Ev­ery­one in the de­part­ment re­minded him to take his ser­vice ID and weapon. Rosen­blatt waved it off. That was ob­vi­ous, as long as Frank Hal­ter wasn’t be­hind bars, he car­ried his ser­vice weapon ev­ery day too. He sat with Ron in the cof­fee cor­ner. The older man had come to trust Ron. “What are the chances that Frank will go af­ter my Elli, Ron?” Ron thought for a while.  “I think about this ev­ery sin­gle day, Rosen­blatt. Our whole de­part­ment, all of us, are the blood­hounds hound­ing him, and will con­tinue to hound him. He’s threat­ened Mor­gen­tau and my part­ner by name, ex­plic­itly. Let’s hope he doesn’t know any­thing about Elli and Bod­nar’s daugh­ter, al­though I’m con­vinced he knows all about us. He’s thor­ough and con­sci­en­tious, he has to be.” They talked for a while longer.

 Rosen­blatt said that the whole con­dom busi­ness was get­ting on his nerves, if we could speak about per­sonal mat­ters. Ron nod­ded. Go ahead, there’s life out­side the aquar­ium, too. Rosen­blatt nod­ded de­ject­edly. “Elli’s so un­rea­son­able, she doesn’t take the con­dom thing se­ri­ously at all. And I’ll die a thou­sand deaths, Ron, if she lets us be un­rea­son­able again. Three times in the night, like an at­tack.” Ron tapped im­pa­tiently on the ta­ble. “The pill?” he asked.  Rosen­blatt shook his head in res­ig­na­tion. “The gy­ne­col­o­gist in­sists the bi­o­log­i­cal mother come along; it’s the law. And that’s im­pos­si­ble. I never want to see that bitch again.” Ron said, “You’re be­ing un­rea­son­able, Rosen­blatt. Con­doms only work if you ac­tu­ally put them on. Elli could have the pill for break­fast, and you’d have it un­der con­trol. For­get your stupid pride, take the bitch with you, and just ig­nore her. Like a fly on the back of your hand, or some­thing like that. Take the bitch with you, Rosen­blatt. A preg­nancy would be worse, wouldn’t it?” Rosen­blatt nod­ded, pale as a ghost. “My worst night­mare, Ron.” Ron leaned for­ward, em­pha­siz­ing each word. “Get the pill, Rosen­blatt, ab­so­lutely, and quickly. You have to go through with it, Rosen­blatt. For God, King, and Coun­try. Win­ston Churchill. I’m just say­ing this off the cuff; I don’t know Elli, the bitch, or your brawl.”

 Rosen­blatt pulled out his phone. “I only have nude pho­tos of both of them, sorry.” Ron looked at the pic­tures of the slut first. “Her gaze alone is a mor­tal sin, Rosen­blatt. How could you?” He flipped through the pho­tos of the slut, slowly, pic­ture by pic­ture. “I un­der­stand, that woman is def­i­nitely a vol­cano. She would have, or did, cuck­old you; I know women like that all too well.” Rosen­blatt nod­ded, crest­fallen. “Noth­ing but debts and Elli, that’s what she left me with, the slut. I’m still pay­ing off her in­stall­ments.” Ron flipped through the pages. So this was Elli. A chubby, cheeky brat, pos­ing just as provoca­tively and in­de­cently as her mother. Elli wore thick, un­flat­ter­ing glasses. The lit­tle one posed very unashamedly, wanted to chain her fa­ther with her lib­erty, and was ob­vi­ously suc­ceed­ing. Ron flipped through the pages more slowly; Elli had some­thing, that spe­cial some­thing. A girl to lose your­self in, Ron thought.  Af­ter the last pic­ture, he handed Rosen­blatt his phone. “Just don’t let Bod­nar or Mor­gen­tau see it. They’d tear you to shreds, be­cause they don’t see us as a fam­ily.” He paused for a mo­ment.  “Elli is a very pretty child, with a lot of sex ap­peal, and I can well un­der­stand why you’re tak­ing her, Rosen­blatt. Treat her well and make sure she grows up slowly and nat­u­rally. She doesn’t nec­es­sar­ily have to be­come a slut like your ex. Not if you’re a good fa­ther, Rosen­blatt.”

 “A good con­ver­sa­tion, Ron. Thanks for that. I’ll close my eyes and let the slut get the pill. For Elli, only for Elli. And of course, for God, King, and Coun­try. You’re not the only one who’s read Churchill. Only he meant it quite dif­fer­ently. Eng­lish women should close their eyes and let them­selves be made into lit­tle ba­bies, fu­ture sol­diers, for God, King, and Coun­try. But all right, I know what you mean. I should swal­low my ex’s pres­ence, for Elli’s sake. Yes, I sup­pose I should.” Rosen­blatt stood up and of­fered him his hand.  “Thanks, Ronald Hof­stät­ter. Now I know who to turn to if I need a friend.” Ron sat down again to fin­ish his cof­fee. He felt a lit­tle guilty be­cause his phone had se­cretly copied all the pho­tos and data from Rosen­blatt’s phone. An old, bad habit from his days un­der­cover. He would be study­ing the bod­ies of the slut and Elli with rel­ish for a long time, maybe even show­ing them to Fatme. She’d be amazed.

 Ron lay on his bed, watch­ing the videos from the lawyer’s of­fice chrono­log­i­cally. He con­nected his phone to the large flat screen; that was a good idea. He didn’t even know what he’d ex­pected. The only ex­tra­or­di­nary thing about in­cest was the knowl­edge of it. Tech­ni­cally, there was noth­ing spe­cial about it at all. He con­sid­ered that Mrs. Hal­ter was prob­a­bly ap­proach­ing 70, Frank was 52. He was very well-en­dowed, but Ron wasn’t par­tic­u­larly in­ter­ested in that. He tried lip-read­ing, but he wasn’t get­ting any­where.  The two of them talked, though Frank seemed to be talk­ing to her most. His lips were barely vis­i­ble; there was prob­a­bly no point in con­sult­ing Ms. Koppe, the of­fi­cial lip reader. He tuned out when Fatme came home from es­cort­ing. She was the main fo­cus; Frank and his mother could wait un­til to­mor­row.

 Fatme came out of the shower and asked what that was all about. He ex­plained. “Oh, I would have liked to see that too, but I’m al­ready too tired.” Ron nod­ded; he was barely half­way through. She could watch it to­mor­row. Fatme thought for a mo­ment. “Yes, to­mor­row af­ter­noon I’m go­ing to Dad’s to give him his money. I’ll def­i­nitely be home for din­ner; I still have to study. But we can watch it to­gether. Okay?” Ron nod­ded and hugged her gen­tly. “It’s ac­tu­ally po­lice work, in part. It’s okay with me if you want to see it too, Fatme.”  

 The next evening, Fatme came for din­ner. Ron had fried shrimp, one of her fa­vorite dishes. He just looked at her — when­ever she vis­ited Dad, she seemed like a small, vul­ner­a­ble girl. He hardly said any­thing; on such oc­ca­sions, it was the gen­tle, ten­der touches with which he showed her his love. He hadn’t asked how things were at Dad’s in a long time. He could see how vul­ner­a­ble and frag­ile she was at heart. Ron cleared the kitchen counter and lay down next to her on the bed. Frank and his mother were on the screen. Fatme gasped when she saw Frank’s gen­i­tal for the first time. “Ooooh! — And the woman, she’s his mother?” she asked, and he nod­ded. “Ac­tu­ally, I’m hop­ing to read his lips. I’m not bad at it, but he usu­ally turns away; he seems to know where the cam­era is.” He kept fast-for­ward­ing; it was al­ways the same.

 But then Fatme nudged him in the side. “That’s a dif­fer­ent woman, Hakim.” He re­wound. She re­ally did look like a dop­pel­ganger. But she def­i­nitely wasn’t his mother. Now there was an ar­gu­ment, but Frank re­lent­lessly un­dressed her. She was a few years younger than his mother, her body ra­di­at­ing sex ap­peal. If he paused the im­age, he could even see her tears. Her body lan­guage was de­fen­sive, but she couldn’t stop Frank. She cov­ered her face with her hands when she saw his gen­i­tal.  “The woman says,” Fatme com­mented, “she says she’s never been with an un­cir­cum­cised man. A proper Jew­ish woman only does it with cir­cum­cised men, even when cheat­ing. And look, he pulls his fore­skin all the way back and talks to her, sim­ply slap­ping his big thing into her hand. Look how she rolls her eyes! Dis­gusted yet cu­ri­ous, she feels the fore­skin, pulling and turn­ing it, be­cause she’s never seen any­thing like it. She shakes her head, no, she’s never had an un­cir­cum­cised man in­side her! Look how he grins as he slides the fore­skin back and forth, and a glim­mer of un­der­stand­ing crosses her face as she re­al­izes that this is how un­cir­cum­cised men mas­tur­bate. Hes­i­tantly, she takes his cock in her hand again, slid­ing the fore­skin back and forth, un­cer­tain and con­fused. She ges­tures to him that it’s much too big! No, she wouldn’t go for that! But he con­vinces her with his  Charm, we can see that clearly. Now, now she’s let­ting her shoul­ders slump. He’s won!” Fatme’s face con­torted in dis­gust.

 Kerzen­docht and Weiss­mann had to work hard to force it into her hole. They both had to work to­gether dili­gently un­til he got it where he wanted it. Ron re­wound sev­eral times, care­fully ex­am­in­ing the se­quence. So this was the chaste Mrs. Kerzen­docht, and she seemed to be putting up a tiny bit of re­sis­tance against Frank, but she didn’t stand a chance. He watched it frame by frame and found the mo­ment when she gave in, or yielded to her own pow­er­ful urges. That mo­ment couldn’t be a tri­umph for Frank. She looked at him un­com­pre­hend­ingly dur­ing the happy end­ing; she should have taken much more time, she seemed to be say­ing. They whis­pered for an­other half hour, then got dressed again.  No chance of read­ing the lip move­ments.

 Fatme lay on his lap as the next round played. “All I could see was that he took her against her will. You found the mo­ment she gave up. For the woman, it was noth­ing but an or­deal, not a mo­ment of plea­sure. I can em­pathize with her sit­u­a­tion quite well, Hakim.” She thought for a mo­ment. “I don’t know why she re­signed her­self to her fate. Emo­tion­ally, I would clas­sify it as rape, even though he didn’t raise his hand. He cer­tainly forced her, I’m con­vinced of that.” Ron and Fatme con­tin­ued watch­ing the videos. Ms. Kerzen­docht be­came more and more open with each pass­ing day. It was clear to see that she was be­com­ing more and more in­volved and driven by her own sex­ual de­sire. Fatme had seen enough; Ron fast-for­warded and re­wound, only check­ing spo­rad­i­cally. Not the slight­est piece of in­for­ma­tion emerged that would give this crim­i­nal case a twist or a push.  Ron was some­what sad­dened by how de­pen­dent the good woman had be­come on her own sex­ual urges. Frank had driven her to the point where she threw her­self at him like a cheap hussy, de­mand­ing his plea­sure. It was en­tirely Frank’s fault. In 52 days, he had man­aged to turn a re­spectable, shy wife into a cheap slut.

 Rosen­blatt had re­turned from his ski­ing hol­i­day. Stand­ing by the cof­fee ma­chine, he mut­tered to Ron that the pill had worked and Elli had be­come more rea­son­able.

 One day af­ter an­other slipped by, the snow melted. It be­came Feb­ru­ary, then March. Ron looked at the nude pho­tos of the slut and lit­tle Elli again and again. A feast for the eyes, noth­ing more.

 Fatme was very down­cast. “Dad will die soon, I can feel it, Hakim. He’s not ill, no, it’s not like that. He’s just old, life is seep­ing away like the air from a de­flated bal­loon. Ever since Mom died, he’s clung to me as if I were his wife. But I’m not, even though I give him ev­ery­thing to make him feel like a real man. But his life is slip­ping through my fin­gers like sand. Can you see my grief, Hakim?” Ron hugged her tightly. “Yes, my love, I feel it ev­ery day. At the same time, I know there’s noth­ing I can do. I can only ask you to spend ev­ery free mo­ment with him. I don’t want you to won­der later if you shouldn’t have been closer to him, if you should have been with him more.” Fatme looked up at him.  “Hakim, I know how in­se­cure you felt about our fa­ther-daugh­ter re­la­tion­ship. You trusted me to al­ways love you. I could never ex­plain to you what my fa­ther means to me. He was the first man I was al­lowed to lie down next to. He was the one who silently pushed his plate to­wards me when I was hun­gry. Yes, he was also the one who sold me to the pimp. But only to save Mom and me from starv­ing to death. He didn’t take a sin­gle coin for him­self. He didn’t drink the money away. He bought me clothes and makeup so I could please the men and bring home money. He cared for Mom bet­ter than any nurse, he ac­com­pa­nied her with love and care as she died. He never vi­o­lated me, he held me close and loved me like no other man ever did. That’s my fa­ther, Hakim.”

 Ron could only love her, could only keep her on her path. In a few months, she would fin­ish her sec­ond se­mes­ter.  She vis­ited Papa ev­ery other day, or ev­ery day if she could. She stud­ied as hard as she could to keep the af­ter­noons free, and she per­formed many happy end­ings to bring Papa money and buy him nice gifts. Ron cooked her a fine din­ner ev­ery evening and held her silently in his arms. She was more vul­ner­a­ble and frag­ile than ever. She was so grate­ful to him for it; she had enough time to shower and make her­self beau­ti­ful for the job, for the chang­ing, face­less men. She went through the mo­tions, right up to the happy end­ing, with ease and quiet au­toma­tism. The men melted in the arms of such a vul­ner­a­ble, sad beauty. Her sad­dest time was her most pro­fes­sion­ally suc­cess­ful. Madame Flo­rence shook her ugly head; this girl was pure gold and brought in gold, seven nights a week. No, she couldn’t be per­suaded to work on af­ter­noons for Madame.  Not for all the money in the world.

 She rested in Ron’s arms, face­less men drift­ing past her mind’s eye. “How I wish that Papa would die be­tween my thighs. In a mo­ment of great­est hap­pi­ness. He shouldn’t die so mis­er­ably like an old dog. He wouldn’t de­serve that.” Ron stroked her hip. “Yes, I know, my love. I hope you can wrest that from your aunts. They’ll do any­thing to make you and him suf­fer a lot.” Ron held his breath. It was im­proper to in­ter­fere in their fam­ily af­fairs. But Fatme nod­ded silently and wept her grief into his armpit.
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   Span­ish In­ter­mezzo

 by István Rudas © 2026 

 
 The Forster cou­ple, Chris and Rox­ane Forster from Vi­enna, ar­rived at Al­i­cante Air­port at mid­day. Chris picked up the rental car and they drove to Las Pal­maretes, about an hour’s drive north­east of Al­i­cante, near Cala d’Or. The lo­cal Cata­lans had nick­named the small set­tle­ment “Man­hat­tan” be­cause it was largely pop­u­lated by Amer­i­cans.  House num­ber 17 be­longed to Artem Galeb­nikov, but of course, a straw man was listed in the land reg­istry. The Forsters had ar­rived from Vi­enna in the sum­mer: Rox­ane Forster, 68, and her hus­band Chris Forster, 50, a re­tiree. Frankie was a sea­soned op­er­a­tor, and no one could doubt the au­then­tic­ity of their new iden­ti­ties and doc­u­ments. Chris Forster had opened an ac­count with €250,000 at Caixa Bank, which should be enough for a nice, long va­ca­tion.

 The Forsters fit in well with the neigh­bor­hood; they were quiet and un­ob­tru­sive. If Chris hadn’t thrown a bar­be­cue party for the neigh­bors in the gen­er­ously sized gar­den dur­ing the first week, no one would have taken any no­tice of the new­com­ers. Once a week, the cou­ple drove to San Joan d’Ala­cant, re­turn­ing from the small town fully loaded with sup­plies for a week in their dirty brown elec­tric car.

 He had drained the pool at the back of the house and cov­ered it.  The sandy beach was right in front of the house. Of course, it wasn’t a pri­vate beach; they weren’t Onas­sis. But Chris bathed and swam sev­eral times a day in the clean wa­ters of the Mediter­ranean. Few neigh­bors shared Chris’s en­thu­si­asm for the Mediter­ranean, so he was usu­ally alone and mostly bathed naked. Rox­ane usu­ally waded into the wa­ter up to her navel in the late af­ter­noon, be­cause by then the surf had calmed to a gen­tle rip­ple, and the lit­tle fish swam over to Rox­ane to nib­ble at her skin and pussy. She gig­gled be­cause the lit­tle mouths tick­led her pussy so de­li­ciously, and she shud­dered with in­no­cent lust. Chris, who loved to tin­ker with the gas grill, con­jured up sand­wiches with fried food for lunch and al­ways a lav­ish meal in the evening. He loved cook­ing and grilling and was re­ally good at it; Rox­ane only took care of the strong morn­ing cof­fee with crois­sants and the large ther­mos of ice-cold lemon­ade for the day.  They only drank wine in the evenings.

 Frank Hal­ter had placed his fa­ther Artem’s busi­ness, and later his own, in the hands of ca­pa­ble lieu­tenants when he was ar­rested and im­pris­oned. He had plenty of time to get his af­fairs in or­der. Dur­ing his years in prison, he had lit­tle con­tact with the lieu­tenants, and af­ter his re­lease, he had no time at all and, frankly, lit­tle de­sire. He was on the warpath, highly fo­cused and for­ward-think­ing. He had se­cretly got­ten his mother out of prison. He couldn’t help but grin. It was a small mas­ter­piece, metic­u­lously planned and ex­e­cuted with nerves of steel. He hid his mother in the trade union ho­tel in Sem­mer­ing and con­tin­ued the cha­rade as Dr. Aaron Weiss­mann for five weeks. It was thrilling to be able to amuse him­self with the good Kerzen­docht for over a month on the lawyer’s ta­ble. In the Grey House, the prison, right un­der the noses of the jus­tice sys­tem.  That was a blast!

 In the evenings, the Forsters sat in front of the house and watched the sun­set, which was es­pe­cially beau­ti­ful in this cor­ner of the world. “Your grand­mother, Jes­sipowa, was a real piece of trash. She com­pletely ru­ined and cor­rupted my poor Artem, Chris.” She al­ways called him by his new name, just to be safe. She let the yel­lowed pages con­tain­ing Artem’s life story fall to the floor. “I found it dis­tress­ing from the be­gin­ning that you had your grand­fa­ther’s mid­dle name. Jes­sipow wasn’t a good man; he was a drunk, a pimp, a thug, and a mur­derer. You al­ways claimed that know­ing the tribe you came from meant some­thing to you. No, Chris, you sprang from my loins, and you have noth­ing of Jes­sipow’s. Noth­ing at all.”

 Chris placed his glass of ratafia, a lo­cal herbal liqueur, on the small ta­ble. “We’ll never agree on this, Rox­ane. I am the son of Artem, the son of Yesipov. That’s sim­ply who I am. I’m not the son of no one, the son of a no­body. You were a highly sought-af­ter woman back then, could have con­ceived with any­one, but Artem is truly my fa­ther.” Rox­ane sighed deeply. “Yes, I was Artem’s whore for many years; he wanted it that way. I never hid that from you. And of course, you are Artem’s bi­o­log­i­cal son and not the bas­tard child of my sex­ual es­capades. I knew ways and means to con­ceive you only with Artem.” They both stared at the small rip­ple against the sandy beach.

 Rox­ane placed Artem’s life con­fes­sion on the small ta­ble and picked up her glass of rosé.  “Chris, I never asked you about Frankie’s plans, and frankly, I don’t want to know the de­tails. The po­lice­woman would just beat me out of it again. But I never un­der­stood why you kept up this cha­rade in my prison for so long. You com­pletely ru­ined poor Rachel; you turned her into a slut. I talk to her ev­ery week. We used to be friends, but I’m dev­as­tated and very sad that she’s now a slut who falls into ev­ery­one’s arms.”

 Chris swirled his shot glass in his hand. He was think­ing.  “I can tell you two things about the whys and where­fores, Rox­ane, but I don’t know if that will help you. Well, firstly, it was a game with the po­lice. Just imag­ine Pres­i­dent Jo­hannes Wall­ner’s face. How his eyes would al­most pop out of his head when he re­al­ized my trick, my sub­sti­tu­tion. To imag­ine his stupid as­ton­ish­ment, that’s pure magic, Rox­ane. Pure magic. Sec­ondly, I have to con­fess, Rachel Kerzen­docht was your friend, but I didn’t think much of her. That big­oted at­ti­tude, that heart-wrench­ing con­cern for sick Kerzen­docht, it al­ways re­pelled me. But with shorter hair and the prison uni­form, she was the per­fect dou­ble. Yes, I only used her sex­u­ally, I don’t deny that at all. On the one hand, she was a small, unas­sum­ing mouse, like most good Jew­ish women are. Back then, she wasn’t even aware that she had a mag­nif­i­cent, hun­gry body, with all the trim­mings. But I felt it the very first time, in Rachel. A sex­u­ally re­pressed vol­cano lay dor­mant. I did my best to bring this vol­cano to the sur­face and make it erupt with all its power. I suc­ceeded, and I had a lot of fun with her sexy body. I don’t deny that ei­ther. That’s who I am, Rox­ane, you know it bet­ter than any­one.”

 Tears glis­tened in Rox­ane’s eyes. “She was so sweet, so chaste, so in­no­cent. And you ru­ined her, cor­rupted her for­ever. Just for fun. You don’t even re­al­ize what kind of per­son you’ve be­come, Chris. Rachel was just a pil­low to you; her be­ing, her char­ac­ter, didn’t ap­peal to you in the slight­est, let alone in­ter­est you. I’m sad, Chris, sad­der than I’ve been in a long time.” She an­grily wiped away the tears.  “And now Sarah is your prey, you’re stalk­ing her like a hun­gry tiger. She’s young and very pretty, ad­mit­tedly, not mar­ried long, and you’re go­ing to run her over like a steam­roller.” Frankie’s head jerked up. “Rox­ane, I’m not the tiger, not by a long shot. Sarah’s on my heels and I’m hold­ing back pre­cisely be­cause she’s so pure and faith­ful. But she’s the one driv­ing me.” Chris took a good swig of liquor. “Rox­ane, I be­long to you, to you alone. We make love ev­ery night be­cause we have a unique re­la­tion­ship. A re­la­tion­ship stronger than a fling with some Long Is­land chick.” Chris leaned for­ward and hugged her. “Rox­ane, I want to be with you for life. Un­til my last breath.” Rox­ane loved the way he hugged her. She’d loved it since he was born.

 Chris had told the truth. He hadn’t started the tryst; Sarah Stein from Long Is­land had. She had set up a deck chair and was watch­ing Chris swim in the ocean. She had no in­ten­tion of do­ing any­thing with him; she had cho­sen a dis­creet bikini be­cause she was a shy and faith­ful wife. She had grown up in cramped con­di­tions in the Bronx and con­verted to Ju­daism when she mar­ried old Mr. Stein, who, un­for­tu­nately, wasn’t a pas­sion­ate lover and pri­mar­ily had his mind on the stock ex­change, where he com­muted ev­ery morn­ing to work as a trader. She may have only plea­sured her hus­band with her mouth, but she never looked left or right. An af­fair would de­stroy her princess-like life in an in­stant. Stein showed no mercy; the di­vorce pa­pers, (Jew­ish Di­vorce Doc­u­ment / Se­fer Kritut) com­plete with sig­na­ture, were surely al­ready pre­pared and tucked away in a drawer or his safe. No, Sarah wasn’t like that; she didn’t look left or right, she only looked straight ahead.  Where naked Chris swam, part­ing the waves with his pow­er­ful arms.

  Sarah let out a whis­tle of ap­pre­ci­a­tion as Chris came ashore naked. “Ado­nis, Diony­sus, and the Faun all rolled into one, Chris. It must have been the god­desses who en­dowed you so well.” Chris laughed, slightly em­bar­rassed, and came closer. “You’re Sarah Stein, aren’t you?” he bab­bled, pick­ing up the thread of the con­ver­sa­tion. “I’m afraid I don’t know which three guys you’re talk­ing about, Sarah. I hope they’re de­cent peo­ple and not gang­sters.” Sarah smiled gen­tly. “Non­sense, peo­ple from an­cient Greek mythol­ogy, a hobby of mine.” Chris nod­ded and sat down op­po­site her in the sand. He still didn’t care that she was se­cretly glanc­ing at his crotch.  “An­cient Greek stuff, yeah, sure. They never men­tioned it at my school, or I was just asleep. Or both, if you like. Gods and god­desses? No fight­ing, no mur­der and may­hem? No ac­tion?”

 Sarah laughed brightly. Lit­tle did she know she was hooked. “Mur­der and may­hem, ac­tion? Plenty, Chris, tons! It only be­came peace­ful when all the gods and god­desses were dead at the end. It was quiet, deathly quiet. Then the hu­mans raised their voices, roared their bat­tle cries, be­cause they now felt like gods. And bashed each other’s heads in. So no, an­cient mythol­ogy is more ex­cit­ing than any Rambo movie, my dear!” Sarah nod­ded at his pe­nis. “Is it a curse or a bless­ing?” Chris blinked for two ticks.  “I never read com­plaint let­ters; I throw them away im­me­di­ately. He’s noth­ing spe­cial. A faith­ful com­pan­ion, I can’t com­plain.” His grin was down­right cheeky. Re­ally cheeky. Sarah looked down. “I’ve only been mar­ried a short time, not even a year. And my hus­band’s com­pan­ion is con­sid­er­ably more mod­est and lazy, tac­i­turn, so to speak.” She gig­gled at the dou­ble en­ten­dre. “Tac­i­turn. Lazy in my mouth.” She clapped her hand over her mouth. “I didn’t mean to be in­dis­creet, Chris. It just slipped out. Yes, some­times it slips out of my mouth,” she added with a dou­ble en­ten­dre. Now she blushed deeply, the red­ness spread­ing from her cheeks and ears down to her bikini top.

 Chris rolled his eyes and grinned again. “It might not be ex­actly what the Bible says, but it does say that ev­ery­one serves the Lord in their own way.” He looked at her cu­ri­ously.  “You serve your Lord with your mouth, which is very com­mend­able for us Chris­tians, per­haps for you Sab­bath-go­ers as well. Am I to un­der­stand that you’re still a vir­gin, Sarah?” Sarah held up ten fin­gers in in­dig­na­tion. “Non­sense, Chris. My step­brother…” she paused. “Never mind, I’m def­i­nitely not a vir­gin any­more, sir!” Her mock in­dig­na­tion made them both laugh. She be­came se­ri­ous again. “It’s some­how your fault, Chris, that I tell you my bed­room se­crets like a silly school­girl. At 24, I’m no school­girl, def­i­nitely not. Does your wife still fall for your charm, Chris?” His eyes slid across the sea and lin­gered on Sarah’s face. “My wife? She’s in a higher league than me, Sarah. Some­times I act around her like a 14-year-old go­ing through pu­berty.”

 They chat­ted for an­other hour. With flushed cheeks, she ex­plained to him what she meant by fel­la­tio. No, Mr. Stein had never truly taken her in his arms like a man; his pow­ers sim­ply weren’t up to that any­more. But he des­per­ately wanted a child, a son, an heir. “So we made a con­vo­luted ar­range­ment. Derek, my step­brother, would be the sperm donor. Of course, I never told my hus­band that Derek was my step­brother and that we’d been do­ing this since we were kids. Derek had to sign a con­tract. Mr. Stein ex­plained it to him. “You are re­lin­quish­ing all rights of pa­ter­nity. You’ll re­ceive $100 for each sperm do­na­tion, gen­er­ously.” Derek signed, and since then we’ve been work­ing dili­gently on hav­ing a son. Derek comes three or four times a week, the dear fel­low. Mr. Stein sits on the edge of the bed with a sour ex­pres­sion, count­ing ev­ery sin­gle shot do­na­tion. Derek takes the money and qui­etly dis­ap­pears, and I lean over my hus­band’s lap. You’ll prob­a­bly de­spise me, Chris, for sac­ri­fic­ing my dig­nity for my hus­band’s son.”

 Chris had smiled broadly, but now he was se­ri­ous again. “How could I de­spise you or your hus­band? He made a Solomon-like de­ci­sion, and not to your dis­ad­van­tage. Even if you’ve known and loved Derek since he was a child, the sperm do­na­tion it­self is also for your plea­sure!” Sarah couldn’t look him in the eye.  “Yes, there’s some­thing to that. I cheer and ju­bilee ev­ery time I get a sperm do­na­tion, so my hus­band keeps track. I re­ally en­joy it; it’s not about sup­ple­ment­ing Derek’s pocket money.” Chris stood up; he wanted to go back in the wa­ter. Sarah stood up hes­i­tantly. She dropped her bikini and fol­lowed him.

 Hand in hand, they waded out. When the wa­ter reached their hips, he took her. Her eyes were wide with won­der, but then she helped him to force him into her­self. Sarah let her­self fall back­ward, float­ing lightly and grace­fully above the realm of the sea god. Po­sei­don per­formed the task, steadily and pow­er­fully, with great dig­nity. When it was over, she stood up and hugged Chris. “Mr. Stein can keep those 300 dol­lars,” she joked. Chris wasn’t un­happy with how things were go­ing.  Of course, he would tell Rox­ane af­ter din­ner, but with a clear con­science.

 He found Rox­ane with a tear-stained face and red­dened eyes. “I spoke with Rachel on the phone. We cried to­gether be­cause she was in­cred­i­bly sad that she meant so lit­tle to Dr. Weiss­mann. Ev­ery woman, even the low­est street­walker, has her dig­nity, the thing that holds her body and soul to­gether. And you tram­pled on her dig­nity for six weeks. She can’t for­give you, and most of all, she can’t for­give her­self. Bro­ken hearts lie to the left and right of your path be­cause you can’t help it, Chris.”

 She perked up again when Chris told her how Sarah Stein had hunted him down and brought him down. Yes, she laughed up­roar­i­ously as he re­counted the con­ver­sa­tion about fel­la­tio and Sarah’s var­i­ous tech­niques in vivid and col­or­ful de­tail.  Chris shook his head; no, tech­ni­cally the old man had never taken her, he just couldn’t. Rox­ane laughed un­til she cried be­cause Chris de­scribed Sarah’s fel­la­tio so vividly and in­tensely, as if he’d been right there. Rox­ane slapped her thighs as she laughed. “Well, I would never have been sat­is­fied with just that of­fer­ing of lips; I would have pounced on him and de­voured him whole!” She wiped her tears of laugh­ter away with the back of her hand.  But Rox­ane’s jaw dropped open as Chris re­counted the bizarre ar­range­ment. “What a cun­ning lit­tle minx, by my soul! Let­ting her own brother wait on her hand and foot while her hus­band sits by like a mis­er­able wretch, count­ing the sperm do­na­tions. 100 dol­lars a shot, you said? My boy, I’m too old for this era, be­cause that wouldn’t have hap­pened in my day! The thought makes me seem old-fash­ioned, oh my God! I never wanted to be old-fash­ioned, and cer­tainly not to ap­pear old-fash­ioned!”

 Chris had to cheer her up quickly, so he told her how Po­sei­don had tossed the girl be­fore him like drift­wood. Rox­ane grinned again. “The first time the hunted rab­bit has eaten the tiger!” Rox­ane ad­mired and en­vied the young girl. “Oh, Rox­ane, she’s noth­ing spe­cial, noth­ing ex­cit­ing. A nice di­ver­sion while swim­ming, that’s all.” Rox­ane was vis­i­bly re­as­sured.  She al­lowed her boy a lit­tle va­ri­ety. “I’m so glad I have a son and not a daugh­ter. I wouldn’t have had any fun with such a cun­ning hussy. A harpy like that would have killed me long ago.” Chris asked what a harpy was.

 The news from Vi­enna prompted Chris to set up a con­fer­ence call with two of the lieu­tenants. Nat­u­rally, they used code words for po­lice, bribes and ev­ery­thing else. In case any­one was lis­ten­ing. Ger­not and Jan, the Pole, were au­di­bly in a bad mood. “The Rus­sians and the Asians are putting our busi­ness un­der a lot of pres­sure, Boss.” Chris ob­jected to that form of ad­dress. “We’re not film­ing some Hol­ly­wood block­buster here. And as for the com­pe­ti­tion, get cre­ative. At­tack is still the best form of de­fense. Put a few heads on the skew­ers, and that’ll take care of things. Guys, I’m stuck here in Biar­ritz, so you’ll have to man­age with­out me.” “Biar­ritz?” Ger­not and Jan asked si­mul­ta­ne­ously. “We thought you were in Mi­ami, Chief.” Chris was about to ex­plode, in­sist­ing he wasn’t the chief ei­ther, but then he thought bet­ter of it.  “Guys, you’re the chiefs now, es­pe­cially you, Ger­not. I cer­tainly won’t be able to join you be­fore Au­gust or Sep­tem­ber. So, take the reins and crack down hard, okay?”

 Ger­not au­di­bly gasped for air. “Au­gust, Sep­tem­ber? Well, that’s how it is then. There’s some­thing else, boss. Ev­ery day, one cop or an­other shows up, gropes our girls, and de­mands your at­ten­tion like a ma­niac. They’re get­ting bolder and bolder, more and more de­mand­ing. They stopped be­liev­ing our story about you hav­ing busi­ness in Prague a long time ago.” Chris only hes­i­tated for a mo­ment.  “Al­right, let your­selves be in­ter­ro­gated and threat­ened, it’s sup­posed to sound cred­i­ble. And then whis­per un­der your breath that I’m re­cov­er­ing from my gun­shot wounds in Mi­ami, Biar­ritz, or wher­ever. Give them a good old-fash­ioned shootout, let me bleed and limp away. I need rest, sun­shine, and a hot nurse. Okay? Yeah, yeah, it’ll all work out.”

 Jan, the silent one, spoke up. “Boss, the cops are re­lent­lessly search­ing for you, Ger­not al­ready pointed out. They claim you killed a dozen women. A dozen, yeah. Is there any truth to that, boss?” Chris shifted on the park bench. “Jan, don’t be an id­iot. I buy women, I sell them, and if they’re pretty, I take them. Me, killing women? What’s the point? What would I get out of it?”  Chris waited to see if his ar­gu­ments were hav­ing any ef­fect. Af­ter a while, Jan con­tin­ued. “The cops are go­ing door-to-door with this story, it’s no laugh­ing mat­ter, Chief. Our girls are com­pletely thrown off by all this cop talk. They’re afraid of you, a dif­fer­ent kind of fear than usual, Chief. They’re read­ing the news­pa­pers too, and there have been some un­solved mur­ders of women re­cently.” Chris had to dig deeper into his bag of tricks. “Yeah, there’s a po­lice­woman, small and vi­cious like a ter­rier. She’s be­hind all this, she’s sic­c­ing the cops on you.” Jan huffed. “Yeah, that’s right, she’s al­ways around, a real wild thing, that jew­ish po­lice­woman, Chief!” Chris was gain­ing the up­per hand. “She blames me for not get­ting what she wanted from our lit­tle fling. Not at all. She hurled the nas­ti­est Yid­dish in­sults at me and swore I’d re­gret my mother ever giv­ing birth to me.”  He waited anx­iously to see if the seed would sprout. He heard Ger­not say to Jan, “That’ll sort things out. A frigid woman is just as fierce as a spurned one. That ex­plains a lot, Jan.” Ger­not took the mi­cro­phone again. “Boss, we un­der­stand. We’ll send the cops some­where, maybe to Vi­en­tiane or Bangkok; that’s where the nests with the pret­ti­est nurses are.”

 Rox­ane waited un­til Frank got out of the wa­ter, where Sarah was al­ready wait­ing for him. Rox­ane zoomed in with her cell phone cam­era and fixed it to the ve­randa rail­ing. As she had done so many times be­fore, she filmed Frank fuck­ing the lovely Sarah on the beach. Rox­ane’s lust raged in her womb as Frank’s pow­er­ful cock parted Sarah’s labia. Rox­ane loved this mo­ment when her son rammed his cock into the girl’s cunt with a firm thrust. Yes, he re­ally rammed it in; he liked that very much, and Sarah’s protests could be heard all the way to the ve­randa. Rox­ane stared mes­mer­ized at the mag­ni­fied gen­i­tals on the screen. She stared on the screen and Frank fucked Sarah three times in a row in the sand. His balls bounced up and down as he came in­side her. Rox­ane waited a lit­tle while, then ran naked into the wa­ter. She stood with her legs spread as the wa­ter reached her navel. The fish came and nib­bled at her in­ner thighs and her cunny. She closed her eyes, re­lived the joy­ful, wild fuck­ing of Frankie and Sarah. The small fishes con­tin­ued to nib­ble at her sen­si­tive in­ner thighs and her spead cunny. She parted her labia with her hand to let the tiny fish near her most in­ti­mate place. Her fin­ger gen­tly rubbed her throb­bing clit, and she shud­dered slightly in or­gasm. She didn’t mas­tur­bate as of­ten as she for­merly used to, but here, in the shal­low wa­ter, watched only by the tiny fishes, there was some­thing spe­cial about it! She briefly sub­merged her­self to cool her flushed face, then strolled back to the porch.

 Two hours later, Chris sat on the sand, Sarah ly­ing across his lap af­ter their fourth cop­u­la­tion of the af­ter­noon.  Af­ter his third ejac­u­la­tion, she had brought his pe­nis back to an erec­tion with her mouth, lips and tongue, and then she had rid­den him. Wildly and un­re­strainedly, she slid her cunt up and down his long shaft, her but­tocks danc­ing wildly and de­mand­ingly, as this was one of her fa­vorite po­si­tions.

 Chris couldn’t let go of the con­ver­sa­tion with Ger­not and Jan. Hof­stät­ter and his gang were still on his trail. He looked around; Las Pal­maretes and Man­hat­tan were as quiet and peace­ful as ever. Sarah came to swim and shag ev­ery day, which was very nice, but hadn’t she long sus­pected that the Forsters were fake? That their in­con­spic­u­ous­ness was just a cover?  He had to make a de­ci­sion, per­haps even cut his va­ca­tion short?

 Rox­ane ini­tially said noth­ing when he brought it up over their evening drinks. “Do I still have time to pack my suit­case?” she asked. He said 48 hours; they would take the mid­day flight from Al­i­cante. If she agreed, he could book it right away. Rox­ane said she would call Rachel and ask her to fill the re­frig­er­a­tor, as they wouldn’t land in Vi­enna un­til the evening. Chris looked at her, per­plexed. “No, Mother, ab­so­lutely not! There’s a cop sit­ting on our porch, and if Rachel sud­denly shows up, we’re done for. They’ve never con­nected Rachel with us, and that’s for the best. No, please keep ev­ery­thing to your­self, and don’t even say good­bye to our neigh­bors here. We’ll just get in the car and leave. That’s the right way.” Rox­ane thought for a mo­ment, pro­cess­ing his words. “I un­der­stand com­pletely, Frankie. We’re sail­ing incog­nito.” He nod­ded.  “The Forsters are land­ing in Schwechat air­port, with­out a wel­com­ing com­mit­tee. We’ll take a taxi and dis­ap­pear into the dark­ness of the night, first to a ho­tel. I’ll find out when you can come back to our house. The next day the cops will be back, your Gestapo woman will give you a real grilling. - Yes, you were with me in Spain, but you don’t know ex­actly which back­wa­ter. Don’t ex­ag­ger­ate, don’t make up long sto­ries. Just say how sim­ply and mod­estly we lived here. They’ll check ev­ery­thing and they’ll find our traces. Screw it, Man­hat­tan will never see us again. Please don’t take any sou­venirs, they’ll rum­mage through your lug­gage like pigs. I’ll trans­fer your pho­tos to the hard drive, and you’ll get them back when the dust set­tles. Rox­ane, the va­ca­tion ends to­mor­row. It was lovely, we had each other for a few quiet months. But the day af­ter to­mor­row it’s back to ev­ery­day life, ev­ery­day life full of cops. Just like be­fore.” 

 “I love you very much, Rox­ane, and this love be­longs to us, only to us.”

 Rox­ane looked at him grate­fully. “And what do I do about Rachel?” Frankie looked at her very se­ri­ously. “Mother, she’s your friend, I didn’t quite grasp that back then. When we get home, let her stay overnight. I prom­ise you, I’ll re­store her dig­nity, lit­tle by lit­tle, ev­ery night, in in­stall­ments. Now that I know how much she means to you.” Rox­ane nod­ded, her eyes half-closed. “Okay, I un­der­stand. Yes, maybe you can fix this mess. She’ll melt in your arms, I’m sure of it. I won’t stand in your way; I know how charm­ing you are when you want to be. But don’t ex­pect any­thing from me; I won’t touch my friend. You know I’m not les­bian enough. Or - am I?”  Rox­ane was com­pletely flus­tered; for the first time, these friv­o­lous, ob­scene im­ages had flashed through her mind. “I don’t know, I’ve never thought about it be­fore. Rachel is 15 years younger than me, barely over 50. I’m a lit­tle hes­i­tant; her friend­ship is more im­por­tant to me than that fleet­ing mo­ment.” Rox­ane sank into dull brood­ing. Only when Artem ex­plic­itly or­dered it had she hugged and fucked a woman to pieces, quite a few in fact. But it had al­ways felt alien to her.

 The thought of Rachel haunted her that night. Of course, she had of­ten seen Rachel naked, her trem­bling fin­gers trac­ing her skin. And of course, she had re­peat­edly told Rachel she had a beau­ti­ful body with tremen­dous sex ap­peal. But Rachel had only laughed shyly and let Rox­ane suck on her sen­si­tive nip­ples. Rox­ane loved to arouse her girl­friend by stroking and squeez­ing her full breasts, by mak­ing her teats stiff with her lips, suck­ing on them and bit­ing them un­til her girl­friend had to mas­tur­bate out of lust. But they never did it right; they were far too fear­ful and  em­bar­rassed.

 The friend­ship with Rachel was truly some­thing spe­cial. Rachel had once asked her if she would help her wash the half-par­a­lyzed Kerzen­docht. He,  Kerzen­docht, was al­most com­pletely blind and by now al­most com­pletely par­a­lyzed. The old man was only 51, younger than his wife, but he had been bedrid­den for ten years. Rachel had rid­den him or given him oral sex dur­ing the first few years, but he wanted va­ri­ety. Rachel agreed and pro­cured this or that neigh­bor for him to ride, and that made the poor fel­low very happy. So they stood naked on ei­ther side of his bed, un­dressed him, and washed him care­fully. Rachel had left it to her to wash and then to mas­tur­bate Kerzen­docht’s pe­nis, be­cause Rox­ane had once sighed about how much she loved penises. 

 Rox­ane was sur­prised that Kerzen­docht’s pe­nis had hardly any fore­skin left, so rad­i­cally had the old Jew been cir­cum­cised. Rachel moist­ened his pe­nis with her mouth, be­cause Rox­ane had a spe­cial tech­nique: she rubbed his pe­nis firmly up and down, while at the same time her thumb con­stantly cir­cled his glans. Rox­ane’s with­ered breasts trem­bled with the ef­fort with which she rubbed the cock firmly and mer­ci­lessly, for well over half an hour.  She gasped that he was ready, and Rachel then put her lips around her hus­band’s cock while Rox­ane con­tin­ued rub­bing with­out paus­ing. When his cock be­gan to twitch des­per­ately, Rachel placed her hus­band’s fin­gers on Rox­ane’s vulva and took his cock deep into her mouth. The blind man groped the stranger woman’s vulva, and as soon as he found her clit, he ejac­u­lated deep into Rachel’s mouth. Rachel swal­lowed ev­ery­thing, of course, and Rox­ane con­tin­ued rub­bing him hard un­til he stopped ejac­u­lat­ing. Rox­ane con­tin­ued rub­bing his pe­nis vig­or­ously as he ejac­u­lated, let­ting Rachel drink and swal­low the se­men, stream by stream, and only stopped when it was over. It was good team­work. 

 And when Rachel rode her hus­band’s cock, Rox­ane sucked on Rachel’s teats and bit them so hard that her friend went into a real frenzy. Of­ten, though, the old man would stam­mer, “Rachel, my life, the other woman should ride me, please!” So, when he was quite ready, Rox­ane would strad­dle upon him, in­sert his cock and ride him hard and mer­ci­lessly, let­ting him ejac­u­late in­side her.  A bright glow spread across his face; he loved to squirt in­side an alien vagina. Of­ten he re­mained stiff even af­ter the first ejac­u­la­tion, so Rox­ane had to ride him a sec­ond time. The sec­ond time al­ways lasted much longer, but Rox­ane per­se­vered rid­ing him un­til he ejac­u­lated again. And Rox­ane had prob­a­bly rid­den him and let him ejac­u­late in­side her hun­dreds of times over the years. 

 Af­ter­ward, the two women lay naked side by side, but Rox­ane didn’t dare do more than ca­ress Rachel’s mag­nif­i­cent breasts with her lips and take her girl­friends large teats be­tween her lips and bite them softly and then hard. With wide eyes, she watched as Rachel, curs­ing and yelling with plea­sure, worked her clit from cli­max to cli­max un­til she was com­pletely ex­hausted. - No, she would never have touched her friend in­ti­mately, never. And she would never mas­tur­bate in her pres­ence; that was com­pletely un­think­able.

 Frankie hugged her very gen­tly.  “Mom, don’t over­think it. Just get Rachel’s vol­cano into our bed. Then you’ll see. I saw the way you looked at her, Mom, the way you looked at her body. Maybe you do love play­ing with her and her body. Don’t say yes or no now, say noth­ing. You’ll do the right thing.”

 Chris packed their lug­gage into the rental car the next night. The fol­low­ing morn­ing, they got into the car and drove off.
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   Spring Mur­der

 by István Rudas © 2026 

 
 It was April 14th. Ron ran down the stairs and to Mr. Ed­mund in the porter’s lodge. An en­ve­lope lay on Ed­mund’s desk.  “I didn’t touch it, Ronald. I called you right away. Schröder must have put it down when I briefly stepped out to pee. I didn’t see him, even though I went straight out onto the street. He’s not on the CCTV footage ei­ther; it only records cars. I checked im­me­di­ately, but there’s noth­ing. Ab­so­lutely noth­ing.” Ron praised his quick re­ac­tion and took the en­ve­lope to the lab. Fin­ger­prints only from the owner and him­self. They care­fully opened the en­ve­lope; it could be a let­ter bomb. Of course, it wasn’t. A densely writ­ten page in beau­ti­ful child­like hand­writ­ing. Ron went up to the con­fer­ence room and had Rosa project it onto the screen.

 Attn: De­tec­tive In­spec­tor Ronald Hof­stät­ter

 Here we are again, our game can con­tinue.  I was in Spain with my mother for six months, as you surely al­ready know. Your Gestapo of­fi­cer in­ter­ro­gated my mother the day be­fore yes­ter­day and yes­ter­day, with­out hav­ing to vi­ciously beat her up. No thanks for that; she’s just do­ing her job by the book.

 What she ob­vi­ously couldn’t find out is where I dumped Hanna Rosen­st­ingl. “Dumped” is prob­a­bly the wrong word. Bre­it­en­furter Allee 12. She had a lot of fun with me, and she didn’t suf­fer any pain. We spent two days in a frenzy of pas­sion. She paid off her debts in many in­stall­ments, in many, many neat in­stall­ments, and I killed her in a flash, at the height of her ec­stasy. Rosen­st­ingl re­ally gave my fa­ther and me a thor­ough dress­ing-down on the wit­ness stand, as you can surely read. And that’s de­spite the fact that Artem and I had wel­comed her with open arms be­fore­hand. I didn’t tor­ture her, even though she richly de­served it.  The lovely va­ca­tion must have soft­ened my mood.

 Ha­lali, as al­ways, yours

 Frank J. Hal­ter

 The po­lice car sped into Bre­it­en­furter Allee with flash­ing blue lights and sirens. Num­ber 12 was an aban­doned house. The door was only ajar. A rough con­crete stair­case led down to the cel­lar. There, where the stair­case made a 180-de­gree turn, they found Hanna Rosen­st­ingl. She was nailed naked to the wood pan­el­ing like a saint, her hands and feet bib­li­cally nailed to the wood. Her en­trails had spilled out; he had slashed her open from her neck to her pu­bic bone with a sin­gle cut. The hunch­backed med­i­cal ex­am­iner, Dr. Gangl, straight­ened up. “Thank God!” Ron looked at him, un­com­pre­hend­ing. Dr. Gangl blinked, re­al­iz­ing how in­ap­pro­pri­ate it must sound.  “He stran­gled her with the gui­tar string; she was dead in­stantly. The slash­ing and nail­ing were done post-mortem, af­ter she was al­ready dead. Su­per­fi­cially, her vagina shows no signs of vi­o­lent rape. That’s why I breathed a sigh of re­lief; the poor woman re­ally didn’t suf­fer. More af­ter the au­topsy.” He nod­ded to Ron and went out to his car.

 Rosa caught Ron in her arms be­fore he could col­lapse. Bod­nar coughed be­hind them. Ron didn’t care; he was com­pletely flus­tered. Rosa had caught him, press­ing his body against her groin, and at that mo­ment, Ron ejac­u­lated into his un­der­wear, his se­men com­ing out in jerky, thrust­ing bursts. Rosa stared at him; she must have wit­nessed it all first­hand. He had seen Dr. Gangl’s fin­gers up close, spread­ing Hanna Rosen­st­ingl for in­spec­tion. At the same time, he saw her en­trails, and he felt sick. Ron stam­mered, “I’ll never get used to this. Never.” Bod­nar pat­ted him on the shoul­der. “You’ll get used to it, Ron. Rosen­st­ingl was over it.” Ron was re­luc­tant to pull away from Rosa, be­cause, strangely enough, he could clearly feel the con­tours of her panties and her mons pu­bis through the fab­ric.  But Bod­nar, that bas­tard, should fi­nally stop cough­ing.

 Rosa ap­proached the body, her hand glid­ing sev­eral times over the woman’s curves, ex­am­in­ing her. “Not a sin­gle hair, not even a fuzz. Frank went to a lot of trou­ble; maybe he even liked her.” Ron nod­ded. “I no­ticed that too. Her whole body shaved as smooth as a baby’s bot­tom.” Bod­nar looked sus­pi­ciously from one to the other. “What are the ladies talk­ing about, please?” Rosa gave him a look, one of those looks. “If you’d ever had a shaved girl­friend, you’d know she’d have tiny, al­most in­vis­i­ble stub­ble. No women’s ra­zor can re­move it that thor­oughly. Frank shaved her by hand af­ter she died, and very thor­oughly at that.” Bod­nar’s face turned red, and he grum­bled. “And that’s im­por­tant be­cause…?”  Rosa glared at him, not her usual look. “The per­pe­tra­tor is chang­ing his pat­tern, first of all. And sec­ondly, he seemed to have taken a lik­ing to Rosen­st­ingl. He washed her very thor­oughly from head to toe, but not with dis­in­fec­tant to re­move his DNA. No, more like a lover.” Bod­nar snorted. “I’ve never washed you, Rosa.” She shot him a look that packed a punch. “But you’re not him. You don’t kill women, but you don’t wash them ei­ther. Lovers do that, usu­ally. We should take this new as­pect into ac­count in his pro­file; that’s all I have to say about it. Keep that in mind when you’re typ­ing up the re­port, Bod­nar.” Rosa turned away abruptly, not car­ing that she had just given the se­nior of­fi­cer an or­der.

 Ron stood next to Rosen­blatt. “What do you think?” Rosen­blatt was also pale, but he was tak­ing notes.  “Ron, what I re­ally don’t un­der­stand is why such a bru­tal cut when she was al­ready dead?” Ron nod­ded grimly. “We’ll ask him, Rosen­blatt, as soon as we get him. We’ll ask him.” Rosen­blatt stood be­fore the body. “A clean, smooth cut, like a Ja­pa­nese sword. Am I right, Ron? Be­cause that was my first thought. But per­haps I’m way off. Let’s leave it to the doc­tor to de­cide what to write in the au­topsy re­port.” Ron went with Rosen­blatt to his car. He didn’t want to see Rosa or Bod­nar, not now.

 Rosa pro­jected her sum­mary onto the wall of the con­fer­ence room. Pres­i­dent Wall­ner smoked ner­vously. “What do we know about our num­ber eight?” Rosa stared stub­bornly at the wall.  “In any case, she’s more than just a num­ber, Mr. Pres­i­dent. Hanna Rosen­st­ingl, 34 years old, po­lice sergeant in Ka­gran. She was re­ported miss­ing by her group leader four days ago. I spoke with him; she was dili­gent and al­ways ar­rived on time for duty. Hence the swift miss­ing per­son re­port. She grew up in the 9th dis­trict, liv­ing alone with her fa­ther. The usual ru­mors about the two of them in the neigh­bor­hood — maybe, maybe not. Un­mar­ried, no chil­dren. Top of her class at the acad­emy. Eleven writ­ten rep­ri­mands. I read them, of course — eleven com­plaints about bla­tant promis­cu­ity. Her su­pe­rior still rec­om­mended her as top of her class. Not un­usual, since women ad­mire and envy some­one so sex­u­ally un­in­hib­ited. Top per­for­mance re­views ev­ery year; she had been rec­om­mended for higher po­si­tions. She was an in­for­mant re­gard­ing Artem Ga­lob­nikov and Frank Hal­ter. She tes­ti­fied in court about her sex­ual re­la­tion­ship with Artem and Frank in de­tail, and truth­fully de­scribed, she had in­tense sex­ual in­ter­course with both fa­ther and son, sep­a­rately or some­times si­mul­ta­ne­ously with one and the other. No par­tic­u­lar boyfriend or part­ner; some names are on record, none stands out.” Rosa looked up. “I won’t ques­tion the griev­ing fa­ther about the in­cest; it’s ir­rel­e­vant now.”

 She pulled an­other sheet of pa­per from her folder. “I found some­thing strange in the sur­veil­lance log.” She placed the sheet in the pro­jec­tor. No one could de­ci­pher the scrib­bles. Rosa’s pen pointed to a spe­cific line. “There it is. Ap­par­ently, Rachel Kerzen­docht has been stay­ing at Hal­ter’s overnight for over a week. But I haven’t seen her there.” Bod­nar racked his brain. “The woman who re­placed Hal­ter at the Grey House,” Ron nudged Bod­nar. Ahhh, right. Ron ex­changed a glance with Mot­gen­tau. “Gues­sa­tions, spec­u­la­tions?” Rosa met his gaze.  “Ei­ther Mrs. Hal­ter has sud­denly be­come a les­bian, which would greatly sur­prise me. Or Frank Hal­ter can walk through walls or tele­port in and out. We still have no idea if he ac­tu­ally sleeps at home and how he gets into the house. I’m in­clined to as­sume that the Kerzen­docht is com­ing be­cause of him and is stay­ing overnight. That makes sense, but it’s pure spec­u­la­tion.”

 Ron nod­ded in agree­ment. “Any­way, that was my first thought too, Rosa. The Kerzen­docht has de­vel­oped a crush on Dr. Weiss­mann in the lawyer’s of­fice — I’ve al­ready al­lowed my­self that much spec­u­la­tion. Cheers, Rosa!” Wall­ner and Rosen­blatt nod­ded in agree­ment, only Bod­nar looked like a bro­ken rail­way sig­nal. “So it fol­lows that we’ll pick her up for ques­tion­ing?” Bod­nar fired his sig­nal flare on a hunch. Pres­i­dent Wall­ner cleared his throat.  “We’ll do a shit, Bod­nar. I’m fol­low­ing your train of thought; it’s quite ob­vi­ous. But we’ve got a first glim­mer of hope. No, Rosa will cling to the Hal­ters like a burr and find out where they’re from, where they’re go­ing, and who’s with whom. Mor­gen­tau, you have a mis­sion. Do it your way, with a dog whip or shawm mu­sic, I don’t care. Just stay on it and find out as much as you can. Okay?” Rosa nod­ded, be­cause of course she al­ready knew that she had to ap­proach it this way. “I’ll bill the Min­is­ter of the In­te­rior for a car­ton of cig­a­rettes; Hal­ter smokes like a chim­ney dur­ing the in­ter­ro­ga­tion. My cig­a­rettes, mind you.” Wall­ner stared at the pro­jec­tion screen. He hon­estly couldn’t tell how se­ri­ous Rosa was. “I au­tho­rize the pur­chase of in­ter­ro­ga­tion cig­a­rettes from the cof­fee fund.” Now ev­ery­one burst out laugh­ing.

 Rosa’s cell phone chirped, “Ah, the au­topsy re­port.”  She glanced at Wall­ner, won­der­ing if she should read aloud, and Wall­ner nod­ded. Back in his day, a mes­sen­ger boy or a fresh­man would de­liver the doc­u­ment at a gal­lop. Now ev­ery­thing was dif­fer­ent; it all hap­pened so fast, ac­com­pa­nied only by the chirp of an iPhone. He lis­tened at­ten­tively. Rosa nod­ded and nod­ded.  “Yes, Dr. Gangl con­firms ev­ery­thing we al­ready saw at the crime scene. The only strik­ing thing is how metic­u­lously Frank washed and shaved the de­ceased. Rosen­st­ingl wasn’t preg­nant, nor had she ever given birth. Okay, we know that too. The cut he made to open her torso was ex­tremely pre­cise, with clean edges. Prob­a­bly a scalpel,” Gangl writes. “Rosen­st­ingl was per­fectly healthy and re­ally fit, prob­a­bly from run­ning train­ing. She had been stran­gled from be­hind with a gui­tar string, a deep cut through her throat, tra­chea, and esoph­a­gus; she died in­stantly. Right-handed. Apart from the cru­ci­fix­ion marks on her wrists and an­kles, no other in­juries. No signs of rape in her vagina. If she had sex, it was with­out any ap­par­ent re­sis­tance. Blah blah blah. Blood al­co­hol level 2.7 per mille; she must have been com­pletely drunk at the time of her death. Blah blah blah. Ac­cord­ing to the tox­i­col­ogy re­port, she too was full of pop­pers, just like the oth­ers be­fore her.”  Blah blah blah. Signed, Dr. Gangl etc.”

 Rosa looked up. “A com­pletely dif­fer­ent per­pe­tra­tor be­hav­ior. As with the other au­top­sies, there was a lot of al­co­hol and quan­ti­ties of drugs, pop­pers by the ton. But he didn’t rape her like an an­i­mal like the oth­ers. The sex must have been con­sen­sual. He washed her and shaved her care­fully. A com­pletely dif­fer­ent per­pe­tra­tor pro­file. Be­cause of the va­ca­tion in Spain? Who knows. I need to think about it. Changes in per­pe­tra­tor pro­file rarely mean any­thing good, folks.” Rosa looked around the room. Wall­ner was watch­ing very in­tently; the youngest had taken the lead. In his day, there hadn’t been any women in the Crim­i­nal In­ves­ti­ga­tion De­part­ment; the Min­is­ter of the In­te­rior had foisted Rosa on him, and he hadn’t asked why. Maybe she’d had some­thing with the Min­is­ter of the In­te­rior once; he wasn’t known to be a misog­y­nist.

 Ron watched Rosa very closely. She had smiled sug­ges­tively when he had ejac­u­lated in his un­der­wear at the crime scene. Of course, she had no­ticed, but she hadn’t men­tioned it again. Ron couldn’t imag­ine what she saw in Bod­nar. He was a big, gruff man, a shrewd de­tec­tive, sure, but he had days when noth­ing went right. And he had a mas­sive sex­ual prob­lem with his pubescent daugh­ter, which was why he was so re­lent­lessly at­tack­ing Rosen­blatt. Be­cause Rosen­blatt had solved the prob­lem and was sleep­ing with his daugh­ter as if it were the most nat­u­ral thing in the world. Ron wasn’t a clair­voy­ant, but he knew they would lose Bod­nar if his daugh­ter won the fight, and she would. Def­i­nitely. Ron kept to the un­marked bound­aries, both with Bod­nar and Rosen­blatt. Can­di­dates who stared, as if hyp­no­tized, at the guil­lo­tine where their heads would one day roll.

 Ron, how­ever, couldn’t fig­ure Rosa out.  She was what you’d imag­ine with your eyes closed if you de­scribed some­one as “a small, del­i­cate Jew­ish woman.” Yes, that’s what she was. But more than her sex ap­peal, Ron ad­mired her fight­ing skills when she had to in­ter­vene. All those guys were wrong. Small, del­i­cate? Not at all; she could ex­plode like Bruce Lee and send even the big­gest rock ca­reen­ing to the floor­boards. And then there was her strange urge to pull ev­ery man onto her mat. She’d pulled him onto her mat too, a long time ago. With an ease and a nat­u­ral­ness that was un­par­al­leled. No, he couldn’t fig­ure Rosa out. He’d ejac­u­lated in his un­der­wear, his body pressed tightly against hers. Only the gods knew why.

 Rosa had in­ter­viewed Mrs. Hal­ter. Only Ron was left, work­ing with Al­fred on a re­port for the Min­is­ter of the In­te­rior, com­mis­sioned by the Pres­i­dent. Rosa sank down into the chair.  “I have a rel­a­tively clear pic­ture now, Ron. Would you like to lis­ten?” Ron nod­ded; any­thing was bet­ter than a re­port to the Min­is­ter of the In­te­rior. Rosa was now puff­ing away as unashamedly as Wall­ner, even though there was a strict no-smok­ing pol­icy in these hal­lowed halls. Ron shoved the flow­er­pot with the in­vis­i­ble plant across the ta­ble; that was the ash­tray. “So, Frank Hal­ter sleeps at home al­most ev­ery night, with his mother. She re­ally has no idea how he gets into the house. Some­times he comes down from the at­tic, where her bed­room is, some­times he comes up the cel­lar stairs. He never comes in through the front door; that’s where our of­fi­cial sits. I be­lieve her that she has no idea how the magic trick works. Let’s skip the in­cest part; that’s al­ready been cleared up.”

 The thing with Rachel Kerzen­docht is prob­a­bly one of the strangest things. Yes, she sleeps ev­ery night in the bed­room un­der the roof, in Mrs. Hal­ter’s bed. She comes to cop­u­late with Dr. Weiss­mann. I swear, Ron, it’s the truth. The two women have been friends for years, but since prison and Spain, ev­ery­thing has changed. The three of them sleep on the big mat­tresses, and he cop­u­lates with both of them al­ter­nately. No, don’t shake your hair, Ronald, I’m just telling you what I can as­cer­tain to be true. Frank cop­u­lates  with both women al­ter­nately; the three of them have no shame in front of each other. A ver­i­ta­ble trio in­fer­nale, but with­out Beelze­bub. Mrs. Hal­ter didn’t want to ad­mit it right away, but the two women also make love with each other, es­pe­cially when they’re wait­ing for him. Mrs. Hal­ter says Kerzen­docht is the first woman she’s had these strange feel­ings for. She was com­pletely dis­traught when I painstak­ingly coaxed it out of her.  Girl sex was never vol­un­tary for Hal­ter, only a shame­ful part of her past as Artem Galeb­nikov’s wife and whore.

 She was ter­ri­bly ashamed in front of me, but she ad­mit­ted it, had to ad­mit it. She looked at me very strangely, Ron. I took her hand and said, “say it out loud. That’s the point of con­fes­sion; when you say it out loud, it eases your con­science. That’s the for­give­ness ev­ery sin­ner longs for.” Yes, Hal­ter said, I sup­pose it is. She pulled her­self to­gether.  “You never knew Artem, Ms. Mor­gen­tau. You obeyed his or­ders if you wanted to wake up the next morn­ing. ‘When Lon­don says frog, you jump.’ That was him; it was one of his fa­vorite say­ings. As a young woman, I was Artem’s whore, and yes, I jumped obe­di­ently, what­ever it was. If he told me to get in­volved with this or that woman, I did it, even though women never sex­u­ally at­tracted me. If Artem couldn’t han­dle a guy, he or­dered me to ruin his wife and daugh­ters. I se­duced them, I ru­ined the wife or the daugh­ter, and then I sim­ply threw them on the stink­ing dung heap. I say this to ex­plain my view of women. I haven’t touched a girl in 30 years.”

 “But with Rachel, it was com­pletely dif­fer­ent. Yes, I in­vited her to stay overnight so she could have Frankie back as Dr. Weiss­mann. For the first few days, we didn’t touch each other; we were just friends. Rachel is al­most 20 years younger. And I am a with­ered old woman, while she is in the prime of her life. My heart pound­ing, I ca­ressed her vel­vety skin, her fem­i­nine curves, and my emo­tions were on a roller­coaster for days. I was par­a­lyzed when Rachel first touched me in­ti­mately. But it felt won­der­ful, so right and so beau­ti­ful, more than I had ever ex­pected. We make love when we have to wait for Frankie. I don’t re­gret any of it, not a sin­gle sec­ond, Ms. Mor­gen­tau. A long-buried por­tal has opened, and I have stepped through it.”

 That’s not how a crim­i­nal speaks, Ronald, but a woman of 70 and over whose sex­u­al­ity is ex­pe­ri­enc­ing an earth­quake. It will be dif­fi­cult to write a re­port about it. The shawm mu­sic worked quite well with Hal­ter; the dog whip was a stupid idea of our es­teemed Pres­i­dent.

 Ron looked into Rosa’s eyes. Her gaze was open and hon­est; she looked at him like a friend. “And you’ll write it like that in your re­port, of course, for Wall­ner’s sake, in proper, pol­ished Ger­man, with­out the porn.” Rosa nod­ded. “Yes, ex­actly. None of you think much of psy­chol­ogy, but I have a real doc­tor­ate, earned hon­estly and with­out em­bel­lish­ment. I know for cer­tain that we’ll only get re­sults if we dis­sect Frank Hal­ter’s soul. The FBI is miles ahead of us there, Ron. Psy­chol­ogy should be a ma­jor at our acad­emy, not just a two-hour slide show about Sig­mund Freud’s prac­tice on Berggasse. That’s just a cha­rade. It’s not the rank-and-file of­fi­cers, but our of­fi­cers who need to de­velop an un­der­stand­ing of psy­chol­ogy. We have to keep learn­ing, oth­er­wise we’ll just be spin­ning our wheels like my good old Bod­nar.”

 Ron was sur­prised by the ur­gency in her voice. “What is it, Ron?” He put his feet up on the desk.  “Some­how it seems to me you’re right, Rosa. But how we’re go­ing to sell that to Wall­ner or the In­te­rior Min­is­ter is be­yond me.” Rosa laughed a coo­ing laugh, a men­ac­ing, icy, clang­ing laugh. “Just leave the In­te­rior Min­is­ter to me, I was in the group on the study trip to the FBI. I’ve al­ready got Har­ald in my pocket, I’ll gladly let you have the Pres­i­dent for free. Ever since that strange CIA in­ci­dent, he’s thought very highly of you, you’ve won his dirty heart in a heart­beat. You’ll have to tell me the de­tails of the CIA thing some­time, when we have a chance to catch our breath. Now I see that you’ve got other things on your mind. Spill the beans, Ron. I can lis­ten in si­lence for a while; the Hal­ters and the Kerzen­docht thing is prac­ti­cally over.”  Rosa looked at him through the cig­a­rette smoke.

 Ron knew when to keep quiet and when to speak. “That thing at the crime scene, when you caught me. I can’t get it out of my head, Rosa.” She smiled like a Cheshire Cat. “Well, what was sup­posed to have hap­pened? You were about to col­lapse, your guts were knock­ing you over, that’s nor­mal if you’re not a mas­ter butcher. I’m not much dif­fer­ent. Yes, you were hav­ing an or­gasm, I no­ticed. Is that the prob­lem?” Ron in­clined his head. “Yes, partly at least. It seemed to me you were hav­ing a great time, damn it. Eros and Thanatos, both at once. It caught me com­pletely off guard.” Rosa smiled mys­te­ri­ously.  “Yes, Ron, I could see it in your eyes; it took you a few mo­ments to get ready. I pressed you against my groin; I wanted to ex­pe­ri­ence ev­ery sec­ond of the bat­tle be­tween Eros and Thanatos up close. I’m sorry you’re em­bar­rassed. There’s noth­ing em­bar­rass­ing about it, ex­cept for Bod­nar’s jeal­ous cough.”

 Ron re­al­ized how hot he sud­denly felt. “I could feel your panties through the fab­ric, your mons pu­bis.” Rosa wasn’t smil­ing any­more; she was se­ri­ous. “Yes, be­cause I wanted to. I pressed my­self against you; I wanted to be as close as pos­si­ble to you in your ec­stasy. Damn it, I’m a woman, Ron, in case you haven’t fig­ured that out yet.” Rosa took a cig­a­rette; it was the last one, and she crum­pled the empty pack like a gang­ster’s throat. With au­to­matic move­ments, she took the next pack from her purse. 

 Ron had had time to think about her words. “Rosa, lis­ten. It has noth­ing to do with Bod­nar, only with you and me. I’m taken, Rosa, I be­long to Fatme body and soul, she’s the one, she’s my Miss Right, I’m ab­so­lutely cer­tain of it. Please, please, leave me alone if you mean well.” There, now it was out, he had told Rosa, clearly, un­mis­tak­ably de­spite his trem­bling voice.

 Rosa lit an­other one.  “I’m not good at los­ing, Ron. Most of the time, no one dares to re­ject me. I’m used to suc­cess, like a spoiled child who al­ways gets her way. I know how flawed I am in that re­spect. I envy you and Fatme for the se­cu­rity of hav­ing each other. I’ve had a lot of men, but I’ve never had one the way Fatme has you. You’re a lucky man, Ronald. And I envy and ad­mire you, my good man. When you col­lapsed into my arms there at the scene of the crime, my heart skipped a beat, no kid­ding. I pressed you to me, be­tween my damned thighs, which drive ev­ery man so wild with de­sire. I saw Eros and Thanatos bat­tling in your fea­tures, the most beau­ti­ful mo­ment a man can give me. Yes, back then I wanted you, I re­ally wanted you, and I let you feel the con­tours, the ones I use to sub­ju­gate all men. But you didn’t re­spond to me, only to Eros and Thanatos. Bod­nar’s cough de­flated that bal­loon. It was just a bal­loon. I was sad then, and I still am. I don’t like los­ing, not re­ally, my good man.”

 Ron felt a sense of se­cu­rity, as if he were driv­ing straight ahead on the high­way. “Rosa, I think I truly un­der­stand you. But I be­long to Fatme, body and soul. Be­fore my ab­duc­tion, I hadn’t fully grasped the mag­ni­tude of this se­cu­rity. Un­til then, I would have been putty in your hands. But now we’ve climbed so many stairs to­gether that I don’t even want to look back. I’m not dizzy; Fatme is hold­ing my hand, and I en­trust my life to her. Please un­der­stand and set me free. I would only fol­low you into the bushes with bro­ken wings.” They looked at each other silently, for a long time. The cig­a­rette burned Rosa’s fin­ger. She flinched.  “Yes, Ronald, yes. I know when I lost. You be­long to Fatme, and I’ll re­spect that.” Ron stretched both arms across the desk and took her hands. “Thank you, Rosa.”

 Rosa smoked, lost in thought.  “Oh, there’s some­thing else, Ronald. But it won’t be in my re­port. On the way back, I was seized by a sud­den urge and vis­ited Hanna Rosen­st­ingl’s fa­ther. I wrote my doc­toral the­sis on clas­si­cal and mod­ern in­ter­ro­ga­tion meth­ods, and when I open it to­day, I’m ashamed of my cheeky work, my green­horn ar­ro­gance. But they swal­lowed it, those aca­demic apes. This comes to mind be­cause I hadn’t in­tended to in­ter­ro­gate the old man. I only wanted to ex­press my con­do­lences in per­son, cer­tainly not over the phone. But the good man was fa­vor­ably dis­posed to­ward the po­lice, if only for Hanna’s sake. He held my hands, and tears streamed down his wrin­kled face. Yes, Hanna had been with him since she lost her mother at 16. “I trem­bled like an as­pen leaf when I made Hanna a woman. She had many af­fairs af­ter­ward, but at night she lay with me, and we made love. We have a fab­u­lous fa­ther-daugh­ter re­la­tion­ship, In­spec­tor. One that is surely pleas­ing to the Lord. Ev­ery evening we knelt there and spon­ta­neously made up our prayers. We asked the Lord for his bless­ing, be­cause I raised my Hanna very re­li­giously. And Hanna of­ten thanked the Lord for the fire in her ass; for her, it was a gift, a spe­cial fa­vor. She loves our Lord like a lov­ing fa­ther.”

 “That won’t go in the record, Ronald. I don’t want to take away Hanna Rosen­st­ingl’s last shred of dig­nity. She was one of us, a po­lice­woman.” Ronald nod­ded thought­fully. Yes, it was right and good. It was as­ton­ish­ing how sen­si­tive Rosa could be. “I can read your thoughts, Ronald. I’m Bod­nar’s lover be­cause he sees a daugh­ter in me. I know about his strug­gle with his daugh­ter’s pu­berty, yes. I ap­pre­ci­ate pre­cisely this hon­esty in Bod­nar. He will ul­ti­mately lose the bat­tle, with­out a doubt. His daugh­ter will turn on him like a hyena, no doubt about it. But I’ve de­cided to hold my ground to the bit­ter end. Stub­born­ness is in my blood.” Ron nod­ded in agree­ment. “I’ve of­ten won­dered what you see in that wood­cut­ter. Good to know now, or at least have an inkling.”
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   The First Shot

 by István Rudas © 2026 

 
 Frank Hal­ter was elu­sive. He ap­peared and dis­ap­peared like a ghost.

 Po­lice Chief Jo­hannes Wall­ner had sat with Hanna Rosen­st­ingl’s fa­ther af­ter the fu­neral. Tired and worn out, he ar­rived at the of­fice hours af­ter the oth­ers and groaned as he took off his un­com­fort­able black coat. He walked silently into the con­fer­ence room, put two fin­gers be­tween his lips, and whis­tled shrilly three times.  His men dropped ev­ery­thing and ran into the con­fer­ence room, into the aquar­ium. The pres­i­dent had never sum­moned them so rudely. Rosa, quick-wit­tedly, muted the phone sys­tem.

 Pres­i­dent Wall­ner stood be­fore them. He wanted to keep his speech as short and to the point as pos­si­ble. “Guys, we’ve been chas­ing Frank Hal­ter for al­most a year now. Yes, we’re still be­hind, and he’s al­ways a half-step ahead. The of­fi­cer out­side his house is doz­ing peace­fully; we couldn’t be do­ing any bet­ter, for God’s sake! Ev­ery elec­tronic sur­veil­lance at­tempt is use­less; Hal­ter doesn’t use elec­tronic de­vices, pays ev­ery­thing in cash, and ap­par­ently doesn’t have a cell phone. As far as we know. We’ve searched the house three times, but found noth­ing but used women’s stock­ings. We’re the van­guard of the Aus­trian crim­i­nal po­lice, damn it, not some pim­ply school­boys!”  With his last words, he slammed his fist onto the ta­ble, and Bod­nar flinched.

 Wall­ner shrugged. “I’m or­der­ing you: from now on, each of you will spend a whole day in the Hal­ters’ house, from sun­rise to night. In a shift work, a dif­fer­ent one each day, un­til we get him. Look, snoop, search, in­ter­ro­gate, and be a nui­sance. Grab him, how­ever you can. Lay him down, se­curely tied up, at my feet. And just so we’re clear, I’ll be do­ing ran­dom checks. And if I catch any of you doz­ing or asleep, he or she will be au­to­mat­i­cally fired with­out no­tice. No dis­cus­sion. Drink cof­fee or pop pills, I don’t care, but stay wide awake like guard dogs and catch the guy. Rosa, you take charge and as­sign the shifts. That’s it, folks.”  Wall­ner slammed the door be­hind him as he stomped from the aquar­ium into his of­fice. The four of them stared at each other.

 Rosa spoke first. “Bod­nar, you start to­mor­row at 6 a.m., bring food and drinks, we won’t be a bur­den to Mrs. Hal­ter. Then Rosen­blatt, Hof­stät­ter and me. That’s the wheel, and if you want to swap, let me know be­fore­hand. Shut your mouths, you heard me, we’re the spear­head, not some pim­ply school­boys, not even you, Rosen­blatt.” He just grinned, “Yes, sir, Chief In­spec­tor — or is it  In­spec­tor-Chief?” They spread out at their desks and or­ga­nized their things, be­cause now they would be los­ing at least one day a week, more likely two, to close-up sur­veil­lance.

 Ron strolled past Rosa’s desk. “We should have done this a year ago, the boss is right. But we’ve never moved into a sus­pect’s liv­ing room, not since the Kaiser’s time.” Rosa nod­ded grimly in agree­ment. “Wall­ner may be old, but he’s far from be­ing stuck in his ways. He’s boldly chang­ing course and chart­ing a com­pletely new course. That sur­prises me in a good way. We’ll get this guy, that’s for sure.” Rosa di­aled a num­ber on her cell phone.  “Yes, Mrs. Hal­ter, this is Mor­gen­tau from the Crim­i­nal In­ves­ti­ga­tion De­part­ment. Yes, thank you, you too. Well, I just wanted to let you know that start­ing to­mor­row morn­ing, a col­league will be com­ing to your house ev­ery day, all day long. No, you don’t need to pre­pare any­thing; we’ll bring our own things — food, drinks, ev­ery­thing. Please don’t cause any trou­ble. Chief In­spec­tor Bod­nar will be there to­mor­row morn­ing; you know him. Yes, Mrs. Hal­ter, ev­ery day start­ing to­mor­row, all day long. We’re only look­ing for your son; it’s cer­tainly not di­rected against you. Yes, I know, Mrs. Hal­ter. Of course, he’ll find out, but we’re go­ing to catch him, no mat­ter what. Yes, thank you, and have a good day too.” Rosa hung up.

 “She’ll tell him tonight, Rosa,” said Ron. Rosa nod­ded.  “Sure, Ron. But I’m no longer will­ing to treat Mrs. Hal­ter like dirt. She’s not our killer, her son is. And no guilt by blood-re­la­tion, Wall­ner or no Wall­ner. He en­trusted me with the lead­er­ship, and I’m lead­ing as I in­tend to lead.” Ron nod­ded, re­signedly. “I hope we haven’t made a blun­der, Rosa. But it’s true, you’re lead­ing, and we’re happy to fol­low you. You’re a ca­pa­ble de­tec­tive, no ques­tion.” Ron went to his desk and mut­tered to Al­fred. Al­fred had over­heard and seen ev­ery­thing. “Mor­gen­tau’s eth­i­cal con­duct is im­pec­ca­ble, 100 points. Strate­gi­cally, com­pletely off the mark, Ronald. No hunter whis­tles and waves to the deer be­fore aim­ing. Mor­gen­tau has just told Frank Hal­ter not to take a sin­gle step to­ward the house. Re­gret­table, very re­gret­table. You won’t find Frank Hal­ter there any­more; he’s very clever and strate­gi­cally as­tute.”  Ron said, “Ex­actly my words. But you heard, Mor­gen­tau is lead­ing the op­er­a­tion. Wall­ner’s or­ders.” Al­fred said, “Your peo­ple should take their charg­ers and not turn off their cell phones; standby is fine. I’ll be your eyes and ears, Ronald.”

 Bod­nar may have had his quirks, but he was a good de­tec­tive. He greeted Mrs. Hal­ter po­litely and ex­plained his as­sign­ment. He was wide awake, not a hint of doz­ing. He kept mov­ing con­stantly, es­pe­cially in the base­ment, where he turned ev­ery­thing up­side down. There had to be a se­cret en­trance some­where, but his search, as thor­ough as he was, yielded noth­ing. He turned the whole house up­side down, rum­mag­ing through all the cup­boards and draw­ers. Apart from the shav­ing kit in the bath­room, there wasn’t a sin­gle trace of Frank Hal­ter. Fi­nally, in the evening, he sat down with Mrs. Hal­ter and ques­tioned her, men­tally com­par­ing her state­ments with the file he knew by heart. She might have for­got­ten this or that, but es­sen­tially, he found noth­ing new.  They had eaten a peace­ful din­ner, and Bod­nar ac­cepted a schnapps. “I’m on duty, but so what?” He was al­ready on his fourth when Rachel Kerzen­docht ar­rived. Bod­nar’s eyes feasted on the cur­va­ceous woman.

 Bod­nar squeezed ev­ery last drop of in­for­ma­tion out of those two women, my good­ness! He ef­fort­lessly re­vealed ev­ery­thing: how the two women shared Frank am­i­ca­bly, how they made love un­til he ar­rived. It was an un­fair fight, two sim­ple house­wives against an in­ter­ro­ga­tion spe­cial­ist. The air was thick with sex­ual ten­sion, and Rachel, with her curled red hair, shed her gar­ment af­ter gar­ment; the Cata­lan herbal liqueur was do­ing its job. Bod­nar put his jacket over his phone; Al­fred mustn’t see that. Rachel lay com­pletely naked on the kitchen ta­ble, beck­on­ing to the com­mis­sioner. Bod­nar stared at her full breasts and the hun­gry, en­tic­ingly glis­ten­ing cunt. Kerzen­docht asked, “Are you re­ally a Jew, In­spec­tor?” He let his trousers fall. “It de­pends on how you want to hear it. Yes, both my par­ents are Jew­ish and I am in­deed cir­cum­cised, but I’m not very re­li­gious and my wife is a Chris­tian.” Rachel stroked her cunt lust­fully and grabbed Bod­nar’s cock. She ex­am­ined the stiff man thor­oughly. Rachel breathed a sigh of re­lief, be­cause Bod­nar was cir­cum­cised, but still had quite a bit of fore­skin. Rachel pulled the fore­skin all the way back and forced his pe­nis fully in­side. “In­spec­tor, I like it best when you pull it all the way out each time and then ram it back in hard, would that be pos­si­ble?” Bod­nar nod­ded; of course it was. Ex­actly as she wanted.

 Na­ture took its course, and Mrs. Hal­ter stared silently at Rachel’s dis­grace.  Bod­nar pulled his cock out af­ter each thrust and rammed it back into Rachel’s cunt like a jack­ham­mer. Tears streamed down Rox­ane’s cheeks as Bod­nar thrust and pumped into Rachel, just inches from her eyes. She stared into Rachel’s wide-open cun­t­hole be­fore Bod­nar rammed his cock in again. Rachel sighed softly, just as she wanted it. Af­ter 10 min­utes, Bod­nar was still stuck in­side Rachel’s fuck­hole, now deep in­side. Rox­ane stared, her eyes blinded by tears, at Bod­nar’s cock, which was deep in­side Rachel’s cun­t­hole, pump­ing his se­men hard into. His balls bounced up and down with ev­ery spurt he shot into her girl­friend. Sob­bing, Rox­ane placed her fin­gers on Rachel’s mons pu­bis as Rachel brought her­self quickly to or­gasm with her fin­ger.

 Bod­nar, once again dis­il­lu­sioned, re­al­ized he’d made a huge blun­der. But no­body would know. When the women started mak­ing out, he in­dig­nantly chased them up­stairs to the bed­room in the at­tic. He sat on the top step and watched as the two women made love with glee­ful shouts.

 Bod­nar jolted awake; he had fallen asleep. At 3:30 a.m., he called a po­lice car and had him drive him home. By 8:30 a.m., he was al­ready in the of­fice, typ­ing his re­port from his note­book. The re­port skipped over ev­ery­thing af­ter the first shot of herbal schnapps and ended un­event­fully at 3:00 a.m., the end of his shift.  Bod­nar was in ex­cel­lent spir­its; he’d thumbed his nose at the pres­i­dent and dodged at least two grounds for dis­missal. He’d ar­rived home, his lit­tle daugh­ter was fast asleep in his bed, and he lay down be­side her fully dressed. His hand slipped un­der the waist­band of her pa­ja­mas upon her warm cunny, and then he fell asleep.

 Rosen­blatt took over, greet­ing Mrs. Hal­ter at 7:30 a.m. He couldn’t tear him­self away from Elli any ear­lier. He, too, ex­pertly ran­sacked the house, and he, too, found no se­cret en­trance in the cel­lar. In the evening, his daugh­ter called, but he couldn’t leave, whether she pouted or not. He had to stay un­til at least mid­night; there was no get­ting around it. He, too, couldn’t re­sist the herbal schnapps. He re­ally got go­ing when he frankly de­scribed his re­la­tion­ship with Elli to the two women. They didn’t even flinch. In­cest, okay, so what?  Rachel was do­ing her awk­ward house­wife strip­tease again, and when she lay en­tic­ingly and invit­ingly naked on the kitchen ta­ble, Rosen­blatt’s mouth wa­tered. Kerzen­docht in­spected his cock very closely, for she didn’t quite be­lieve he was a cir­cum­cised Jew, since he still had a lot of fore­skin. But he con­vinced her, and she la­bo­ri­ously in­serted his thick cock into her cun­t­hole. Kerzen­docht also loved it when he pulled his cock out af­ter each thrust and rammed it back in­side hard; that was what she liked best. Rosepetal nod­ded; he cer­tainly would to do it the way she wanted. Rox­ane’s tears flowed as Rosen­blatt be­gan to plow her girl­friends cun­t­hole. Rox­ane stared into Rachel’s round, open fuck­hole, and Rosen­blatt rammed his cock in deep, deep, and bru­tally. Let’s skip over that part quickly; Rosen­blatt also sat down on the land­ing and watched the two of them mak­ing love with loud, smack­ing sounds. No, Rosen­blatt didn’t fall asleep; ten min­utes be­fore mid­night, he called the po­lice car to be driven home.

 Ron ar­rived at Mrs. Hal­ter’s at ex­actly 6:00 a.m. She rubbed the last bits of sleep from her eyes, and Rachel, the Kerzen­docht type, scur­ried past them with­out a greet­ing. Ron did what the oth­ers did; he too searched the house thor­oughly, inch by inch. He also found no se­cret en­trance, but he did find an ex­ter­nal hard drive un­der her used un­der­wear. A thor­ough search re­quired hold­ing your nose, as the man­ual says. The hard drive only con­tained pri­vate va­ca­tion pho­tos, Mrs. Hal­ter claimed.  She pa­tiently dic­tated all the pass­words she could think of. Af­ter half an hour, fi­nally, the right pass­word. He went through them pic­ture by pic­ture; it was bor­ing. Re­ally just va­ca­tion pho­tos, noth­ing else. His lap­top was se­cretly copy­ing all the pic­tures, and when she said she would only hand over the hard drive un­der protest, he backed down. “You know, get­ting a court or­der is a bu­reau­cratic night­mare. I’ve seen all the pho­tos; that’ll have to do.”

 He po­litely de­clined the herbal schnapps, “I’m on duty!” and left Mrs. Hal­ter and Mrs. Kerzen­docht to drink alone. He didn’t even flinch when the tipsy Kerzen­docht be­gan her strip­tease. He ex­am­ined the naked woman on the kitchen ta­ble with a con­nois­seur’s eye and in­di­cated that she had a very beau­ti­ful body. “Oh, you know, I’m in a com­mit­ted re­la­tion­ship, re­ally com­mit­ted. To me, other women’s bod­ies are just flesh, hair, and a far­t­hole. I’m like blind, my pulse hasn’t quick­ened at all.” Mrs. Kerzen­docht pouted, but he couldn’t have cared less. He fol­lowed the women up­stairs to the bed­room in the at­tic. He, too, sat down on the land­ing and watched them mak­ing love. He re­mem­bered how, at the be­gin­ning of their re­la­tion­ship, Fatme had brought her flame, Elif, to bed with him, and he had watched them with wide eyes. Back then, he had slept with both Fatme and Elif; it had been a joy­ous time.  Elif dis­ap­peared, Fatme stayed. Dur­ing those months, he had ex­pe­ri­enced girl sex live for the first time; the prac­tice was far more ex­cit­ing than any the­ory. He filed it un­der “Other Ex­pe­ri­ences” and checked it off. Fatme hadn’t had girl sex since, and that suited him just fine.

 Ron sat on the land­ing un­til 3:15, wide awake, and had pho­tographed and filmed the two of them dozens of times. For his own use, of course, but he would men­tion it in the re­port. He called a pa­trol car and had them drive him home. Fatme was al­ready asleep; he didn’t wake her.

 Rosa also ar­rived promptly at 6:00 and watched in as­ton­ish­ment as Kerzen­docht flit­ted past. “Greet­ings to you too, Ms. Kerzen­docht,” Rosa called af­ter her. The day passed as usual; Rosa also po­litely de­clined the herbal schnapps. When Kerzen­docht be­gan her strip­tease, Rosa placed her hand on her arm, never tak­ing her eyes off Kerzen­dochts mag­nif­i­cent breasts and her gap­ing fuck­hole. No, she wasn’t in­ter­ested, thank you. The two women gig­gled as they went up­stairs to the bed­room in the at­tic. Rosa also sat on the land­ing, took pho­tos and videos, and rem­i­nisced about the girl-on-girl sex of her youth. In any case, she knew that much: she would in­ter­ro­gate Bod­nar and Rosen­blatt un­til they were thor­oughly em­bar­rassed. The non­cha­lance with which Rachel per­formed the strip­tease alarmed her to the ut­most.

 And so it went, day af­ter day. Rosa couldn’t get ei­ther Bod­nar or Rosen­blatt to con­fess. Both of them used the Kerzen­docht, of course, be­cause they weren’t stupid, nor were they averse to plea­sure. When Rosa was on duty at the Hal­ter house, she some­times felt the preda­tor’s hot breath on her neck. But it was just her over­ac­tive imag­i­na­tion. Two months of close sur­veil­lance con­tin­ued with­out any tan­gi­ble re­sults. Ron had looked through the va­ca­tion pho­tos with Rosa. No clues, maybe the blonde on the beach, wrestling with Frank in the sand.  But her face was un­rec­og­niz­able. So, noth­ing again.

 Rosa was on duty again. She paced the house, again imag­in­ing she could feel the preda­tor’s hot breath on the back of her neck. Then, as if from nowhere, a paw closed around her mouth, and she in­haled chlo­ro­form. Her hand, half­way to her weapon, fell life­lessly. She plunged into an abyss, deeper and deeper.

 Bod­nar, who ar­rived the next day, was sur­prised that Rosa had left her phone and bag there. With a queasy feel­ing in his stom­ach, he called the of­fice. Ron jumped up, alarmed, and ran to Wall­ner, re­port­ing the sit­u­a­tion. Wall­ner closed his eyes wearily. Only one con­clu­sion was pos­si­ble: Rosa had been kid­napped. Bod­nar grilled the guards, but they knew ab­so­lutely noth­ing. He was even sur­prised that Ms. Mor­gen­tau had left her shift mid-shift.  She had no­ticed it while wait­ing for Mrs. Kerzen­docht, around 7 p.m. Bod­nar was pac­ing like a caged an­i­mal. Fi­nally, fi­nally, Ron called back. He would come with Rosen­blatt and the Pres­i­dent to look for clues. Bod­nar’s heart sank. Rosa had been kid­napped, damn it!

 No trace of Rosa. Wall­ner is­sued a mas­sive man­hunt, con­tact­ing all po­lice sta­tions and ev­ery of­fi­cer in Vi­enna and within a 50-kilo­me­ter ra­dius. The no­tice in­cluded a photo and de­scrip­tion: fe­male de­tec­tive kid­napped, likely per­pe­tra­tor Frank Hal­ter. Ron sent a more re­cent pic­ture of Frank from the va­ca­tion pho­tos. Ron’s gut told him Hal­ter had made a big mis­take. The wanted no­tice was printed by the me­dia and broad­cast on the tele­vi­sion news. Not a sin­gle use­ful lead, just many well-in­ten­tioned calls and even more not-so-well-in­ten­tioned ones, which they metic­u­lously fol­lowed up on. Ron raced to a con­struc­tion site, but the sus­pect wasn’t Frank, just strik­ingly sim­i­lar. Two weeks of 24-hour shifts; Ron slept in the of­fice, his head on the desk. Al­fred had the phone muted and an­swered his calls po­litely. It was never any­thing im­por­tant, and when Fatme called, Al­fred spoke in a com­puter voice and re­as­sured her that Ronald was asleep and would call back in the morn­ing.  Fatme, of course, knew about Al­fred and was some­what re­as­sured. She didn’t know Rosa per­son­ally, but she knew she was more than just a col­league; she was a friend.

 Two weeks af­ter the kid­nap­ping, sheer luck in­ter­vened. Or were the Norns at odds over whether to sever Rosa’s life­line or not? Three wid­ows, Her­mine Knobloch, Erni War­necke, and Josi Tiefen­thaler, were a close-knit group of res­o­lute women who had de­cided not to sink into the mire of wid­ow­hood. They met ev­ery morn­ing at Café Ru­bin on Bre­it­en­furter Straße; it was their reg­u­lar haunt, their head­quar­ters. They made grand speeches and raised their glasses of Chardon­nay, the uni­fy­ing el­e­ment from God’s vine­yard in France. Af­ter three or four hours and many a glass, they would agree on which griev­ance Josi should ham­mer out on her lap­top at home and email to the dis­trict coun­cil and Vi­enna City Hall.  Yes, that’s how they were, our feisty Mus­ke­teers.

 On the way home, Hermione stopped. She was the youngest and still had quite good hear­ing. “Don’t you hear any­thing? There’s a woman scream­ing, com­ing from the con­struc­tion site!” She shoved the other two across the street to res­cue a damsel in dis­tress. Yes, now the oth­ers heard it too; it wasn’t their imag­i­na­tion. Em­bold­ened by the Chardon­nay, they strode for­ward. A sur­real sight. Down there, in the half-fin­ished base­ment, a damsel was chained to the steel beams, a man was lash­ing her bloody back with a leather whip, and the girl was scream­ing hoarsely in pain. Erni and Hermione rushed for­ward to the makeshift rail­ing and shouted at the top of their lungs. Josi, the prac­ti­cal one, pried three planks from the jum­ble of build­ing ma­te­ri­als and armed the Mus­ke­teers.  They ran, wav­ing wooden planks and yelling, as fast as they could to the other cor­ner of the con­struc­tion site, where an un­paved con­crete stair­case led down. All three were shout­ing at the top of their lungs. By the time they reached the bot­tom, the ex­e­cu­tioner was long gone.

 They ran to the girl — no, she was a young, slight woman. They un­tied her bonds, and Rosa fell to the ground. Naked, her eyes wild, and half out of her mind. “Is he gone?” she croaked, and Josi bent over her. “Yes, the guy’s gone!” Rosa tried to cover her naked­ness with her hands. “Phone?” she man­aged in a hoarse, croak­ing voice. Her­mine handed her the cell phone. She di­aled the of­fice. It was Al­fred; he was the only one who spoke with a Mei­dling ac­cent. “It’s me, Al­fred. I’ve been freed. Please come and get me,” she paused briefly, “Where are we?”  Erni said the con­struc­tion site was be­hind Bre­it­en­furter Allee 73, and Rosa re­peated the ad­dress for Al­fred. “And Ronald, bring me some­thing to wear, I’m naked, Al­fred.” She handed back the cell phone. She quickly cov­ered her breasts and looked up at her res­cuers. “I’m Rosa Mor­gen­tau, a de­tec­tive. He kid­napped and tor­tured me for two weeks. The of­fi­cers will be here soon.” Erni handed her her scarf to cover her naked­ness. Josi took off her jacket and put it around Rosa’s shoul­ders. “Can you stand up, Ms. Mor­gen­tau? We should go up­stairs and wait for your col­leagues there.” The three of them helped, and Rosa was fi­nally on her own two feet, un­steady, but on her own two feet none­the­less. They led her to the con­crete stairs. “He tor­tured me, but he didn’t break me.” She re­peated this sen­tence in­ces­santly un­til they reached the top.

 The po­lice car came rac­ing up with flash­ing lights and sirens, fol­lowed by Rosen­blatt’s Mer­cedes. Rosen­blatt, Bod­nar, and Ron jumped out of the cars, fol­lowed by two uni­formed of­fi­cers, pis­tols at the ready. Bod­nar gen­tly took her in his arms, un­able to ut­ter a sound. Rosa stared at Ron. “He tor­tured me, but he couldn’t break me. He was fu­ri­ous, and I just laughed at him. If he’s go­ing to kill me, he should at least do it with a sour face. I wiped that grin off his face.” Ron stepped next to Bod­nar and handed Rosa a track­suit. “It was the only thing I could grab quickly, sweet­heart. Take it easy now, we’ll talk later, okay?” Bod­nar led her be­hind a con­struc­tion shed and helped her dress. Of course, no one had thought about shoes. Ron barked or­ders.  “Bod­nar, you drive her to the AKH (Gen­eral Hos­pi­tal) im­me­di­ately. Don’t take your eyes off her, Hal­ter might try to in­ter­cept you, so be on your guard! Rosen­blatt, you take down the per­sonal de­tails of the three women and drive to the of­fice; you’re our com­mand cen­ter. Call the foren­sics team on the way, the big guns. I’ll stay and se­cure the crime scene. I’ll call the pres­i­dent my­self right away. Now, let’s go!”

 Ron first called his home; Fatme didn’t an­swer. He recorded three sen­tences on tape and then called the pres­i­dent.  “Mr. Wall­ner, Rosa is free and alive. She has a badly bruised back, and Bod­nar is driv­ing her straight to the Vi­enna Gen­eral Hos­pi­tal (AKH). We should prob­a­bly post two po­lice of­fi­cers there; the wicked Hal­ter might turn up. Rosen­blatt is on his way to the of­fice; he’s sup­posed to be the point of con­tact. I’ll stay here and wait for the foren­sic team. They’ll leave no stone un­turned, be­cause the Hal­ter had to flee in a hurry and must have left at least his tool­box be­hind. Could you pos­si­bly take over the  me­dia, and in­te­rior min­is­ter, Mr. Pres­i­dent? We’re un­der­staffed.” Ron took a deep breath. Wall­ner laughed into the phone. “Wow, Hof­stät­ter, she’s free! Free! And she’s alive, our Rosa! You have no idea how re­lieved I am. A badly bruised back? Will she re­cover?” Ron as­sured him that Rosa was un­bro­ken. “Her back looks like mince­meat, but that’s just on the sur­face. She’ll re­cover, Mr. Pres­i­dent!” Wall­ner grinned into the phone, as if Ron could see it.  “The owner had to flee, didn’t get the chance to kill her? That’s good, he’s no longer two steps ahead of us. We have a valu­able sur­vivor. We may have fi­nally caught up.” Wall­ner hung up.

 Ron waited for the crime scene in­ves­ti­ga­tors. A full-scale op­er­a­tion. They would ar­rive with at least two vans, packed with all the equip­ment, at least six of­fi­cers. They might even have a snif­fer dog with them; it was a shame he hadn’t or­dered it right away. His eyes scanned the scene, noth­ing would es­cape his no­tice. His thoughts drifted to Rosa. No, she wasn’t bro­ken, she hadn’t lost her mind. Her back was mince­meat, that much was clear. A few weeks off work, okay. He de­cided to drive straight from here to the Vi­enna Gen­eral Hos­pi­tal (AKH); he wanted to speak with her him­self. Bod­nar was her sup­port, but he was too close to the scene for a dis­pas­sion­ate in­ter­view. He called the of­fice; Rosen­blatt was there.  “Bod­nar brought her in with­out any trou­ble and is sit­ting with her. Wall­ner has or­dered two of­fi­cers to the Vi­enna Gen­eral Hos­pi­tal (AKH) for her pro­tec­tion. Wall­ner is on his way to see the Min­is­ter of the In­te­rior. Ev­ery­thing’s calm here, Ronald. You can re­lax.”

 The po­lice had pri­or­ity at the AKH. Rosa was x-rayed and ex­am­ined from head to toe. Bod­nar had in­sisted on a com­pre­hen­sive tox­i­col­ogy re­port. He sus­pected that scoundrel Hal­ter was ca­pa­ble of any­thing; per­haps he had poi­soned Rosa. He ex­plained the sit­u­a­tion and his sus­pi­cion to the doc­tor. She un­der­stood im­me­di­ately. “Will do, Com­mis­sioner. I’ll per­son­ally ar­range ev­ery­thing nec­es­sary and let you know to­mor­row around 2 p.m.; I have your card.” Rosa’s sore back looked worse than it med­i­cally re­quired. She was cov­ered with a thick layer of oint­ment and given a tight ban­dage. An hour later, she was sit­ting up­right in bed, hooked up to an IV. Bod­nar held her hand and lis­tened to her.  Rosa told him ev­ery­thing, start­ing with the chlo­ro­form. Bod­nar didn’t have a free hand to take notes, but he re­mem­bered ev­ery de­tail. He had only one ques­tion at the be­gin­ning. “Did Mrs. Hal­ter have any­thing to do with it?” Rosa shook her head. “No, she was sit­ting at the kitchen ta­ble do­ing cross­word puz­zles. No, she didn’t know any­thing about the rob­bery be­fore­hand. Later… well, you’ll have to beat that out of her, but not with vi­o­lence, noth­ing will come of it. First gain her trust, then ask ques­tions. Clas­sic in­ter­ro­ga­tion, with­out fists. If you use vi­o­lence, she’ll tear the guard down.”

 Ron ar­rived an hour later and re­lieved Bod­nar. “Get a good night’s sleep; we need you freshly washed and ironed to­mor­row morn­ing.” Bod­nar swal­lowed his re­tort and slunk off. Ron sat down next to Rosa. He had a notepad and pen in his hand. He brushed a strand of hair from her face; he didn’t have the pa­tience for hold­ing hands. He wrote ev­ery­thing down, ab­so­lutely ev­ery­thing. The at­tack with chlo­ro­form. Yes, he must have come from the cel­lar. She was stand­ing with her back to the cel­lar stairs. She woke up with a pound­ing headache in a wine cel­lar. “A very old wine cel­lar, just some huge, an­cient wine bar­rels. I was hand­cuffed to a wa­ter pipe. The wine cel­lar was only a five-minute drive from Bre­it­en­furter Allee; on the last trip, he didn’t take any de­tours — he wanted to kill me there.” Ron looked up from his notes.  “Yes,” Ron con­firmed, ” “we found gui­tar wire in his bag. The track­ing dog fol­lowed his scent for 150 me­ters to a park­ing lot, where the trail ended.” Rosa said it was def­i­nitely a white Ford Tran­sit. She could see ev­ery­thing un­der the blind­fold. “He’s torched the Ford by now, no ques­tion,” Ron said. Rosa sug­gested he prob­a­bly used, or had used, the wine cel­lar quite of­ten. “He had a lot of stuff down there; it wasn’t some ran­dom place like the con­struc­tion site. Who knows how many vic­tims he raped on that old mat­tress where I could sit and sleep. He’d hang me on a rather long chain so I could use the bucket and drink the tap wa­ter and wash my­self half­way.”

 Rosa grit­ted her teeth.  “I was fed twice a day, re­heated frozen food. He must have a re­frig­er­a­tor and a mi­crowave, but I couldn’t see it. The dim light­bulb burned day and night. He gave me an old, smelly blan­ket to cover my­self with at night. He brought food on a tin plate with a plas­tic spoon. Mass-pro­duced. He raped me ev­ery day, sev­eral times, six or eight times, I don’t know ex­actly. Some days much more of­ten. I re­mained pas­sive and didn’t re­sist; I wanted to go on liv­ing. Be­tween his navel and pe­nis, he had a strange com­pass tat­tooed on him, just the rays point­ing in the wind di­rec­tions, not a cir­cle. Twelve or thir­teen cen­time­ters in di­am­e­ter, dark blue. I’ve seen com­passes like that on Rus­sians be­fore. My hands were tied, and he al­ways had great dif­fi­culty forc­ing his cock in. He isn’t cir­cum­cised like the Jews. He al­ways fucked me for a long time, ten to fif­teen min­utes. He grinned crookedly when I came.”  I al­ways spat in his face af­ter­ward, but he took it with­out a word. We hardly spoke. “You’ll be beg­ging me to do it for you,” was his stan­dard line. So I spat at him; that was an­swer enough for me.

 He lis­tens to the po­lice ra­dio all day. He reads the daily news­pa­per ev­ery morn­ing. I’ve watched him; some­one feeds him in­for­ma­tion from the clas­si­fied ads sec­tion. Ev­ery two or three days, he finds an ad, then sits down with a notepad and pen and de­ci­phers it man­u­ally. The ads are never in the same place — well-planned. He gets a phone call two or three times a day; he al­ways says, “One mo­ment, please,” and goes out­side. He’s care­ful, never show­ing any weak­ness. He must have at least a bath­room above the wine cel­lar, be­cause he show­ers, shaves, and wears light per­fume ev­ery day. Old Spice or some­thing sim­i­lar. He’s very clean, but the wine cel­lar is a filthy hole. Above on the makeshift work sur­face that serves as his shelf and desk, he has at­tached two pieces of chip­board. Nine­teen fe­male por­traits, eight of them with a red X through them — our mur­der vic­tims. On the other piece of chip­board, eight men, three of them with a red X through them — the three judges we found. I stared at the faces for hours, but I’m ab­so­lutely cer­tain I don’t know any of them.

 Ron folded his note­book. “You need rest and sleep; this is in­cred­i­bly tir­ing. Get some sleep, Rosa. The two of­fi­cers at the door aren’t let­ting any­one through who they don’t know per­son­ally; they don’t care about IDs. We know how eas­ily the Hal­ter can forge an ID. A very good pre­cau­tion by Wall­ner. He’s prob­a­bly do­ing som­er­saults be­cause we have you back alive.” Rosa held him back. “Ron, do you have a pic­ture of Fatme, a por­trait maybe?” Ron showed her sev­eral pic­tures on his phone. “Yes, that’s her! The last woman on his menu! I’m sure of it, ab­so­lutely cer­tain.” Rosa’s eyes filled with tears. “He’s se­ri­ous, Ron. Nei­ther Wall­ner nor any of us are on his ‘list’, not even me. But Fatme is the last one in his line. Oh my God!” Rosa reached for his hand.  “Fatme! What a bas­tard! If you re­ally want to hurt some­one in the long run, you kill the per­son you love most. That’s not ad­vanced math, that’s a mafia’s rule. Oh Ron, just watch out for her!” He promised to come back to­mor­row. Ron left, shaken to his core.

 Ron went straight to the of­fice. He jot­ted down his notes on the screen, wrote “pro­vi­sional in­ter­ro­ga­tion Rosa Mor­gen­tau” at the top, and the date and time. Part 1, he wrote next to it. He up­loaded the doc­u­ment to the in­tranet so all his col­leagues could read it. Ev­ery­one had al­ready left. He smoked an­other cig­a­rette, then an­other, and fed the empty flow­er­pot — the one with the in­vis­i­ble plant — with cig­a­rette ash, think­ing about ev­ery­thing. 

 Bod­nar had obeyed his or­der and gone to bed early. Later, his lit­tle daugh­ter lay down next to him, and he half-woke.  His hand slipped be­neath the waist­band of her pa­ja­mas, the only con­ces­sion she had ever ex­tracted from him. Laura spread her thighs and he rubbed her hot clit for 15 min­utes un­til she had a del­i­cate, hard trem­bling or­gasm. This light fin­ger play had no mean­ing for him, no weight. He would never give him­self up for in­cest; he had told her that a hun­dred times. He slept soundly un­til morn­ing. Ron strolled home; he would be there be­fore Fatme and throw two steaks in the pan.

 Fatme ar­rived shortly be­fore mid­night, took a hot shower, and they de­voured the steaks and the flat­bread from the Turk­ish bak­ery. A glass of Span­ish red wine com­pleted the meal. Fatme had over­heard his mes­sage and was happy that Rosa had been res­cued alive. Ron put down his cut­lery and leaned for­ward.  “Fatme, you’re in mor­tal dan­ger. The killer has added your photo to his hit list. I hate to say it, but he means busi­ness. Could you send me a pic­ture of the client be­fore the es­cort­ing ses­sion? I want to make sure he doesn’t book you nor­mally and get his hands on you. He’s got plenty of money, the bas­tard.” Fatme took a deep breath. “Okay, I’ll do it that way. The pimp takes a pic­ture of the client, new se­cu­rity reg­u­la­tions, blah blah blah. And you send me a text, ‘OK’ or ‘Run for your life.’ Yeah, we can do that. That should be enough. Al­though, if I were the killer, I’d send a pic­ture of the taxi driver. I’m not stupid.”

 Of course, Fatme was right. For ev­ery ac­tion, there was a coun­ter­mea­sure; they both knew that.  But you had to do ev­ery­thing pos­si­ble, even if the idea was full of holes like Swiss cheese.

 No sooner had Ron en­tered his of­fice the next day than his phone buzzed. He picked it up. It was Frank Hal­ter. Al­fred’s dis­play on the phone sys­tem read: “Over a dozen re­lays around the globe. No chance.” Ron nod­ded grimly. “I would have ex­pected a let­ter from you, Frank,” Ron said provoca­tively, rais­ing his hand. Al­fred put all the de­part­ment’s phones on speak­er­phone. “Oh, are we on a first-name ba­sis by now, De­tec­tive In­spec­tor? Well, fine by me. I ac­tu­ally wanted to check on Rosa; I hope she’s al­right?” Ron re­mained calm.  “Thanks for ask­ing. You just gave her a bad beat­ing, but she’s okay and will be back on your trail soon. It should drive you crazy, be­cause this was your first shot that went so dis­as­trously wrong. That’s how I recorded it. You make mis­takes, sports­man. Mor­gen­tau will lead us to your wine cel­lar, we’ll take you down nice and easy and lock you up for good.” Ron paused and looked through the glass pan­els where his col­leagues were lis­ten­ing breath­lessly. Even the pres­i­dent had jumped to his feet and was star­ing at his phone.

 “Point goes to you, Ronald. I can call you Ronald, can’t I? And as for the wine cel­lar, it’s been empty and de­serted since last night. I never in­tended to let Rosa live; that cer­tainly wasn’t a good idea. On the other hand, I wanted her to suf­fer and de­lib­er­ately showed her my out­stand­ing list. I’m sure she men­tioned it.” Ron thought for a mo­ment and let out a forced laugh. “Yes, that re­ally wasn’t a good idea. We’ll track down the ladies and keep an eye on them. I’m sure you’re stupid enough to get caught like that. It’s ac­tu­ally dis­ap­point­ing; this game has re­ally be­come bor­ing. If there’s noth­ing else to do, then good­bye.” Ron knew his bluff was on very thin ice. He wanted to pro­voke Frank Hal­ter; maybe he’d lose his tem­per now. “Well, dear Ronald, then I’ll see you when I’m ar­rested. I’ll call you again, be­cause I still have a few things to do. Good­bye.” Crackle, the line was dead. Al­fred an­swered.  “He called from an un­reg­is­tered cell phone, routed his call through a dozen re­lays around the world — there’s noth­ing I can do about it.” Ron nod­ded; Al­fred had cer­tainly done his best. Where did Hal­ter get all these skills? He didn’t use any elec­tronic de­vices, we thought. But this call proved he was more ca­pa­ble than we thought. Or he had ac­com­plices we knew ab­so­lutely noth­ing about.

 The weeks passed, Frank Hal­ter had dis­ap­peared, Rosa Mor­gen­tau was back in the sad­dle af­ter days. No, she de­clined the pres­i­dent’s of­fer of ex­tended leave, time to process the trauma. “I’m con­tin­u­ing to work be­cause now he’s done it per­son­ally, the bas­tard. I want to put a bul­let be­tween his eyes my­self. He’s prac­ti­cally beg­ging for it. But thank you for your con­cern, Mr. Pres­i­dent.” Wall­ner re­lented; se­cretly, he ad­mired the young woman. She had the heart of a de­tec­tive and real guts. 

 Of course, Wall­ner knew that both Bod­nar and Rosen­blatt were lick­ing the hon­ey­pot of Ms. Kerzen­docht, week af­ter week. But he couldn’t fire them as eas­ily as they de­served. He would cut his spear­head in half; he couldn’t. Not now.

 Fatme was be­com­ing more and more vul­ner­a­ble, thin­ner and thin­ner. Ron could only be the rock in the storm, the strong oak against whose trunk Fatme could cling and cry with­out hav­ing to ex­plain her tears. He reg­u­larly can­celed on the pimp and punched her out of trou­ble. He didn’t even ac­knowl­edge Madame Flo­rence’s whin­ing. Fatme was grate­ful that she could visit her fa­ther ev­ery af­ter­noon. Ron thought it was right that Fatme was by her fa­ther’s side as he died. But ev­ery night she went to the es­cort, lay ex­hausted and sad in the client’s arms, and let him fuck her with a mourn­ful ex­pres­sion as of­ten as he could.

 She came home, show­ered, and lay down next to Ron. “I was so de­tached again while the guy fucked me. And these pigs ap­par­ently like it when I’m heart­bro­ken, Ron. Please for­give me for com­ing home so late, but I didn’t care how of­ten he fucked me. I didn’t even get any plea­sure when he licked my clit to or­gasm dur­ing the breaks. I al­ways or­gasmed as if I weren’t heart­bro­ken, but I didn’t en­joy it. That was the only dif­fer­ence. The Per­sian licked me to or­gasm dur­ing the three breaks and he was vis­i­bly proud. My tears only in­creased his lust. I wasn’t just heart­bro­ken, but I felt more hu­mil­i­ated than I’d ever felt be­fore. He gave me a thou­sand-dol­lar tip, and I didn’t even thank him.”  Ron held her tightly in his arms. “Don’t think about it too much. He’s not the first Per­sian to lick your clit. And there will be many more, I think. Sleep now, love, let go and dream.”

 One late af­ter­noon, he came home to find Fatme sit­ting mo­tion­less in a chair, star­ing into space. She hadn’t even taken off her jacket. She looked up at him wide-eyed. “Hakim.” She stared at her fin­gers.  “I called the imam; he al­ways re­spected my fa­ther. He’s tak­ing care of ev­ery­thing — the med­i­cal ex­am­iner, the au­thor­i­ties, the fu­neral to­mor­row at the Is­lamic ceme­tery in Liesing. Will you come with me, Hakim?” Ron im­me­di­ately agreed. “I’m tak­ing the day off and I won’t leave your side, love.”

 Ron took off her jacket and lay down with her on the bed. Fatme buried her face in the crook of his neck. Only now could she cry.  “He died in my arms, peace­fully and gen­tly. I first made him hard with my mouth and tongue; af­ter all, he’s an old man, and it took a very long time un­til he was hard enough. “Thank you for tak­ing such good care of me, child,” he said, stroking my head. Then I mounted him and rode him very rev­er­ently and very gen­tly for about half an hour, as I usu­ally do these days. I bent down and kissed his lips while he squirted. He opened his eyes again and whis­pered, “Thank you for mak­ing me so happy, Fatme.” He closed his eyes again and stopped breath­ing. God, or Al­lah, or Yah­weh heard my plea; he died in my arms, and for that I am very grate­ful. I sat for a while and said good­bye to his soul; it flew out the win­dow. I called the imam, and he is tak­ing care of all the nec­es­sary ar­range­ments. I should go home and cry, the imam said. I didn’t call any­one else, not even the fake aunts. I never want to see those harpies again. I wan­dered through the city cen­ter with my eyes open, but with­out look­ing. I didn’t want to dis­turb you at work be­cause you are the only one I have left in this world.” Ron held her close, stroked her back, and mur­mured sooth­ing words, mean­ing­less, in­co­her­ent words. He had never known her fa­ther; he was only sad be­cause of Fatme. Yes, he would be her fa­ther, brother, and lover. The thought made his knees trem­ble. He im­me­di­ately called Madame Flo­rence’s pimp.  “Shut up, Charly! Fatme won’t be back for at least a week, there’s been a death in the fam­ily. And don’t call her, she’ll call you when she’s able to work again.”

 He walked into the ceme­tery as Hakim El­bagr, at Fatme’s side. She had linked arms with him and wouldn’t let go, not for a sec­ond. It was as­ton­ish­ing how many had come to say good­bye to her fa­ther. Ron re­turned ev­ery smile; the com­mu­nity loved him. Even the Jew­ish baker had come, dressed up and wear­ing his large black hat. Ron went up to him and of­fered his hand. “Thank you for com­ing, Mr. Mejer,” he grum­bled. The line of peo­ple pass­ing by and shak­ing Fatme’s hand was long. He didn’t know the aunts, but Fatme’s body lan­guage told him so. Her face was like stone; she of­fered them only her fin­ger­tips re­luc­tantly. She didn’t ac­knowl­edge the croc­o­dile tears; even now, their tears were false and vile. 

 The innkeeper wasn’t very pleased when the Mus­lims came to eat. They ate, but they didn’t drink, at least not in the ceme­tery, those Mus­lims.  He sighed at how fool­ish it had been to open his inn by the Is­lamic ceme­tery. Other innkeep­ers were rak­ing in the prof­its; their real money lay in the drinks.

 Fatme threw her­self into her stud­ies, which she had ne­glected in re­cent weeks. Now she was go­ing full throt­tle; it was al­ready the end of May, and the sec­ond se­mes­ter would end in mid-June. At the same time, she was writ­ing a pri­vate es­say, which she ded­i­cated to her fa­ther. She be­gan with her ear­li­est mem­o­ries and wanted to end with her fa­ther’s death. It was about only three peo­ple: her­self, her fa­ther, and her mother. Fatme in­sisted on writ­ing ev­ery­thing down truth­fully, ev­ery tiny de­tail, in­clud­ing the sex­ual ones. How she clung to her mother’s body be­cause she loved her fa­ther and wanted to be loved by him, to be gen­tly pumped like her mother. How her mother grad­u­ally died, and she took her place and be­came his lit­tle wife. Ron, of course, was al­lowed to read it.  He got a glimpse deep into the fam­ily bed­room, un­var­nished and very clear. But it an­swered so many unasked ques­tions. And it ex­posed the sex­ual lust and dis­ap­point­ment of the so-called aunts, whom Dad, dis­il­lu­sioned af­ter his wife’s death, ban­ished from the bed­room. Ron hugged Fatme.
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   The Last Shot

 by István Rudas © 2026 

 
 Since Rosa re­turned from sick leave, ev­ery­one no­ticed that she had changed. More ma­ture, older, tougher, and in a way, more dan­ger­ous. Ev­ery morn­ing she went down to Hades, and Dr. Gangl changed her ban­dages. She smiled be­cause Dr. Gangl gazed so lov­ingly at her small, round breasts with their pointed nip­ples. He grinned, not the least bit em­bar­rassed.  “Quasi­modo was a real man, be­neath that hump and the tat­tered rags.” Rosa smiled gen­tly and un­der­stand­ingly. She han­dled ev­ery­day tasks quickly and eas­ily, and then she threw her­self into the Frank Hal­ter case like a blood­thirsty tiger. She dis­sected ev­ery doc­u­ment down to the mol­e­cules, had prob­a­bly lis­tened to Hal­ter’s call to Ron a hun­dred times, and read the tran­script word for word. Yes, she some­times whis­pered to Al­fred, be­cause the com­puter only thought log­i­cally and wasn’t in­flu­enced by emo­tions.

 Ron had chuck­led when Al­fred asked for his per­mis­sion. But that, too, was per­fectly log­i­cal; Al­fred was ac­tu­ally as­signed to him as his per­sonal as­sis­tant. Now he some­times sat next to Rosa and lis­tened to her dis­cus­sion with the clever com­puter. It was very in­ter­est­ing, but they weren’t get­ting very far. Al­fred had con­sid­ered mil­lions of pos­si­bil­i­ties. He asked if he could make a com­ment.  “I see that you and Ronald are sit­ting to­gether. So I’ll of­fer my sug­ges­tion; it’s com­pletely far-fetched, but per­haps worth con­sid­er­ing. You’ve ob­vi­ously ex­am­ined the base­ment floor at the Hal­ter house. But there’s a new type of ground-pen­e­trat­ing radar now, called li­dar. It can de­tect the tini­est things be­neath the floor, be­neath the con­crete base­ment floor. The Ke­pler Uni­ver­sity in Linz has one. Just a thought, but per­haps some­thing might be found. Shall I put you in touch with the head of the in­sti­tute there?” Ron and Rosa ex­changed per­plexed glances and said in uni­son, “Ab­so­lutely!”

 The pro­fes­sor in Linz was thrilled to use his gad­get, es­pe­cially since Pres­i­dent Wall­ner agreed that, if suc­cess­ful, the pro­fes­sor could re­fer to the crim­i­nal po­lice — nat­u­rally, only af­ter the case was closed. Three men ar­rived from Linz; the li­dar looked like a lawn­mower. And now they were scan­ning the base­ment floor.  And lo and be­hold, the pro­fes­sor drew a rec­tan­gle on the floor with chalk. There was an un­der­ground tun­nel run­ning be­neath the house, com­ing from here and con­tin­u­ing on to there. Ron stared at the chalk mark. Di­rectly be­neath the rec­tan­gle, there seemed to be a large lump of metal and some elec­tron­ics. The pro­fes­sor scratched his head. “No en­trance in sight.” Rosen­thal dropped his cof­fee cup on the floor and was about to apol­o­gize. But Ron had lain down and was star­ing at the slurry of cof­fee and dust. A hair­line crack was grad­u­ally ap­pear­ing where the slurry was seep­ing in. The se­cret en­trance. Bod­nar said, “We’ll let the foren­sics guys hack the elec­tron­ics, okay?” Pres­i­dent Wall­ner leaned for­ward. “Ex­actly right, Bod­nar, ab­so­lutely right. But first, get the pick­axe out of the van. We’re do­ing it the Rus­sian way.”

 Bod­nar swung the pick­axe and tore open the con­crete.  The pro­fes­sor stuck his head and a  flash­light into the hole. “A metal lad­der, a dis­used sewer. Ah! A metal struc­ture, pos­si­bly the door opener with its elec­tron­ics. Sim­ple, but ef­fec­tive.” Ev­ery­one peered into the hole, then Bod­nar com­pletely ob­scured the area. They went down one by one; Rosen­blatt fol­lowed the sewer to its end, where there was a locked iron door lead­ing to the street. Rosa metic­u­lously pho­tographed the en­tire scene. The se­cret was out; Hal­ter would prob­a­bly dis­cover it soon and curse. Rosa felt that Frank’s re­la­tion­ship with his mother had be­come even closer since his time in prison and on va­ca­tion, so they would con­tinue their close sur­veil­lance, pay­ing par­tic­u­lar at­ten­tion to the se­cret en­trance. She sat down with Bod­nar and Rosen­blatt for pri­vate talks to give them a piece of her mind. It didn’t help their in­ves­ti­ga­tion if they licked the honey pot of Kerzen­docht. Both of them just shrugged. Would she make a big deal out of it? No? Then we’d carry on. Of course, Bod­nar and Rosen­blatt had al­ready planned ev­ery­thing.  They were cer­tain they wouldn’t be fired. Wall­ner needed ev­ery sin­gle man. Rosa’s shoul­ders slumped. But ever since, re­la­tions be­tween her and Bod­nar had been strained; she had be­come ag­gres­sive and grumpy.

 Bod­nar and Rosen­blatt now sat more of­ten in the cof­fee cor­ner, whis­per­ing. An ob­ser­vant per­son would soon re­al­ize that Bod­nar was ques­tion­ing and in­ter­ro­gat­ing Rosen­blatt about in­cest. Bod­nar looked at the nude pho­tos of the slut and then at the ones of Elli, his eyes blaz­ing and saliva dan­gling from the cor­ner of his mouth. The im­ages danced the cha-cha-cha in his poor brain. But no, he would never sleep with his daugh­ter, never, Bod­nar said. Yes, he too had nude pho­tos of his wife and daugh­ter. Rosen­blatt scanned the pic­tures of Bod­nar’s un­re­mark­able wife. But he clicked his tongue as he at­ten­tively ex­am­ined the cheeky, ob­scenely posed daugh­ter Laura. Bod­nar just looked at him.

 Rosen­blatt mut­tered that these pic­tures and videos of the slut were prob­a­bly 15 years old, and Bod­nar nod­ded. Only in a few pic­tures was the slut just pos­ing naked; mostly, Rosen­blatt had pho­tographed or filmed her mas­tur­bat­ing and hav­ing sex. The slut’s body could only be de­scribed as “sin­ful.” Rosen­blatt usu­ally chose an an­gle where the cunt and clit were vis­i­ble in the fore­ground, with her full breasts and pointed nip­ples above. The slut usu­ally stared into the cam­era, which cap­tured her at the mo­ment of cli­max. The clit was in­deed shaped like a small boy’s pe­nis, less than two inches long. The slut rubbed it from bot­tom to top, and at cli­max, she squeezed the tiny shaft with two fin­gers so that the tiny glans bobbed, red and swollen, be­tween them. Bod­nar held his breath; in some videos, the slut was be­ing fucked by a yooung boy. All that was vis­i­ble was his pe­nis, driv­ing the slut’s cunt wild.  “She had a thing for young boys, none older than 15,” Rosen­blatt mur­mured, “she’s al­ways been a slut.”
 
 The first videos showed Elli, gig­gling and pant­ing as she mas­tur­bated, at age 6 or 7. Bod­nar’s cock throbbed with ex­cite­ment. There were only videos of Elli mas­tur­bat­ing and reach­ing cli­max. Bod­nar held his breath. Again, her tiny, pe­nis-shaped clit was clearly vis­i­ble. She, too, stared into the cam­era dur­ing her cli­max. Bod­nar in­stantly fell for Elli. He stared into Rosen­blatt’s eyes. “Your lit­tle one, she’s some­thing!” he ex­claimed softly. Rosen­blatt grinned. “Just you wait, she’s about to let both her friends fuck her!” And in­deed, she grinned as she let one boy’s cock fuck her and cum in­side her. Im­me­di­ately, a sec­ond cock went into ac­tion, fuck­ing the lit­tle one a long time un­til she or­gasmed and shoot­ing his load into her tight lit­tle cunt. Bod­nar was sweat­ing pro­fusely.  He had to have her, he had to fuck Elli!

 Rosen­blatt put away his iPhone and reached for Bod­nar’s. Bod­nar mur­mured, “The first videos of Yvette dur­ing her preg­nancy, also from 15 years ago.” In the fore­ground, Yvette’s fin­ger danced on her clit, above which arched her round belly. Rosen­blatt, to whom noth­ing in the world was un­fa­mil­iar, opened his eyes wide. Yvette’s eyes rolled up­ward in or­gasm un­til the irises com­pletely dis­ap­peared, leav­ing only the whites of her eyes vis­i­ble. “Dur­ing her preg­nancy, she had to be fucked or mas­tur­bated twenty times or more a day,” Bod­nar added in a hoarse voice. “We loved each other very much back then, and she al­ways made sure we had ex­cit­ing three­somes be­cause she’s bi­sex­ual.” Yvette’s tongue was now lick­ing a pussy and clit in close-up un­til she reached or­gasm.  Rosen­blatt nod­ded. “You got lucky with her, old man. If she had big­ger breasts and wider hips, I’d like her bet­ter.” Rosen­blatt flipped through the pages, and now he clicked his tongue. Laura must have been eight or nine when she first let Bod­nar film her mas­tur­bat­ing. And yes, her eyes rolled up­wards in ec­stasy un­til you could only see the whites of her eyes. More videos fol­lowed; Laura be­came in­creas­ingly skilled at mas­tur­bat­ing, Rosen­blatt no­ticed. “You’ll have a happy day with that lit­tle one,” Rosen­blatt mur­mured. Bod­nar shook his head vig­or­ously. “Not in a mil­lion years, she’s my daugh­ter!” he whis­pered in­dig­nantly.

 Rosa, of course, knew that Bod­nar put his hand un­der his daugh­ter’s waist­band, quite in­no­cently, nat­u­rally. Rosa gave him real head­butts, not slaps, not any­more.  Some­times she wanted to punch him in the face, but she didn’t want to, or couldn’t  push him away. “Wake up al­ready!” she screamed at him when they were alone. “There’s no such thing as in­no­cent fin­ger play, you id­iot! The law is un­am­bigu­ous: it’s in­cest, child mo­lesta­tion, and so on. Why do you act like the law doesn’t ap­ply to you?” Bod­nar squirmed. It had just hap­pened that way. It was a sub­sti­tute for real in­ter­course, and he ad­hered rigidly to that bound­ary. His daugh­ter left him alone when he per­formed the fin­ger play and also ac­cepted that he wasn’t up for in­ter­course. His daugh­ter had learned at school how to please boys. Her hand would slip onto Bod­nar’s cock, and she unashamedly gives him the happy end­ing with her fist. Bod­nar grinned like an id­iot. Yes, for sev­eral weeks now. Rosa glared at him an­grily.  “You’re such a don­key, honey. You’re al­ready slid­ing down the slip­pery slope, but you don’t even re­al­ize it. I’ll leave you when you hit the bot­tom, you id­iot! Leave you, with­out dis­cus­sion!”

 Ron al­ways gave Fatme the go-ahead. Frank Hal­ter never showed his face around her, even though he knew for sure where she worked, what the pimp’s name was, and he def­i­nitely had his phone num­ber. He re­ally had a bad feel­ing in his stom­ach, that was for sure. He had dis­cussed the sit­u­a­tion with Al­fred and en­trusted him with the com­plete sur­veil­lance. Al­fred was to mon­i­tor with­out re­stric­tions; the pri­vacy of ev­ery­one in­volved was sec­ondary in a case like this. Al­fred thought he should at least in­form the pres­i­dent, be­cause he had to doc­u­ment ev­ery­thing and couldn’t fal­sify his own pro­to­cols. Ron nod­ded; he would in­form the pres­i­dent, but he never did.

 Bod­nar en­tered the pres­i­dent’s of­fice. “I have some­thing pri­vate to dis­cuss, boss.”  Wall­ner nod­ded and ges­tured to the chair. Bod­nar low­ered the blinds; it was sup­posed to re­main pri­vate. Wall­ner pushed the pa­pers aside, lit a cig­a­rette, and waited at­ten­tively. “Mr. Pres­i­dent, I re­quest my res­ig­na­tion. Per­haps early re­tire­ment; that would be very kind.” Wall­ner sig­naled that he didn’t un­der­stand a word. “Mr. Pres­i­dent, I’m 56 now. I was a loyal civil ser­vant for over 35 years, at least un­til the day be­fore yes­ter­day. I’ve be­come dis­hon­est; I’m no longer a loyal civil ser­vant. I’ve tar­nished my honor and that of my fam­ily. I would only be a bur­den in your ranks, Mr. Pres­i­dent.” Wall­ner leaned back. “Are we talk­ing about Kerzen­docht or your daugh­ter?” Bod­nar was ut­terly taken aback. Ap­par­ently, noth­ing es­caped the Pres­i­dent’s no­tice. He took a deep breath, but Wall­ner con­tin­ued speak­ing.  “What you and Rosen­blatt are do­ing with the Kerzen­docht would, of course, be grounds for fir­ing you cock-driven don­keys on the spot if I knew. But I don’t know, I don’t want to know. Are we fin­ished, are you go­ing back to work?”

 Bod­nar re­mained seated, let­ting his shoul­ders slump for­ward. “I didn’t mean to bring up the Kerzen­docht in­ci­dent, Mr. Pres­i­dent. Rosen­blatt and I de­serve to be seen as pim­ply school­boys. The Kerzen­docht acts like a con­ve­nient har­lot, but she cer­tainly isn’t one. No, it’s the other mat­ter, that’s what I was re­ally talk­ing about.” Wall­ner slumped back in his chair. “Your daugh­ter, then? Laura?” Bod­nar nod­ded un­hap­pily. “I’ve dis­graced my fam­ily. I de­serve a good kick in the pants, Rosa warned me. And now it’s all over, Rosa has fired me. I’m no longer a de­cent po­lice­man, cer­tainly not a loyal pub­lic ser­vant. I’m ask­ing you for a sim­ple dis­missal so that at least I don’t lose my pen­sion.” Wall­ner leaned his head against the wall.  That he had to work with im­ma­ture men like Bod­nar and Rosen­blatt, well, … “Lis­ten to me care­fully, Mr. Bod­nar (he ad­dressed Bod­nar for­mally for a rea­son), lis­ten to me. You were and still are a good and de­cent po­lice of­fi­cer, and a good de­tec­tive to boot, I must say. I wouldn’t dream of fir­ing you or any­thing stupid like that. You’re go­ing back to work, and that’s my fi­nal word.”

 Bod­nar sat there like a drowned rat. The pres­i­dent had ad­dressed him in­for­mally all his life, and with the un­ex­pected for­mal­ity, he em­pha­sized his au­thor­ity and his ar­bi­tra­tion. Bod­nar was par­a­lyzed; it had taken an un­ex­pected turn. Wall­ner leaned for­ward, his Ro­man nose hint­ing at why he used to be called the Fal­con.  “Look, Bod­nar. Rosen­blatt’s sleep­ing with his daugh­ter, and he’s not even try­ing to hide it. Did I fire him? Did I trans­fer him to the ar­chives? No, you see, I can tell a ca­pa­ble de­tec­tive when I see him. I couldn’t care less where, how, or with whom Rosen­blatt does it. He’s do­ing a very good job, so why should I shoot my­self in the foot just be­cause he has a pri­vate life that, strictly speak­ing, is none of my busi­ness as long as his daugh­ter isn’t com­mit­ting a crime? To hell with him, to hell with you! You work for me, and that’s that. Maybe you shouldn’t broad­cast your in­cest with Laura as much as Rosen­blatt did; that would be de­cent. I’m NOT mak­ing a note of it in your per­son­nel file, just like I didn’t for Rosen­blatt. I don’t know, I don’t want to know, and it’s ab­so­lutely none of my damn busi­ness. Now get to work, I’m sure you have enough to do!”  Wall­ner grabbed the stack of pa­pers and didn’t even glance at Bod­nar again. Bod­nar left silently, lost in thought.

 Ron sat next to Rosa, and they went through the record­ings from the cel­lar. Rosa said sud­denly, “I broke up with Bod­nar yes­ter­day, I’m se­ri­ous.” Ron jumped. “Breaked up with him?” Rosa nod­ded. “I warned him; I wouldn’t tol­er­ate in­cest, even as a lover.” Ron looked at her. “In­cest?” Rosa nod­ded. “Rosen­blatt and Bod­nar, those id­iots, don’t just sleep with the two old ladies twice a week, they sleep with their daugh­ters too. Both of them. I’m cer­tainly not prud­ish or up­tight, but that’s a red line for me, and I warned Bod­nar that I’d be gone if he couldn’t con­trol him­self. At least you’re not a cock-crazed id­iot, Ronald.”

 Ron laid his head in his hands. “How sure are you, Rosa?” She tilted her head to the side. “100%. Bod­nar told me him­self. He rode straight into her trap at full gal­lop and made Laura his wife be­fore he sobered up. And there’s no such thing as be­ing half-preg­nant, Ronald. So, 100%.” Rosa frowned.  “For years he grad­u­ally gave in to her. At first, he just slipped his hand un­der her waist­band and gen­tly stroked her, noth­ing more. That went well for a while. Then she got him to do the fin­ger­ing. That was the sec­ond time I yelled at him and warned him. She’d done it to the boys, so she did it to him too, the whole she­bang with a happy end­ing. She’s been dili­gently milk­ing his seed ev­ery night for the past six months, slurp­ing his juice. I gave him proper head­butts and screamed bloody mur­der, as you can imag­ine. And two or three days ago, she snapped the trap shut and the id­iot made her a woman. I know how to pro­voke that sort of thing; I was 15 once too. But my fa­ther took me in his arms and said, ‘We’ll leave that alone, young lady.’ And I’m grate­ful to him that he wasn’t a dick-driven mo­ron, God rest his soul.”

 “And what do we do next?” Ron asked.  Rosa thought for a mo­ment. “Bod­nar wanted to talk to Wall­ner about leav­ing. I pre­dict Wall­ner will give him a real dress­ing-down, and he cer­tainly won’t want to hear any­thing about leav­ing. The pres­i­dent is con­vinced that the four of us are the best. He won’t let any of us drop out be­tween sta­tions. Not un­til we have the Hal­ter. Af­ter that — who knows?!” Ron tilted his head. “Whether we like it or not, we’re split into two groups. You and I and Al­fred, Rosen­blatt and Bod­nar. The two of them will be united be­cause they both ride with their daugh­ters and be­cause they both climb upon Kerzen­docht.” Rosa flinched slightly. “What, you know that too?” He looked at her, amused.  “I’m a de­tec­tive in­spec­tor, not a park­ing en­force­ment clerk. I’ve known since the first week of the sur­veil­lance, when Kerzen­docht lay naked and truly mag­nif­i­cent be­fore me on the kitchen ta­ble. Bod­nar and Rosen­blatt, they’re good, but sex­u­ally un­re­li­able. I put two and two to­gether and got three. And the pres­i­dent knew it im­me­di­ately, too. But as their su­pe­rior, he has to look the other way or fire them both. Fire them? Never in a mil­lion years!”

 Rosa and Ron agreed to con­tinue the close sur­veil­lance, now that they knew how Hal­ter could sneak into the house. The net was clos­ing in on Hal­ter. The pres­i­dent gave the sur­veil­lance his bless­ing — keep it up!

 Ron’s phone buzzed. It was Frank Hal­ter. Ron raised his hand, and ev­ery­one fell silent in­stantly. Al­fred put ev­ery­one on speak­er­phone. “God bless, Hal­ter, what brings me the honor off your call?” Frank Hal­ter re­mained silent, sur­prised.  “God? Which God? The one who had my fa­ther mur­dered in prison, or the one who doesn’t stop me, even though he cer­tainly doesn’t find my works amus­ing?” Ron was in good spir­its. “Both, Frankie, both. But I’m sure you didn’t just want to phi­los­o­phize with me?” Hal­ter paused briefly. “Well, you’ve fi­nally found my spe­cial en­trance, a hearty bravo from me. It took a year, but good things come to those who wait, don’t they?” Ron turned se­ri­ous. “You’re no longer a ghost to us, Frank. Just a sim­ple stage ma­gi­cian who amazes us with tricks and fake wall­pa­per doors. But we’ve found your trick, you can’t play the van­ish­ing-the-wall any­more.” Frank replied im­me­di­ately. “You de­mol­ished it with a pick­axe, Mother told me.” Ron asked slyly, “Have we re­stricted your range of ac­tion?” Frank laughed.  “If I hadn’t been pre­pared, you re­ally would have locked me out. You should know that’s not the case, Ronald. I see my mother and Rachel when­ever I want. Mor­gen­tau will con­firm that I en­joy sleep­ing with women; I used to sleep with her at all hours of the day and night.” Ron forced a laugh. “Yes, since then Mor­gen­tau keeps a tube of lube in her purse, in case you come back for her, Frankie.” Frank thought for a mo­ment. “I should have stran­gled Mor­ge­nau right there on the spot, the un­grate­ful bitch! She squealed with de­light, Ronald, squealed with de­light like Juliet at Romeo! Let’s not leave any­thing out. The truth is the truth and will re­main the truth. She squealed like a piglet and then squealed with de­light at the end! Or isn’t that in her re­port?!” Ron saw out of the cor­ner of his eye that Rosa flinched.

 He de­cided to ob­ject. “Ev­ery­thing ex­cept the squeak­ing is in the re­port, neatly laid out. And that you have a com­pass tat­tooed right there, oth­er­wise your thing wouldn’t know where to go.” He waited, had he touched a nerve? Frankie chuck­led. “Oh, that! A boss from Yakutsk gave me the com­pass rose when he briefly cap­tured me. It’s con­sid­ered a mark of shame among Rus­sians, a sign of pe­dophilia. The guy had ev­ery rea­son, too; I’d de­filed his shel­tered lit­tle daugh­ter when she was 12. I slit his and his wife’s throats, and three lust­ful days later, I did the same to the daugh­ter; I had no use for her any­more.” Ron was silent for a long time. “You’re a dis­gust­ing pe­dophile and mur­derer, but we both know that.” Frank didn’t re­ply. “Well, back to the point. What ex­actly was the rea­son for your call?” Ron asked.

 He could hear Frank’s soft laugh­ter.  “Well, I was won­der­ing if you had a court or­der when you de­mol­ished my house, my prop­erty? A court or­der?” Ron ex­plained. “For this ac­tion, the CID don’t need a court or­der, nor the con­sent of your mother, who, ac­cord­ing to Artem Galeb­nikov, is the right­ful sole owner. And she was stand­ing right there, mouth agape. You can’t have a say; the house doesn’t be­long to you, my smarty-pants friend. All you own is the cell where we’ll lock you up and throw away the key.” Frank could be heard sharply in­hal­ing. “The Nurem­berg­ers don’t hang any­one un­less they’ve got him first. A clever say­ing. First, you’d have to catch me, and that’s not go­ing to hap­pen.” Ron ven­tured onto thin ice again.  “The women are un­der sur­veil­lance. We’re not stupid enough to put a uni­formed of­fi­cer on their doorstep. Sur­veil­lance, I said, Frankie. Ghosts you’ll never see. And we’ll sim­ply grab you as soon as you en­ter the perime­ter. You’ll only in­cur con­sid­er­able per­son­nel costs, but we can han­dle it. Noth­ing is too ex­pen­sive for the good feel­ing of see­ing you hand­cuffed at his feet, the Chief of Po­lice. Yes, the Chief of Po­lice nods and slaps his thighs with plea­sure.”

 Frank didn’t re­act quickly or rashly. Ron’s threats bounced off him. “It was nice chat­ting with you, Ronald. I’ll get in touch again when it suits me. All right?” Click, he’d hung up. Ron looked around. The Chief of Po­lice had opened his glass door and was giv­ing him a thumbs-up. Bod­nar growled, “Throw­ing dirt at Rosa, that’s ex­actly what he wanted. Search war­rant. That’s ridicu­lous.”  Rosa stood up and went to the re­stroom. Rosen­blatt, who had been dili­gently tak­ing notes, said, “It was def­i­nitely just idle chat­ter. He wanted us to know that he didn’t care that we’d found the se­cret en­trance. He ap­par­ently in­tends to con­tinue vis­it­ing and stamp­ing his mother and Kerzen­docht. He thinks we can’t stop him. Ev­ery­thing else was just talk. There’s ab­so­lutely no ev­i­dence that he ever slit the throats of a Rus­sian mob boss, his wife, and their daugh­ter. It may be true, or it may just as eas­ily be a tall tale. It has no bear­ing on our in­ves­ti­ga­tion.”

 Ron went into the women’s re­stroom. Rosa was squat­ting on the floor, her eyes red and teary. She said noth­ing when he sat down next to her. Over­com­ing his shy­ness, he took her hand. Her tears flowed freely again.  “It’s true what Frank said, Ron. Ev­ery word. Damn it, I’m a woman, and my body re­acts the way a woman’s body re­acts. No mat­ter what my mind says. I spat at him ev­ery time, but that spit­ting came from my brain, not my gut.” She leaned her head against his up­per arm. “I’m ashamed in front of all of you, Ron. I kept from you how plea­sur­ably and ec­stat­i­cally my body re­acted. I only re­ported that I spat at him, full of con­tempt. That’s true, too; that’s how my mind, that’s how my dig­nity re­acted.”

 Ron was still hold­ing her hand. “We all feel this way, Rosa, don’t worry. Re­mem­ber how my body re­acted back then. My body re­acted to Hanna Rosen­st­ingl’s stun­ningly sex­u­ally at­trac­tive curves; that was pure Eros. My mind, my in­tel­lect, saw the en­trails, the mon­strous vi­o­lence in­flicted upon a hu­man be­ing; that was Thanatos. My fa­cial ex­pres­sion fas­ci­nated you be­cause, ul­ti­mately, Eros won out. The last time that hap­pened to me was at school when I dis­cov­ered that the mu­sic teacher wasn’t wear­ing un­der­wear, dis­play­ing her cunny to those sit­ting in the first row. In ev­ery mu­sic les­son, Eros won, grin­ning ma­li­ciously, be­cause I ejac­u­lated in my un­der­wear, in ev­ery les­son. She crossed her legs, and I stared at her shaved pussy and had to cum again and again, Rosa. Don’t judge your­self, es­pe­cially not so un­fairly. Ev­ery­one in our de­part­ment un­der­stands your re­ac­tion, Rosa.” He added, “No Frank Hal­ter can di­vide us that eas­ily apart.”

 Ron had no idea whether his bluff about the sur­veil­lance had worked.  Of course, Rosa had only ever com­pared all the women and men in­volved in the Artem Galeb­nikov or Frank Hal­ter court cases in some way, but she couldn’t find a sin­gle match with the peo­ple on Frank Hal­ter’s hit list in the wine cel­lar. Well, ex­cept for Fatme, of course. Ron tried to put him­self in Frank’s shoes. Frank wanted to tor­ment Rosa, he’d ad­mit­ted that. Could it be that he hung up por­traits of com­pletely un­in­volved, ran­dom peo­ple just to make Rosa be­lieve he had an­other dozen peo­ple on his hit list? Then, how­ever, his bluff would be ex­posed as noth­ing more than hot air.

 He brought up this dilemma the next day at the aquar­ium. The re­ac­tions were mixed. Rosen­blatt and Rosa thought the bluff had been blown. Wall­ner and Bod­nar were con­vinced that Frank had fallen for it. Ron him­self be­lieved both were pos­si­ble. He stood up.  “If Frank throws a body at our feet within the next ten days or two weeks, then the bluff was com­pletely in­ef­fec­tive. If there’s no body, there’s a chance the bluff worked. But it’s also pos­si­ble that the whole hit list was just a hoax to give our Rosa a good scare. Putting my friend Fatme on the list would only am­plify the ef­fect on Rosa. See­ing through that guy is be­yond me. I ad­mit it.”

 They strictly main­tained the close sur­veil­lance. The house was only un­guarded be­tween mid­night and 6 a.m. Only a uni­formed man sat on the bench in front of the door, read­ing a news­pa­per or doz­ing. Bod­nar, and later Rosen­blatt as well, lost all in­hi­bi­tions. Mrs. Hal­ter re­mained un­nat­u­rally pas­sive and hid her face in a pil­low when­ever the two men shagged her. Of course, it had been Mrs. Kerzen­docht’s idea, but the men ea­gerly took ad­van­tage of it.  Kerzen­docht only wanted her friend to share in the sex­ual bliss, and her age re­ally didn’t mat­ter. It was a cheap, slutty cha­rade. Ron grabbed Kerzen­docht by the arm when she tried to sneak past in the morn­ing. He in­ter­ro­gated her harshly and re­lent­lessly in the kitchen, not car­ing that Mrs. Hal­ter was mor­ti­fied. Ron’s first thought was that this, ex­actly this, would drive Frank Hal­ter into a white-hot rage if Rosa’s anal­y­sis of the mother-son re­la­tion­ship was even re­motely ac­cu­rate.

 Kerzn­docht was a trea­sure trove. She hadn’t seen Frank Hal­ter in years; she didn’t re­ally know him at all. But dear Dr. Weiss­mann came al­most ev­ery night to make her and Rox­ane happy. Her eyes sparkled; no, she wasn’t an ac­tress, she was a sim­ple house­wife who was on cloud nine when it came to Dr. Weiss­mann. No, she said, Bod­nar and Rosen­blatt were both cir­cum­cised Jews, so she had ab­so­lutely no prob­lem mat­ing with ei­ther of them, no mat­ter how of­ten. And, she said shyly, her gaze low­ered, the doc­tor was the first un­cir­cum­cised man she had fallen in love with and let him fuck her, even though she felt very guilty about it. And the doc­tor was quite an­gry when he learned that the of­fi­cers were also en­joy­ing them­selves with Rox­ane. The burly one and the bald one, yes, they were tak­ing care of Rox­ane too. Yes, they were con­stantly mat­ing with Rox­ane, stick­ing it all the way in and thrust­ing into her quite prop­erly, Rachel told the doc­tor clearly and dis­tinctly, be­cause he didn’t want to be­lieve it. Sev­eral times, of course, which brought tears of anger to Rox­ane’s eyes. Yes, the smit­ten Rachel told the en­raged doc­tor, both men were re­ally pump­ing Rox­ane hard sev­eral times in a row, and she sim­ply couldn’t un­der­stand why her friend re­sisted the cli­max so ve­he­mently, even though she was mostly sur­prised by it. Yes, said the doc­tor grimly, no one can re­sist that.

 Ron im­me­di­ately brought up the idea of ex­tend­ing the sur­veil­lance to the en­tire night, but Wall­ner waved it off wearily. “Hof­stät­ter, mid­night un­til 6 a.m.? We could only do that with a court or­der and would have to pro­vide a solid, writ­ten jus­ti­fi­ca­tion for each in­di­vid­ual night. A night­mare, I tell you. We’d have to rouse a judge from his bed ev­ery sin­gle night. Politi­cians are keep­ing a close eye on these court or­ders right now, ever since the scan­dal in Kla­gen­furt. No, once or twice, that might be pos­si­ble, but cer­tainly not ev­ery night. And don’t go it alone, Hof­stät­ter, they’ll hang us by the scruff of the neck based on the sa­cred hours; no in­te­rior min­is­ter will be able to help us with that. We’re all pa­trolling and hand­ing out tick­ets to il­le­gally parked cars.” Ron asked if the pres­i­dent hadn’t heard this too? The bu­reau­cratic horse neigh­ing.  Wall­ner didn’t find it funny at all and growled, “I can hear two of them: the bu­reau­cratic mare and the fat, po­lit­i­cally mo­ti­vated brew­ery horse.”

 Ron con­sulted with Rosa. She leafed through the laws on the screen, even con­sulted an AI and Al­fred too. The law was clear. Mid­night to 6 a.m. was the of­fi­cial rest­ing time for cit­i­zens, and yes, the thing about the court or­der was ex­actly as Wall­ner had said. Ron asked her di­rectly, “And what if we, just by pure chance…?” Mor­gen­tau spread her ten fin­gers to ward off the Beelze­bub. “Guys, Ronald, I don’t go on pa­trol any­more, and I don’t write park­ing tick­ets any­more ei­ther. On my ca­reer lad­der, it’s only up, never down. I don’t do that, and I strongly ad­vise you against it. No po­lice chief and no in­te­rior min­is­ter will slow your down­fall. You’ll fall flat on your ass, my friend.” Ron re­luc­tantly aban­doned the thought.  “Bu­reau­cracy, brew­ery horse, and Mor­gen­tau against me — I guess I have no choice,” he said, shak­ing his head. “And Frank, that guy, knows it per­fectly well. Six hours gives him plenty of time to… er… mas­sage both women.” Rosa chided him, “Ron, what a choice of words!” They both laughed up­roar­i­ously.

 The close-up sur­veil­lance had re­sumed. For the pres­i­dent’s sake, Ron had only post­poned mid­night un­til 3:00 a.m., and the re­lief shift usu­ally ar­rived as early as 5:30 a.m. Frank Hal­ter’s win­dow of op­por­tu­nity had shrunk con­sid­er­ably. Bod­nar and Rosen­blatt were be­com­ing in­creas­ingly brazen, now ly­ing next to the amorous women and shame­lessly us­ing the lulls in their respite to have sex. Rosa went down to the cel­lar when the ladies dozed off and sat be­side the bro­ken floor, flash­light and pis­tol at the ready. She must have been dis­tracted for a mo­ment, be­cause a hairy arm grabbed her and dragged her down into the hole.  The flash­light and pis­tol tum­bled across the brick floor of the old sewer. De­fense­less, she lay on the ground, her last hour had struck. The pis­tol was some­where out of reach. She was at Frank Hal­ter’s mercy.

 Frank ripped off her uni­form skirt and panties. In the beam of his flash­light, she could see him clearly. He laughed boom­ingly as he pulled down his trousers. “I know it would be bet­ter to kill you right now, Rosa. But to­day it’s not your blood that ex­cites me, but… I’m crav­ing some firm fe­male flesh, and you’ve al­ways done it so well for me, my lit­tle dove! So be peace­ful, and I won’t kill you to­day. I prom­ise.” Rosa’s paral­y­sis broke. She care­fully reached for him and made him stiff. Then, sigh­ing and curs­ing, she forced him in­side her. Yes, she squealed like a piglet and whooped and cheered in ec­stasy. He con­tin­ued, his pent-up de­sire over­flow­ing.  He raped her a sec­ond and third time, then Rosen­blatt was heard en­ter­ing the house with a clat­ter. Frank broke free dur­ing the fourth round and ran out the front exit of the sewer.

 Rosa got dressed again and climbed back up to the base­ment af­ter re­triev­ing her flash­light and pis­tol. Rosen­blatt asked why she looked so bat­tered, but Rosa didn’t an­swer. Rosen­blatt dropped her off in front of her house. Rosa didn’t ar­rive at the of­fice un­til noon. She wrote ev­ery­thing in the re­port, ex­cept for the squeals, cheers, and ju­bi­la­tion, of course. She in­cluded the rape, and that Frank hadn’t in­tended to kill her. Ron had read the re­port and ques­tioned her, but all he could do was shake his head. “And then sud­denly you have a wire noose around your neck, Rosa.”  She shook her head. “No, I be­lieve him that he doesn’t want to kill me any­more. I can feel it clearly, Ron, he just wants to have sex­ual amuse­ment with me.”

 Rosa was right. Frank seemed to know ex­actly when she was on duty, and as soon as she sat down by the hole in the con­crete floor, he pulled her down and “only” raped her. Rosa had been with a lot of men, but she’d never made so much squeal­ing, cheer­ing, and ju­bi­la­tion for any of them. She kept her pis­tol hol­stered, but as long as he wasn’t threat­en­ing her, but “only” rap­ing her, she saw no rea­son to shoot Frank. She took note of Ron’s head-shak­ing the next day, but she stuck to her guns for weeks. If she’d known what other atroc­i­ties he was plan­ning, she would have ar­rested him, with­out a doubt.

 Of course, Rosa re­mained on her guard, be­cause she had no doubt how quickly his mood could change. She al­ways let Frank know when she was tak­ing the safety off her pis­tol in its hol­ster and pre­par­ing it to fire.  “I re­ally don’t in­tend to kill you, Rosa,” Frank whined ag­o­niz­ingly. “I love your squeals, your whoops, and your cheers,” he said ev­ery time she provoca­tively took off the safety of the pis­tol in front of him. “Just in case you change your mind, Frank. I’d hate to put a bul­let in the head of a good stud; that would be a re­gret­table waste of a good fuck ma­chine,” Rosa said with an icy ex­pres­sion. He should know why she didn’t shoot him, but also that she un­doubt­edly would. He was im­pressed by her tough­ness. The pres­i­dent had cer­tainly read her re­ports, but he gave Rosa free rein. He had no idea what Rosa was plan­ning.

 Ron’s hand stopped mid-mo­tion as his phone chirped. Charly, the pimp. “Charly, you call me at the of­fice!” he snapped.  Charly re­mained sub­dued, still cling­ing to Ron’s fists in his face. “In­spec­tor, Chief, it could be im­por­tant. I was sup­posed to go over the ap­point­ment with Fatme this af­ter­noon, a very del­i­cate client, we al­ways dis­cuss these things be­fore­hand, al­ways. Well, she’s not an­swer­ing, your phone only goes to the an­swer­ing ma­chine. I went to your house and rang the bell down­stairs like crazy. Noth­ing. I went up­stairs, your door was wide open, no Fatme. I’m at a loss, Chief. It’s ur­gent. Per­haps you know where she could be.” Ron heard Charly swal­low ner­vously. “Wide open? You didn’t try to pick the lock?” Ron asked sus­pi­ciously. Charly swore up and down. “Wide open, I told you. No joke, Chief.” Ron’s stom­ach churned. “I’ll call you, Charly!” and hung up. He looked down at Rosa. “Fatme!”  Ron ran into the men’s re­stroom and vom­ited.

 He had to sit down. He filled Al­fred in. First, he had to start with the Turk­ish com­mu­nity. He gave Al­fred the names and num­bers of those who didn’t know him very well. Al­fred was to ask short, pre­cise ques­tions and avoid any con­ver­sa­tion. Within an hour, they had called ev­ery­one, about 70 peo­ple. Ev­ery­one promised to keep their eyes open. He called ev­ery­one who lived in his build­ing. Then he got a tip from Mrs. Walotschek. She had seen Fatme; she seemed ill, and her boyfriend had to sup­port her and half-carry her. He was tak­ing her to the doc­tor, the boyfriend said. Yes, it was just be­fore noon, just be­fore the mid­day bells, less than five min­utes be­fore. “Why? Has some­thing hap­pened?” Ron re­as­sured Mrs. Walotschek and asked about the boyfriend. She de­scribed Frank Hal­ter quite ac­cu­rately. “A re­ally hand­some man, in his prime!”  She sighed, for she was known not to be very strict about her mar­i­tal vows. Ron thanked her and hung up. “Rosa, Frank has kid­napped Fatme, we have a wit­ness. Al­most ex­actly 4 hours ago, at pre­cisely 12 o’clock.”

 Ron called ev­ery­one into the con­fer­ence room and in­formed them. Wall­ner im­me­di­ately put out the search. “A four-hour head start, Hof­stät­ter, that’s a lot. You’ve got the line. Guys, drop ev­ery­thing, find­ing Fatme takes pri­or­ity.” Ron’s phone chirped. It was Fatme’s num­ber. He an­swered and heard Frank’s dis­gust­ing laugh­ter. Ron raised his hand and Al­fred put ev­ery­one on speak­er­phone. “Rout­ing world­wide,” Al­fred typed on the dis­play. Frank laughed. “No, I’m not us­ing her phone, I’m just spoof­ing her num­ber to get a quick re­sponse. Spoof­ing.” Ron’s voice trem­bled slightly.  “Re­lease her im­me­di­ately, and you’ll score ma­jor points. I guar­an­tee it will be noted fa­vor­ably in court. Let her go; she’s a civil­ian, not a sol­dier. Please, Frank, let her go. I beg you. Don’t do any­thing rash, or you’ll never see your mother and Rachel again, at least not alive. They’ll both die a very painful death. My word on it.” Ron had said it very se­ri­ously, but now his hands were trem­bling, and the cell phone threat­ened to slip from his grasp. Rosa sat down next to him and placed her hand on the back of his. The trem­bling quickly stopped.

 Frank spoke to Fatme. “Greet your friends, Fatme,” he said to her. She called out in Turk­ish, “Hakim, that bas­tard has me…” Frank ap­par­ently pushed her away and said ad­mon­ish­ingly, “No Eng­lish, Fatme, only Ger­man!” Fatme’s voice was clear; she wasn’t pan­ick­ing.  “Ronald, I’m still un­harmed, and the guest didn’t treat me badly. I…” Frank ap­par­ently pushed her away and took over. “Ronald, old pal, I’m go­ing to have a great hon­ey­moon with Fatme. Not to Spain this time, of course. I’ll treat her well, as long as she doesn’t scratch and bite. I just wanted to let you know not to ex­pect her for din­ner. I’ll call you again when I feel like it.” Click, the line was dead. Ron rested his fore­head on his fore­arm and closed his eyes.

 Rosa said, “Al­fred, play it again, and could you am­plify the back­ground noise, bring it out, please?” She turned the vol­ume up to max­i­mum. Rosa tilted her head to­ward the speaker and closed her eyes. She paid lit­tle at­ten­tion to the spo­ken words, fo­cus­ing in­stead on the am­bi­ent sounds. The loud rush of bath­wa­ter be­ing run drowned ev­ery­thing else out. No other sounds could be dis­cerned.  “Cun­ning,” Rosa grum­bled, straight­en­ing up. “Ron, threat­en­ing his mother and the other woman was il­le­gal, you need to un­der­stand that. Maybe he’ll snap. Maybe not, maybe he’ll take it lit­er­ally and won’t kill Fatme right away. Maybe you’ve bought her some time.” Ron straight­ened up. “Rosa, I meant ev­ery word, ex­actly as it was. I don’t care if I end up in jail. If he kills Fatme, then so be it.” A cold shiver ran down Rosa’s spine. Wall­ner ap­proached. “Mor­gen­tau, did you tell him? We’ll have to cut his stupid threat from the tape. That’s com­pletely un­ac­cept­able, Hof­stät­ter, al­though I can un­der­stand it, of course. But as a de­tec­tive, you have to con­trol your emo­tions, oth­er­wise I’ll have to pull you, se­ri­ously.” Ron looked Wall­ner in the face, swal­low­ing the first para­graph and only de­liv­er­ing the sec­ond.  “I un­der­stand, Mr. Pres­i­dent. I’m in con­trol from now on and in­tend to re­main in charge. She’s my fi­ancée, the case is mine. I won’t have feel­ings for her again un­til we’ve got her re­leased. My word of honor, Mr. Pres­i­dent. Please don’t pull me out.” Wall­ner left.

 Ron looked at Rosa. “Shall we be­gin?” Rosa nod­ded, Bod­nar and Rosen­blatt rolled over some chairs, and they sat in a cir­cle. “What Fatme first said in Turk­ish,” Ron be­gan, “means, ‘That bas­tard has me…’ then she broke off. You heard what she said af­ter that. One clue she gave was that he had al­ready raped her, but with­out hurt­ing her. In the es­cort ser­vice, they re­fer to some­one as a client or guest if they want sex for money. Fatme knows it’s wiser to let him rape her than to let him get rough with her. That way, things usu­ally turn out al­right.” Bod­nar agreed; that was the cus­tom in the vice squad as well. Ron looked around the room. “No fur­ther clues. That’s all we have.” He looked clear and ap­peared pro­fes­sional.  “We have al­most noth­ing. Now it’s time to go door-to-door, con­tact all the in­for­mants, dis­trib­ute Fatme’s and Hal­ter’s photo, of­fer a re­ward, say 50 grand, for a cru­cial tip. Bring money into the mix, I’ll cover it. Kiss ass or kick it, it doesn’t mat­ter. No guy can hide so well that no­body no­tices. Some­one saw some­thing, heard some­thing about a va­ca­tion or a trip. You guys know how it works, so let’s get go­ing!”

 All four of them threw them­selves into it, the phones were ring­ing off the hook. Bod­nar went to this bar or that, bought ev­ery­one beer, and kept on the line. Rosen­blatt sifted through ho­tel and other book­ings. Frank had to be in­con­spic­u­ous, so he checked in when­ever he took a room. Rosen­blatt went off to the Ho­tel Beethoven in Laim­grube, but while the guests fit the gen­eral de­scrip­tion, they weren’t the ones.  The fa­ther stood there, very em­bar­rassed, in his un­der­wear. His lit­tle daugh­ter sat stark naked, spread-ea­gled on the dou­ble bed, laugh­ing provoca­tively in Rosen­blatt’s face. Hour af­ter hour passed; they did their work with ut­most con­cen­tra­tion. Of course, they all knew what Frank Hal­ter meant by “hon­ey­moon.” He would rape Fatme, just as he had raped Rosa, again and again. No one said it out loud, but they felt sorry for Ronald. He kept his wor­ries to him­self, mak­ing the rounds of the Turk­ish com­mu­nity. His good rep­u­ta­tion helped him a lot in his work. Tips might come from here, gos­sip, ru­mors, and real in­for­ma­tion might also come from the Turks. And when Hakim El­bagr asked them for help, they took it se­ri­ously. Hun­dreds of eyes and ears — that sounded re­as­sur­ing. Ron didn’t go home un­til around mid­night; he had to eat, shower, and sleep.

 Noth­ing. It was dis­cour­ag­ing, but Ron kept them busy.  It wasn’t the first time they’d had to nav­i­gate the demi­monde, work­ing their way through dif­fer­ent so­cial strata. Late that af­ter­noon, Rosa fi­nally got an in­ter­est­ing call. She sent the woman pic­tures of Fatme and Hal­ter. “Yes, that was them, def­i­nitely. They’d booked the apart­ment on­line and paid in cash a week in ad­vance. No, not by card, but in cash. The man had come in per­son to pay the 800 in cash and then re­ceived the keys. That was rather un­usual; I had the bills checked at the bank right away — no coun­ter­feits. They drove a nice, dark blue VW Pas­sat, fairly new. I noted the li­cense plate num­ber, of course.” A rental car from Hertz Alt Er­laa, driver’s li­cense from Vi­enna, reg­is­tered to Ing. Karl Lebknecht — no, not Liebknecht. Rosen­blatt and Ron sat in front of ad­ja­cent screens, check­ing ev­ery­thing in real time, while Rosa re­peated the in­for­ma­tion aloud. The woman said they’d left that morn­ing, drop­ping the keys and a note in her mail­box. They’d taken the coun­try road south.  There was noth­ing else to re­port.

 Rosen­blatt looked up from his notes and the screen. “Anna Früh­wirth, born April 21, 1998, sin­gle, no chil­dren. Grad­u­ated from sec­ondary school in Wiener Neustadt, one sealed ju­ve­nile file. Pros­ti­tu­tion at 16, rep­ri­mand, no pun­ish­ment. Built an apart­ment build­ing in 2018, six apart­ments for rent. She served four weeks in prison in 2018, plus a €25,000 fine, among other things for pros­ti­tu­tion and es­tab­lish­ing a pros­ti­tu­tion ring with high school girls. Four women live with her in her build­ing. Dis­trict po­lice re­port from 2021: Sus­pected clan­des­tine pros­ti­tu­tion. But no is­sues with rent­ing out the apart­ments. That’s all.” Ron nod­ded to Rosen­blatt. “Thanks. A fine har­lot, but with a keen eye for de­tails.”

 Al­fred chirped. “Ve­hi­cle found, BP gas sta­tion south of Wiener Neustadt. Footage from the gas sta­tion’s se­cu­rity cam­era.” Ev­ery­one stared at their screens. At the very edge of the park­ing lot was the dark blue Pas­sat, a man lean­ing against the driver’s door. It wasn’t clear if it was Frank Hal­ter, but the li­cense plate matched. About eight min­utes later, an Amer­i­can clas­sic car rolled up, a con­vert­ible like some­thing from the 1940s, pur­ple and white. No one rec­og­nized the make. Af­ter a brief ex­change, Frank and Fatme got into the con­vert­ible, she ap­par­ently in hand­cuffs. The con­vert­ible drove to the west­ern exit and dis­ap­peared. Ron turned to Rosen­blatt to give him the as­sign­ment, but Rosen­blatt just growled, “I’m on it!” There had been two clas­sic cars, pur­ple and white, in the Wiener Neustadt dis­trict. He printed out two ad­dresses and handed them to Bod­nar, who was al­ready on the phone with the Wiener Neustadt Crim­i­nal In­ves­ti­ga­tion De­part­ment, fully brief­ing them. Bod­nar re­layed the two ad­dresses.  Then they waited tensely. Never be­fore had they been so close to Frank Hal­ter.

 The first, a burly rocker, had al­ready gone for a ride that morn­ing on his Harley David­son, clad in leathers with a woman on the back. The grumpy neigh­bor had no idea which chap­ter he be­longed to, but she knew for sure it was one with a skull and cross­bones. Be­hind the house were four Amer­i­can clas­sic cars, im­mac­u­lately main­tained, among them the con­vert­ible they were look­ing for. The grumpy old woman had no idea what he did for a liv­ing; he usu­ally lay un­der a clas­sic car, tin­ker­ing. That was all there was to it. The hood of the con­vert­ible, a Cadil­lac Fleet­wood El­do­rado, was cold.

 The sec­ond guy wasn’t there ei­ther. The neigh­bor was gush­ing with ex­cite­ment. He had flown to Viet­nam ten days ago; he had told her him­self and given her the keys — wa­ter­ing the plants and feed­ing the cats, as usual.  He went to Viet­nam three or four times a year, prob­a­bly had his sweet­heart there, the ec­cen­tric old woman gig­gled. He usu­ally brought back one or two girls from Viet­nam, lit­tle school­girls. They had no shame, she ranted, they sun­bathed stark naked in the back gar­den where no one could see them. Days later they were gone. She had con­fronted Freddy Eder about it, and he had acted very sur­prised. “They go work in the restau­rant busi­ness,” he had said. They weren’t his girl­friend, al­though she sus­pected quite a few things.

 Eder cer­tainly wasn’t one to turn down a good time, she said, the naked school­girls made his blood boil, that much was cer­tain. She had seen it sev­eral times: the school­girl giv­ing Eder a hand­job in the blaz­ing sun, fin­ish­ing with her mouth, as one should, of course. No, of course it was a dif­fer­ent girl each time, In­spec­tor!  She of­ten ob­served a lit­tle girl climb­ing on top of him, rid­ing and giv­ing it to him good, from be­gin­ning to end, a dif­fer­ent one each time, of course. In the blaz­ing sun­shine, out­ra­geous! Any­way, he wasn’t faith­ful to his sweet­heart in Viet­nam, the wind­bag! He was on fa­mil­iar terms with all the younger wives in the set­tle­ment; that says some­thing, doesn’t it? Her tor­rent of words died down; there was noth­ing more to be gleaned. 

 The neigh­bor’s rest­less eyes darted about; she didn’t seem to re­al­ize that she had un­nec­es­sar­ily ad­mit­ted to spy­ing on Freddy Eder’s pri­vate life. The of­fi­cer man­aged to elicit from her the con­fes­sion of how out­raged she was that Eder only had sex with the Viet­namese girls but didn’t take her, even though she had clearly of­fered her­self to him sev­eral times. The of­fi­cer con­tin­ued the in­ter­ro­ga­tion cau­tiously. What did she get for wa­ter­ing the plants and feed­ing the cats? She was care­less, our spy. She leaned for­ward and whis­pered in his ear.  Freddy Eder did it to her, once be­fore and once af­ter his va­ca­tion, in his bath­room, in the whirlpool, al­ways sev­eral times in a row. He thrust into her un­til he went soft, the old woman gig­gled. That was all she got for plants and cats, she said, red with em­bar­rass­ment. The con­vert­ible was parked in front of the house, a Buick Elec­tra 225 Con­vert­ible, the po­lice of­fi­cer noted. Un­for­tu­nately, the of­fi­cer hadn’t checked whether the en­gine was still warm. Bod­nar thanked his col­league and hung up. “No match,” he grum­bled, dis­ap­pointed.

 Ron ad­dressed the group. “We can as­sume that Hal­ter took an­other car some­where, for which there is no record. Fatme was still alive, and that’s a good sign. He took his time and hadn’t killed her. As in other cases, he spends sev­eral wed­ding nights with his vic­tims be­fore stran­gling them. We can hope that Fatme still has some time. Al­fred will go through the record­ings of all the traf­fic cam­eras around the two ad­dresses; per­haps we’ll find out what kind of car we’re look­ing for. Rosen­blatt, send pho­tos of Fatme and Hal­ter to ev­ery po­lice of­fi­cer in and around Wiener Neustadt, along with a de­scrip­tion. Any­thing that might be im­por­tant. Do the same to ev­ery ho­tel, guest­house, etc., in the area; they should also keep their eyes open. Bod­nar, make me a list of all the prop­er­ties and real es­tate be­long­ing to Artem Galeb­nikow, Frank Hal­ter, and Rox­ane Hal­ter. Ev­ery sin­gle shed, no mat­ter how small.”

 Ron and Rosa typed up the re­port to­gether.  He was so glad she was giv­ing 150%, even though Fatme must have been more of a ri­val to her. He sat down with Pres­i­dent Wall­ner for half an hour and dis­cussed ev­ery de­tail with him. Wall­ner would brief the In­te­rior Min­is­ter, as is re­quired for any ma­jor man­hunt.

 Ron stayed in con­tact with the watch­ful Al­fred while he show­ered and changed into fresh clothes af­ter two days. He was just about to start cook­ing when the door­bell rang. It was Rosa. She came into the apart­ment, car­ry­ing her lap­top in a bag. “I’m just keep­ing you com­pany, noth­ing more.” Ron said, “There’s roasted ground beef with spaghetti and canned sauce. Sim­i­lar to spaghetti Bolog­nese.” Rosa nod­ded, “Sure, I’m re­ally hun­gry.” She worked on her lap­top while he cooked. They ate with­out rush­ing; he had served cold beer. “The fridge is full of beer, we need to make room for car­rots,” he chuck­led as he fetched the third beer.  Their only topic of con­ver­sa­tion was Fatme’s kid­nap­ping, un­til deep into the night.

 “I’m sleep­ing on the sofa,” Ron an­nounced, but Rosa ob­jected. “What do you al­ways say? We need you well-rested and ironed to­mor­row. I’ll do the iron­ing. No, don’t worry, no ro­man­tic non­sense. Just a friend who serves with Eros, but this time with­out Thanatos. A friendly help­ing hand, as Wall­ner had put it re­gard­ing Lud­milla. So, don’t be a silly frog and come to bed!” Ron hes­i­tated. Rosa, in a neg­ligee with noth­ing un­der­neath, smiled at him kindly and hon­estly. “Fatme would un­der­stand,” he sighed fi­nally, lay down in bed, and turned off the light.

 His hand slid down Rosa’s back. It was scarred, prob­a­bly ugly scarred.  “He dis­fig­ured you, that makes it very per­sonal for you, Rosa. He owes you some­thing, and you will get your re­venge, you will give him a good thrash­ing and I will look the other way, I prom­ise. He’s scar­ring me right now, the mis­er­able swine. It will give me sat­is­fac­tion when the judge prop­erly tears him apart in court and locks him up.” They were silent and smoked in si­lence.

 Al­fred hadn’t been able to find any­thing con­crete. “The only things that caught my eye were a dirty-yel­low Mer­cedes 220 D and a dark green, rel­a­tively new Range Rover. Both were equally likely, but I’d still bet on the Range Rover.” He’d lost track of the Mer­cedes on the way to the Vi­enna For­rest; the Range Rover had headed straight south, where its trail dis­ap­peared on the coun­try roads. Ron was grate­ful to the com­puter; it was re­as­sur­ing to have such a watch­ful eye be­hind him. Rosen­blatt hunched over the screen, but with­out suc­cess. There were tens of thou­sands of Mer­cedes and Range Rovers. Bod­nar, still sleepy, in­ves­ti­gated Freddy Eder to see if there was any con­nec­tion to Hal­ter. All he found out was that Eder reg­u­larly sold Viet­namese girls to mas­sage par­lors, etc. He wrote a sep­a­rate re­port and emailed it to the vice squad. But they got nowhere. That evening, Rosa re­marked, “It’s my turn to­day. I’m bring­ing steaks and frozen fries. Red wine?”  Ron smiled broadly. “Span­ish is never out of place.” He went home and took over the cook­ing, some­thing he was bet­ter at than Rosa.

 The close sur­veil­lance of the Hal­ter house had been dis­con­tin­ued since Frank had kid­napped Fatme. Bod­nar was ag­i­tated and ner­vous; ob­vi­ously, his daugh­ter was giv­ing him a hard time. Ron was some­times an­noyed; a de­tec­tive wasn’t sup­posed to be ag­i­tated or ner­vous. So he de­cided to send Bod­nar to the bars more of­ten, hop­ing to find a lead on Hal­ter or his as­so­ciates. It was a dead end, and noth­ing came of it, but the de­part­ment worked more calmly and with greater fo­cus when the im­pul­sive man was out of the way.

 The week passed, then a sec­ond, and a third.

 Ron’s phone chirped. He an­swered; it was Frank Hal­ter.  Ron raised his hand, si­lence was im­me­di­ately de­clared, Al­fred switched on the speak­er­phones, Pres­i­dent Wall­ner jumped to his feet and stared through the glass door. Ron’s pulse raced when he heard Frank’s voice, the ten­sion of three weeks mak­ing his knees trem­ble. Frank asked Fatme to say hello to Ron. Ron heard Fatme’s voice for the first time in weeks, in what felt like an eter­nity. “I’m un­harmed,” Fatme said, “the guest said to­day is my last day. Thank you for ev­ery­thing. Good­bye! Good­bye!” Frank took the phone. “I’m quite touched, Ronald. But I have to tell you, Fatme’s no good. I ex­pected more from an es­cort girl, much more.” Frank’s laugh­ter turned into ner­vous grum­bling. “Well, has that left you speech­less, Ronald?” Ron was as calm as an ice cube. “I’ll make you eat your own balls, you scum.”

 Ron ig­nored the pres­i­dent’s ges­tic­u­lat­ing.  “I’ll give you that in writ­ing, you mis­er­able pig. Play­ing the tough guy around women, huh? You’d shit your­self around a real man, crawl­ing like a worm.” Frank grum­bled. “Eat my balls? That’s not go­ing to hap­pen, not in a mil­lion years.” He took a deep breath. “Fatme’s golden sheen turned out to be cheap cos­tume jew­elry. That was very dis­ap­point­ing and sober­ing. Un­der other cir­cum­stances, I’d throw her at your feet and tell you to keep her, she’s no good.” Frank breathed heav­ily. “To­day, I was dis­gusted by her pas­sive dis­in­ter­est, I can tell you that. I’ve de­cided to cut our hon­ey­moon short. I’m go­ing to give her one from Rosa’s mag­nif­i­cent Heck­ler & Koch pis­tol, right af­ter I’ve fin­ished you off.”

 Ron said, “If you do that, you’re choos­ing a bul­let; they’re not go­ing to put you in prison. It’s your de­ci­sion, and it’s nei­ther bril­liant nor wise.”  Wall­ner threw his arms up to the sky in de­spair. Hal­ter’s mur­der wasn’t to be  an­nounced! You didn’t say some­thing like that out loud, damn it! Ron felt a cold hand squeeze his heart. “Well, if there’s noth­ing else …” but Frank in­ter­rupted him hastily. “Slow down, Ronald, wait a minute. If I’m see­ing this right, it’s High-Noon now. I want to be stand­ing right in front of you, look­ing into your eyes, when I put a bul­let in your brain. So grab your ri­fle, god­dammit, and get go­ing. At Gas­om­e­ter C, out in the open, that’s where Fatme and I are wait­ing for you. Up on the roof.” Click, the line went dead.

 Word­lessly, Ron grabbed his jacket and ran down­stairs af­ter Rosen­blatt. They hailed the first po­lice car they could find, and Rosen­blatt sped east with flash­ing lights and sirens blar­ing, run­ning red lights with­out tak­ing his foot off the ac­cel­er­a­tor. Ron took his pis­tol from its hol­ster and checked it care­fully. “I’ll go up there alone, have an im­pen­e­tra­ble cor­don set up around the gas­om­e­ter. Don’t let a sin­gle mouse through if Hal­ter wins. You’ve got to get him, damn it. Very clever of him, the gas­om­e­ter’s packed full of apart­ments, so that’s how he’s plan­ning his es­cape. So, be thor­ough.” Rosen­blatt didn’t take his eyes off the road or his foot off the gas. “First shot, right be­tween the eyes. Don’t waste any time, take him out once and for all.”  He sped on at break­neck speed, hav­ing al­ready left the other po­lice cars far be­hind.

 With screech­ing tires, they pulled up in front of Gas­om­e­ter C. The city of Vi­enna had built three enor­mous gas stor­age tanks 150 years ago; since then, they had been re­pur­posed — shops, apart­ments, a disco. They got out of the car and looked up. “Take the el­e­va­tor, or your hands will shake,” Rosen­blatt said. Ron nod­ded and nod­ded to­ward the park­ing lot. “Form a cor­don all around!” Then he ran into the im­pos­ing build­ing. The el­e­va­tor was wait­ing at the bot­tom; he went all the way to the top. He got his breath­ing un­der con­trol, but his pulse was still rac­ing. He found the door marked “Main­te­nance” and kicked it in bru­tally with his shoes. His fear of heights took his breath away when he saw the larger win­dow with the iron lad­der. There was no way around it; that was the only way to the roof.  He climbed out, over­com­ing all his fears, and scaled the iron lad­der, the pis­tol be­tween his teeth. He cau­tiously peered around as he reached the roof. There, di­rectly op­po­site, stood Fatme, her tat­tered dress flap­ping in the wind. She was clutch­ing the rusty, man-high vent valve with both hands. Be­hind her, Frank hud­dled, one hand around her waist, the other hold­ing the pis­tol at the ready.

 A well-mean­ing handy­man had laid down a scrap of car­pet for bet­ter foot­ing. The thickly painted, for­merly re­tractable and rounded silo roof was damp and slip­pery as ice. Ron scram­bled up and stood on the car­pet scrap, never tak­ing his eyes off Fatme and Frank. He had a firm foot­ing on the car­pet and bent his knees, his other hand sup­port­ing his pis­tol hand, and as­sumed a fir­ing po­si­tion. “Hey, I’m here, Frank!” he shouted, aim­ing down the bar­rel.  The icy wind car­ried Frank’s laugh­ter away. Ron won­dered if he could shoot past Fatme, but the killer used her well as cover. “High noon, Ronald, high noon!” Frank shouted tri­umphantly, grum­bling as he laughed. “Just the two of us, man against man!” Frank was elated with his vic­tory. “Oh yeah, and Fatme. Are you go­ing to shoot her to get to me?” Ron couldn’t see an inch of Frank, who was clev­erly duck­ing be­hind Fatme.

 “Ba­cak­larınızı açın!” Ron yelled in Turk­ish, which meant “Spread your legs!”  Be­fore Frank knew what was hap­pen­ing, Fatme spread her legs wide. Ron saw Frank’s legs and fired im­me­di­ately, twice. The bul­lets ripped through Frank’s knees, prac­ti­cally ex­plod­ing his kneecaps, and ex­ited at the backs of his knees, leav­ing dev­as­tat­ing craters.  Fatme screamed shrilly and jumped aside in ter­ror, still clutch­ing the rusty metal pipe. Frank was still stand­ing, his face con­torted in dis­be­lief and hor­ror. Ron’s third bul­let struck Frank in the ab­domen. Frank screamed bloody mur­der and threw his arms up in the air. Ron’s last bul­let ripped across Frank’s skull, split­ting the bone. His arms flung high, Frank jerked back­ward and up­ward like a rag doll. He fell back­ward in slow mo­tion, his life­less body hit­ting the edge of the roof and then slid­ing over the edge. Frank floated like a black­bird, flut­ter­ing into the abyss, and hit the as­phalt 75 me­ters be­low.

 Ron straight­ened up. Fatme had screamed her lungs out and fell now silent, then cau­tiously cir­cled the semi­cir­cu­lar roof and threw her arms around Ron’s neck. Rosa crawled over the edge of the roof and hol­stered her pis­tol. “You’re bleed­ing, Ronald, you’re bleed­ing!” Rosa shouted into the wind. Fatme let go of Ron and looked down at him. “There’s a hole in your pants, Hakim!” she whis­pered, stunned, star­ing at Rosa. Rosa said, “A gun­shot wound in the thigh, we need to put a tourni­quet on it.” She looked around and spot­ted Fatme’s cloth belt. “Your belt, Fatme!” she com­manded, im­pa­tiently un­ty­ing Fatme’s belt her­self. Rosa knelt be­hind Ron and tied off his thigh just be­low the groin, tight­en­ing the knot as much as she could. “We need to get out of here fast, he needs to get to the hos­pi­tal as quickly as pos­si­ble.”  Rosa was the first to climb down the iron lad­der, fol­lowed by Ron and Fatme; the hard­est part was over. Af­ter they’d climbed through the win­dow, Ron looked at Rosa. “I don’t feel a thing, no pain at all.” Rosa nudged him in the side. “Sure, Mr. Wooden Leg. It’s the adren­a­line pump­ing through your veins, noth­ing but adren­a­line!” Rosa sup­ported Ron. “I was aim­ing down the bar­rel of my pis­tol, and I would have put a bul­let in his face if you’d missed, Ron. But four ac­cu­rate shots in un­der five sec­onds, that re­ally sur­prised me.” While they waited for the el­e­va­tor, Rosa of­fered Fatme her hand. “I’m Rosa, Rosa Mor­gen­tau, Ron’s col­league and friend.” Fatme re­turned the hand­shake. “Fatme, Fatme Ökdemir. I’m also Ron’s friend. I’m so glad to meet you. Ron speaks very highly of you, Rosa.” 

 Fatme sat be­side Ron’s bed in the hos­pi­tal. The bul­let had nar­rowly missed his femoral artery and lodged in his thigh. The op­er­a­tion had lasted over half an hour; the bul­let was out, and the ban­dage was se­cure. An IV was run­ning into his arm. Ron was still asleep. Rosa wanted to take Fatme with her, but she shook her head firmly. “When he’s awake, when I can hear his voice.” Rosa nod­ded; she would be back in three hours.
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   Twi­light of the Gods

 by István Rudas © 2026 

 
 The of­fice was buzzing like a bee­hive. Pres­i­dent Wall­ner had taken over; there was a lot to do. Af­ter the hunt, the big cleanup be­gan. The pres­i­dent went down to the foren­sic medicine morgue to see Frank Hal­ter him­self. Dr. Gangl ex­plained ev­ery­thing.  “Two shots, pre­cise to the knees. One shot to the in­testines. One shot across the cra­nium, the skull. That split his skull bone and tore away lots of brain mat­ter. The other in­juries were the re­sult of the fall from a great height, but he was al­ready dead by then.” Dr. Gangl glanced briefly at the pres­i­dent. “Hof­stät­ter is a good shot, four pre­cise shots from 30 me­ters. Wad­cut­ter am­mu­ni­tion, Hof­stät­ter played it safe. Not just a tickle, but a man-stop­ping, lethal shot.” He turned fully to the pres­i­dent and looked up into his eyes. “I see the eight poor women be­fore my eyes, as well as the three dead judges and the dead body­guard. I see Ms. Mor­gen­tau’s bat­tered back be­fore me, which I had to oint and ban­dage for weeks af­ter­ward. I’m glad that this sense­less slaugh­ter is fi­nally over. I’m only hu­man, and I feel the hor­ror just like ev­ery­one else.”  Wall­ner silently squeezed his hand, then left.

 
✨


 Fatme sat by Ron’s bed­side for four days and four nights. She only got up when Ron dozed, then she washed her face and used Ron’s toi­let. Like him, she re­ceived the sim­ple hos­pi­tal food. Rosa came by reg­u­larly. Fatme shook her head, “No, thank you! I’m stay­ing with him, no mat­ter how long it takes.” It was a state­ment, not a point for dis­cus­sion. Ron was men­tally alert again by the first af­ter­noon, and by the third day he was al­ready limp­ing around the room, un­til the nurse shooed him back into bed. He was dis­charged late in the morn­ing of the fifth day. Lean­ing on Fatme’s arm, he limped to the taxi.

 Fatme stood un­der the hot shower for al­most an hour un­til the boiler was empty. Ron sat be­side her at the stove, where she cooked un­der his guid­ance.  Rosa had done the shop­ping, Fatme sliced the pork loin and fried the small medal­lion pieces in but­ter. Then she fried the broc­coli, the car­rot slices, and fi­nally the halved toma­toes. Rosa ar­rived right on time with the flat­breads from the Turk­ish bak­ery, and they ate hap­pily. They didn’t skimp on the canned beer; the re­frig­er­a­tor was still burst­ing at the seams. The meal was de­li­cious.

 Ron pushed his plate back. “Fatme, I have to tell you some­thing. Rosa and I did it ev­ery night, re­ally prop­erly, with ejac­u­la­tion and wildly, over and over again, un­til we were ex­hausted…” Fatme put her fin­gers over his lips. “If I were your girl­friend, I would have slept with you just like that, no ques­tion. That’s per­fectly nor­mal, Hakim. To make sure you stay and can be a strong man.” Fatme placed her hand on Rosa’s fore­arm.  “You’re a good friend, Rosa, and thank you. - And now we won’t talk about that any­more. Tell me in­stead how lit­tle Bod­nar man­aged to lure the old grump into her cave.” Now all three of them laughed with re­lief, and Rosa re­counted the story with metic­u­lous ac­cu­racy.

 Af­ter each en­counter, Rosa had lain on Bod­nar’s broad chest and coaxed ev­ery de­tail about Laura out of him. They had been real, in-depth in­ter­ro­ga­tions. Ron had no idea how good Rosa could be at pan­tomime. Per­haps Rosa em­bel­lished it here and there, but the story was spicy and de­light­ful, and Rosa loved to be raunchy. Rosa used both hands to bring the pan­tomime to life. Ron and Fatme laughed un­til they cried, be­cause when Rosa mimed Bod­nar’s wrin­kled face dur­ing the happy end­ing, or when he mounted Yvette and his smug, self-sat­is­fied grin when he pushed Yvette away af­ter­ward, or when Laura had milked his seed with strained sweat, they dou­bled over with de­light. Of course, Rosa mimed Yvette and Laura per­fectly, the tip of her tongue tucked into the cor­ner of her mouth and sweat­ing from the ex­er­tion of milk­ing and slurp­ing.  And Rosa’s whole body wob­bled as she strained to milk the air with her fist like a wild woman, her tongue tucked into the cor­ner of her mouth. And then, like a chaste vir­gin, she flinched in sur­prise when she had her lips drawn over the in­vis­i­ble glans and the in­vis­i­ble fluid splashed into her mouth, and then they both shrieked with plea­sure.

 Fatme and Ron held their breath as Rosa bent over back­wards and shrieked, “Fuck me, Daddy, fuck me good!” And then she turned around, play­ing the old man: “Yes, come here, you dirty cunt, I’m go­ing to fuck you sense­less now, I’ve al­ways wanted to!” Now Rosa played both roles al­ter­nately: the de­flow­er­ing, the long fuck­ing, and — pfft! pfft! pfft! — Bod­nar’s la­bo­ri­ous ejac­u­la­tion. Ron and Fatme rolled around, clutch­ing their aching sides, be­cause they had to laugh and whinny.
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 Rosen­blatt slapped Ron on the back in de­light as he limped back into the of­fice. “Didn’t I tell you, Hof­stät­ter could hit a fly from 100 me­ters! Bravo, Hof­stät­ter, you’ve put an end to that mon­stros­ity… and saved us a lot of trou­ble. I mean, of course, all the pa­per­work, hey!” Rosen­blatt sat down with Ron by the screen and showed him all the re­ports and doc­u­ments that he and Bod­nar had pro­duced.  “Rosa dic­tated the show­down to me; she’s an eye­wit­ness, af­ter all. Speak­ing of eye­wit­nesses, you two have to go to the mag­is­trate and give your state­ments, you and Rosa as wit­nesses. A fa­tal shoot­ing — that’s the rule.”

 Bod­nar came over. “Ron, the press con­fer­ence with the old man was top-notch. Not a word about the Wild West or High Noon. The vic­tims’ por­traits were dis­played as posters be­hind him; the press also re­ceived them by email. He named all the vic­tims and said a few words about each one, so you could get a sense of the eight po­lice­women, the body­guard, and the three judges. He was very emo­tional when he spoke about the judges. “For me, they weren’t just names on slips of pa­per dan­gling from a dead toe.” - “No, they were friends of mine, good friends.” The hunt had lasted 11 months and 17 days. Then 75 of­fi­cers sur­rounded the cop killer Frank Hal­ter, a brief ex­change of gun­fire, and the se­rial killer was dead. One of­fi­cer was shot but is al­ready on the road to re­cov­ery. The Galeb­nikov and Hal­ter cases are closed and will be archived, for good this time.” Bod­nar ges­tic­u­lated wildly. “And then the chief stood up and stared at the crowd, like a lion tamer at his li­ons. It was deathly silent. And then he thun­dered, ‘Ladies and gen­tle­men, please ei­ther quote me ver­ba­tim or put down your pen.’ Tele­vi­sion broad­cast this press con­fer­ence three times, three times! And the next day, at least in the bet­ter news­pa­pers, there was no non­sense; Wall­ner was quoted word for word.”  
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 Wall­ner en­tered the aquar­ium with a bot­tle of Glen­fid­dich, and Rosen­blatt quickly fetched five glasses from the cof­fee bar. The pres­i­dent poured. “We gave 150% for a year, and now we’ve fi­nally caught him. De­spite all the cun­ning, treach­ery, and tricks, your solid de­tec­tive work and a bit of luck made us vic­to­ri­ous. Let’s drink to that!” Wall­ner raised his glass in their toast, re­main­ing stand­ing with it, and con­tin­ued. “And let’s raise a glass to the health of our good Bod­nar. He’s leav­ing us af­ter 37 years as a po­lice of­fi­cer, vice squad mem­ber, and de­tec­tive. He’s tak­ing early re­tire­ment at the end of this week; the per­son­nel de­part­ment has al­ready taken care of ev­ery­thing. Bod­nar, here’s to 37 years of loyal ser­vice! Cheers!” They drank, more or less sur­prised. Wall­ner sat down.  “Bod­nar, I told you so. That Kerzen­docht in­ci­dent took you out of the run­ning. You’ve be­come sleep-de­prived, un­fo­cused, and un­re­li­able. I can’t let the spear­head go blunt, you un­der­stand. Early re­tire­ment is fine, isn’t it?” Bod­nar nod­ded, a lump in his throat. “Thank you, Mr. Pres­i­dent!” he fi­nally man­aged. Wall­ner turned to Rosa. “The new guy starts next month; I chose him my­self, not the min­is­ter. A ca­pa­ble fel­low, five years of po­lice ser­vice, a de­tec­tive through and through. He’ll fit in well with us, I think.”

 The Scots­man, of course, hit them right in the guts, but an hour later ev­ery­one was at their screens, get­ting on with their work.

 

✨


 Fatme al­lowed her­self ex­actly five min­utes of break, then pulled out her lap­top and dove into the ma­te­rial for the third se­mes­ter. But she wasn’t fully fo­cused. She went shop­ping and tried to cook. Spaghetti and ground beef; she had found a recipe for Bolog­nese. She was in de­spair; the half-kilo of ground beef was burn­ing in the pan. When Ron came home, he took it in stride. They ate spaghetti with canned pesto sauce and drank beer. Ron flushed the burnt ground beef down the toi­let; it was bet­ter if the fish in the Vi­enna Canal got sick. Fatme was still sit­ting at the ta­ble, turn­ing the beer glass be­tween her fin­gers. Ron sat down next to her and waited pa­tiently.

 Fatme glanced up briefly and then looked down again.  “Hakim, I’m preg­nant. Frank, of course, hadn’t brought any pills. He took me ev­ery day and grinned wickedly be­cause my body re­acted so quickly dur­ing sex. I was ashamed of it, even though I usu­ally en­joy the ec­stasy. You know how eas­ily it goes for me, even with most of the guests. Now I’m preg­nant. I’ve taken four preg­nancy tests yes­ter­day and to­day, all pos­i­tive. I don’t want his child, I don’t want to carry his child to term.” Ron took her hand and stroked it gen­tly. “It’s kind of mur­der, but I don’t want his child, I’d rather die,” Fatme whis­pered.  Ron roared, “There’s no dy­ing here, Fatme, don’t talk non­sense! He raped you and got you preg­nant. No dis­cus­sion nec­es­sary. Don’t make it so hard on your­self, you’re not turn­ing against the child, but against the rapist, and rightly so. Of course I’ll go with you to the clinic, I stand by you, I’m your man, Fatme.” She squeezed his hand and smiled. “I was sure you’d take my hand and hold on tight, Hakim. Thank you, and thank you again.”

 “But I won’t let you get away with the mince­meat mur­der. We’ll prac­tice un­til we can eat it. Cook­ing isn’t hard, I think. You’ll learn it in no time.” Fatme breathed a sigh of re­lief. They were a god­damn good team, she and Hakim. She didn’t con­tact the pimp un­til 10 days af­ter the abor­tion.  Life went on; the kid­nap­ping, the rapes, and her cap­tiv­ity lay far be­hind her, shrouded in the mists of the past.

 She care­fully ap­plied her makeup, smoothed her evening gown, and went to her es­cort ap­point­ment. The pimp swal­lowed hard when she told him that the triple price had just dou­bled. “That’s right,” she em­pha­sized, obliv­i­ous to Charly’s dis­tressed ex­pres­sion. She told him ca­su­ally that the price would dou­ble and dou­ble un­til it sim­ply be­came too ex­pen­sive for the clients. They would stop com­ing, and that was the whole point. But Fatme was wrong. The clients read­ily handed over the bills; af­ter all, it was just printed pa­per, wasn’t it? They all wanted a happy end­ing with this ex­pen­sive, high-class woman, no mat­ter the cost!
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 Ron knew she would con­tinue es­cort­ing, even af­ter they had taken their vows be­fore the Imam. She would con­tinue es­cort­ing un­til she de­cided, for ex­am­ple, that she was too old. No, since Frank had been with her non­stop for three weeks, it was es­sen­tial for her to ex­pe­ri­ence other bod­ies and or­gasms with other men, in ad­di­tion to those with Ron, her “mar­ried” or­gasms. They had talked through en­tire nights, and Ron re­al­ized how much she had changed. Fatme lay with her face on his chest, her tears stream­ing down it. He held her head, her hair, and ca­ressed her, for they were closer than they had been in a long time. Fatme was now walk­ing a tightrope; she no longer sim­ply pro­cessed her pay­ing clients pro­fes­sion­ally and quickly, “in-out-in-out-thank you, Madame.” No, she wanted to feel her own emo­tions; she no longer wanted to see her body merely as a money-mak­ing ma­chine.  No, she wanted, she needed feel­ings, sen­sa­tions, ec­stasy, or­gasms with many dif­fer­ent men. The men had paid for the priv­i­lege of tak­ing her com­pletely, that was okay. But she only sur­ren­dered so that she could feel it too — the arousal, the surge of emo­tions, yes, even the or­gasm, even if she some­times had to use her clit to help.

 Fatme’s tears dripped onto his chest, but her whis­per­ing voice was steady.  “Hakim, I have to be hon­est with you. And more im­por­tantly, I have to be hon­est with my­self. Who I am, and not who I pre­tend to be. The first time I was al­lowed to lie down with Dad, I was breath­lessly cu­ri­ous and ready to re­ceive him com­pletely. The tear­ing of my hy­men wasn’t the spec­tac­u­lar thing; it was the beau­ti­ful, even sa­cred feel­ing of him gen­tly and ten­derly pound­ing me to cli­max for many min­utes, and only then, ec­stat­i­cally, he pumped his seed into me, jet for jet, kiss­ing my lips af­ter ev­ery sin­gle jet. He kissed my lips with ev­ery jet and I was over­joyed. My body sig­naled how right and how beau­ti­ful be­ing pumped into was. Even when Charly rented me out the first few times, long be­fore I started es­cort­ing, I breath­lessly an­tic­i­pated the mo­ment when the man would pen­e­trate me. That was the real thing, the way I, how my body re­acted to his thrust­ing and pump­ing, and what I felt. And when I started es­cort­ing, I wanted to ex­pe­ri­ence that again and again. Yes, that was me, that was my true self.”  

 When you later asked me to save the ‘full pas­sion­ate pro­gram’ for you, I agreed. I cer­tainly didn’t give the guest ev­ery­thing just to get close to you. But it meant deny­ing my true self. It was Frank who reawak­ened me. He tried, of course, to get me drunk and make me com­pli­ant. He made me swal­low pop­pers, a whole lot of them. Only then did my body re­act, en­tirely ac­cord­ing to his will. I be­came more driven than ever be­fore, and he grinned from ear to ear be­cause now he had me where he wanted me. Ev­ery day, in the face of death, I re­turned to my true self. I let my body feel and ex­pe­ri­ence things again and no longer de­nied my ec­stasy. Frank, that id­iot, nat­u­rally at­trib­uted it to his equip­ment and his ‘fab­u­lous skills.’ Pah! But I knew it was only me who gave my true self com­plete free­dom. And pre­cisely in  those sit­u­a­tions, with im­mi­nent death be­fore my eyes and in­sa­tiable Frank be­tween my thighs, im­paled by his enor­mous mem­ber and pumped like a steam en­gine, then it was like scales fall­ing from my eyes. It was his enor­mous thing that held my flesh in his iron grip and dragged my flesh in and out of my fuck­hole, giv­ing me or­gasms in no time at all, and I jumped like a lit­tle goat from or­gasm to or­gasm while his mon­ster dragged the flesh of my fuck­hole in and out. No, I would never again pre­tend to be my true self, never again. When I re­sumed es­cort­ing, my true self ex­pe­ri­enced true, gen­uine feel­ings again when I was pounded or licked by the client, yes. Hakim, I know now who I am. Who I want to be.” Fatme’s soul trem­bled, but she sim­ply couldn’t imag­ine it any other way.

 Ron was no longer so sure whether he would and could con­tinue to ap­proach es­cort­ing with such de­tach­ment. Nev­er­the­less, or per­haps pre­cisely be­cause of this, she clung to the idea of mar­riage.  “No, you don’t need to con­vert to Is­lam, Hakim,” she had said. “It’s quite enough if only one of us be­longs to that abom­inable me­dieval re­li­gious and cul­tural com­mu­nity. And I won’t raise my chil­dren to be Mus­lims, that’s for sure. I’ll raise them with­out the strait­jacket of my re­li­gion or yours, and when they’re older, they can de­cide for them­selves.” Ron had smiled; he hadn’t ex­pected any­thing dif­fer­ent. “And if we do marry,” Ron added, “it will only be to make the of­fi­cial dec­la­ra­tion of our deep con­nec­tion. But it’s not time for that yet, my love.”
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   Fatme tells her story

 
 Fatme’s sex­u­al­ity awak­ened around the age of seven. Be­fore, she hadn’t paid any at­ten­tion when her fa­ther had sex with her mother in the evenings. Now, how­ever, it was ex­tremely in­ter­est­ing, and she snug­gled her small, naked body close to her mother’s nu­dity when­ever her fa­ther bent over her open thighs. Fatme laid her face on her mother’s in­ner thigh to get a close look. Her mother spread her labia and grasped her fa­ther’s stiff pe­nis, which she slowly and de­lib­er­ately pushed in, deep in­side, un­til it was com­pletely en­closed. Then he thrust gen­tly in and out, and this lasted quite a while, prob­a­bly ten min­utes. Fatme, her face rest­ing on her mother’s in­ner thigh, watched as her mother be­came in­creas­ingly aroused; ob­vi­ously, her mother loved this sex very much. She be­gan to pant loudly and wig­gle her hips, whis­per­ing, “Ali, I’m com­ing!” And then Fatme knew that just sec­onds later, Mama was writhing and twitch­ing, cling­ing to Papa, her face con­torted in pain. Mama had ex­plained to Fatme that this was per­fectly nor­mal, that it wasn’t pain, but rather the won­der­ful in­ner ex­plo­sion. Now Papa straight­ened up and lifted Mama’s but­tocks by her hips. He fucked her fu­ri­ously fast and ejac­u­lated in­side her, be­cause that’s how ba­bies were made. Mama grinned shame­lessly and pat­ted Papa’s but­tocks as he fucked her fu­ri­ously, ejac­u­lat­ing in­side her. Fatme could see from his pe­nis and thick ure­thra that the se­men was shoot­ing through, and Papa’s tes­ti­cles were bounc­ing up and down. So that was what fuck­ing was all about, and Fatme stared for a long time into Mom’s cunt, from which Dad’s slime was ooz­ing out again.

 Mom didn’t mas­tur­bate very of­ten, maybe two or three times a week, right af­ter break­fast, when Dad had left the house. Dad didn’t re­ally mind, but she wasn’t sup­posed to do it in front of him. Lit­tle Fatme, who reg­u­larly skipped school, was al­lowed to be there, though. She watched Mom very closely, on the one hand, how her fin­ger did it tech­ni­cally, and on the other hand, Mom’s fa­cial ex­pres­sions were ex­tremely in­ter­est­ing. Strained, yes — but at the same time full of gen­tle pas­sion. Mom mas­tur­bated very gen­tly and for at least 15 min­utes. When Fatme turned eight, she did it too, and Mom would glance over at her and nod be­cause Fatme was do­ing it right. Fatme now mas­tur­bated at the same time as Mom, which cre­ated even more close­ness and con­nec­tion.

 Mama be­came ill and knew in­stinc­tively that her end was near. She wor­ried deeply about Papa and Fatme’s fu­ture. She went to a match­maker who sug­gested three older girls: Yas­min, 29; Elif, 28; and Aishe, 31. Mama spoke with Papa for a long time; he was not even 50 and had to sleep with all three girls and de­cide which one he wanted to keep af­ter her own death. Papa ini­tially re­fused, but even­tu­ally re­lented. When one of the girls came for sex in the evening, Mama would re­treat to the guest room. The girls came ev­ery evening for a whole year, some­times alone, some­times in pairs, and some­times even in groups of three. Fatme, by then 12 or 13, had been given spe­cific tasks. First, she had to spread the girl’s labia with her fin­gers and guide Papa’s pe­nis so that he could pen­e­trate her slowly and de­lib­er­ately. Sec­ondly, Fatme had to pull Papa’s pe­nis out in time so that he wouldn’t ejac­u­late in­side her and un­in­ten­tion­ally make her a baby. Fatme did this sec­ond task re­luc­tantly, be­cause it was so ex­cit­ing to watch Papa’s ure­thra as the se­men shot through and his tes­ti­cles bounced up and down.

 Yas­min was 29 and had al­ready slept with hun­dreds of men; she was the most ex­pe­ri­enced of the three. But she was al­ways very de­pressed and mis­er­able, yes, you could say that. You could al­ways hear her say, “Mr. Ali, you can fuck me as you please, that’s fine. But please don’t cum in­side, I don’t want a baby yet, I’m still too young for that. So, please don’t cum in­side!” Now Fatme bent over Yas­min and spread her labia wide. Yas­min’s cunt was al­ready quite large, and her cli­toris had re­mained very small de­spite vig­or­ous, fre­quent mas­tur­ba­tion. Fatme now pulled back Papa’s fore­skin com­pletely and guided his pe­nis un­til it found the en­trance to Yas­min’s cunt. As al­ways, Papa pushed his pe­nis slowly and de­lib­er­ately into Yas­min’s cunt, all the way in. Fatme didn’t with­draw her hand but left it rest­ing on Yas­min’s labia un­til the end. No mat­ter how much Yas­min slapped her dad’s but­tocks to make him go faster, he wouldn’t be rushed and fucked slowly and de­lib­er­ately as al­ways. Af­ter a long thrust, Dad whis­pered, “Fatme, now, I’m about to come!” and Fatme care­fully with­drew his pe­nis. Fatme grinned ma­li­ciously be­cause Dad had al­ready ejac­u­lated hard into Yas­min’s hole even as he pulled out. Fatme would then pull out his pe­nis, mas­tur­bate the ejac­u­lat­ing Dad’s cock for a sec­ond time with her hand, and let the stream spray into Yas­min’s fuck­hole from the out­side. We have to know, that Fatme liked it very much to mas­tur­bate her Dad’s cock, that’s for cer­tain. Yas­min kept glanc­ing un­cer­tainly at Fatme, won­der­ing if she had re­ally pulled out in time. Fatme grinned, “Of course, Aun­tie!” Aun­tie was the re­spect­ful way to ad­dress a woman older than one­self. Dad usu­ally fucked Yas­min a sec­ond time, but now Fatme let him ejac­u­late com­pletely in­side her be­fore she with­drew his pe­nis. Af­ter fuck­ing, Yas­min al­ways mas­tur­bated be­cause she never had an or­gasm dur­ing sex. Then Papa sent Yas­min home.

 Elif was about 28 and not par­tic­u­larly pretty. But she al­ways came home clean and lightly per­fumed, be­cause she loved her clean­li­ness. Fatme wasn’t sure if Elif even knew that ba­bies came from ejac­u­la­tion. In any case, Elif liked let­ting Papa ejac­u­late in­side her, again and again. Fatme only pulled Papa’s pe­nis out when he asked her to. Fatme would then pull out his pe­nis, mas­tur­bate the ejac­u­lat­ing man’ cock with her hand, and let the stream spray into Elif’s fuck­hole from the out­side. Fatme would mas­tur­bate the ejac­u­lat­ing man’ cock for a sec­ond time with her hand, so that the fa­ther would moan in ple­saure and let af­ter some min­utes the jets spray into Elif’s fuck­hole from the out­side. Elif didn’t or­gasm dur­ing sex ei­ther, and only over time did Fatme find out that Elif mas­tur­bated about once or twice a month, but she was in­cred­i­bly em­bar­rassed. Of the three girls, Elif was the one Fatme liked the most. But Papa wasn’t very fond of her, be­cause in his opin­ion, Elif was an un­e­d­u­cated id­iot who only had sex on her mind. In the long run, that wouldn’t work; Dad ex­pected a bit more per­son­al­ity from a wife.  

 Aishe was al­ready 31 and a moun­tain of a woman, she must have weighed 180 kg. But she was the fun­ni­est of the three of them; she was in­tel­li­gent, ed­u­cated, and  sex­u­ally very  ac­tive. De­spite her weight, Dad liked her very much, and when time al­lowed, he even fucked her three times be­fore evening. She was the first woman with a com­pletely shaved pussy Fatme had ever seen. But this pussy was very deep hid­den un­der all that fat. Fatme grinned sheep­ishly as she searched for her labia be­fore fuck­ing. As al­ways, she pulled Dad’s fore­skin all the way back and guided his cock to Aishe’s en­trance. As al­ways, Dad pen­e­trated slowly and de­lib­er­ately un­til he reached the end, be­cause Aishe had a very small, tight pussy. Fatme could see the joy and ec­stasy with which Dad fucked this woman. She re­ally knew a lot about fuck­ing and al­ways came, which made Papa very proud. She didn’t like it when Fatme pulled his pe­nis out. “I’m on the pill, I’m not crazy!” But Fatme liked to mas­tur­bate Dad’s cock and mas­tur­bate Dad’s cock for a sec­ond time with her hand, so that the fa­ther would moan in plesure and let af­ter some min­utes the jets spill into Aishes’s fuck­hole from the out­side. And so Papa, pant­ing and sweat­ing, ejac­u­lated again into her lit­tle hole, be­cause Aishe was very tight. Fatme knew that be­cause of her ter­ri­ble weight, she wasn’t suit­able for Papa. Nev­er­the­less, Fatme was al­ways happy when Aishe came to fuck her. Aishe stroked her hair when Fatme’s face rested on her in­ner thighs dur­ing sex. Fatme was al­ways very sur­prised at how much Papa’s pe­nis stretched Aishe’s lit­tle hole and then fucked her slowly and de­lib­er­ately. Aishe liked this style very much; you could see it when she grad­u­ally worked her way up the hill to her or­gasm. Dur­ing the breaks, Fatme played with Aishe’s cli­toris, which Aishe also loved. But it would never have oc­curred to Fatme to rub her aunt to or­gasm; that would have been an un­seemly trans­gres­sion of moral bound­aries.	

 Fatme dis­liked go­ing to school. In fact, she only went to have a lit­tle sex. Her par­tic­u­lar boyfriend was Mehmet, a brutish guy with a big BMW, which he mainly used for sex. As long as Fatme was still a vir­gin, Mehmet let her mas­tur­bate him and watched her mas­tur­bate her­self. But she wasn’t in love with him, be­cause he changed his girl­friends like he changed his shirts. They usu­ally drove to the edge of the woods, to a se­cluded spot. There, Mehmet would have sex with his “girl­friend of the day” in the back seat, and Fatme would watch them from the pas­sen­ger seat. Mehmet usu­ally had his bud­dies there, and when he was fin­ished, he’d open the back door and let the next one have his way. Most of the girls al­ready knew; only a few were truly sur­prised. That’s how it hap­pened that Mehmet’s girl­friend was fucked by half a dozen guys in a row. Later, when Fatme was no longer a vir­gin, she let her­self be fucked in the back seat like the other girls; she found it very funny and had an or­gasm with ev­ery guy. Fi­nally, she un­in­hib­it­edly mas­tur­bated in front of the boys, be­cause they en­joyed watch­ing her act. So that was Fatme’s school time; she learned noth­ing, or al­most noth­ing, ex­cept pub­lic sex and pub­lic mas­tur­ba­tion.

 Papa sat by Mama’s sickbed all day. His whole heart be­longed to his wife, and he wanted to care for her him­self un­til her last breath and be with her as she died. He gave up his job, and they went hun­gry. That was Kismet, fate. He ate very lit­tle, giv­ing ev­ery­thing to his wife and Fatme. Nev­er­the­less, they quickly be­came im­pov­er­ished, and hunger was their con­stant com­pan­ion un­til the end of the year. His wife de­cided that none of the three aunts were suit­able for him, and he promised to kick them all to the curb as soon as she died. Mother passed away peace­fully, and they buried her the next day. Papa kept his word and stopped invit­ing the three aunts over for sex. He had slept with them ev­ery day for a year and had had enough. Fatme lay be­side him, and they held each other in their arms; it was eas­ier to grieve to­gether. “Papa, I can do it for you with my hand, be­cause I do it for the boys, too.” Papa thought about it for days. Then he agreed; he wasn’t cut out for ab­sti­nence. Fatme sat up and slowly pulled his fore­skin up and down. She knew he liked it slow and de­lib­er­ate. “May I drink your se­men, Daddy?” Fatme whis­pered, and he nod­ded. Be­fore he came, she put her lips around his pe­nis, let her tongue dance play­fully, and con­tin­ued to rub it. He ejac­u­lated deep into her throat, and she swal­lowed his se­men just as she did with the boys. Af­ter­ward, Daddy took her in his arms and ca­ressed her. Could he mas­tur­bate her clit? Yes, of course, Fatme said, will­ingly spread­ing her thighs. Daddy was re­ally good at it; he wasn’t as rough and clumsy as the boys at school. She closed her eyes and let her or­gasm build and wash over her. For the time be­ing, this mu­tual mas­tur­ba­tion was good and suf­fi­cient; they soon got over their grief. 

 “Daddy, wouldn’t you like to sleep and fuck with me like you did with Mommy, Yas­min, Elif, and Aishe?” He scratched his head. “Yes, ac­tu­ally, but it has to be your de­ci­sion, my love. I’m not the type to rape my own child, okay?” Fatme nod­ded; she un­der­stood that quite well. Af­ter all, she was al­most 14 and one of the few vir­gins among her peers. Yes, she longed to be fucked by Daddy; she knew that. “Daddy, I never let my boys fuck me. I told them my dad would be my First, and that’s what I want, with all my heart. Yes, I want to give you my vir­gin­ity and be­come your lit­tle wife too, if you choose me over Aishe, Daddy!” She put her arm around Daddy’s neck. “Please, take me, be­cause I want to be your lit­tle wife un­til you find some­one else to marry, okay?” Papa hugged her tightly. “You’re so sweet, Fatme, you al­ways make me so happy. I even for­get I’m hun­gry.”	

 “The first time will sting, maybe even hurt, my love,” he mur­mured. “I know, Papa, I know. I’ve heard it from all my girl­friends, and that I shouldn’t be afraid, it’s a por­tal through which I must en­ter into wom­an­hood. I re­ally want you to be my First, Papa — not one of my boys. I’m very at­tached to you, Papa!” She couldn’t man­age any more dec­la­ra­tions of love at the mo­ment; she was very ex­cited. Papa ad­justed her. “I’ll guide your cock as al­ways, Papa,” she breathed, pulling back his fore­skin com­pletely. Then she guided his cock to the en­trance of her vir­gin cunt. She no­ticed his tears. “Daddy, I love you so much. You don’t need to cry, you won’t hurt me. I’m ex­actly the right age to have my hy­men bro­ken. And I’m so in­cred­i­bly happy that it’s you and not Mehmet or Freddy or Lorenz. Please don’t be sad, Daddy.”	 

 Know­ing some­thing purely the­o­ret­i­cally and ex­pe­ri­enc­ing it prac­ti­cally were two very dif­fer­ent things. Fatme felt his pe­nis mak­ing its way in, slowly and care­fully. She felt her hy­men stretch, but she wouldn’t scream for any­thing in the world, scar­ing Daddy with point­less cries. For what seemed like an eter­nity, her hy­men stretched more and more un­til it was about to tear. Then, a tiny prick, and the hy­men rup­tured. She felt his pe­nis now fully pen­e­trate her. Deep in­side. “You are a woman now, Fatme, my love. And it makes me so proud that you let me do it,” he whis­pered. “I’m go­ing to fuck you like a real woman now, and we’ll learn how to fuck to­gether in the next few days.”

 She would re­mem­ber this first fuck­ing for the rest of her life. Daddy fucked her slowly and de­lib­er­ately, for per­haps 15 to 20 min­utes. It was a strange, com­pletely new sen­sa­tion, the way his cock thrust in and out of her, slowly and de­lib­er­ately, just as he liked it. She gazed at his dear face, full of af­fec­tion. She felt the lust and the de­sire for or­gasm grad­u­ally creep­ing higher in her loins, mak­ing her clit of plea­sure and the im­mense lust rag­ing in her clit. She pressed her clit tightly against the shaft, so that with ev­ery move­ment, it scraped against the shaft, send­ing tiny flashes of plea­sure through her. Fatme whis­pered, “Daddy, I’m com­ing!” and then the or­gasm rolled in and washed over her. She squealed with plea­sure and clung to Daddy. This or­gasm was some­how com­pletely dif­fer­ent from the ones she had while mas­tur­bat­ing. Daddy now grabbed her by the hips and lifted her ass, so that her cunt opened like a bloom­ing flower. He fucked her very hard and pow­er­fully, and his se­men shot into her in pow­er­ful jets. She purred with lust and grinned in­wardly; so this is what it felt like to make a baby! He kissed her eyes, and his pe­nis re­mained still in­side her un­til it be­gan to soften. He lay down wearily be­side her. “Daddy, wasn’t that won­der­ful?” Fatme whis­pered, afraid that the beau­ti­ful feel­ings would es­cape. Daddy nod­ded; he was ex­hausted and needed to doze off a lit­tle.  

 She let Daddy fuck her thor­oughly ev­ery day, some­times sev­eral times a day. With Daddy’s help, she learned to race up the hill to or­gasm and then stay there, bounc­ing from or­gasm to or­gasm un­til he came. These or­gasms were the most won­der­ful she had ever ex­pe­ri­enced. She felt very clearly how her re­la­tion­ship with Daddy was chang­ing, and a strong bond was form­ing be­tween them. She didn’t go to school as of­ten any­more to have a lit­tle sex. Of course, from then on she let Mehmet and all his bud­dies fuck her in the back of the BMW; some­times there were five or six guys tak­ing turns fuck­ing her. And, to be hon­est, she had the most won­der­ful or­gasms when she was be­ing fucked by half a dozen cocks, and now she was urg­ing Mehmet to or­der his friends to the park­ing lot. Mehmet shook his head at the lit­tle one who let ev­ery­one fuck her so in­sa­tiably. But the best fuck­ing was in the evening or at night with Dad; he was def­i­nitely the best of them all.   

 The poverty and hunger were op­pres­sive. Fatme ap­proached her fa­ther about sell­ing her­self for sex and earn­ing money that way. Papa was ut­terly hor­ri­fied. But af­ter a week, he picked up the thread again. How did she en­vi­sion that? Well, Fatme al­ready had an ad­dress at hand: a class­mate was a busy pros­ti­tute and had given her the phone num­ber of a pimp. Papa called this Charly, and he was im­me­di­ately in­ter­ested. He worked for Madame Flo­rence, the most fa­mous Madam in Vi­enna, who ran her busi­ness from her Fleis­chmarkt res­i­dence. Now, tough ne­go­ti­a­tions en­sued be­tween Papa and Charly, who wanted to buy her on be­half of and for Madame Flo­rence. Papa drove the price up to dizzy­ing heights un­til they reached an agree­ment. And so it came to pass that Papa sold his Fatme to Charly for Madame. Fatme, now over 14, thus en­tered pros­ti­tu­tion. But it was worth it; Papa no longer had to go hun­gry. Dad bought Fatme some pretty, dar­ing dresses and makeup, then let her go to Charly’s. 

 Charly wasn’t the type she would have will­ingly gone with. She had to un­dress com­pletely in front of him, and he thor­oughly ex­am­ined ev­ery inch of her body. Then he took some nude pho­tos for Madame. Fatme asked, be­wil­dered, if he wanted to fuck her? Charly laughed rau­cously, that cur. “Madame would chop my pe­nis off her­self and feed it to her dogs! No, what do you think? I can do any­thing, but I can’t fuck any of the girls with­out Madame’s ex­plicit per­mis­sion! Oh my God, you must have grown up in the sticks with the seven dwarfs! You still have a lot to learn. You can’t run this busi­ness with­out a clue. So re­mem­ber, if you have your eye on one of Madame’s men or girls, be sure to ask her per­mis­sion first. Oth­er­wise, you’ll be in deep trou­ble!” Fatme nod­ded; she would learn all of this.	

 Charly looked at the wardrobe that Dad had bought. He chose some­thing sim­ple, some­thing girl­ish. He helped her ap­ply her makeup prop­erly — just a lit­tle, so she would look like a lit­tle girl. Then he led her into the back room, where her first client was wait­ing for her. A se­nior teacher, whose eyes lit up when he saw the lit­tle school­girl. Charly took the money and gave Fatme half. “Now, dur­ing your trial pe­riod, I’ll take a  half. Later, when Madame takes you on, you’ll give me 30%, like all the other girls. Can you re­mem­ber that?” Fatme nod­ded; she could cer­tainly do math. She asked qui­etly what hap­pened next, what she had to do. Charly smiled. “You go back in­side to that nice gen­tle­man, his name is Gerd. You will be kind and friendly to him and do ev­ery­thing he wants. But if there’s some­thing you don’t want to do, tell him, he’ll ac­cept it. And I’ll keep watch from be­hind the span­ish screen to make sure he doesn’t get rough, oth­er­wise I’ll punch him in the face. I’m re­spon­si­ble for your pro­tec­tion, Fatme. So, good luck!” 

 Fatme went in­side and sat on Gerd’s lap. “I’m Fatme, may I call you Gerd?” Gerd smiled ar­ro­gantly. “I’d pre­fer it if you called me Mr. Di­rec­tor, Fatme.” He des­per­ately wanted to kiss her on the mouth, but she only of­fered him her cheek. “You mustn’t kiss me on the mouth, Mr. Di­rec­tor!” she said firmly. They whis­pered back and forth, then it was quite clear what Gerd — ex­cuse me, the Mr. Di­rec­tor — wanted. She should sit back­wards on his lap, and he wanted to fuck her from be­low and ca­ress her breasts. No, she shouldn’t un­dress com­pletely, just take off her panties and un­but­ton her blouse. Fatme made sure he put on the con­dom, be­cause that’s what he had paid for. Now he fucked her from be­low, and his fin­gers glided over her small mounds and her nip­ples, be­cause she didn’t have proper breasts back then. Af­ter five min­utes it was over; it was much eas­ier than she had imag­ined. She went home; Charly would call her when he had a client for her. She went home, told her fa­ther ev­ery­thing in de­tail, and gave him the money. 

 She worked this way for al­most a year and a half. To earn a lit­tle ex­tra money, she served Turk­ish tea at the Turk­ish com­mu­nity cen­ter in the af­ter­noons. No one there knew that she was a pros­ti­tute. Charly usu­ally got her three or four clients in the morn­ing, and the money was more than enough to sup­port her fa­ther and the fam­ily.Charly fucked her once a week; Madame had ap­proved it. Charly shook his head be­cause she or­gasmed ev­ery time she was fucked. “You have to con­trol your pas­sion, oth­er­wise you’ll burn through all your en­ergy far too quickly.” She couldn’t; the or­gasms came like clock­work. And she felt re­freshed af­ter fuck­ing the clients, not drained. Charly watched over her from be­hind the span­ish screen and con­tin­ued to shake his head. In the af­ter­noons, she served tea, and around that time, plump Aisha would oc­ca­sion­ally come to Papa to let him have sex with her. Fatme knew this, of course, but she wasn’t jeal­ous of Aisha in the slight­est. She knew how much Papa en­joyed hav­ing sex with the fat woman. That’s how it came about that she met Hakim while serv­ing tea.	

 Light­ning struck. Cu­pid’s ar­row pierced her heart and made her hold her breath. Fatme knew in an in­stant that Hakim was “her” man. She had not the slight­est doubt. What fright­ened her were the ru­mors that Hakim was in­volved with the Turk­ish mafia. She wanted noth­ing to do with the mafia or any­one from those cir­cles. Nev­er­the­less, she sat down with Hakim, and they talked about this and that. She wasn’t at all sur­prised that light­ning had struck Hakim too. And what was even more sur­pris­ing was that Hakim was com­pletely in­no­cent. He was a won­der­ful man, about ten years older than her. He looked at her for a long time. “Yes, the bit about the mafia is partly true, Fatme. But it’s very com­pli­cated, and I want to ex­plain it to you openly and hon­estly one day. Right now, I can only hope that you’ll still want to see me de­spite the half-truths.” Fatme swal­lowed hard. There was a se­cret he couldn’t re­veal to her now. Well, she would trust him. “But I’ll tell you one thing, Hakim: if you re­ally are in the mafia, then I’ll never see you again. You can be sure of that.”  

 Fatme laughed heartily when Hakim tried to guess her age and said 19. She gig­gled and looked straight into his eyes. “Hakim, my makeup is de­ceiv­ing you. I’m only 15.” This caught Hakim off guard. He hes­i­tated, un­sure how to ex­plain it to her. “You’re far too ex­pe­ri­enced for 15, Fatme. That’s what fooled me, not your makeup.” Fatme shyly placed her hand in his, for they were sit­ting in the pub­lic court­yard of the com­mu­nity cen­ter; this was how re­spectable cou­ples met in pub­lic. “I have a se­cret too, a com­pli­cated one, Hakim. I’ll tell you, right af­ter you’ve ex­plained the whole mafia thing to me.” They talked about their re­spec­tive sex lives. Hakim con­fessed that all his Turk­ish girl­friends came from the sex work in­dus­try; it was al­ways ca­sual and with­out any ro­man­tic bag­gage, just phys­i­cal in­ti­macy for a few days or weeks. Fatme nod­ded un­der­stand­ingly. “That sounds like you’re not ready to com­mit yet?” Hakim thought for a mo­ment. “Yes, you’re prob­a­bly right about that. I’m only 28 and much too young to start a fam­ily.” Fatme squeezed his hand and placed it on her chest. “I’m just an or­di­nary Turk­ish girl, and I was born here in Vi­enna. I only know the se­cret, soli­tary sex of all vir­gins; my fin­ger is my con­stant lover. And I lay with my fa­ther.” Hakim mur­mured that he un­der­stood the part about fin­ger sex, but not the other part. That she lay with her fa­ther. Fatme knew it was an im­por­tant mo­ment, but she didn’t want to lie to Hakim, ever.  “My mother died about two years ago, and since then I’ve been sleep­ing next to my fa­ther in­stead.” Hakim looked at her with wide eyes. “Does that mean…?” and Fatme an­swered im­me­di­ately, “Yes, it does.” They were silent for a long time, then Hakim said, “I want to talk to you about this, about this fa­ther se­cret, once we’ve solved the other se­crets, okay? Un­til then — let’s keep quiet about it, al­right?” Fatme nod­ded. “Yes, Hakim, that’s a wise de­ci­sion. I was afraid you’d get up and leave right away. But you’re giv­ing us a chance, you’re giv­ing me a chance to ex­plain and un­ravel the threads. Thank you, Hakim.”

 They sat on the bench in the court­yard ev­ery af­ter­noon now, as was proper, and told each other ev­ery­thing, ex­cept for their se­crets. One day, he in­vited her to his apart­ment. Fatme im­me­di­ately agreed and went with him. “I’m not a vir­gin any­more, Hakim,” she said softly. “Daddy made me a woman two years ago. And to­day I want to be­long to you, if you’ll have me.” They made love un­til late that evening, then she looked at her watch and said she had to go home to Daddy. He looked at her with great con­cern as she dressed and walked her down­stairs to the front door.	

 It was three months later in his apart­ment. Hakim asked her to sit at the cof­fee ta­ble. He placed an ID card on the cof­fee ta­ble. “Fatme, Hakim El­bagr is a fake name. I’m De­tec­tive In­spec­tor Ronald Hof­stät­ter, a po­lice of­fi­cer. Un­til yes­ter­day, I was liv­ing un­der­cover in the Turk­ish mafia. They’ve been ex­posed now, many are in cus­tody, and I gath­ered the in­for­ma­tion so they can be brought to jus­tice. This was a joint po­lice op­er­a­tion with the Ger­man, Dutch, and Span­ish po­lice. The Turk­ish mafia isn’t dead, of course, but we’ve dealt them a se­ri­ous blow. Fatme, I haven’t been al­lowed to re­veal this se­cret un­til now. And I sin­cerely hope you’ll stay with me, even though I’m a po­lice of­fi­cer.” Fatme looked at him wide-eyed, ex­am­in­ing the ID card. “And who knows about this?” she croaked hoarsely. “Imam Mued­din has known for two days; he helped us cross some good peo­ple off my list. He trusts me, the Imam.” Fatme looked straight at him. “I’m glad you’re not a real mafioso. And I think you’ve done our Turk­ish com­mu­nity a great ser­vice. At least, I be­lieve so.” Fatme twirled the ID card in her fin­gers. “And of course, I want us to stay to­gether. Even more so now that you’re no longer a mafioso.” She glanced shyly at him. Hakim nod­ded. “Yes, I do too. I want to live with you and get to know you re­ally well. I’ve loved you since the very first mo­ment, but now we want to do ev­ery­thing prop­erly, okay?” Fatme nod­ded in agree­ment. “And now for my se­crets, Hakim.” She looked rather sad.	

 “Hakim, in the af­ter­noons I serve tea or lie with you. In the morn­ings, I work as a pros­ti­tute and give the money to my fa­ther so he can live a good life.” Fatme held her breath and looked into Ron’s face. He thought for a very long time. “Did some­one force you into pros­ti­tu­tion?” he fi­nally asked, more sharply than he meant. Fatme shook her head. “No, I my­self sug­gested it. We were starv­ing like birds in win­ter, so I pro­posed. Only af­ter much re­sis­tance did Papa sell me to Madame Flo­rence at the Fleis­chmarkt, or more pre­cisely, to the pimp Charly, who’s di­rectly re­spon­si­ble for me.” Fatme looked down. Hakim took her chin in his hand so she would look him in the eyes again. “And — do you en­joy be­ing a pros­ti­tute, Fatme?” She said im­me­di­ately, “No, no! But I have no other way to sup­port Papa and the fam­ily.” Hakim held her chin firmly. “Would you give up pros­ti­tu­tion right now if I gave you reg­u­lar money for Papa and the fam­ily? Say, two thou­sand? You can take it, it’s money I ‘earned’ from the Mafia. So no prob­lem.” 

 Fatme was stunned. Hakim would give her money so she wouldn’t have to work as a pros­ti­tute any­more? She looked at him, beam­ing. But then her face dark­ened. “But what do I do about Madame Flo­rence, about Charly?” Hakim only hes­i­tated for a split sec­ond. “For­get Charly, I’ll deal with him per­son­ally. The thing with Madame is more com­pli­cated. She’ll take ev­ery­thing away from your dad again, that can’t be al­lowed. I’ll call her and see what’s pos­si­ble, okay?” Fatme’s eyes filled with tears. “You’re go­ing to do all this for me, Hakim?” He looked at her firmly and res­o­lutely. “From this mo­ment on, you’re not go­ing to work as a pros­ti­tute any­more, and that’s ex­actly what I’m go­ing to tell Charly. I’ll tackle the Madame thing first thing to­mor­row. I ab­so­lutely don’t want her to hurt your dad.” Fatme sighed deeply. “Thank you, Hakim, for tak­ing my first se­cret so won­der­fully. I ac­tu­ally ex­pected you to throw me out on my ear, me, the gut­ter swal­low. But no, you set me free with­out shin­ing ar­mor and a white horse.” Fatme laid her fore­head on the back of his hand. “And now my sec­ond se­cret, isn’t it, Hakim?” 

 “My mother died al­most two years ago. Since then, I’ve been liv­ing with my fa­ther. At first, I only used my hand on him and let him ejac­u­late in my throat; he re­ally likes that. Later, I asked him to de­flower me and make me his lit­tle wife. He did, hon­or­ably and very ten­derly. Since then, we have sex as of­ten as he still can, but I lie in his arms ev­ery night, whether we have sex or not. He’s in his mid-six­ties and has sex with me at most twice a week; oth­er­wise, he mas­tur­bates my clit sen­su­ally be­cause he’s very good at it and he sim­ply loves it. And I love be­ing fucked by him. He used to have an­other woman he had reg­u­lar sex with, the chubby Aisha, but she’s mar­ried now. This thing with my fa­ther is some­thing I will never give up as long as he lives. For­give my crude lan­guage, but ev­ery word is true.” Fatme nes­tled her face into his hand; it was an­other mo­ment when ev­ery­thing could shat­ter into a thou­sand tiny pieces. Hakim was very se­ri­ous. “For­give me, Fatme, if I’m not re­ally thrilled. I need to think more about what this means for me and for us. I’m half-hearted, to be hon­est. I fully un­der­stand how and why the in­cest came about, and I can hon­estly ac­cept that. But the fact that you can’t let it go, that you don’t want to let it go, that’s a tough pill to swal­low. I can’t give you a good an­swer right now, not right now. Give me some time to think about it. Maybe we can talk about it again in a few days, okay? My world would fall apart if I re­jected you be­cause of this. Please, give me time to think. I ab­so­lutely don’t want to make a big mis­take, Fatme. You mean a lot to me.” 

 Ronald met with Charly late that evening and de­manded that he give up on Fatme. To give up com­pletely, Fatme now be­longed to him alone and no one else; he would, of course, still speak to Madame. Charly was only used to such talk when a des­per­ate fa­ther wanted his daugh­ter back. A wad of cash, or a few punches, was how he dealt with such fa­thers. Ronald was cut from a dif­fer­ent cloth, and Charly grew in­creas­ingly meek. Madame had given Fatme to him, and so on. Ronald’s fists ended the night­time ar­gu­ment; he put Charly in a head­lock and left him no choice and no air. Charly swore like a sailor, but he backed down. “Okay, okay. Let’s stay cool, In­spec­tor. Fine by me, but set­tle it with Madame in per­son; I can’t do it.” Ronald let him go.  

 Madame didn’t dis­cuss it over the phone. “Who knows who’s lis­ten­ing in, my dear In­spec­tor. Just come by, and we’ll sort ev­ery­thing out pri­vately.” Ronald went to the Fleis­chmarkt. Up there, on the sev­enth floor, was Madame’s pent­house. The over­weight old woman lay shrouded in a veil on a chaise longue, but Ron had no time to ad­mire her naked volup­tuous­ness. Of course he saw her melon-sized, soft breasts and her cun­t­hole with its finely trimmed pu­bic hair; he wasn’t blind. She ne­go­ti­ated with the iron fist of Gen­eral George Pat­ton. For over two hours, they hag­gled over cof­fee and choco­lates. Ron left with a par­tial vic­tory, and Madame smirked at her far more valu­able par­tial vic­tory. 

 Ronald told Fatme that same evening. “First, the re­ally good news. You won’t be work­ing the streets for Charly any­more, Fatme. Not a sin­gle day. And Madame re­voked his right to reg­u­larly fuck­ing you.” Ron skipped over the fight with Charly; it was unim­por­tant. “What’s im­por­tant is that Madame has agreed that you won’t be work­ing the streets for Charly any­more.” Fatme looked at him with wide, round eyes. “Madame said so?” she asked in­cred­u­lously, be­cause they said Madame was as tough as nails and didn’t give any­thing away for free. Hakim nod­ded. “Yes, she told me her­self. I think we can trust her word. She may be what­ever she is, but she’s the type who keeps her word.”	

 Ron paused and lit a cig­a­rette. “Of course she had a con­di­tion, of course. Madame doesn’t give any­thing away for free.” Fatme looked at him ex­pec­tantly. “She wants you as an es­cort for two evenings a week for now. She’ll earn ten times as much from you, even though you’re still en­ti­tled to 70%. So you’ll earn sig­nif­i­cantly more too.” Fatme in­ter­jected that she didn’t know what an es­cort was or what her job en­tailed. Ronald gath­ered his knowl­edge. “A rich man books an es­cort for an evening. As an el­e­gant com­pan­ion to the opera, a con­cert, or a fancy restau­rant. There are tiered prices, and in the high­est cat­e­gory, the guy is al­lowed to have sex with the girl.” Ron paused be­fore con­tin­u­ing. “There is one catch, though. Charly re­mains your “agent lead­ing of­fi­cer,” Madame in­sists on this ex­plic­itly, even if he is no longer al­lowed to fuck you for free. He ar­ranges ev­ery­thing for you, col­lects the money up­front, and pays you af­ter­ward. He ne­go­ti­ates with the client and then tells you what’s been agreed upon and what’s been paid for, so you know ex­actly what the client has paid for. On the one hand, you’re an el­e­gant lady ac­com­pa­ny­ing a gen­tle­man. An es­cort girl is ex­pected to have a much higher level of so­phis­ti­ca­tion than a com­mon street­walker. Al­though in the end it mostly just boils down to in-and-out. And Charly will con­tinue to fuck you, that’s guar­an­teed, Madame or no Madame.”

 Fatme thought about it. “I have to be el­e­gantly dressed, beau­ti­fully made up, and per­haps adorned with jew­elry. An opera, a con­cert or an ex­pen­sive restau­rant. Hakim, I’m fine with the wardrobe, makeup, and hair­style. But I’ve never been to an opera, a con­cert, or a fine  restau­rant. I’m afraid I’ll dis­ap­point the gen­tle­man.” Ronald looked di­rectly at her. “Of course, Madame has al­ready thought of that. Charly will not only give you de­tailed in­for­ma­tion be­fore­hand about the client and any spe­cial re­quire­ments, but also about the com­poser and the plot of the piece. Most op­eras are ac­tu­ally quite sim­ple sto­ries that can be told in five min­utes. Madame has also been in the es­cort busi­ness for quite some time, and you’re not the first in­ex­pe­ri­enced girl she’s sent out. I’m quite sure she’ll dis­cuss the choice of client and your brief­ing with Charly in great de­tail and with great care. The guy is ac­tu­ally dis­gust­ing, but Madame is quite sat­is­fied with his per­for­mance. So don’t be afraid.”

 Ron lit an­other cig­a­rette. “I’m think­ing about the other thing much more. That you’re sup­posed to keep fuck­ing with com­plete strangers.” Ron looked down, but his at­ten­tion was en­tirely fo­cused on Fatme. She sighed deeply. “The al­ter­na­tive is that she’ll ruin Dad fi­nan­cially and so­cially.” She bit her knuck­les. “I have no choice, Hakim. She mustn’t de­stroy Papa, and I’m con­vinced she could. I’ve let other men fuck with me be­fore, even that ugly Charly ev­ery week, so that’s not the prob­lem. The prob­lem is our re­la­tion­ship. How could you bear the thought of me fuck­ing with other men? That’s the only prob­lem, and I’m not tak­ing it lightly. Ul­ti­mately, the only ques­tion for me is whether I con­tinue to sup­port Papa or whether I be­tray him and let him die, just to keep you. You al­ready know my an­swer to that.”

 Yes, Ronald al­ready knew the an­swer. He could only keep Fatme if he con­tin­ued to al­low her to mate with her fa­ther. And now with other, name­less, rich gen­tle­men as well. He stood on the sandy beach be­fore the line etched in the sand; now he had to jump. Now. Hic Rho­dus, hic salta! And there was only one al­ter­na­tive: aban­don Fatme, leave her. The very thought made the wound that Cu­pid’s ar­row had in­flicted in his heart bleed. No, he couldn’t, he wouldn’t. Aban­don Fatme here and now, just be­cause she had to sleep with other men with­out hav­ing a choice? Was he a man or a trem­bling weak­ling?

 Ron sat down next to Fatme on the couch. His fin­gers, hold­ing the cig­a­rette, trem­bled. No, no, and no again! Fatme meant a lot to him, no, she meant ev­ery­thing. He had al­ways avoided fall­ing “re­ally” in love. But here, now, with Fatme, he had found the love of his life. And he wasn’t about to let his petty, nar­row-minded moral­ity tear it apart. Never. 

 Ron took Fatme’s hand and kissed her fin­ger­tips. “Fatme, I will bear it as long as I know that you love me. That you love only me, that I am the only man for you. Then I can bear any­thing. I in­tend to do so, and I ask for your sup­port if I wa­ver.” They sat for a long time in si­lence. Fatme rested her head on his shoul­der. “I’m your wife, Hakim, from the very first mo­ment. Un­wa­ver­ingly. Sleep­ing with other men has al­ways been just a busi­ness trans­ac­tion for me, noth­ing more. I only do it for the money. My money, or in the fu­ture, for the money that Dad could never re­pay Madame. I sleep with you be­cause I love you with all my heart. Be­cause my heart over­flows with love for you. I’ve never loved so un­con­di­tion­ally be­fore, and I never will again if you send me away now. I would be in­cred­i­bly sad, Hakim.” 

 Ron was deeply moved. She had never ex­pressed her love so clearly be­fore. Warmth washed over him. He had al­ways felt her love; now she was say­ing it openly. “I love you with all my heart, Fatme. It’s the first time I’ve ever loved a girl so deeply and un­con­di­tion­ally. My petty, bour­geois self is scream­ing bloody mur­der, but I’m not lis­ten­ing. I’m an adult and I know when I’m mak­ing a good de­ci­sion, and this de­ci­sion is good and right. I won’t be jeal­ous of your clients be­cause I know how it all fits to­gether and how it came about. I am your hus­band, Fatme, un­break­able. For­ever.”

 Ron im­me­di­ately called Madame and told her that he and Fatme would com­ply with her de­mands. She sim­ply said that she hadn’t ex­pected any­thing dif­fer­ent. Charly would con­tact Fatme. They kept the con­ver­sa­tion brief; ev­ery­thing had been said. Fatme lay down on the couch and buried her face in his lap as she wept. “I’m so afraid, Hakim, for you and me. Will we both be able to en­dure this? Will our re­la­tion­ship sur­vive it?” Ron stroked her hair. “Yes, we’ll make it through, be­cause we’re both very strong. And to­gether we’re even stronger.” Fatme nod­ded, weep­ing.

 Ronald started his new job at the heart of the Crim­i­nal In­ves­ti­ga­tion De­part­ment in the Rossau Bar­racks. His apart­ment was on Ruprecht Square, less than a ten-minute walk from his new work­place. Charly didn’t call Fatme un­til a week later. She was to come and dis­cuss her first as­sign­ment with him in per­son. When she ar­rived, Charly con­grat­u­lated her on her pro­mo­tion to es­cort girl. There were only a hand­ful of them, and Madame Flo­rence kept a watch­ful eye to en­sure ev­ery­thing re­mained dis­creet, el­e­gant, and ex­pen­sive. The client was a Saudi busi­ness­man who fre­quently used her es­cort ser­vice. Charly de­scribed the man and his habits; she was to ac­com­pany him to an im­por­tant busi­ness din­ner with high-rank­ing of­fi­cials and lo­cal busi­ness­peo­ple. The Saudi un­der­stood Ger­man and could also speak some, so it wasn’t a dis­ad­van­tage that Fatme didn’t speak Eng­lish. Madame lent her a valu­able neck­lace and a match­ing bracelet, and Fatme had to re­turn it to her af­ter­ward. The Saudi had slept with all the es­corts so far and wanted to do so again now; af­ter all, he’d paid for it. “But if he re­pulses you, for what­ever rea­son, then you don’t have to sleep with him, Fatme. Madame made that very clear.” Fatme nod­ded; she un­der­stood ev­ery­thing. And the Saudi looked quite ac­cept­able in the pho­tos. “Charly,” she asked, “did any of the other es­corts say any­thing neg­a­tive about him?” Charly thought for a mo­ment and shook his head. “No, they all unan­i­mously said he was a pleas­ant per­son and didn’t ask for any­thing un­usual. He usu­ally wanted to sleep with them a sec­ond or even a third time, and they de­scribed him as very po­tent. Mis­sion­ary and doggy style, oth­er­wise…” “No, they all unan­i­mously said he was a pleas­ant per­son and didn’t ask for any­thing un­usual. He usu­ally wanted to have sex a sec­ond or even a third time, and they de­scribed him as very po­tent. Mis­sion­ary and doggy style, noth­ing else.” Later in the con­ver­sa­tion, Charly men­tioned al­most ca­su­ally that the in­spec­tor had given him a good beat­ing be­cause Fatme now be­longed en­tirely to him and would never work as a pros­ti­tute again. Fatme’s jaw dropped; Hakim had never men­tioned that. Fatme grabbed Charly’s hand. “If you like, you can fuck me now. Not a word to Madame, of course. But I need you as a strong pro­tec­tor, so you can fuck me now if you like, Charly.”

 Fatme was very ex­cited the next evening. She took a very long shower, washed her hair care­fully, and trimmed her pu­bic hair. Charly had rec­om­mended that she wear her tight-fit­ting, dark red body­suit, which ac­cen­tu­ated her fig­ure very well. Af­ter she had put on the neck­lace and, now made up, went over to Ronald, he whis­tled through his teeth. “Wow! You look like a very el­e­gant 20-year-old! Yes, the gen­tle­man will look upon you fa­vor­ably, I’m sure of it.” He hugged her. “Shall I ac­com­pany you to Charly’s?” She de­clined; it was only a short walk to the meat mar­ket. And Charly would wear his best suit and take her by taxi to the Saudi’s ho­tel and pick her up again af­ter­ward. The Saudi had agreed to be the First to a young girl.

 Fatme didn’t get home un­til af­ter 2:00 a.m., com­pletely ex­hausted. She quickly show­ered and slipped into bed with Ron. She said the evening had been won­der­ful. The client was a cul­tured man and treated her like a princess from the very first mo­ment. She spoke very lit­tle dur­ing din­ner; the busi­ness­men con­versed in Eng­lish and had a lot to dis­cuss. She never found out what they were talk­ing about. Ron asked, how it had con­tin­ued?  The client asked very po­litely if he could have sex with her. Yes, she agreed, and he fucked her three times. The third time, he couldn’t ejac­u­late any­more. Dur­ing the breaks, he plea­sur­ably licked her pussy and then her clit un­til she or­gasmed. He did it very gen­tly and sen­si­tively, Fatme whis­pered. She had dozens of or­gasms and was happy but quite ex­hausted; she had given it her all. At the end, he handed her an en­ve­lope con­tain­ing three thou­sand Amer­i­can dol­lars as an ex­tra thank you for the plea­sur­able sex. Ron hugged and em­braced her. She should give some of the money to her fa­ther, but also buy her­self one or two very el­e­gant dresses, be­cause she would need them in the fu­ture. Hugs and smiles, they fell asleep.	

 The weeks drifted by. Ronald and his squadron were on the trail of a se­rial killer, and it was very ex­cit­ing. Fatme went es­cort­ing two or three times a week; Charly was worth ev­ery penny. Madame had called her briefly and said how sat­is­fied she was with Fatme’s es­cort­ing, and Fatme was a lit­tle proud of her­self. She was do­ing a good job and earn­ing a lot of money. Al­most all the clients wanted to fuck the es­cort girl; there was hardly one who didn’t. Fatme sat down at Ron’s com­puter and searched for in­for­ma­tion about the man from the pre­vi­ous night. They were of­ten quite big names she’d slept with. Ev­ery night, she told Ron in all de­tail how the es­cort­ing, the fuck­ing and the lick­ing had gone.

 One day, she and Ron got onto the topic of es­cort­ing again. Ron voiced his con­cerns for the first time. When she came home late at night or early in the morn­ing, she was ex­hausted and worn out from the night’s events with the client. He said he wasn’t happy that she was ex­ert­ing her­self so much that she was no longer avail­able to him. He felt that the “full pro­gram of pas­sion” was right­fully his, not hav­ing an ex­hausted and drained girl­friend. She im­me­di­ately un­der­stood what he meant. He was ab­so­lutely right. She sug­gested that in the fu­ture, no client should get the “full pro­gram with pas­sion”; that should be re­served for Hakim only. And she kept her word. Of course, she let the clients have sex with her, but she re­mained pas­sive and let her or­gasms roll off her back eas­ily. Ron was right; he should be the only one to get the full treat­ment with pas­sion. It was an ad­just­ment for her to re­main pas­sive while be­ing fucked. Of course she had or­gasms, even dur­ing this in-and-out fuck­ing, and def­i­nitely dur­ing clitlick­ing. But when she pas­sively al­lowed her or­gasms, she lost much less sex­ual en­ergy, that’s true.

 It felt a lit­tle strange, this new pas­siv­ity. Well, she didn’t need to se­duce the client; he’d paid for it. She smiled sweetly and invit­ingly, which didn’t hurt Hakim. Quite a lot of clients wanted to lick her clit be­fore sex, which she granted and ac­tu­ally en­joyed very much. So she of­ten let them lick her clit to or­gasm and then said to the client, “Sir, I’m ready to have sex now!” She guided his pe­nis into her vagina her­self; she couldn’t stand it when some­one rammed his pe­nis in like a wild beast. No, she did that much bet­ter her­self. But now, in­stead of ac­tively hav­ing sex with him or arous­ing him, she sim­ply lay there pas­sively and let him thrust and pump. She had promised Hakim that. Nev­er­the­less, she had an or­gasm al­most ev­ery time, then she writhed and twisted, but she tried to just pas­sively ac­cept it. She didn’t smile when the man was about to ejac­u­late. Some­times she had to help him by mas­tur­bate his cock which stuck in­side her by hand when he des­per­ately begged her for help. Al­most all the older men did that. If some­one wanted to have sex again, she was of course will­ing and ready, but she never asked any­one her­self again, no. Then she went to the bath­room and cleaned her cunt. The evening was over, she got dressed and went down­stairs to Charly in the ho­tel lobby. When she got home, usu­ally be­fore mid­night, she took a long shower and slipped into bed with Ron. She told him about hav­ing sex with the guest, and she was still full of sex­ual en­ergy. Now she was ex­actly how Hakim wanted her, an ac­tive, charm­ing lover who now de­manded the ic­ing on the cake of her day of sex and got it. Ron said that’s how he wanted her. The whole she­bang with lots of pas­sion. 

 And so a year passed. Fatme now worked as an es­cort seven evenings a week. Madame was very fond of her and the money she brought in. But Fatme couldn’t be per­suaded to do it in the af­ter­noons, be­cause Madame couldn’t earn enough from her. Her af­ter­noons be­longed to her Papa she said firmly to Charly and even the Madam her­self. There she would lie ten­derly snug­gled against him and stroke his pe­nis. On some af­ter­noons, Aishe would come by and let him fuck her, if he wasn’t too tired. Aishe had given birth to two ba­bies, and she was ab­so­lutely con­vinced that Fatmes Papa had fa­thered them. Her hus­band was a re­ally good hus­band and fa­ther, but he knew very lit­tle about sex; he never learned any­thing what  Aishe had shown him. Fatme al­ways stroked Aishe’s clit, but with­out mas­tur­bat­ing her, be­cause that would have been an un­seemly in­tru­sion. No, she very much en­joyed stroking Aishe’s lit­tle clit be­cause it was shaped like a small boy’s pe­nis. And Aishe sighed with lust when Fatme stroked her clit, and when she got re­ally turned on, she mas­tur­bated her­self, quickly and hard. No, Fatme was happy that Dad en­joyed fuck­ing Aishe so much. No, Fatme’s af­ter­noons be­longed to Dad alone.

 To­ward the end of that year, Fatme had just turned 19, and Ronald be­came very un­easy. “Frank Hal­ter, the mur­derer, has it in for you now be­cause you’re my wife.” But Fatme re­fused to be rat­tled or al­low a body­guard. They agreed that Charly would send Ronald a photo of each guest, and they had agreed he would re­ply with “OK” or “run for your life.” Ronald wanted to make sure that Frank Hal­ter didn’t just book her through the es­cort ser­vice and get his hands on her that way eas­ily. But the mur­derer was very clever and didn’t fall for her es­cort­ing. He had some­thing bet­ter in mind. One day, she had just got­ten ready to go to her fa­ther’s, when a hand went over her mouth and she was in­stantly ren­dered un­con­scious by the chlo­ro­form. That’s how Frank got hold of her.

 Frank took her to a re­mote house in south­ern Styria, near the vil­lage of Ze­hens­dorf­berg, where his fa­ther, Artem Galeb­nikow, owned a re­mote house. She re­mained hand­cuffed to the wall by one wrist, even while Frank was hav­ing sex with her. Yes, he had sex with her re­peat­edly a day, for over three weeks. He was fas­ci­nated by her body and fucked her as of­ten as he could. She couldn’t tol­er­ate al­co­hol at all and fell asleep al­most im­me­di­ately. So he gave her pop­pers and ex­per­i­mented to find out how many he needed to give her to re­ally get her aroused; it ended up be­ing around six vials. Fatme, who was very fa­mil­iar with her own lust, had never been as horny and driven as she was now by the pop­pers. She des­per­ately wanted to be fucked, right now!

 She stared, her eyes glazed, at Frank’s enor­mous cock. No, she had def­i­nitely never seen one so big be­fore; it was al­most twice as long as Hakim’s. Grin­ning, Frank pulled back his fore­skin, re­veal­ing the large, im­pres­sive glans with its prom­i­nent open­ing. Fatme in­vol­un­tar­ily licked her lips. Frank la­bo­ri­ously forced his mon­ster into her cunt, and Fatme had to hold her breath, so large and pow­er­ful was his cock fill­ing her.

 No, she had def­i­nitely never had such a huge cock in­side her be­fore, def­i­nitely not. She had to keep hold­ing her breath, so pow­er­ful and in­tense was the sen­sa­tion of this gi­gan­tic cock pound­ing in her cunt. Frank was ob­vi­ously very skilled at fuck­ing. He ef­fort­lessly found their shared rhythm; they were per­fectly syn­chro­nized right from the start, and Fatme cheered in­wardly as she prac­ti­cally ran ef­fort­lessly up the hill, to­wards or­gasm. She stared into Frank’s eyes and clung to him as her or­gasm erupted and washed over her. A know­ing smile flick­ered around Frank’s lips, and she could have stran­gled him for it. But now it was like with Dad; she stayed on top of the hill, bounc­ing from or­gasm to or­gasm, hang­ing stiffly in ec­stasy for ten min­utes, hold­ing him tightly. “There you go!” Frank growled, grab­bing her hips, lift­ing her ass so that her cunt opened even wider. He fucked her fu­ri­ously, now spurt­ing in­side her, jet af­ter jet. She could feel each jet splat­ter­ing into her cunt like fat, wet cow­pats. Frank left his cock in­side her un­til it soft­ened, then pulled it out, grin­ning like a school­boy who’d pulled off a great prank.

 The thought shot through Fatem like a whip crack. Frank’s ab­duc­tion had in­ter­rupted her con­tra­cep­tion, and of course, he hadn’t taken her pills. She had read the warn­ing hun­dreds of times that stop­ping the pill greatly in­creased the risk of preg­nancy. If Frank con­tin­ued as be­fore, fuck­ing her eight times or more a day, he would 100% get her preg­nant. This fear now hung over her like a black cloud, and she suf­fered ter­ri­bly.	

 Fatme craved for pop­pers; she wouldn’t let Frank fuck her with­out them. Okay. She’d also fig­ured out why Frank could bring her to or­gasm so eas­ily. His enor­mous cock filled her so com­pletely that with each thrust, he pulled all the flesh of her vagina in and out, in­clud­ing her clit, which was soon about to ex­plode. Okay, now she knew. But be­cause she let him pump her full of pop­pers, she kept greed­ily grab­bing Frank and his mon­ster. He seemed to en­joy that im­mensely. Of course, the lit­tle id­iot imag­ined, it was his leg­endary fuck­ing skills that drove Fatme wild.

 Frank had promised Ronald in his phone call that he would en­joy fuck­ing Fatme from wed­ding night to wed­ding night. Fatme could well imag­ine Hakim’s de­spair, but on the other hand, she was cer­tain that he hadn’t given up on her, but was des­per­ately search­ing for her with all his might. She was hand­cuffed day and night, one hand on each hand. On nice days, she went out into the sun­shine with Frank, chained to him. Frank fucked her on the lawn in front of the house; she usu­ally couldn’t get pop­pers there, yet she still will­ingly gave her­self to him. She had to ad­mit it to her­self: purely sex­u­ally speak­ing, she had never been fucked as well as by Frank. On the one hand, she was a pris­oner, com­pletely at his mercy and at his whims; on the other hand, she des­per­ately wanted to be fucked by him, day and night. From the very be­gin­ning, she gave him the “full pack­age with all her pas­sion” and felt her­self be­tray­ing Hakim in the process. But her de­sire was stronger than any other con­sid­er­a­tion; Frank’s fuck­ing al­ways re­minded her of her fa­ther’s fuck­ing, and she wept with joy, lust, ec­stasy and arousal. 

 She had long since stopped count­ing the days. She didn’t count how of­ten Frank fucked her, nor how many or­gasms she had while be­ing fucked. Num­bers had no value here, in God’s own beau­ti­ful na­ture. Frank treated her well; apart from the hand­cuffs, she had no com­plaints. She had even got­ten used to him go­ing to the toi­let with her chained up — what was the big deal? Frank went out­side ev­ery day and talked on the phone for long pe­ri­ods; he ob­vi­ously had to keep in touch with his peo­ple. She wasn’t al­lowed to make phone calls, though. Ronald had surely al­ready called Papa and told him they were se­ri­ously look­ing for her, and that Papa shouldn’t worry too much. And he’d cer­tainly in­formed Charly as well. Fatme’s thoughts re­volved mainly around how she should tell Hakim. That she had found her­self, here in this predica­ment. That she had found her true self. That pas­siv­ity dur­ing sex was wrong, that she was de­ceiv­ing her­self, de­ceiv­ing her­self. In her mind, she had al­ready re­hearsed it a hun­dred times, how she would tell Hakim, and how he would un­der­stand. Yes, there was a dan­ger that he wouldn’t un­der­stand, that he wouldn’t want to be­lieve it. They would break up, be­cause she didn’t want to pre­tend any­more, never again. She wanted to be her­self, not be fucked by clients like life­less drift­wood. No, she wanted to, she needed to live out her sex­u­al­ity in or­der not to freeze or wither away. Hakim had to un­der­stand it, he sim­ply had to. 

 Af­ter three weeks of cap­tiv­ity, Frank said he’d had enough. He wanted to face Ronald and shoot him. Frank was sim­ply fed up with all these games. “You’re great to fuck, Fatme,” he said, “there’s a vol­cano slum­ber­ing in­side you, and when I see it erupt, it warms my heart.” Fatme low­ered her gaze. “I know, Frank. I’ve seen the vol­cano erupt again and again these past few days, and I’ve en­joyed it, this vol­cano, as you call it.” She looked up at him un­cer­tainly. “So, you’re go­ing to kill me now?” Frank laughed silently. “Non­sense! Of course I’m not go­ing to kill you. You’re a great girl, won­der­ful to fuck. No, I’m go­ing to kill Ronald Hof­stät­ter, our game is over.” She was still look­ing at him. “And thenafter you’ll kill me?” Frank laughed again. “No, you id­iot, of course not. Why would I? You never did any­thing to me, and you were al­ways great in fuck­ing. Live and keep on fuck­ing like there’s no to­mor­row!”

 Fatme stood on the roof of Gas­om­e­ter C, cling­ing to a rusty, man-high piece of metal. It was the vent pipe, but Fatme didn’t know that. Frank had put her there and said he would crouch be­hind her and then shoot Frank. “Yes,” Fatme said, send­ing up a silent prayer that he wouldn’t shoot Hakim, the brute. Frank had given her only a light, tat­tered dress to wear, no un­der­wear, be­cause she didn’t own any clean ones any­more. The cold west wind made her dress flap, and she shiv­ered against her ex­posed cunt. Frank held her around the waist, and they both stared at the other side of the roof, where Hakim’s head ap­peared, the pis­tol clamped be­tween his teeth. Hakim didn’t take his eyes off them for a mo­ment and stepped onto the roof, onto the patch of car­pet that had been laid out there. Ronald shouted, “Here I am, Frank!” and bent his knees slightly, get­ting into a fir­ing po­si­tion. Frank grum­bled loudly, “So now we’re both here, you and I. And Fatme too, how could I have missed that? Are you go­ing to shoot her, Ronald, to have a clear line of fire?!”

 Hakim shouted, “Ba­cak­larını aç!” which means “Spread your legs!” in Turk­ish.

 With­out even think­ing, Fatme spread her legs wide. Hakim fired im­me­di­ately, twice. As Frank flinched, Fatme jumped aside in a panic, but con­tin­ued to cling to the rusty piece of metal, scream­ing at the top of her lungs. Frank screamed back and threw his arms up. Fatme could see an­other bul­let strike his skull, his brains spurt­ing out the back. Frank fell back­ward, life­less like a rag doll. He fell to the edge of the roof and then to the ground be­low. Fatme stopped scream­ing in hor­ror. Hakim stood up and hol­stered his pis­tol in his shoul­der hol­ster. Fatme wasn’t par­tic­u­larly afraid of heights and now ran bare­foot and lightly around half the curve of the roof, fall­ing into Hakim’s arms. Just then, a uni­formed po­lice­woman ap­peared at the iron lad­der and climbed up be­side them. “Ronald, you’re bleed­ing!” shouted the po­lice­woman, who also had her pis­tol hol­stered. “We need some­thing to ap­ply a tourni­quet,” she yelled. She looked around fran­ti­cally, then spot­ted Fatme’s fab­ric belt. “Your belt, quick!” She shouted, and since Fatme was stand­ing there com­pletely clue­less, she ripped her belt off. She knelt be­hind Ronald and tied off his leg high up. “I had him aimed over the bar­rel, Ronald,” the po­lice­woman said, “and if you’d missed, I would have shot him right in the face, on my soul!” The po­lice­woman or­dered that they had to leave im­me­di­ately; Ronald needed to go to the hos­pi­tal right away. She was the first to climb down the iron lad­der and helped Ronald, who was pale with fear of heights. When they got to the bot­tom, Ronald said, “I don’t feel a thing, no pain at all!” and the po­lice­woman nudged him with her el­bow. “Yes, of course, Mr. Wooden-Leg! It’s just the adren­a­line gush­ing out of your hair. Of course you don’t feel any­thing yet.” She turned to Fatme and of­fered her hand. “I’m Rosa Mor­gen­tau, Ronald’s col­league and friend.” Fatme shook her hand. “I’m Fatme Ökdemir, Ronald’s girl­friend. He speaks very highly of you, Rosa.” 

 Ron lay pale in the hos­pi­tal bed, still asleep af­ter the anes­the­sia wore off. Frank’s bul­let had thank­fully missed his femoral artery, and had been sur­gi­cally re­moved. He would make a full re­cov­ery, the sur­geon said with sat­is­fac­tion. Rosa left, and Fatme stayed by his side. Fatme couldn’t leave now; she had to stay with him. In the late af­ter­noon, Ronald awoke, grad­u­ally re­gain­ing color in his face. “Did I get him?” was his first ques­tion, and Fatme con­firmed it. “You shot him in the head, and his brains squirted out the back, then he fell off the roof.”  Hakim smiled con­tent­edly. “Now that’s over, and he’ll never touch you again.” Then he brooded. “I didn’t even see Frank shoot me,” he said, as­ton­ished. “I re­ally didn’t see it, didn’t no­tice it.” He shook his head from side to side. “Well, that’s how it is with wit­ness state­ments. I may have been one of the main play­ers, but I didn’t see such a cru­cial de­tail at all. That’s ac­tu­ally quite dis­turb­ing, don’t you think?” Fatme replied that she hadn’t seen it  ei­ther. She had only no­ticed a shot that hit Frank in the head. Hakim smiled. “Af­ter you obe­di­ently did the splits, I could see his legs per­fectly. So I im­me­di­ately fired twice, right into his knees. Then you jumped to the side scream­ing, and I had a clear line of sight. I shot him right in the gen­i­tals and then again in the skull to make sure he was dead. He was al­ready dead when he fell back­ward into the abyss.”

 Fatme stayed with him in the hos­pi­tal for five days, then Hakim was dis­charged. At home, she took a long shower and re­mem­bered how she and Frank had show­ered to­gether ev­ery morn­ing, hand­cuffed to each other, and the thought of Frank made her shud­der. Fol­low­ing Hakim’s in­struc­tions, she made pork medal­lions and roasted veg­eta­bles. Rosa ar­rived right on time with flat­bread from the Jew­ish baker. They all en­joyed the meal, and Ron pushed his plate back. He be­gan, “Fatme, I have some­thing im­por­tant to con­fess. For the past three weeks, Rosa has been lay­ing with me, and we’ve been fuck­ing like crazy, with ejac­u­la­tion and ev­ery­thing. And…” Fatme placed her fin­gers over his lips. “Stop it, Hakim. That’s al­right, I would have lain with you in her place, just to make you feel like a man. Rosa, thank you for that.” Fatme looked at them both kindly. “Now tell me some­thing new, how did lit­tle Bod­nar man­age to get that old cur­mud­geon be­tween her thighs?”

 Rosa, of course, knew ev­ery last de­tail. Now she pan­tomimed ev­ery­thing, but in be­tween, she spoke what she was por­tray­ing. She im­i­tated Bod­nar as he mounted his wife, Yvette, and fucked her while curs­ing, at least once a week. Hakim and Fatme laughed up­roar­i­ously as the old cur­mud­geon pushed his wife aside af­ter his la­bo­ri­ous ejac­u­la­tion. Now Bod­nar turned to his daugh­ter, lit­tle Laura, who was al­ready quite the hand­ful. Bod­nar mas­tur­bated his daugh­ter ev­ery night since a whole year, and Hakim and Fatme laughed up­roar­i­ously be­cause Rosa so skill­fully pan­tomimed the strained Bod­nar and his heav­enly de­lighted daugh­ter. Now Laura grabbed her fa­ther’s in­vis­i­ble pe­nis and mas­tur­bated it, then she took his in­vis­i­ble glans in her mouth and greed­ily slurped and swal­lowed his se­men. Rosa mas­tur­bated the in­vis­i­ble pe­nis in the air, and her body swayed with the vig­or­ous rub­bing, and Hakim and Fatme slapped their thighs in ex­cite­ment. And then came the great mo­ment. Bod­nar was still quite tipsy from his tour of the bars, and Laura cun­ningly lured him be­tween her thighs. Rosa made the Jew Bod­nar cross him­self be­fore he thrust for­ward and — with a loud plopp! from Rosa — de­flow­ered Laura. And now there was no stop­ping them. Rosa whis­pered that Bod­nar had said Laura reached or­gasm even more eas­ily than Yvette, that af­ter the first big one it was a real fire­works dis­play, and that the lit­tle one jumped from peak to peak like a lit­tle goat. Hakim and Fatme laughed un­til they cried, they had en­joyed Rosa’s pan­tomime so much. 

 Fatme lay on Ron’s chest. “I need to talk to you, Hakim. It’s some­thing very im­por­tant. It’s about me, my true self. For your sake, I be­came pas­sive dur­ing sex, no more ‘full pro­gram with pas­sion,’ only you got that. But that’s a mis­take. When I’m pas­sive, I’m not my­self any­more. I only re­al­ized this when Frank re­ally fucked me hard, like he wanted to shoot me to the moon. He la­bo­ri­ously forced his gi­gan­tic cock into my cunt, and I only helped him when I re­dis­cov­ered my­self. I helped him in be­cause I wanted to be fucked, as weird as that may sound. Only when I com­pletely let go, in that strange sit­u­a­tion — he could kill me at any mo­ment — only then did I feel who I re­ally am. I al­ways re­sisted be­ing called that, but deep down I’m a whore, it’s as sim­ple as that. I re­al­ized it be­cause I gave my­self to Frank will­ingly and freely; he didn’t need to get me go­ing with al­co­hol or pop­pers. No, I wanted it my­self, I wanted to be fucked by his mon­ster cock un­til I didn’t know which way was up. I wanted to feel that gi­gan­tic cock pound­ing in­side me, I wanted it to push me up the hill and send me hurtling into or­gasms end­lessly.” 

 “I don’t know if it was re­ally just be­cause Frank had such a gi­gan­tic mon­ster cock, or if I just imag­ined it. But since I went back to es­cort­ing af­ter that, I’ve given ev­ery client the “full pro­gram with pas­sion,” and I im­me­di­ately felt that it’s the right thing for me. That’s my true self; I want to give my­self com­pletely, ex­pe­ri­ence my or­gasms fully, and I want to ex­pe­ri­ence all of that with many, many men. I don’t know if you can han­dle that, but I can’t do with­out it any­more.”  Fatme’s head rested on Ronald’s chest, and he stroked her hair. “Fatme, I al­ready know all that with­out you even say­ing a word. And look, where am I? Did I run away? Did I send you pack­ing? No, I’m still here, and you’re still here too. Is that an­swer enough for you?”

 Fatme wept with hap­pi­ness. Hakim was the best, and he be­longed to her, she be­longed to him. He stroked her hair. “Make sure you don’t get preg­nant again. Abort­ing Frank’s child dam­aged us both equally, even though it was truly nec­es­sary. But I don’t want to go through it a sec­ond time.” Fatme nod­ded and whis­pered, “I know, Hakim. And get­ting preg­nant by Frank cer­tainly wasn’t my fault.” She lay on Hakim’s chest for a long time, let­ting him stroke her hair.

 When Ronald came home, Fatme was sit­ting at the din­ing ta­ble, fully dressed in her coat, star­ing blankly at the kitchen counter. He greeted her qui­etly, and only then did she look up at him. “Hakim.” He knew im­me­di­ately what had hap­pened. “Dad died this af­ter­noon,” Fatme said softly, look­ing at him. He took off her coat and laid her, still dressed, on the bed, then lay down be­side her. “Just yes­ter­day Aisha was here, she let my Dad fuck her twice with great plea­sure and went home hum­ming hap­pily. To­day at mid­day I lay down next to my Dad. He looked into my eyes with a ra­di­ant smile when I brought him to a hard-on with my mouth, some­thing he re­ally likes. Then I mounted him and rode him slowly and de­lib­er­ately, as is his way. It took a very long time again, he’s over 70 af­ter all. He cupped my breasts, my nip­ples, with both hands while he came with a soft hum. ‘Stay with me a lit­tle longer,’ he whis­pered, and I stayed seated on his cock. He closed his eyes and his pe­nis went com­pletely soft. I looked at him. He wasn’t breath­ing any­more. Dad was dead. I stayed sit­ting on him for a long time, his soft pe­nis in­side me. I think at that mo­ment his soul flew out the open win­dow. I called Imam Mued­din; he’s han­dling ev­ery­thing — the med­i­cal ex­am­iner, the city ad­min­is­tra­tion, the fu­neral to­mor­row at Liesing Ceme­tery.” Fatme closed her eyes. “The imam told me to go home and cry it out. But I just wan­dered around down­town with my eyes open and didn’t no­tice any­thing. I thought for a long time about whether I should call you, but then I didn’t want to call you in from work.” Ron stroked her face. “Just let your tears flow, you loved Dad very much. And to­mor­row I’ll take the day off and go with you to the fu­neral, of course.”

 Af­ter Dad’s death, Fatme was over­come by some­thing strange. She wanted to have sex with very young boys, lit­tle lads. She didn’t know where these strange de­sires came from. So she lured lit­tle Ali into Dad’s de­serted apart­ment; he was prob­a­bly eight or nine. She un­dressed him com­pletely and told him to un­dress her com­pletely as well. He pointed with his fin­ger. “What do you call this?” Fatme smiled. “This is my cunt, Ali.” He chewed and swirled the word around in his mouth, “Cunt, cunt.” Then he looked up, “May I take a good look at your cunt, Aunt Fatme?” She nod­ded and spread her legs. Ali ex­am­ined it with all ten fin­gers; he was very thor­ough. “I’ve seen Mom’s too very of­ten, but she didn’t let me ex­am­ine it.” Fatme replied with a smile, “That’s my clit. I can rub it, just like you rub your cock when you want to squirt.” He nod­ded ea­gerly. “Mom al­ways lets me do it when we’re sit­ting at the kitchen ta­ble and I’m sup­posed to be do­ing my home­work. When Mom no­tices I have an erec­tion, which I al­ways do, she takes it out and plays with it un­til I ejac­u­late; she loves do­ing that. Then I must rub it as of­ten as I want, and Mom watches with a smile, and I have to ejac­u­late into her cupped hand, again and again. She al­ways says that’s how it’s sup­posed to be and that I should keep do­ing it un­til noth­ing comes out any­more.” Fatme swal­lowed briefly, then asked, “Do you ac­tu­ally know how ba­bies are made?” Ali nod­ded ea­gerly. “Dad thrusts a lot into Mom’s cunt; I’ve se­cretly watched it sev­eral times. And then he ejac­u­lates in­side Mom’s cunt, his sack­let bounces up and down mer­rily; I think that’s how he makes her the  ba­bies. And I spy on Daddy al­ways mak­ing this way the neigh­bors wife the ba­bies in se­cret, and young Lucy’s from the sec­ond floor he makes se­cretly the ba­bies too . But Mom told me once she doesn’t want an­other baby, just the fuck­ing.”

 Fatme had him where she wanted him. “Can I take a good look at your pe­nis, then you can put it in and cum in­side, okay?” Ali nod­ded and held his pe­nis out to her. Fatme care­fully took it in her hand and pulled back the un­cir­cum­cised fore­skin com­pletely. His pe­nis looked just like Aishe’s clit, only it was sig­nif­i­cantly larger. She ex­am­ined it from all sides, then lay down on her back. “Come on, I’ll guide your pe­nis in, Ali.” And she guided his pe­nis in and showed him how to fuck her. He was very quick to learn, and his pe­nis only went soft again af­ter the third time he came. Ali asked if she thought he could fuck his mom too? Fatme smiled. “Yes, of course, you just have to catch her once when she’s al­ready naked, for ex­am­ple, in her bed or in the shower.” Ali scratched the back of his head. “No, in the shower won’t work, she al­ways locks the bath­room. But in the morn­ing, af­ter she’s made Dad break­fast and he’s left for work, Mom al­ways lies down in bed again. I think she rubs her cunt re­ally hard then, maybe.” Fatme chimed in. “Yes, ex­actly in that sit­u­a­tion, when Mom is rub­bing her cunt re­ally hard, you can crawl un­der her cov­ers and quickly stick your cock in, into her cunt, be­cause then she’ll be com­pletely dis­tracted and won’t re­sist. And she won’t bite your head off.” Ali nod­ded, his eyes shin­ing. He would try it that way to­mor­row. Fatme was con­fused by her­self, by her urges and her rather strange ad­vices, and sent Ali home.

 Ali came ev­ery af­ter­noon to fuck Fatme. Some days in, he came beam­ing. “Aunt Fatme, aunt Fatme! I did it!” Fatme looked ask­ingly. Ali grinned. Since days, I sneak into Mom’s bed­room af­ter break­fast. I stood only there, stared at her wig­gling her cunt with two fin­gers. Not dat­ing, to in­ter­rupt her. To­day, I had waited, un­til she was ab­sent­minded, I lay be­tween her thighs and rammed my stiff cock in­side. She didn’t even flinch. So I fucked her from the side and squirted in­side. Then I con­tin­ued to pound her Fuck­hole. Now she ex­ploded in her peak and then calmed down. She looked at me, ask­ing, “what are you do­ing?” but she didn’t need an an­swer. Im­me­di­ately she un­der­stood, she re­laxed her­self and let her knees fall apart. Now, hav­ing a cleared ac­cess, I con­tin­ued and she sighed smil­ing, when I shot my juice in­side. She didn’t scold me, she gave me a kiss on top of my hair. - Aunt Fatme, she had let me do it!” Fatme kissed his fore­head. “See? Now you can fuck her ev­ery morn­ing, Ali!”

 And then there was Al­bert, a se­ri­ous boy with round glasses. He was also around nine, maybe ten. He wasn’t at all sur­prised when she un­dressed him. And he liked to un­dress her him­self, then waited ea­gerly. He nod­ded al­most con­temp­tu­ously when she asked him if he could ejac­u­late yet. Of course, he wasn’t a baby any­more. And had he ever had sex? Of course, he said, in a re­ally con­de­scend­ing way. And how did that hap­pen? “Ac­tu­ally, it’s a real se­cret, and I’ll only tell you if you can keep it to your­self, Aunt Fatme.” Fatme nod­ded, of course she would keep the se­cret. “For a few months now, I’> her by force to have sex with Mom in the morn­ing when we shower to­gether. Real sex, like Dad.  I’ve seen him do it to her of­ten enough, al­ways from be­hind, when she’s ly­ing flat on her belly or on all fours like dogs, she re­ally likes that. That’s how it is, now you know.”  - Fatme was quite sur­prised, does she let her­self be fucked so eas­ily? “Oh no,” Al­bert grinned mis­chie­vously, “but I did fuck her against her will in the shower a few months ago, and she whim­pered like a wet cat while I was fuck­ing her and was very grumpy af­ter­wards. But then I told her that Frankie fucks his mom, the pas­tor’s wife, ev­ery morn­ing in the shower against her will, and that’s what I want now, too. My mom doesn’t ac­tu­ally like it at all, just like the pas­tor’s wife, and she’s al­ways pretty an­gry when I do it to her. But she can’t do any­thing about it, and her protests go in one ear and out the other. No, ac­tu­ally she doesn’t like it at all, but I do it ev­ery morn­ing any­way. I fuck her against her will from be­hind and press her against the tiles and make her whim­per. Some­times I make her brace her­self against the tiles and stick her ass cheeks out at me. I fig­ure if she re­ally didn’t want it, she could shower alone, with­out me, but she al­ways show­ers with me. So I think she likes it. It was some­how true, even though she then gos­siped as big­ot­edly as the pas­tor’s un­mar­ried daugh­ter.” Fatme then asked how old he was ex­actly. Al­bert thought for a mo­ment. “Eleven years and eight months, Aunt Fatme.” Now Fatme let Al­bert fuck her, right there, on Dad’s bed. She even man­aged to per­suade him to go a sec­ond round, and the boy came in­side her with a con­tented grunt.

 Fatme quickly shook off this un­holy urge. As an es­cort girl, she had enough men to fuck; she didn’t need lit­tle boys to fuck. She never told Hakim about it; she was deeply ashamed of that episode with the two dozen lit­tle boys she had let fuck her.	

 Life slowly moved on. Fatme fin­ished evening school and grad­u­ated with hon­ors. Ron bought cham­pagne again; now she was at a good point. She could start some­thing new, study at uni­ver­sity, trade on the stock mar­ket, or be­come an as­tro­naut. “Or a pro­fes­sional boxer, you al­ways for­get that, my dear. Punch­ing men in the face, yes, that would some­times be just the thing.” 

 Years later, on a sunny day in May, they stood be­fore Imam Mued­din and took their vows. Now they were truly mar­ried, and Fatme and the other es­cort-girls who had come wept bit­terly. But Fatme as­sured them that she would of course con­tinue work­ing as an es­cort, no ques­tion about it.
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   Tired He­roes

 
 Bod­nar lay sleep­less in bed, Laura sleep­ing peace­fully be­side him. His hand lay un­der the waist­band of her pa­jama bot­toms, ca­ress­ing her soft, sparse pu­bic dawn; it had a calm­ing ef­fect on him. He had been stunned when Wall­ner dis­missed him and sent him into early re­tire­ment, just as he had an­nounced. Even so, it came as a sur­prise, pre­cisely at the mo­ment the Frank Hal­ter case was closed. He had gath­ered his be­long­ings from his desk and left with­out a word.  He walked silently past Rosen­blatt, who had ex­tended his hand. Laura had dropped her pen onto the home­work book, crept into bed with him, and lov­ingly un­dressed him. She had be­come Bod­nar’s lit­tle wife days ago, maybe a week ago, and since then she had used ev­ery minute to fuck with him. Yvette sat mo­tion­less on her bed, watch­ing them fuck with a look of de­spair and dis­may. She cov­ered her ears; the dom­i­nant pa­tri­arch had once again con­quered a fe­male and sub­ju­gated her.

 But Bod­nar’s mind was far away. How had all this shit even started!? Back when he was still in vice, he had res­cued Yvette from the mire abyss; oth­er­wise, she would have died a wretched death on the streets. He liked the lit­tle one; she was the most grate­ful wife in the world, a lust­ful wild­cat who chal­lenged him sex­u­ally ev­ery night. He had had quite a few lovers be­fore, but none like her. He had never had a girl or a woman who or­gasmed so eas­ily and so of­ten dur­ing sex. She ended ev­ery day by mas­tur­bat­ing, no mat­ter how many times she had or­gasmed dur­ing sex be­fore.  He loved the cheeky, wild and un­bri­dled way she lived out her sex­u­al­ity. He had to grudg­ingly ac­knowl­edge that he had also pre­served her li­bido. She mas­ter­fully feigned re­morse and un­hesi­tat­ingly em­barked on the next af­fair. He might beat her, punch her in the face. Her de­sires con­trolled her life, even as she grew older.

 Yvette truly loved him, with all her heart. No, she dis­tin­guished very clearly be­tween grat­i­tude and love, a love that only blos­somed in the first months of their mar­riage. He was a good-na­tured Grumpy bear who usu­ally turned a blind eye to her pros­ti­tu­tion. She quickly dis­cov­ered how re­cep­tive he was to va­ri­ety. She had a full phone book of will­ing girls and women, and now she thrilled him with many mag­nif­i­cent three­somes. She her­self was bi­sex­ual and de­voured the girls and women be­fore his greedy eyes. Then it was his turn to prop­erly fuck her part­ner. Yvette was very proud of his mag­nif­i­cent, po­tent viril­ity. He re­minded her of her fa­ther, who had made her a woman at 13 and for years had sex with her next to her griev­ing mother in the mar­i­tal bed, ul­ti­mately turn­ing her into a whore. But he was an im­pres­sively po­tent man, and Yvette ad­mired him greatly. Now it was she who pro­vided her hus­band with so many women, as an added bonus to their mar­i­tal sex — prob­a­bly hun­dreds.  When one woman knelt be­fore the other to lick her clit, he knelt be­hind her and slid his pe­nis be­tween her but­tocks. Most of the time, he was con­tent to sim­ply in­sert his pe­nis into the woman’s cun­t­hole; only rarely did he fuck her in that po­si­tion.

 He was al­ways moved when Yvette lured a vir­gin into her bed. He wasn’t a sen­ti­men­tal fool, but when­ever he had to de­flower a girl, he was al­ways moved to tears. Yvette wouldn’t tol­er­ate any ob­jec­tions, and if nec­es­sary, she held the ter­ri­fied girl in her arms like a vise so that Bod­nar could de­flower her. She didn’t care at all that they were es­sen­tially rap­ing the poor child; af­ter all, she had come of her own free will, and now there was no turn­ing back.  Yvette held the girl tightly in her arms and watched as he gen­tly and sen­si­tively, yet firmly, broke the girl’s hy­men, then con­tin­ued to fuck her softly and gen­tly un­til she or­gasmed. Very few girls ex­pe­ri­enced or­gasm so soon af­ter be­ing de­flow­ered; now Yvette’s tongue could com­plete the act. The girl lay sprawled be­fore her, speech­less; she had never ex­pe­ri­enced so much pain, plea­sure, and ec­stasy. And now the woman licked her aching cunt and her small, sen­si­tive clit to beau­ti­ful, del­i­cate or­gasms. Bod­nar was a po­lice­man through and through, so he never asked the girls’ ages to avoid feel­ing like he was com­mit­ting a crime. These won­der­ful three­somes and de­flow­er­ings forged a strong bond be­tween him and her. But on bad days, her pro­mis­cu­ous promis­cu­ity with other men en­raged him. Then he would beat her sense­less, and when his anger had sub­sided, he would mas­tur­bate Yvette as a sign that he still loved her. Yvette rec­og­nized this and wiped the tears from her eyes.

 Even af­ter the first few months of her mar­riage, she fre­quently let her fa­ther fuck her again on her free morn­ings and af­ter­noons when Bod­nar was at work, be­cause the old man fucked her ex­cep­tion­ally well, far bet­ter than any­one else. Per­haps this was just her imag­i­na­tion, per­haps sim­ply be­cause he had been her First and had fucked her for years as a young girl in her par­ents’ bed in front of her mother. Her mother had watched silently and tear­fully as her hus­band de­flow­ered and fucked her own daugh­ter af­ter the mother had given her­self to him in pas­sion. Yvette had al­ways snug­gled against her mother’s body, pressed her face on Mommy’s in­ner thighs and watched at­ten­tively as her fa­ther fucked her mother, and her mother or­gasmed like a cham­pion. The mother could never un­der­stand why her hus­band had to fuck her daugh­ter. Yvette al­ways looked into her mother’s dark cun­t­hole, from which her fa­ther’s juices slowly trick­led out.  The mother al­ways be­came aroused while watch­ing the in­cest; she closed her eyes and mas­tur­bated slowly and very rev­er­ently, watch­ing the in­ces­tu­ous act with a few tears in her eyes. Yvette’s heart re­joiced when she saw her mother mas­tur­bate, for then her mother for­got all her suf­fer­ing and gave her­self com­pletely to her pas­sion. Yvette gazed at her mother’s beau­ti­ful, heav­ily haired fuck­hole and her small, pointed clit, which she gen­tly rubbed up and down. She and Yvette looked into each other’s eyes, and they were two women who, at the same time, mas­tur­bated, were fucked, and or­gasmed again and again. 

 Yes, for her fa­ther had taught lit­tle Yvette to run up the hill to or­gasm while be­ing fucked and then to jump eas­ily from or­gasm to or­gasm. Yes, lit­tle Yvette loved her lust­ful mother and her fa­ther, who made her jump from or­gasm to or­gasm.  Lit­tle Yvette closed her eyes with a smile as her fa­ther lifted her by the hips at the end and ejac­u­lated in­side with rapid, fu­ri­ous thrusts. Yes, Yvette smiled hap­pily and felt ev­ery spurt her fa­ther shot into her lit­tle pussy­hole. Even now, mar­ried to Bod­nar, she went to her fa­ther’s in the late morn­ing and again in the af­ter­noon to be prop­erly fucked twice a day. Her fa­ther was now in his fifties, but still po­tent enough to fuck Yvette twice a day. He still at­tracted Yvette like a mag­net, and she let him fuck her as of­ten as she could dis­creetly. She was pleased that her mother, even at her age, still mas­tur­bated while watch­ing them fuck­ing, just as she had al­ways done as a young woman. Only now she had mel­lowed and smiled as she al­lowed her hus­band and daugh­ter a lit­tle for­bid­den plea­sure. And so it hap­pened, in an un­pro­tected mo­ment, that her own fa­ther im­preg­nated her.  Yvette, how­ever, acted as if the child were Bod­nar’s; oth­er­wise, he would have chased her away or even killed her. - Of course, Bod­nar had known for a long time that Yvette let her fa­ther have sex with her ev­ery day, but it didn’t bother him. And of course, he sus­pected that Laura was the prod­uct of this in­ces­tu­ous re­la­tion­ship, but Yvette re­mained stub­bornly silent.

 Their child, Laura, al­ways crept into her par­ents’ bed, be­cause watch­ing her par­ents make love was the most ex­cit­ing thing for the girl since she was seven. She usu­ally pressed her hot, sweaty face against Yvette’s in­ner thighs to watch the fuck­ing up close. She couldn’t get enough of watch­ing his thick cock stretch Yvette’s tight fuck­hole and pound and thrust in­side it like a steam en­gine. Breath­less, she stared at his dick when, at the end, he pumped his se­men into Yvette’s hole in strong spurts. Laura knew that this was the real pur­pose of fuck­ing and that this was how ba­bies were made. But Yvette didn’t want any more chil­dren and used con­tra­cep­tion very strictly.   

 Laura must have been 12 or 13 when the big fight broke out, and of course it was Yvette’s whor­e­ing that sent Bod­nar into a rage. Blind with fury, he slammed his fist against Yvette’s lips. She had de­fended her­self by scratch­ing and bit­ing and was now wip­ing the blood from her mouth. “Go ahead and grope the child, you in­ces­tu­ous pig!” she shrieked like a mad­woman, “She’s not even your own child!” Bod­nar froze. Not his child?! No mat­ter how hard he beat her, she would never re­veal the fa­ther’s name. The ven­omous ser­pent of sus­pi­cion, the god­dess Ap­ate, bit its own tail and com­pleted the cir­cle. It ex­plained why lit­tle Laura was so fool­ishly lust­ful, why she ab­so­lutely had to be present when her par­ents made love, and why she al­ways dragged his hand un­der the waist­band of her pa­ja­mas. The re­al­iza­tion sank in. The re­al­iza­tion sank in and it ex­plained why lit­tle Laura was so madly horny, why she ab­so­lutely had to be present when her par­ents fucked, and why she al­ways dragged his hand un­der the waist­band of her pa­ja­mas so he must ca­ress her cunny and her clit. Even when she sat back­ward on her dad’s lap while watch­ing TV, she pulled off her panties and yanked his hand down to her cun­nie’s  cleft. He ig­nored Yvette’s dis­ap­prov­ing glances and stroked Laura’s cleft with heart-pound­ing plea­sure. Laura leaned against him and spread her legs wide; he ca­ressed her tiny clit and only stopped when the lit­tle girl was on the verge of or­gasm. Then he waited and did it again and again. Yvette stared at her daugh­ter’s cleft and cunny and missed half the show. She would have surely thrown her­self at him, scream­ing, if he had ever brought Laura to or­gasm. He re­as­sured Yvette with a grin, say­ing there was noth­ing wrong with it and that the lit­tle girl wanted it her­self.

 Since that row, he slept in the guest bed, the room ad­join­ing the bed­room with­out a door; it had prob­a­bly been the dress­ing room in for­mer  bour­geois times. Bod­nar and Yvette now slept in sep­a­rate beds, lis­ten­ing in­tently and sul­lenly to each other’s sighs and moans. Sib­lings in ad­ja­cent chil­dren’s rooms, who hated each other with a pas­sion. Laura didn’t have to choose; she nat­u­rally slept with her fa­ther, pulled his hand un­der the waist­band of her pa­ja­mas, and drifted into girl­ish fan­tasies while he ca­ressed her tiny cunny. Laura mas­tur­bated ev­ery night, and Bod­nar was very sur­prised the first night; he hadn’t known that be­fore. Laura ex­plained that she had copied Yvette and had done it ev­ery night since early child­hood. Bod­nar, of course, knew from the be­gin­ning that Yvette mas­tur­bated ev­ery night be­fore fall­ing asleep, and he had ini­tially watched her with in­ter­est, but at some point, he had seen it. Now Laura pulled off her pa­jama bot­toms and spread her legs apart like a frog.

 She in­structed him on what to do: to place his hand and fin­gers very gen­tly on her vulva. Then she slipped her hand un­der his warm, large hand and vig­or­ously mas­tur­bated her clit. He had never seen Laura like this be­fore; pant­ing heav­ily and sweat­ing, she worked her clit for a good ten or fif­teen min­utes. Bod­nar re­al­ized that she mas­tur­bated just like Yvette, her fin­ger rub­bing her clit in a cir­cu­lar mo­tion, not up and down like some of his ex­tra­mar­i­tal lovers. The girl was sweat­ing with ex­cite­ment, her eyes rolling back in lust, so he could only see the white of her eyes. She was press­ing her fin­ger against her clit in a cir­cu­lar mo­tion with loud gasps. Laura’s gasps grew louder as she ap­proached ec­stasy, and now her juices flowed over his fin­gers. She let out a soft piglet’s squeal as or­gasm shook her body, and in her ec­stasy, she pressed one of his fin­gers against her clit. She whis­pered, “I’m not fin­ished yet, Daddy,” and con­tin­ued. She usu­ally mas­tur­bated two or three times be­fore fall­ing asleep, un­til she was sat­is­fied. “I’ve wet your fin­gers, Daddy,” she whis­pered shyly, clean­ing them with her py­jama sleeve. She pulled her py­jama bot­toms back on and kissed him on the cheek. “Good night, Daddy,” she whis­pered, pulling his hand un­der the waist­band of her pa­ja­mas and plac­ing it on her vulva. Bod­nar kissed her fore­head. “You did very well, my lit­tle one.” She fell asleep al­most im­me­di­ately.

 Bod­nar’s flat hand then rested warmly on her mounds, and his mid­dle fin­ger lay calmly along the cleft, the “val­ley of the dolls.” Both her mons pu­bis and the mounds were hot, round and filled with hot blood from mas­tur­ba­tion, and the soft, blond fuzz tick­led his palm slightly.  She dreamed and fan­ta­sized vividly, but he felt how the purely pla­tonic touch be­gan to form a pre­vi­ously un­known, yet in­tense fa­ther-daugh­ter bond. Yes, a del­i­cate, soft and in­no­cent plant was grow­ing deep within the grumpy Bod­nar’s heart. No, Yvette’s plant was bro­ken, with­ered and dried up, and Bod­nar learned to ig­nore his wife com­pletely. Nev­er­the­less, she was still his wife and looked long­ingly at her hus­band and daugh­ter, the two of them nes­tled to­gether in their sleep. Once a week, Bod­nar would stalk into Yvette’s room at night and take her word­lessly, self­ishly, and with­out emo­tion. Yvette and he didn’t ex­change a word; she had al­ways been very easy to or­gasm and would gasp loudly un­til the or­gasms washed over her body. Laura would fol­low him, her eyes wide open, tor­mented by de­spair, envy, and jeal­ousy.

 For a whole year, Laura fan­ta­sized when­ever she felt the warmth of her fa­ther’s hand. Ev­ery night, she mas­tur­bated in­tensely, press­ing his flat hand against her clit in ec­stasy. She took his fin­gers and let them glide over her clit. She let his fin­ger plunge into the “val­ley of the dolls,” guid­ing it over all the wrin­kles and dim­ples to her clit. Her fa­ther kept his eyes closed and growled like a bear as she guided his fin­ger in her cunny and over her clit. Bod­nar knew how in­no­cent and pure of heart these ex­cur­sions Laura un­der­took with his fin­ger were and pas­sively al­lowed it. The lit­tle girl put her lips to his ear. “I al­ways do it, just like Mommy does, Daddy,” she whis­pered her con­fes­sion  in his ear. But it took weeks be­fore she could defini­tively place her fa­ther’s fin­ger on her clit. “Mommy does it ev­ery night too, just like me,” she whis­pered, but Bod­nar sim­ply wasn’t lis­ten­ing to her. The hunt for Frank Hal­ter haunted him. “Yeah, yeah,” he growled ab­sent­mind­edly, “ev­ery­one does it, es­pe­cially the pro­mis­cu­ous har­lots.” He didn’t care that Laura was work­ing her clit next to him, pant­ing and sweat­ing pro­fusely; his mind was else­where.

 Like Rosen­blatt, he too had fallen for Rachel  Kerzen­docht. Kerzen­docht was a spe­cial kind of woman. An or­di­nary house­wife, a shy and de­vout Jew with­out any par­tic­u­lar charm, a wall­flower. But with her clumsy strip­tease, she re­vealed her wom­anly, cur­va­ceous, sin­ful body. And Bod­nar suc­cumbed to ev­ery woman who was lust­ful and driven by de­sire. Rachel told him, and then Rosen­blatt as well, that fuck­ing like the  un­cir­cum­cised Chris­tians was truly dull, bland, and bor­ing for the woman. She re­ally wanted to be fucked hard. He had to pull his cock all the way out each time and then ram it right back in like a chisel. That would send lit­tle elec­tric shocks to her clit and her brain, and that was ex­actly what she wanted. He and Rosen­blatt also en­joyed the new tech­nique; they rammed their cocks into Kerzen­docht’s cun­t­hole with such force that it made her shake and shiver. Yes, this went against ev­ery­thing that sim­ply shouldn’t hap­pen to a de­tec­tive, but it did. It didn’t bother his con­science in the slight­est, since Rosen­blatt felt the same way.

 Laura con­tin­ued, un­wa­ver­ingly car­ry­ing on step by step. She now took his fin­ger, in­tend­ing to do the same to her­self as her mother did. This was too much for the self-ap­pointed moral guardian, who beat his con­science black and blue. But he couldn’t undo Laura’s ac­tions. Bod­nar’s heart stopped for a mo­ment as Laura took his fin­ger like a pen­cil and drew cir­cle af­ter cir­cle on her clit. Her tongue, tightly clamped be­tween her lips, she dili­gently con­tin­ued draw­ing the pic­ture, pant­ing and sweat­ing. The child left no spot un­touched, metic­u­lously fill­ing ev­ery empty space with color. Laura guided his fin­ger­tip along the moist path, let­ting it dance on her clit for many min­utes. Her fin­gers gripped the pen­cil tightly as ec­stasy made her trem­ble and twitch. And af­ter the ec­stasy, she wrapped her girl­ish arms around his neck, she sighed deeply and whis­pered in his ear, “You must thrust into me like Yvette, please—please!” But now he firmly re­buked her. “Never, Laura, never! You are my daugh­ter, and I am not a child mo­lester!” But Laura merely shrugged and con­tin­ued her whis­pered beg­ging re­lent­lessly, ev­ery night.

 Laura wept silently, for with tears she could get any­thing from Papa, any­thing at all. Bod­nar’s eyes trem­bled; he couldn’t bear to see Laura cry. Of course, Yvette fol­lowed all this with un­ease and vig­i­lance, as she did ev­ery night; she could hear even the faintest whis­per. “If you won’t pound me like Yvette,” the lit­tle girl whis­pered cal­cu­lat­ingly, tri­umphantly siz­ing him up be­neath veiled, tear-filled eyes, “then at least do the fin­ger play for me, Papa, please! The way Yvette does it, the proper fin­ger play!” Bod­nar’s heart soft­ened, as did his mind. “Very well, then soften up, like Yvette does when she needs it badly. You’ve surely been spy­ing on her,” Bod­nar grum­bled, with the queasy feel­ing of a loser. Laura nod­ded in a whis­per, “Yes, Papa, of course I’m spy­ing. She does it ev­ery night af­ter you’ve fallen asleep.”  Laura pulled her pa­ja­mas all the way down and spread her legs, bent like frog legs. She had won again, and it felt di­vine, sim­ply god­damn di­vine. Bod­nar’s fin­ger­tip found her clit, of course. He had re­mem­bered well how Laura had guided his fin­ger and did the same, paint­ing the col­or­ful pic­ture with a steady hand. He watched Laura’s slightly twitch­ing and sweaty face, full of af­fec­tion, pour­ing all his love over her clit and cunny un­til she trem­bled and twitched all over. Yvette was al­most con­sumed with jeal­ousy when­ever Bod­nar sat up and  mas­tur­bated Laura. It was a small price for him  to pay to avoid hav­ing to re­ally thrust, he de­fended him­self against the grumpy vice cop in­side. And from now on, Laura de­manded his fin­ger play ev­ery night.

 Yvette watched them in the dim light, mas­tur­bat­ing slowly and ab­sent­mind­edly in a cross-legged po­si­tion for per­haps an hour. Then she leaned back and be­gan the in­tense fi­nal stretch. Bod­nar and Laura sat up and looked over; he pressed Laura’s face against his hairy chest as if to hide her from see­ing. Only Yvette’s lower body was vis­i­ble, her thighs spread wide. Her fin­ger raced across her clit as if driven by fu­ries; she panted and gasped piti­fully. At her cli­max, she tugged and pulled at her poor clit like a mad­woman. She con­tin­ued rub­bing for min­utes af­ter her or­gasm, then folded her legs to­gether. “She does that ev­ery night, Dad, long af­ter you’ve fallen asleep,” Laura whis­pered, and he pulled her close.

 He had been whis­per­ing with Rosen­blatt in the cof­fee cor­ner. Rosen­blatt was a good friend, and had openly and frankly de­scribed his af­fair with Elli to him.  For Rosen­blatt, it was the most nat­u­ral thing in the world; he didn’t al­low rules or laws across the thresh­old of his bed­room. This was his pri­vacy, his pri­vate king­dom, and the princess got the king. It sounded so sim­ple when Rosen­blatt spoke of it. With glit­ter­ing eyes, Bod­nar slowly leafed through the slut’s nude pho­tos and videos. Of course, he rec­og­nized her lust­ful na­ture in­stantly; he knew all such women from his time in the vice squad. Greedy harpies who weren’t just af­ter the man’s money, but who also greed­ily de­voured ev­ery­one to stuff them into their large, in­sa­tiable empti­ness. He un­der­stood per­fectly now why Rosen­blatt called her noth­ing but “the slut”. But Elli, pos­ing ob­scenely, al­most took his breath away. The daugh­ter was just as much a slut as her mother, and he wasn’t at all sur­prised that Rosen­blatt had taken her. Elli still had plenty of baby fat, but her breasts were grad­u­ally tak­ing shape in the style of the great slut. Her pointed teats stood out boldly, ag­gres­sive and by no means in­no­cent. At the cli­max, she pulled and tore at one teat. Her very fem­i­nin­ity was al­ready a weapon, ready to de­vour fool­ish Danaans. Both the slut and Elli burned them­selves in­deli­bly into Bod­nar’s retina.

 He re­luc­tantly handed Rosen­blatt the phone back, the big slut and the lit­tle slut danc­ing the cha-cha-cha in Bod­nar’s mind. “No, Rosen­blatt, I’ll never fuck with my Laura, not in a mil­lion years!” He re­luc­tantly handed his iPhone to Rosen­blatt; af­ter all, he had col­lected plenty of nude pho­tos and videos of Yvette and Laura. Rosen­blatt com­mented with a con­nois­seur’s eye. “Yvette, well, maybe not my league, Bod­nar. More breasts and more hips, that’s where I need her. But Laura, she’s much slim­mer and more del­i­cate than my Elli. Those small, girl­ish breasts, mag­nif­i­cent and like the finest porce­lain! And the soft, light blonde fuzz en­hances her girl­ish­ness even more. Elli al­ready has to trim her bush with scis­sors, old champ. Laura will prob­a­bly chal­lenge you more and de­mand more from you than Yvette!” Rosen­blatt’s eyes ca­ressed Laura’s beau­ti­ful, girl­ish body for min­utes, while he watched her mas­tur­bate shy and shame­ful  in front of the cam­era.  “One day, when you’re ready, Bod­nar, we’ll have to share the girls!” But Bod­nar shook his head and said firmly, “Not in a mil­lion years, Rosen­blatt!” At the same time, a scream rose within him, a scream of de­sire for Elli, the lit­tle slut. Yes, a steamy friend­ship de­vel­oped be­tween them, and they ex­changed their nude pho­tos and videos, gig­gling like naughty school­boys.

 Rosen­blatt came up with the idea.  “Bod­nar, what’s one of Frank Hal­ter’s weak­nesses? His mother, yes, his beloved mother. It would cut him to the core if we stopped treat­ing her with kid gloves. If we used her like Kerzen­docht, brazenly and quite in­de­cently. It will cut him to the core, shat­ter his twisted mas­culin­ity, if we take her for our amuse­ment and fuck her prop­erly like Rachel. It will drive him crazy, and he’ll make mis­takes. What do you think?” Bod­nar had to agree; Rosen­blatt un­der­stood some­thing about psy­chol­ogy, not just Mor­gen­tau. Bod­nar pointed out that the old woman was re­ally old, wrin­kled and with­ered, only in the arms of Kerzen­docht did she still awaken. Rosen­blatt nudged him in the side. “Get a grip, old friend! For God, the King, and Eng­land!”

 Bod­nar bit heart­fully in Laura’s teats as her ec­stasy be­gan to roll. Yvette coughed like some­one with lung dis­ease, but Bod­nar ig­nored his wife; this wasn’t her busi­ness, it was none of her con­cern, damn it! 

 Bod­nar had been play­ing this fin­ger game with Laura for months now, and she fi­nally stopped talk­ing about fuck­ing and be­ing fucked.  She wrapped her arms around his neck and whis­pered, “I learned how to do it to boys at school.” Noth­ing more, just a ca­sual re­mark af­ter the fin­ger­ing game. Laura straight­ened up and pulled Bod­nar’s trousers off. She knelt be­tween his thighs, pulled back his cir­cum­cised fore­skin, and ex­posed the glans. “Daddy, are you re­ally a cir­cum­cised Jew?” she asked, play­fully pulling his fore­skin back and forth. “Yes,” he growled, “a cir­cum­cised, damned jew­ish dog, that’s what I am!” 

 Laura flinched; she hadn’t ex­pected the ag­gres­sive tone. “I’m only ask­ing be­cause you have the same fore­skin as Freddy and Johnny.” He con­ceded. “They only cut off the very tip, lit­tle one.” Laura nod­ded and in­spected his pe­nis closely. “A beau­ti­ful pe­nis, and much big­ger than Johnny and Freddy’s.” Bod­nar said noth­ing; there was no com­ment to be made. “I’ll do it for you, Daddy. Just sit back and re­lax!” the lit­tle girl com­manded. “I’ve done it a hun­dred times with my two friends,” said Laura. “Freddy’s mom doesn’t mind, us play­ing naked on Freddy’s bed. She just grins mis­chie­vously when she comes in un­ex­pect­edly, but af­ter a while she leaves grin­ning again. She once told Freddy that a boy al­ways needs a good girl­friend who lets him cum nicely. That’s just how she is, Freddy’s mom.” 

 Again, she clamped her tongue be­tween her lips and did it to him, quickly, ex­pertly, and sweatily, rub­bing him hard un­til he ejac­u­lated. He watched her while she rubbed him. She was 13, maybe 14, and very slim, al­most boy­ish. She didn’t have proper breasts yet, but on the small mounds, he could see her pointed, stiff nip­ples. The pale pink nip­ples trem­bled in sync with her vig­or­ous rub­bing mo­tions. He stared at these danc­ing nip­ples; they were so dif­fer­ent from Yvette’s. He asked where she had learned how to rub boys? She said Johnny and Fred­die, her best friends, had let her try and prac­tice. “And then what?” he asked. “Well, the two of them are al­lowed to mas­tur­bate in front of my cunt, and when they come, I spread my labia with my fin­gers and they can ejac­u­late in­side, as far as it could go. No, they’re not al­lowed to fuck me, I made that very clear to them. My dad will do my first time when he’s ready.” 

 He had to avoid her in­tense gaze. “Some­times Freddy’s mom catches us, but she just grins hap­pily, she stays un­der the door, wait­ing un­til both guys are kneel­ing in front of my pussy, jerk­ing off and ejac­u­lat­ing. ‘Boys, don’t ejac­u­late in­side, don’t make the lit­tle one un­happy!’ she says then, and we nod. I say, ‘Mrs. Mon­roe, I’m not let­ting the boys have proper sex yet, quite hon­estly.’ Then she grins from ear to ear and leaves, grin­ning con­tent­edly like a cat. I think she re­ally en­joys watch­ing the boys kneel­ing in front of my pussy, jerk­ing off and ejac­u­lat­ing upon my pussy.”

 She stared at the open­ing in his glans and con­tin­ued rub­bing firmly. “I al­ways thought Jew­ish men didn’t have fore­skins.” He un­der­stood her ques­tion. “Cir­cum­cis­ers don’t cut off the whole fore­skin, just the very tip.” “Aha,” she nod­ded, “I see.” With wide, open eyes, she watched his spurt­ing ejac­u­la­tion, let­ting his se­men splash across her chest and wip­ing it away with her sleeve.  “I can do it for you ev­ery night if you like, Dad.” He nod­ded. “Yes, that would be re­ally nice if you some­times do it for me, Laura. “You just have to rub while it’s squirt­ing and also for a lit­tle while longer so that it’s re­ally nice for me.” He later slipped his hand un­der the waist­band of her pa­ja­mas and fell asleep al­most im­me­di­ately, while Laura con­tin­ued to mas­tur­bate vig­or­ously.

 Laura whis­pered, “Is it re­ally okay to swal­low it, Papa? The oth­ers say it’s de-li-ci-ous.” Bod­nar was too tired to stop her. “Fine by me, Laura, it’s not poi­sonous,” he whis­pered wearily. Laura’s lips low­ered over his glans be­fore the ejac­u­la­tion and closed tightly around it, and she con­tin­ued to rub him. Her tongue danced on his glans; she ob­vi­ously knew very well what she was do­ing. Soon he had to ejac­u­late, and the se­men spurted deep into her mouth, and she swal­lowed it all with a plea­sur­able and shy shud­der. Yvette looked over from the other side and coughed loudly and em­phat­i­cally. Her Laura knelt be­tween his thighs, ea­gerly milk­ing his se­men, her tongue clamped in the cor­ner of her mouth by her lips, and now she bent over to drink and swal­low Bod­nar’s se­men like a cheap street­walker!

 Yvette held her breath un­til Laura had slurped and swal­lowed ev­ery­thing. All she could do was cough loudly in dis­ap­proval. Laura ig­nored her cough com­pletely and cleaned Bod­nar with the sleeve of her pa­ja­mas. - He had swal­lowed hard. Laura had taken him by sur­prise, with­out warn­ing, with­out any fuss. Her com­rades had in­structed her pre­cisely how it was done; they had cer­tainly given Laura a demon­stra­tion on a live sub­ject. Yvette sat up ag­i­tat­edly in bed and coughed em­phat­i­cally and very dis­ap­prov­ingly. Bod­nar jumped up an­grily and stomped over to Yvette. He threw her bru­tally onto the pil­lows and took her roughly and bru­tally, pant­ing and puff­ing like a bull. She is and was just as much of a slut as Rosen­blatt’s ex; she had no right to cough here!

 It was clear that nei­ther Hof­stät­ter nor Mor­gen­tau ap­proved of his and Rosen­blatt’s ac­tions.  Ron said, “Frank Hal­ter will be an­noyed, yes. But he’s not stupid enough to make a colos­sal mis­take over this. He thinks like a killer, not an al­tar boy, folks. He’d drown dead  his own mother if it suited his pur­poses.” But Bod­nar re­mained un­moved. He met Mor­gen­tau’s ac­cus­ing glare. “No, we’re not the id­iots, not us!” he grum­bled. “Your fa­ther was a rabbi, and you’re still the sweet lit­tle pas­tor’s daugh­ter, Doc­tor! There’s no such thing as the per­fect de­tec­tive, in shin­ing ar­mor on a snow-white stal­lion. Wake up, Rosa, we have to deal with the low­est scum of this city and get our hands dirty! It’s not us who are de­lay­ing the ar­rest. It’s you who lets him rape you reg­u­larly, God knows what good that’s sup­posed to do! You just let him screw you over like crazy in­stead of putting a bul­let in his head!”  Bod­nar turned around and sim­ply left them stand­ing there. Ron said la­con­i­cally, “There’s some­thing to that, Rosa!”

 Bod­nar had re­turned from his bar crawl. He was quite tipsy, but not drunk. He had the feel­ing he’d only been sent to the bars so he wouldn’t an­noy ev­ery­one at the of­fice. Laura lay half-naked on his bed, her bare legs spread like a frog, rub­bing her clit with in­tense sweat­ing. She smiled sweetly at him and whis­pered that she’d been work­ing on it for hours. He threw him­self onto the bed and watched her per­for­mance with a warm shud­der. He watched ap­prov­ingly for a while and then un­dressed. He placed his dick on her chest. Laura paused only briefly, pulled back the fore­skin, and took the glans with her lips  grin­ning and con­tin­u­ing to mas­tur­bate.  Yvette was also ly­ing on her bed, gig­gling and snick­er­ing on the phone, and stroking her breasts. Bod­nar grinned; all that was miss­ing was him join­ing in. But it didn’t oc­cur to him. Laura was pant­ing and sweat­ing and whis­per­ing with his glans be­tween her lips,  that she was far from fin­ished. She had al­ready come so far that she only needed a few mo­ments to reach her next ec­stasy.

 Laura’s ec­stasy made her trem­ble and twitch wildly. At the cli­max, her lips bit down hard on his glans, al­most painfully. But he grinned; what a lit­tle devil she was! She grabbed him and, with a mis­chievous smile, pulled him be­tween her frog-like spread legs. The head of his cock touched her moist, danc­ing cunny. Bod­nar grinned through the glit­ter­ing cur­tain left be­hind by the drinks and aper­i­tifs. “I think you want to take me over the edge to­day, my lit­tle one.” Laura wiped the sweat from her face and con­tin­ued with her clit. “No, Daddy, I just want to feel you very close, very close.” Tiny beads of sweat de­tached from her fore­head and ran down her heated cheeks. Bod­nar’s loins grew hot­ter as the head of his dick touched her danc­ing vulva. “You’re about to push me over, my love,” he gasped help­lessly, his pas­sion burn­ing brightly.

 A heav­enly light shone across Laura’s face. “Thrust, re­ally thrust like Yvette?” Bod­nar nod­ded thought­fully.  “Maybe to­day is your big day, your lucky day.” Laura looked at him with wide eyes. “Yes, Daddy, to­day is my lucky day. You want to take me like Yvette, fi­nally!” He shook his head. “No, child, I want to be gen­tle and ten­der with you, not rough and bru­tal like with Yvette!” Heat spilled down from his navel. “It’ll sting the first time, lit­tle princess,” he mur­mured. Laura smiled know­ingly. “I know, Daddy!” and pulled him for­ward im­pa­tiently. “Well then, in God’s name!” mur­mured our good Bod­nar and thrust for­ward. Her hy­men of­fered lit­tle re­sis­tance; it tore with a soft pop, and he pushed his cock deep into her vir­ginal lit­tle hole. He hadn’t felt such a del­i­cate, fine, and tight fuck­hole in a long time, per­haps only in the be­gin­ning, when Yvette had brought him vir­gins to de­flower. 

 Laura flinched slightly, but didn’t make a sound. She gazed wide into his eyes, amazed like a child be­fore a won­der­fully glit­ter­ing Christ­mas tree. He fucked her gen­tly un­til she, as eas­ily as Yvette, leaped vi­o­lently from or­gasm to or­gasm. He lifted her ass so that her pussy opened like a bloom­ing flower, and then he ejac­u­lated in­side her. Af­ter their shared happy end­ing, he slid to the side. Laura snug­gled against him, her lips on his neck. “Daddy, how many times can men ac­tu­ally go?” she asked. He was still drunk. “It de­pends. Once, twice, or three times, if you ask me.” She pulled him be­tween her thighs, and he did it to her a sec­ond and a third time. Freed from all his demons, he poured his seed in­side her with­out hes­i­ta­tion  -   once, twice, and three times.

 Yvette had ended her spicy phone call and stared in dis­be­lief at the scene in the guest bed. “You did it, you mon­ster!” she shrieked, her first words in months.  Bod­nar fucked Laura slowly and de­lib­er­ately, who squealed with or­gasm again and again. He held out his out­stretched hand to Yvette, his in­dex fin­ger ex­tended. “Shut your mouth, I’m telling you!” But Yvette con­tin­ued to shriek and hurl the most ob­scene names at him. He stopped the fourth round with a growl and climbed out of bed curs­ing. Naked and broad-shoul­dered, he stomped over to Yvette. She con­tin­ued to shriek that he had raped the poor child! That was the last straw. He slapped his wife, the likes of which she had never re­ceived be­fore; spit and blood flew from her mouth onto the car­pet. “Shut your mouth, I said!” he said in a voice that seemed to rise from the depths of his soul. He felt the blood rush­ing to his loins. He grabbed Yvette and took her as roughly and bru­tally as he hadn’t in a long time. Yvette then curled up on the sheet.  Bod­nar lifted one of her legs un­til her gen­i­tals were open like a ripe fruit, de­fense­less, and mas­tur­bated her quickly and ex­pertly. He hadn’t done it for months; it was al­ways a sign that, de­spite all his rough­ness, he still liked her some­how. Yvette closed her eyes and quickly had a sec­ond, third and fourth or­gasm. Bod­nar slapped her but­tocks roughly sev­eral times, re­ally hard. “I don’t want to hear an­other word, do you hear me? Run and get her the pill, if you have an ounce of de­cency left!”

 Bod­nar had slept off his drunk­en­ness; Laura was still fast asleep. He heaved him­self out of bed and stepped into the shower. There he woke up, more sober than ever. He had done the ter­ri­ble thing; he had thrown away his honor like a used tis­sue. A po­lice of­fi­cer, a vice squad of­fi­cer, a de­tec­tive never did such a thing. Not in a mil­lion years. He crouched on the shower tray un­der the spray. He would have to go to the pres­i­dent and sub­mit his res­ig­na­tion, six years be­fore re­tire­ment! The wa­ter was now ice-cold; he turned it off. He stood up with dif­fi­culty, a Her­cules car­ry­ing the heavy world globe on his shoul­ders.

 Wall­ner had al­most laughed at him and or­dered him back to work. The pres­i­dent didn’t want to hear any­thing about say­ing good­bye, not when you were in the mid­dle of a mur­der case! Bod­nar told Rosen­blatt about Laura, his voice trem­bling, as they stood by the cof­fee ma­chine. Rosen­blatt just gave him a friendly, buddy-like pat on the shoul­der, then left. Bod­nar wasn’t sure if Rosa had heard him. Ac­tu­ally, it didn’t mat­ter; he’d be­come a mis­er­able worm, a worm like Rosen­blatt. Bod­nar sat down at a small ta­ble and wept into his cof­fee cup. Ron came by and glanced at him briefly, then sat down. “Bod­nar, if you need some­one to talk to, I’m here.” He placed his hand re­as­sur­ingly on Bod­nar’s fore­arm. Bod­nar looked at him through his tears. “It’s some­thing pri­vate, Ronald.” Ron nod­ded and shrugged. “Some­times the sky comes down with­out ask­ing the time.” Bod­nar looked at him.  “It’s some­thing pri­vate, Ronald. Noth­ing pro­fes­sional.” Ronald shrugged. “You’re cer­tainly not so down be­cause of your thing with Kerzen­docht. I’m here, Bod­nar, I’m ready to lis­ten. What­ever it is.” Bod­nar was silent for a long time.

 “I was just with the pres­i­dent, I of­fered my res­ig­na­tion. He just laughed at me and sent me back to work. He thought I wanted to leave be­cause of the Kerzen­docht sit­u­a­tion. But that’s not the case. At the CID, it can al­ways hap­pen that you fuck with a sweet fig, but that wasn’t it, Ronald. The pres­i­dent didn’t get it.” Ronald was silent; they were alone in the cof­fee cor­ner, the oth­ers were work­ing at their desks. Ron was silent; Bod­nar should talk, he just wanted to lis­ten.

 “Rosa gave me the boot, with a proper kick in the pants. I de­served it, be­cause she made it per­fectly clear that she would leave me if it turned out to be in­cest.”  Bod­nar’s tears had dried, and now he tried to read Ronald’s face. “I fell right into my daugh­ter’s trap, like a lousy be­gin­ner. I’m just as much of a worm as Rosen­blatt.” Ron didn’t even flinch. Bod­nar wiped his tears away with the back of his hand. “It all hap­pened so slowly, step by step. Rosa warned me from the very be­gin­ning that I was head­ing to­wards in­cest, but I laughed at her, not in a mil­lion years, Rosa! It hap­pened so slowly, so in­sid­i­ously, that I didn’t re­al­ize it in time.”  Bod­nar wiped his nose with his jacket sleeve.

 “It was all be­cause of that un­for­tu­nate mar­i­tal spat. I gave Yvette a good thrash­ing; she just can’t stop be­hav­ing like a whore. One word leads to an­other, of course. Then she screams that I should just keep grop­ing my daugh­ter, that she’s not my child any­way. That’s when I saw red. Sure, I’d al­ways sus­pected that Laura was her own fa­ther’s daugh­ter, but Yvette fi­nally blurted it out. Since then, we’ve slept in sep­a­rate rooms, in sep­a­rate beds. It’s true, I al­ways en­joyed stroking lit­tle Laura’s cunny and clit when she sat on my lap while we watched TV. I didn’t think it was in­de­cent, okay?” Bod­nar looked at Ron, but Ron re­mained silent.

 “Laura is al­ready 13, and since the mar­i­tal spat, she’s been sleep­ing next to me on the guest bed. Only now have I dis­cov­ered that the lit­tle one mas­tur­bates ev­ery night like her mother. She’d pull my hand un­der her pa­jama bot­toms, place it on her pussy while she mas­tur­bated once, twice, or three times. Rosa al­ready scolded me then, telling me not to let my hand touch her cunny. Like an id­iot, I laughed at Rosa. It’s no big deal! Then, af­ter months, Laura showed me how she wanted to be mas­tur­bated. I hes­i­tated for a long time, but then I agreed be­cause she begged me to fuck her! My own daugh­ter! So I took the lesser of two evils and have been mas­tur­bat­ing my lit­tle one ever since.” Bernard gazed thought­fully at the table­top.

 “Well, and one day she started giv­ing me a hand­job and swal­low­ing my cum. She learned it from her friends, and she’s not half bad at it.”  And then, a week ago, I came home from my pub crawl, where I was sup­posed to be track­ing down Frank Hal­ter’s hench­men. I guess I wasn’t en­tirely sober any­more, and that’s when Laura lured me be­tween her legs. I de­flow­ered her and fucked her, by my soul! And since we fuck ev­ery free minute, like rab­bits. I’m so ashamed, Ronald. Wall­ner hasn’t fired me yet, but he’ll do it at the first op­por­tu­nity. Rosa, though, she fired me, im­me­di­ately and with­out bat­ting an eye, just like she said she would. I’m lost, Ronald, no one can help me now!” Bod­nar hung his head.

 Ronald took his hand. “Bod­nar, I don’t ap­prove any in­cest, but I’m sure you know that. I’m sure it felt good to get it off your chest, that’s okay. But I can’t let you let this get you down. Our squad needs ev­ery man, and pro­fes­sion­ally speak­ing, in­cest has no bear­ing on our work. We treat Rosen­blatt like a good in­ves­ti­ga­tor, whether he’s fuck­ing with his daugh­ter or not. We want to treat you like a good in­ves­ti­ga­tor too; we can’t do with­out you, Bod­nar, Wall­ner’s ab­so­lutely right about that. You’re up­set and hurt right now, so take it slow, I want you to. Grab the files, scan them and num­ber them care­fully, and en­ter them into the data­base. That will help us a lot, and it’ll take your mind off things. You don’t need to feel use­less, Bod­nar.” Bod­nar nod­ded grate­fully.  “You’re right, Ronald. It’s a worth­while task that one has to do even­tu­ally any­way. I’ll get right to it. Thank you, Ronald, for lis­ten­ing to me!” Bod­nar was grate­ful that he could make him­self use­ful and dis­tract him­self with a dull, rou­tine task.

 Bod­nar went home ear­lier than usual. Yvette had dragged Laura to the gy­ne­col­o­gist, had her thor­oughly ex­am­ined, and then went to the phar­macy with the pre­scrip­tion. When Bod­nar got home, Yvette was sit­ting at the ta­ble with the sour sulky Laura, ex­plain­ing ev­ery­thing about the pill, men­stru­a­tion, and the catas­tro­phe of an early preg­nancy. The two of them were speak­ing to each other for the first time in months. He gave Yvette a quick wink, and she re­treated to her bed­room.  Laura im­me­di­ately hugged him, press­ing her face against his up­per arm. “Dad, the doc­tor touched me down there, shone a light in­side, and rubbed my clit re­ally hard un­til it was com­pletely stiff. But he didn’t fin­ish, the stupid man, he just stared at it through a mag­ni­fy­ing glass un­til it was soft again. I felt like a brightly painted cir­cus horse.” Bod­nar re­as­sured her. “He has to ex­am­ine you thor­oughly, oth­er­wise he can’t pre­scribe the pill, but you need it, start­ing im­me­di­ately. So there’s no preg­nancy if we’re stupid and do it again.” Laura nod­ded, ap­peased. “But rub­bing the clit un­til it’s stiff?” she asked doubt­fully. But then she looked up. “Than it’s okay, Dad.”

 Bod­nar asked what else was on her mind. Laura looked at him un­cer­tainly and whis­pered that Yvette prob­a­bly wouldn’t ap­prove if she told him.  “Yvette ap­par­ently knew the doc­tor from be­fore, and she nod­ded when he asked if he could take my pic­tures. He must have taken a hun­dred pic­tures of him­self rub­bing my clit un­til it was stiff. I’d never seen it so clearly be­fore; my clit be­came com­pletely stiff and red. I’d never seen it so closely, but sud­denly my clit popped out from un­der the hood like a thorn. But he didn’t fin­ish, the bas­tard. He kept tak­ing pic­tures and lick­ing his lips un­til my clit was com­pletely soft again and fi­nally dis­ap­peared. And sud­denly his pe­nis was in­side me, so thick and fat that it al­most burst me open. He just thrust in-out, in-out, in-out and then he ejac­u­lated im­me­di­ately, the bas­tard. Yvette pulled him out and scolded him. He could have her, but not me, damn it! She lay down on her belly over the desk, she hiked up her skirt and pulled her panties aside. She grabbed him and shoved his semi-erect pe­nis labourously in­side her cun­t­hole. She forced him to do it to her, and then again im­me­di­ately. They were barely half a me­ter away from me, and I fi­nally stopped cry­ing and stared at their shag­ging gen­i­tals. I stared closer than I had in a long time at Yvette’s fuck­hole and Lothar’s cock, which only grad­u­ally be­came hard again and, af­ter a long thrust­ing, ejac­u­lated in­side her. His balls bounced up and down as he pumped it in. But she wasn’t sat­is­fied and shrieked that he had to fuck her a sec­ond time, the bas­tard! He had to pump her end­lessly un­til he fi­nally man­aged it a sec­ond time. He just couldn’t man­age to ejac­u­late a third time. She scolded him be­cause he fucked much worse now than be­fore, this Doc­tor Lothar. Then we went to the phar­macy.

 As they lay in bed that evening, Laura snug­gled up to him. She never wore pa­ja­mas again; now they both lay naked, skin to skin. “Daddy, I al­ways wanted Yvette’s place, I al­ways wanted to be your lit­tle Yvette.” Bod­nar said noth­ing for a long time. “I’ve been a man of honor all my life. Yes­ter­day I threw my honor away. It wasn’t right that I made you my lit­tle Yvette, Laura. I’m your dad, not your lover. That’s Johnny and Fred­die and who-knows-who else. One of your friends should have taken your vir­gin­ity and popped your cherry; that would have been the right thing to do. They should have fuck you and ejac­u­late, that’s the prooper way. As your dad, I’m not al­lowed to touch my daugh­ter, and cer­tainly not to take her vir­gin­ity or fuck her. That goes against ev­ery­thing we be­lieve in. Can you un­der­stand?” Laura un­der­stood, but she didn’t grasp any­thing.  And so, in the end, they did it ev­ery night, full of shame and full of plea­sure, and Yvette buried her head in the pil­lows; she didn’t want to see or to hear it, she didn’t want to be beaten up any­more.

 Laura whis­pered in his ear so loud­less that Yvette could barely hear. “I let both boys fuck me ev­ery af­ter­noon now, that’s right, and of course they’re al­lowed to cum in­side me. Fred­die’s mom stands in the door­way and watches shame­lessly as they take turns fuck­ing me and cum­ming in­side me. I re­as­sured her that Dad got me the pill so he wouldn’t get me preg­nant. No, of course I didn’t tell any­one about us, Dad! And then Freddy looked at me wide-eyed and told us. “Like ev­ery day af­ter break­fast, my mom lies down in bed to mas­tur­bate; she doesn’t make a big se­cret of it. I walk past her open door, and she calls me. So I go in; she’s gen­tly stroking her pussy be­cause she’s just done it. I stare at her pussy, and de­spite the wild bush, you can see ev­ery­thing. The large labia, the small labia grow­ing di­rectly out of her clit, and her large cun­t­hole, gap­ing wide open, stretched by the dildo. She beck­oned me over and grabbed my hard-on, but re­ally hard. “Would you like to fuck a real woman, Freddy? Or is it enough for you to fuck Laura’s lit­tle hole?” I couldn’t say a word and just shook my head. I had to kneel be­tween her thighs and she fisted me. She only ever did that on week­ends when we all show­ered to­gether. First she’d do it to Dad, then to me. She’d spread her labia with her fin­gers and let ev­ery­thing from out­side squirt in­side – it was out­ra­geous! “Think about it, Freddy!” she called af­ter me. That plunged me into deep de­spair, I can’t pos­si­bly fuck my own mother!” So I kicked him in the shin. “Of course you can, you ass­hole! This is a unique op­por­tu­nity to do it with a grown-up!”  -  “And that she’s your mom, that’s re­ally ir­rel­e­vant.” I gave him some good ad­vice, now he fucks her ev­ery morn­ing while she mas­tur­bates.” Bod­nar pressed Laura even closer to him. He knew nei­ther Freddy nor his mother. But now he closed his eyes in rap­ture and could see it. The boy fuck­ing his mother while she pas­sion­ately mas­tur­bates.

 He whis­pered to Laura for a long time. He had to de­scribe in minute de­tail how he used to fuck  the Kerzen­docht and the Old Hal­ter, twice a week. Her cu­rios­ity was stronger than her jeal­ousy. He de­scribed ev­ery­thing to her truth­fully, and she gri­maced — how on earth could he pos­si­bly be hav­ing sex with a 70-year-old?! He demon­strated how he had sex with the two women, pulling his cock all the way out and then ram­ming it back in­side hard. Laura felt very un­com­fort­able with the ex­per­i­ment, when they tried it. No, she didn’t want that. He said he would do the same with Yvette now; didn’t she want to par­tic­i­pate? Laura nod­ded en­thu­si­as­ti­cally, and they whis­pered about it for ages. Then he went over to Yvette, and Laura crouched down on the floor by the bed­side. Yvette was ut­terly as­ton­ished when Laura spread her labia apart with her fin­gers. She flinched as he rammed his dick in­side her and she  groaned loudly.  She flinched with ev­ery thrust, but then she un­der­stood where this was go­ing. The lit­tle elec­tric shocks throbbed in her clit, and it wasn’t un­pleas­ant. Laura kept her pussy open, and he rammed his cock in­side again and again. She felt how fast these elec­tric shocks pro­pelled her up the hill, at an in­sane speed. Her face con­torted into a grin, and she or­gasmed, more in­tensely than she had in a long time. Bod­nar nudged Laura, “You can let her go!” and then they sim­ply left Yvette ly­ing there. Yvette watched them with wide, round eyes; it was a great demon­stra­tion, and a won­der­ful ex­pe­ri­ence.

 For Bod­nar, early re­tire­ment was like a blow from a club. He lay on his bed watch­ing tele­vi­sion, with­out re­ally watch­ing. Yvette had come up be­side him and said she was mov­ing out, that she was mov­ing in with Wal­traud tem­po­rar­ily un­til she found an apart­ment. Bod­nar nod­ded ab­sently. Yvette said she sim­ply couldn’t bear to see him and Laura in­fight­ing any­more. Bod­nar didn’t take his eyes off the screen. “I can’t undo any­thing, Yvette.” She turned to leave. “I’m go­ing to file for di­vorce, Saul.” She hadn’t called him by his first name in years, not for 15 years. Bod­nar’s hand slid up her legs un­der her skirt, then he took hold of her fin­gers.  “Lie down next to me, Yvette, be­fore you leave.” She was com­pletely sur­prised, but she lay down next to him. They treated each other gen­tly and ten­derly, just like at the be­gin­ning of their re­la­tion­ship. Then he took out his iPhone and showed Yvette the pic­tures and videos of Rosen­blatt’s big and small sluts. Yvette’s eyes widened, she be­came in­cred­i­bly aroused, and won­dered. “Rosen­blatt’s?” Bod­nar con­firmed, yes, that was them. Yvette stayed for an­other hour; the nude pic­tures and videos had re­ally turned her on, and she de­manded a sec­ond round, then she left. For good.

 Bod­nar gazed at the two sluts for a long time. Rosen­blatt’s sug­ges­tion of bor­row­ing the girls sim­ply wouldn’t leave his mind. Yes, maybe yes, but he wouldn’t leave Laura alone with Rosen­blatt for a sin­gle mo­ment. A din­ner to­gether? Sud­denly it hit Bod­nar: Yvette wouldn’t be there, she wouldn’t cook. Maybe they’d bring some Thai food. An­other thought in­truded: thick, broad, and over­weight.  Even for Laura’s sen­si­ble diet, he needed a re­place­ment for Yvette. Yvette, who was now in Wal­traud’s arms. Wal­traud was just as lust­ful as Yvette, both were bi­sex­ual, and many years ago he’d of­ten had three­somes with them, very en­joy­able ones at that, Bod­nar smiled to him­self. Cook­ing, do­ing the house­work!? Breath­lessly, he men­tally ran through the ad­dress book of his flings. Yes, maybe her. Or her? No, she had a fam­ily now, a hus­band and chil­dren. An­other one came to mind. He only thought of her be­cause he’d had a won­der­ful fling with her years ago. Or — maybe her? Yes, that was her, he’d get in touch with her. She was a child­less widow, sex­u­ally in the “lust­ful” cat­e­gory, and she mas­tur­bated day and night, much more of­ten than Yvette. And she could re­ally fuck di­vinely well; it had been al­ways a plea­sure with her. But she was rather clumsy at man­ag­ing her life and mud­dled through more or less. She ac­cepted her lovers’ money, but she was any­thing but a skilled clan­des­tine pros­ti­tute. Shy and ashamed, she asked her lover for money, and silently ac­cepted what­ever the gen­tle­man wanted to give her. Yes, he could fish her out of the pond; at around 32, she could have a pos­i­tive in­flu­ence on Laura and at the same time be his young and com­pli­ant lover. He would phone her to­mor­row at noon.

 In his mind, he had been flip­ping through the pic­tures of the big and lit­tle slut, and now Rosen­blatt’s sug­ges­tion of a daugh­ter swap came back into fo­cus. Two ap­proaches pre­sented them­selves. He and Rosen­blatt could take turns vis­it­ing each other and each have a three­some with the re­spec­tive daugh­ter. Of course, he would do it with Elli at Rosen­blatt’s first, be­cause only then could he be sure that Rosen­blatt was truly se­ri­ous about the daugh­ter swap. Bod­nar’s lips twitched as he imag­ined him­self fuck­ing lit­tle Elli thor­oughly un­til he couldn’t any­more. Only then would he let Rosen­blatt slide be­tween Laura’s thighs. He was quite cer­tain that Laura would gladly let Rosen­blatt fuck her if he, her fa­ther, agreed. Yes, she would en­joy it, with­out a doubt. — Or they could go straight for it, all four of them to­gether, and take their own daugh­ter and the other’s in turn. And he would take the lit­tle slut, again and again, un­til he couldn’t any­more.  Bod­nar fell asleep smil­ing, his cell phone be­tween his fin­gers.

 Weeks later, he in­vited Rosen­blatt and Elli to din­ner. He had taken it from the Thai kitchen, and they ate and drank hap­pily. Laura drank red wine for the first time and was soon a lit­tle tipsy. They played spin the bot­tle un­til all four were naked. Laura, en­gulfed in Rosen­blatts arms, looked over at Bod­nar — was she al­lowed to? Bod­nar nod­ded, and Rosen­blatt lay down be­tween Laura’s thighs. He lay down be­tween Elli’s thighs, and now the joy­ful daugh­ter-fuck­ing be­gan. Bod­nar fucked Elli again and again; she was truly di­vine in the art of fuck­ing. It was quite as he had imag­ined. Elli’s pussy was much tighter than he’d ex­pected. She didn’t or­gasm dur­ing sex, but af­ter each tryst, she brazenly ended it with her mid­dle fin­ger and laughed cheek­ily and tri­umphantly in his face.  - Rosen­blatt had to change his tech­nique be­cause Laura didn’t like be­ing rammed in at all. But then she let   Rosen­blatt fuck her again and again, she cried out hap­pily and laughed in his arms. The girls went from cock to cock. They didn’t stop fuck­ing un­til around mid­night, all ex­hausted and happy. Rosen­blatt grinned. “Next time at my place, Bod­nar.”

 Bod­nar briefly took stock of how things stood. Ev­ery item on his men­tal in­ven­tory list sent hot and cold shiv­ers down his spine; there was plenty that was great, and just as much that wasn’t so great:

 He had been fin­ger­ing Laura to or­gasm for months now. For a long time, he had avoided it, merely ca­ress­ing her lit­tle pussy rather than giv­ing her a proper fin­ger­ing. But the lit­tle witch was only sat­is­fied when he fin­gered her prop­erly ev­ery evening, let­ting her lean back with a smile and en­joy the ex­quis­ite sen­sa­tion. Ev­ery sin­gle evening  — even af­ter they’d al­ready had a long, in­tense fuck. He was fuck­ing Laura ev­ery evening now, and some­times in the af­ter­noon, too. His stamina served him well, since on some par­tic­u­larly in­tense days they would fuck five or six times. It was none of his busi­ness, re­ally, but Laura was start­ing to de­velop a gen­uine sex­ual ap­petite. Aside from him, she had been fucked by Lothar the gy­ne­col­o­gist, then by her two best male friends from school, and now by Rosen­blatt as well. Was she go­ing to turn into a slut like Yvette?

 Af­ter that huge mar­i­tal row, he’d only fucked Yvette once or twice a week; still, she was a great pal and a truly hot piece of ass in bed. Now she was gone, hav­ing fled to Wal­traud’s place. He didn’t be­grudge her the les­bian love­mak­ing with Wal­traud —  af­ter all, Wal­traud was a real treat in bed her­self. Was Yvette still whor­ing around dur­ing this time? —  No, that was none of his busi­ness any­more. Maybe she’d ac­tu­ally file for di­vorce; he cer­tainly wouldn’t.

 Rosa had given him the boot —  harshly and coldly. But she’d been right to do it. It was a real shame, though, be­cause fuck­ing Rosa was al­ways a spe­cial plea­sure —  watch­ing her trig­ger her own or­gasm by work­ing her pointed tits in a way no other girl did.  Ah yes, that was a shame —  a real pity.

 Just like Rosen­blatt dur­ing the sur­veil­lance phase, he had been fuck­ing Old Hal­ter and the slightly younger Kerzen­docht ev­ery night. At first, it had been strange, un­usual, and per­haps even bizarre. But over time, it turned into a great pas­tim — some­thing that meant noth­ing to any­one in­volved and served solely to sat­isfy the urge of the mo­ment. The idea was ac­tu­ally to wound Frank Hal­ter’s mas­culin­ity  —  crim­i­nals who were an­gry or emo­tion­ally ag­i­tated tended to make mis­takes. He didn’t re­ally care whether or how of­ten those old hags reached or­gasm —  that truly car­ried no weight, held no sig­nif­i­cance.

 Now, once or twice a month, there was a shared din­ner with Rosen­blatt, fol­lowed by fuck­ing her daugh­ters to­gether. He fucked Elli —  the lit­tle slut —  again and again with gen­uine plea­sure, though he couldn’t have said off­hand what made her so spe­cial. As far as he could tell, Rosen­blatt was only the fifth man Laura had ever been with. Laura found fuck­ing Rosen­blatt de­light­ful; he lo­cated her G-spot right away and made her or­gasms rip­ple out like pearls on a string. De­spite ini­tial reser­va­tions, this “I-fuck-your-daugh­ter” ar­range­ment went like clock­work.

 Rosen­blatt was dead set against con­tin­u­ing to mount Kerzem­docht.  “That file is closed,” Rosen­blatt said, shak­ing his head, be­cause Bod­nar kept vis­it­ing the sexy Jew­ish woman.

 He had ac­tu­ally in­vited Jenny over on two af­ter­noons and given her 200 eu­ros af­ter fuck­ing her. Laura later re­marked that, yes, bring­ing Jenny into the fold would be fine; af­ter all, she spoke the lan­guage of the younger gen­er­a­tion per­fectly; there wouldn’t be any prob­lems there. He would make the pro­posal af­ter the third time they fucked, and she would most likely ac­cept.

 He was of­fi­cially re­tired now. He planned to buy a new lap­top and or­ga­nize the vast col­lec­tion of pho­tos and videos into a neatly ar­ranged ar­chive, they had no busi­ness sit­ting on his phone. He briefly scrolled through them: Yvette and her friends and his own ex­tra­mar­i­tal con­quests from back then; the Hal­ter and Kerzen­docht; Rosen­blatt’s big slut and lit­tle slut; Laura; and dozens of videos of girls and boys from Lauras cir­cle jerk­ing off. No, this chaos had to be cleaned up —  once and for all.

 He watched the videos Laura had trans­ferred to him: lots of sweet, pe­tite, and im­ma­ture girls busily jerk­ing off, giv­ing it all. He smiled watch­ing the lit­tle an­gels fin­ger­works and fell asleep with his phone on his chest.

 
✨


 Rosen­blatt smoked silently in bed, Elli slept softly be­side him, his hand rest­ing on her bare bot­tom. It was beau­ti­fully shaped, round and wom­anly, but Rosen­blatt wasn’t pay­ing at­ten­tion to its beauty now. Ronald had been right all along; he had to get the pill for Elli. She was so young and stupid fear­less. She hadn’t even started her pe­riod yet and hadn’t given preg­nancy a sec­ond thought. The princess had to have her king; fi­nally, he was hers alone. The evil queen had left af­ter watch­ing the king gen­tly and with ob­vi­ous plea­sure de­flower the princess. He had fucked his princess late into the night, mak­ing her squeal with de­light as she leaped from or­gasm to or­gasm. The king was proud to have con­quered the princess’s cunt. Only then did the evil queen re­treat, pout­ing; she had lost the whole game in one fell swoop.  The slut was just fu­ri­ously jeal­ous be­cause Dad had eyes only for his Elli ever since. He was quite happy that Elli laid  with him and not the slut. There was no con­nec­tion be­tween his ejac­u­la­tion and preg­nancy; Elli never con­sid­ered that.

 Rosen­blatt now had to call the slut, and the frigate came roar­ing across the bay un­der full sails. She didn’t have a de­cent job and didn’t need one; she picked up guys at the disco, and she could live very well on the money, even sav­ing some for the fu­ture. She wasn’t stupid; she avoided drugs and bad guys alike. Rosen­blatt greeted her fros­tily; he hadn’t in­vited her of his own free will. She ac­com­pa­nied Elli to the gy­ne­col­o­gist and looked over her shoul­der as the doc­tor ex­am­ined Elli thor­oughly. The slut hadn’t seen Elli’s cunt since she was a baby; Elli’s was beau­ti­fully and fem­i­ninely shaped.  Elli had beau­ti­ful, full labia, a deep, dark fuck­hole, small and very nar­row labia mi­nora, and a rather large clit shaped like a small boy’s pe­nis. The slut sighed, be­cause her own clit was also shaped like a small boy’s pe­nis, com­plete with a small glans and a proper frenu­lum like the lit­tle boys she oc­ca­sion­ally took with her for sex, be­cause she loved to spoil lit­tle boys. (She would loi­ter around the schools at lunchtime and pick out a boy. At home, she would un­dress him and her­self, grin­ning in­wardly when the boy’s pe­nis be­came erect at the sight of her naked­ness. Play­fully, she would pull the fore­skin back and forth over the glans and qui­etly ask him if he wouldn’t like to fuck her. Most of these chil­dren had never had sex be­fore, but now they were learn­ing it, all af­ter­noon long.) She couldn’t help won­der­ing if Elli mas­tur­bated as of­ten as she did. They left the pre­scrip­tion at the phar­macy; Elli would now be able to get the pill com­pletely legally. Mother and daugh­ter didn’t ex­change a sin­gle word; the gulf be­tween them was un­bridge­able.

 The slut sim­ply pushed Elli aside when they went to bed that evening. “I ex­pect com­pen­sa­tion for my co­op­er­a­tion,” the slut growled, lurk­ing like a fe­male jaguar. Elli was stunned by how roughly the slut took her fa­ther. The slut had some fancy tricks up her sleeve to get him hard again and again. Then she fucked the poor man, grin­ning, and let him squirt in­side her, still grin­ning. From ev­ery an­gle, in ev­ery po­si­tion, she col­lected pay­ment for each monthly pre­scrip­tion in­di­vid­u­ally. It wasn’t un­til around 2 a.m. that she took off in a taxi. Elli took her fa­ther’s head in her lap. “Was it worth it, just for the pill?” she asked anx­iously. Rosen­blatt nod­ded, ex­hausted. “Yes, Elli. I would never for­give my­self for get­ting you preg­nant. I’m only do­ing what’s nec­es­sary, Princess.”  Elli ca­ressed his head and whis­pered, “I would have still loved you even if you had got­ten me preg­nant, Dad. I’m so down that Mom so thor­oughly screwed you over, so cruel and heart­less as she is. You must get a di­vorce, Papa, oth­er­wise she’ll be a bur­den to you at the worst pos­si­ble time. Sooner or later, Mama will run afoul of the law or a loan shark and drag you down with her. She’s been do­ing that her whole life; you’re still pay­ing off her debts. She’s still of­fi­cially your wife, Papa.” Rosen­blatt just wanted to sleep. “Yes, Elli, yes.” Fi­nally, he fell into a deep sleep.

 
✨


 For Rosen­blatt, who loved women’s bod­ies more than a con­coc­tion of ice cream, whipped cream, and a maraschino cherry, work­ing in the Hal­ters’ house was a night­mare and dis­gust­ing. No, he had no prob­lem with lit­tle Kerzen­docht, be­cause once she’d taken off her im­pos­si­ble house­wife clothes, she was ac­tu­ally quite at­trac­tive. She was al­ways clean, well-groomed and lightly per­fumed, which ac­cen­tu­ated her very fem­i­nine curves. No, he en­joyed her. He now re­gret­ted hav­ing made the sug­ges­tion to Bod­nar. Up­stairs, in the bed­room un­der the eaves, old Hal­ter quickly un­dressed to lie down next to young Kerzen­docht. Never had the dif­fer­ence be­tween a woman’s body in full bloom and an old, with­ered one been so ob­vi­ous. Hal­ter was very wrin­kled, her breasts hung like sacks, and her sparsely gray-haired cunt was any­thing but at­trac­tive.

 Rosen­blatt had taken to wait­ing for the women’s pause in their love­mak­ing, then he would ask sweet Kerzen­docht to dance. It was a plea­sure, for the eyes and for his man­hood as well. With a heavy heart, he turned to Mrs. Hal­ter af­ter ejac­u­la­tion. She trem­bled with ex­cite­ment and fear. He took her with con­tempt and pen­e­trated the old woman’s wrin­kled, dry cunt with his semi-erect pe­nis. The pen­e­tra­tion seemed to hurt her, but he didn’t give a damn; he had to fuck her, and in front of Rachel’s crit­i­cal eye. Ac­tu­ally, it was Rachel who had urged him and Bod­nar to fuck her old girl­friend too, be­cause Rachel knew first­hand that Hal­ter loved to fuck. In the first few days, Bod­nar and Rosen­blatt had only fucked Rachel, and the old woman had watched them up close with tear-filled eyes. So Rachel had asked her if she wouldn’t like to be fucked too? Old Hal­ter had nod­ded in sur­prise, with­out re­ally think­ing about it. That’s how it all started.

 The old woman turned her face away, bury­ing it in the pil­lows. She knew it was about Frankie, that it was all about dis­hon­or­ing her. Tears of anger and hu­mil­i­a­tion glis­tened in her eyes, but she didn’t want to give the guy the sat­is­fac­tion of cry­ing, of let­ting the tears flow sim­ply from the con­tra­dic­tions of her own ac­tions. Rosen­blatt fucked the old woman the same way he fucked Rachel, pulling his cock all the way out each time and ram­ming it back in wildly. Rox­ane didn’t let on how painful this was for her. This was a hor­ri­ble, painful fuck. The guy rammed his cock in wildly each time; she wanted to scream, but she grit­ted her teeth. Her thin body was shaken back and forth be­cause the guy was ob­vi­ously hav­ing a hard time com­ing. Rosen­blatt didn’t want to em­bar­rass him­self in front of Rachel and thrust into the old woman for what seemed like an eter­nity. At first, her cunt was bone dry, but now it was grad­u­ally be­com­ing moist and wet, mak­ing it eas­ier for him to fuck her. 

 Ac­tu­ally, he was com­pletely in­dif­fer­ent to the old woman, but he watched her wrin­kled face very closely, ob­serv­ing her ris­ing arousal. It was re­ally only the thought of Rachel watch­ing him that made him want to give it to the old woman good and hard. She fought against hav­ing an or­gasm dur­ing this long ram­ming and pump­ing, but she usu­ally lost and or­gasmed in­vol­un­tar­ily. Rosen­blatt watched her or­gasms with a sat­is­fied look. The or­gasms in her old age were much gen­tler and very un­spec­tac­u­lar, trem­bling and tense only. Yet she was very ashamed of them, and tears of shame or anger ran down her cheeks. Now he grabbed her hips and lifted her slightly, then fucked her hard and ejac­u­lated with a grunt. His erup­tion felt to her as if he were shoot­ing her, shot af­ter shot. She stared at his face as he came, half con­temp­tu­ously and half grate­fully, be­cause apart from him there was only Bod­nar, who fucked her like a mad­man and came in­side her so juicyly, the ras­cal! But then it was over, and he es­caped into Kerzen­docht’s arms, who gen­tly stroked his cir­cum­cised friend. Yes, Rachel whis­pered, yes — be­ing with a cir­cum­cised man felt right to her. He rested while Rox­ane and Rachel com­forted each other and ten­derly made love. Then it started all over again, un­til 2 or 3 in the morn­ing, he took turns fuck­ing them both un­til he couldn’t any­more.

 
✨


 While Fatme was kid­napped, Rosa lay with Ronald. She had time to ad­mire the peace­fully doz­ing man dur­ing the breaks. Yes, she felt more than just sib­ling love for Ron, and in the most beau­ti­ful mo­ments, a ter­ri­ble thought would creep into her mind, a truly ter­ri­ble one. What if Frank killed Fatme and she could stay with Ron? But she quickly ban­ished the thought; it would be dis­hon­est. She didn’t de­serve such a cheap vic­tory.  No, she was Ron’s col­league and girl­friend, and she was lay­ing with him to give his tor­mented self a break, to free him from the kid­nap­ping for a few mo­ments. Yes, she gave him ev­ery­thing, ev­ery­thing a lover would give her beloved. Yes, she knew per­fectly well that she was sur­ren­der­ing to him be­cause she loved him, some­how. At the same time, she knew she would re­turn him to Fatme im­me­di­ately and with­out hes­i­ta­tion should she be freed.

 Rosa’s fin­gers stole their way to her sen­si­tive nip­ples, her teats, for she could arouse her pointed nip­ples so del­i­cately that she had an or­gasm. She had learned this from a girl­friend dur­ing pu­berty and had been do­ing it her whole life — won­der­ful teats or­gasms. She needed only two fin­gers; she twisted one teat and then the other end­lessly. As the heat rose in her loins, she pulled and plucked wildly at both nip­ples un­til or­gasm washed over her.

 Ron was a very good lover, no doubt about it; only Frank was bet­ter in bed. She got her money’s worth ev­ery time with Ron, squeal­ing as she ran up the hill, cheer­ing and ex­ult­ing in his arms dur­ing or­gas­ming. Rosa had fucked with hun­dreds or been fucked by hun­dreds, but only two had truly im­pressed her. In first place was Frankie, the crim­i­nal, who had driven her wild with his enor­mous gi­ant cock for weeks. And Ron came in sec­ond, be­cause she felt some­thing, some­thing in­cred­i­bly good and won­der­ful in his arms.

 More clearly than ever be­fore, she now re­al­ized how wrong and empty her fran­tic rush­ing from one ad­ven­ture to the next was. What Ronald and Fatme had was right. The only right thing, the only true thing. It was time to grow up and reach for what was right.  She was no longer a girl; she had ma­tured into a woman.

 
✨


 Jo­hannes Wall­ner lay list­lessly and wearily in Lud­milla’s arms, his lips en­cir­cling her large, juicy nip­ples. Ever since they had closed the Hal­ter case, he had felt ut­terly list­less and tired. He knew this was his last case; he would be speak­ing with the Min­is­ter of the In­te­rior and de­mand­ing his re­tire­ment. For over 50 years, he had been a po­lice of­fi­cer, body and soul. He had al­ways given 150%, he had ded­i­cated him­self en­tirely to his ser­vice, he had sin­gle-mind­edly worked his way up the ranks to be­come Chief of Po­lice. His wife had be­come a stranger to him, and Lud­milla, well, she was Lud­milla. Af­ter the tem­pes­tu­ous be­gin­ning of their af­fair many years ago, she now de­manded noth­ing of him, not even a purely sex­ual con­quest.  At first — he was barely 50 — they made love all evening long, and she let him cum in­side her as of­ten as he wanted; she had be­come in­fer­tile from per­for­mance-en­hanc­ing drugs and now wasn’t afraid of get­ting preg­nant. 

  She couldn’t re­ally re­sist the ad­vances of the boys and men, be­cause deep in her soul, she wanted to be fucked by ev­ery one of them, even though most were cer­tainly no ex­perts in that art. Only the ath­letes from the fig­ure skat­ing club were re­ally good at it. There were hun­dreds of them over the years who had pres­sured her to have sex with them and fucked the re­luc­tant woman in the af­ter­noons shame­less and en­dur­ing, be­cause the evenings be­longed only to Jo­hannes and her.
 
 She had never told Jo­hannes about her es­capades; she was her own mis­tress, ab­so­lutely. He cer­tainly didn’t need to know that she of­ten mas­tur­bated for hours at night, in­dulging in the most beau­ti­ful fan­tasies of romp­ing with kings, princes and su­per ath­letes. Above all, she loved the new, young faces in fig­ure skat­ing. Strength, mus­cles, and ath­letic ac­ro­bat­ics — she could get all of that from the boys. As much as she loved her af­fairs and quick­ies, the har­mony and the un­de­ni­able in­ner close­ness with Jo­hannes — no, no one could com­pete with that. Of course, she had also tried les­bian love, but that was def­i­nitely not for her. Girls and women were al­ways com­peti­tors; that had been deeply in­grained in her mind dur­ing her long years on the ice. Nev­er­the­less, she se­duced all the young ice princesses, of­ten sim­ply to prove who was truly  in charge.

 Lud­milla was very proud of her large, mag­nif­i­cent breasts, and Jo­hannes loved them es­pe­cially. He of­ten lay on her chest, his lips en­gulfed in her thick, juicy nip­ples. Of course, he knew how much he could cheer her on and ig­nite her pas­sion by suck­ing and bit­ing them. In ear­lier years, he would then have sex with her im­me­di­ately, or she would mas­tur­bate quickly and greed­ily, snug­gled in his arms. Over the years, he had come to love suck­ing, lick­ing, and gen­tly bit­ing her dark nip­ples while his hands ca­ressed the Czech low­lands, even though he knew ev­ery hill, ev­ery fold, and ev­ery dim­ple of this mag­nif­i­cent land­scape by heart.

 Ev­ery Wednes­day morn­ing, Lud­milla went to the ice skat­ing club and skated a few laps, just to ex­pe­ri­ence the won­der­ful sen­sa­tion. She didn’t do any tricks; she calmly cir­cled the area be­cause hardly any­one else was around at that time. Ex­cept for the ath­letes, who trained ev­ery day from morn­ing till night. They nod­ded to each other; the ath­letes knew her and who she had once been. She had fucked with each of them at least once, or many times, but she had fucked only very few of the girls, only the young ones in fact. Most of the girls knew that their part­ners had been fuck­ing with her, the na­tional cham­pion.

 Lud­milla fondly re­mem­bered how it all be­gan. She was only 29 and had come to Vi­enna on a whim. The po­lice gen­eral sized her up and showed her the apart­ment next door. She never doubted for a mo­ment that he wanted her. Of course. They had cud­dled for a long time, then she pulled him onto the bed. He was truly as­ton­ished at how firm and tight her cun­t­hole was. She had whis­pered in his ear that only a few men had ever fucked her. The first was her fa­ther, but she only let him fuck her once a week. Later, only her trainer, who loved her very much, even though he was gay. Jo­hannes just nod­ded ab­sent­mid­edly; he was en­grossed in fuck­ing.

 Lud­milla, who thor­oughly en­joyed his thrust­ing, re­mem­bered how it all be­gan. Her mother, a down-to-earth, ma­tronly type from the coun­try­side, was suf­fer­ing be­cause her hus­band couldn’t get an erec­tion any­more. Her friends ad­vised her to use a trick.  Sun­day morn­ing, Lud­milla went into her par­ents’ bed­room and had Mom take off her pa­ja­mas. She had the lit­tle girl sit on her lap with her back to her and mas­tur­bated the child in front of her in­com­pe­tent hus­band. His eyes lit up as he stared at his child’s lit­tle cunt. His ears turned bright red as the mother grad­u­ally had the girl’s mood moved up­wards. Her hus­band got a nice hard-on, and now the mother could push the or­gas­ming girl aside. She pulled her hus­band be­tween her thighs, and now he could re­ally fuck Mommy prop­erly. Lud­milla ini­tially watched the pro­ceed­ings with in­com­pre­hen­sion, but soon un­der­stood that this was part of mar­ried life and that this was how ba­bies were made. She soon got used to the Sun­day rou­tine; she loved the or­gasms her mother gave her with her fin­ger, and then she dared to lay her face on her mother’s in­ner thigh to see it all up close.

 But af­ter a few years, the mir­a­cle cure stopped work­ing. Now Mom had to bring out the big guns. Sun­day morn­ings, she spread Lud­milla’s legs wide and tempted her hus­band. “Joschi, would you like to fuck some re­ally young?” Dad was hes­i­tant, but now he got hard just look­ing at Lud­milla’s wide-open cunt. Sev­eral Sun­days passed be­fore poor Joschi fi­nally found his voice again. “Tascha, do you re­ally want me to fuck the lit­tle one?” His mother looked at him sternly. “Well, if you can still get him up, you can fuck the lit­tle one, yes!” Lud­milla, 13, lis­tened breath­lessly to the di­a­logue. Dad briefly rubbed his cock. “Look, Tasha, how stiff it is now!” Mother nod­ded, and Dad moved closer. Lud­milla felt the hot shaft slide along her in­ner thighs and reach her cunt. “It’ll sting a lit­tle, love,” Mom mur­mured, gen­tly stroking Lud­milla’s head. Mother grabbed his cock and rammed it in, hard and fast. Lud­milla didn’t even flinch; her hy­men tore in­stantly. Dad beamed. “I’m in, Natasha, I’m all the way in!” Mom grabbed him. “Come on, come fuck me!” Lud­milla was still quite numb on the one hand, but on the other hand, she missed be­ing fucked, be­cause Mom was now be­ing fucked by Dad;and Mom was over­joyed.

 Dad was al­lowed to briefly in­sert his cock on Sun­day morn­ings and fuck Lud­milla for per­haps a minute be­fore Mom grabbed him and, smil­ing hap­pily, let him fuck her. Lud­milla was an­gry and told Mom so.  Okay, said Mom, he can fuck you  next Sun­day and even cum in­side a lit­tle bit, but then he’s mine again! It was a good ar­range­ment. Dad fucked her first and came in­side, then he had to quickly go be­tween Mom’s thighs and fin­ish her off. Okay, that worked well for quite a while.

 Lud­milla knew from the be­gin­ning that her trainer was gay. He was sit­ting in the locker room while she un­dressed, and he ran one hand over naked Lud­milla’s curves, over her del­i­cate ass. Of course, she asked him if he didn’t want to fuck her? He scratched his head. “Yeah, ac­tu­ally, sort of.” She lay down on the wide bench in the mid­dle and pulled his pants down a hand’s width. She took out his cock; it was short but quite thick, just like the trainer was short and very thick. But he was a very good trainer, and Lud­milla ranked him right af­ter Dad. He panted and gasped while he fucked her. “I don’t usu­ally fuck girls, or women.  -  But you’re an ex­cep­tion, Lud­milla!” He didn’t ejac­u­late as much as Papa, but he did, and that was okay. But he only fucked her ev­ery few weeks; he was gay, he com­plained.

 That changed abruptly when Patek ar­rived, her first ice dance part­ner. She was in love with him from the very first mo­ment. But, un­for­tu­nately, she was al­ways sec­ond best. Patek, this won­der­ful dancer and ath­lete, was bi­sex­ual. And the coach fucked him ev­ery sin­gle prac­tice day. Lud­milla sat on the bench next to them, tears welling up in her eyes, while the coach fucked her Patek in his ass­hole. It didn’t re­ally look any dif­fer­ent from nor­mal cou­ples, she thought. She was heart­bro­ken and stared at Patek’s semi-erect pe­nis, from which the se­men slowly oozed. His se­men re­ally be­longed to her, she thought, half-an­gry. The coach was now on cloud nine; he now  fucked Lud­milla five times ev­ery week in front of Patek and then im­me­di­ately af­ter­ward Patek’s ass. When the coach wasn’t there around she let Patek fuck her sense­less. She loved this guy, but he wasn’t re­ally in love. Yes, he en­joyed fuck­ing her, but he wasn’t as in love as she was.

 The coach, head over heels in love with Patek’s ass, pushed his two pro­tégés to their lim­its, forc­ing them to dance on the ice for eight to ten hours ev­ery day. They won one or two small com­pe­ti­tions, and then the two be­came na­tional cham­pi­ons. Lud­milla also com­peted the same af­ter­noon in the sin­gles free skate and be­came na­tional cham­pion her­self. The two em­braced, tears of re­lief and tri­umph flow­ing freely. Lud­milla and Patek had reached their peak, as Czecho­slo­va­kia didn’t par­tic­i­pate in the Eu­ro­pean Cham­pi­onships that years. Lud­milla and Patek, both 22, danced to­gether for an­other year, then Patek went to Eng­land. Lud­milla was dev­as­tated; she had lost not only her dance part­ner but also her lover. They wrote to each other for a while, but it was over, ir­re­vo­ca­bly over.

 In the evenings, she was at home, wait­ing for her Jo­hannes. She wore only the thin, trans­par­ent veils he had given her as presents, which ac­cen­tu­ated her naked fig­ure so well. She was pa­tient and never pres­sured him into erotic races, al­though she of course loved them.

 
✨


 The Rus­sian rooks had ar­rived and were now perched on the ledge out­side the aquar­ium. Their only goal was to spend the win­ter in warmer Aus­tria. There was plenty of food, and no one shot at them here. It must be Sat­ur­day or Sun­day, they croaked to each other, nod­ding wisely, be­cause there was no one around. On week­days, yes, there was ac­tiv­ity, bustling ac­tiv­ity, in the aquar­ium and the of­fices.

 On Sat­ur­days and Sun­days, evil could be evil undis­turbed; all the evil would be dealt with on Mon­day.

 
● ● ●


 

 
 


  Fore­word



István Rudas © 2026



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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Sorry, Her­mes!



● ● ●



István Rudas


    Vi­enna, Au­gust 29, 2026
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  Be­fore The Ket­tle­drum Stroke


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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



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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


This — this was the si­lence be­fore the drum roll.










  The Ket­tle­drum Stroke


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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







  In the Clutches of the Law


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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

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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Yeah, that re­ally was a damn pro­found change. 


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


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


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







  The Hottest Au­gust


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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







  Fall


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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





Ju­lia,


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


En­gel­bert
your grandpa





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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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





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




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


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


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


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








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




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


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


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


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


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





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





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





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




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


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


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


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


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


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


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








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


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


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





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


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


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




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


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


	Con­cep­tion on one’s own: Hep­haes­tus

When it comes to in­fi­delity in the broad­est sense, one must con­sider Hera’s preg­nancy with the god of smiths, Hep­haes­tus.

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


	Sought Af­ter and At­tacked: Ix­ion and the gi­ants.

There were men who loved Hera so pas­sion­ately that they tried to se­duce her in se­cret and force her to have sex with them.


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


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


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





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




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


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


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


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


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


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


	Her­a­cles Hera’s great­est ha­tred was di­rected at the hero Her­a­cles, the son of Al­cmene. Even when he was still an in­fant in his cra­dle, she sent two poi­sonous gi­ant snakes to kill him (but lit­tle Her­a­cles sim­ply stran­gled them). Later, she caused him to suf­fer a tem­po­rary bout of mad­ness, which led him to kill his own wife and chil­dren — the sub­se­quent fa­mous “12 Labors of Her­a­cles” were his atone­ment for this act.

Hera’s ha­tred of Her­a­cles was so deep that even his name was an irony of fate: Her­a­cles trans­lates to “Glory of Hera.” His en­tire ex­is­tence and all his heroic deeds were based solely on the fact that Hera’s ha­rass­ment forced him to rise above him­self.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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





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




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


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


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


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


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


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





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




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


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





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


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


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


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





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


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


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


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


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


Ju­lia typed away, page af­ter page.





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


Choos­ing Part­ners: 

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


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


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



The Per­ver­sion of Re­venge! 

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



The bi­o­log­i­cal de­cep­tion (partheno­gen­e­sis as a dis­guise). 

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








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




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


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


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





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





HERA


Zeus! What do you think of this Ix­ion?


ZEUS


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


HERA


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


ZEUS


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


HERA


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


ZEUS


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


HERA


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


ZEUS


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


HERA


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


ZEUS


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


HERA


Zeus! What are you try­ing to say!?


ZEUS


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


HERA


Never! That pre­sump­tu­ous scoundrel!


ZEUS


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


HERA


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


ZEUS


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


HERA


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


ZEUS


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





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


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


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


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


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







  Au­tumn Wind


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


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





The Bal­lad of Suhed­din
Ac­cord­ing to Gus­tav Schwab.





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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


The Prince’s Pur­suers. 


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


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





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





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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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





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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Okay, if he was tak­ing the ash­tray with him, then she would lie down on the bed next to him and in­spect his play­mates. She had al­ready lit her next joint and was high as a monarch but­ter­fly in Mari­posa Monarca, Mex­ico. Sway­ing slightly, she walked over to the bed and let her­self fall onto it. Rocky didn’t hes­i­tate; he pulled off his box­ers. “Oh — holy — Car­men!” she ex­claimed when she saw him for the first time. The boy was only thir­teen and a half, but his thing was big­ger than Al­fie’s — and three times as big and mas­sive as Grandpa’s. She averted her un­chaste gaze and fixed it on the beau­ties on the walls. Rocky didn’t have bad taste; she had to give him that. The girls’ poses were en­tirely nat­u­ral and grace­ful — noth­ing sleazy. Rocky’s hand moved up and down on his Dwarf Long Nose and Ju­lia couldn’t avert her gaze . “I’ve had a few from the wheel­chair club here — younger ones, but older ones too. Most knew the score, while oth­ers had never done it be­fore. I al­ways got my way —  a lot of fuck­ing, fool­ing around, the whole pro­gram. But it never got vi­o­lent. Mom would cry some­times; she was sad be­cause I’d turned into such a dirty kid and was tak­ing ad­van­tage of those poor girls in wheel­chairs, or so she said.” “Rocky, please put your clothes back on. We had agreed: no fuck­ing, no fool­ing around, no noth­ing. So please, be a good boy! Wait un­til I’ve floated away in my Fer­rari — then you can have your fun.” They lay side by side in si­lence, and Ju­lia only risked the oc­ca­sional side­ways glance at his box­ers. Rocky had slipped a hand in­side his un­der­wear and was jig­gling things up and down — for a good ten min­utes. He had asked Ju­lia to tell him in de­tail about her surg­ing li­bido. She obliged, de­scrib­ing the but­ter­fly and the hawk that swooped down and sank its talons into her flesh. Some­how, she didn’t find it em­bar­rass­ing that Robert was plea­sur­ing him­self while she spoke. Yet for the fi­nal stretch, he pulled his “Dwarf Nose” out from un­der his box­ers and fin­ished the job. Ju­lia should have said “Stop!” right then, but she didn’t; the joint had put her in a mel­low mood. And so, she found her­self on a slip­pery slope, with­out a doubt…. Robert started up again — ini­tially keep­ing things un­der his box­ers — while lis­ten­ing to her breath­lessly. That af­ter­noon, Rocky did it five times in to­tal. He did it un­der his box­ers ev­ery time, but for the grand fi­nale, he brought the whole “Dwarf Nose” out and let it rain down onto her in­ner thighs. She smiled; the boy had a surg­ing li­bido just like her. But no — any­thing fur­ther was out of the ques­tion; she had made up her mind about that, but­ter­flies or not.


The fol­low­ing Thurs­day, Ju­lia let him take off his box­ers right af­ter they lay down on the bed. She was al­ready on her sec­ond joint and felt in­de­scrib­ably light; she was prac­ti­cally float­ing among the pretty girls smil­ing down from the walls. She floated in bliss as Rocky un­dressed her, piece by piece. He whis­tled through his teeth when he spot­ted the two snakes on her in­ner thighs. “Wow!” For a split sec­ond, she feared he might dis­cover the Big Snake, but he didn’t see her se­cret. He stared at the two snakes while his hand moved up and down on his “Dwarf Nose.” “Are they afraid of wa­ter?” Rocky asked, and she grinned in bliss­ful de­tach­ment. “Oh, not at all   —   they can han­dle a lit­tle rain!” She asked him to tell her about his morn­ing bathing  —  about the ‘and-so-forth,’ that he did un­der­wa­ter. Rocky pressed him­self close to her. “Is this okay?” he asked, and she nod­ded. “So, you wanted to grill me about the ‘and-so-forth,’ Miss Gestapo Sweet­heart. I’ll start, since you ap­par­ently haven’t got a clue about a tough in­ter­ro­ga­tion, Ju­lia.” He buried his face in her armpit. “In the morn­ing, when I bathe, Anni sits on the edge of the tub and watches me   —   with cold, fishy eyes   —   as I do it un­der­wa­ter. ‘You’re a filthy lit­tle brat,’ she says, shak­ing her head, yet she never looks away. ‘You’re go­ing to the deep­est, most wretched hell, be­cause what you’re do­ing there is pretty dis­gust­ing, Robert.’ But she gives a crooked grin when the lit­tle white worms float on the sur­face.”


“When Mom came in for a bath, Anni usu­ally stayed away. Mom would sit on the edge of the tub too, but she’d just smile sweetly at the ‘and-so-forth.’ ‘Don’t lis­ten to that spite­ful old woman,’ Mom would say. ‘For one thing, there is no hell, and for an­other, your ‘and-so-forth’ is per­fectly nor­mal and nat­u­ral, Robert.  —  Maybe Anni’s just jeal­ous be­cause she doesn’t have a strap­ping boy in her bed   —   a strap­ping boy like you. So, don’t let it get you down, Robert. You’re a good boy, and you cer­tainly won’t go to hell be­cause of the lit­tle white worms float­ing in the bath­wa­ter; I guar­an­tee it.’”


Ju­lia slipped her arm un­der his head so he could rest com­fort­ably on her shoul­der. “I’m to­tally with your mom on this, Rocky. The ‘and-so-forth’ part is ac­tu­ally fine; oth­er­wise, I’d have to sit in hell right next to you be­cause of my own over­flow­ing ‘and-so-forth.’ But you don’t seem to have any re­spect for Anni, and I don’t think that’s right. She’s an em­ployee, not riffraff. She might have a skewed view of things   —   sure. But she isn’t dis­re­spect­ful to­ward you; she’s just voic­ing her con­cerns.” Rocky growled, “Voic­ing con­cerns — and watch­ing the spec­ta­cle at the same time! That doesn’t add up, Ju­lia. I’ve got eyes in my head; I can see right away when a bolt and a nut don’t fit to­gether.”


Ju­lia was truly high from her joints. At the cru­cial mo­ment, Rocky turned around and let it rain down on her snakes. Five — no, six — times in those two hours. Ju­lia didn’t find it em­bar­rass­ing at all any­more; she watched what he was do­ing closely, a faint smile on her face. He had just as over­flow­ing a li­bido as she did. Ju­lia was grin­ning like an id­iot. “It’s rain­ing in the jun­gle,” she joked, and Rocky gave a pained smile. “You said they weren’t afraid of wa­ter.” Ju­lia’s eyes were swim­ming a lit­tle in her eu­phoric haze. “Oh, no, of course they aren’t afraid of wa­ter, Robert. It’s just a bit un­usual — it’s brand new to me, hav­ing a boy flood my snakes, that’s all.” 

	
The path led steeply down­ward.


Ju­lia asked if his mom touched him while he was bathing. He rolled his eyes. “Back when I wasn’t very good at it yet, she al­ways liked do­ing it for me so I’d learn. Anni would stand there, rolling her eyes heav­en­ward with a pained, toad-like ex­pres­sion. Mama would do it over and over again, only stop­ping when noth­ing more came out and I was com­pletely drained; that was the right way to do it, she’d told Anni and me. She’d swirl the lit­tle white worms in the bath­wa­ter with her hand, look at Anni, and say she’d bet­ter take care of ‘Dwarf Long-Nose’ ev­ery morn­ing, or else there’d be hell to pay. Anni would roll her eyes heav­en­ward and say, ‘Yes, Madame!’ But Mama has stopped do­ing it for me now; no amount of heart-rend­ing beg­ging works any­more.” Ju­lia smiled. “Oh, I un­der­stand that per­fectly. Your mom doesn’t want to fall into the in­cest trap; she’s a smart woman.” Rocky asked if her mom had fallen into the in­cest trap. Ju­lia shook her head. “No, my par­ents died in an ac­ci­dent when I wasn’t even two. I grew up with my grand­par­ents.” She thought for a mo­ment. “My grandpa didn’t want to send me out into the world ig­no­rant. He gen­tly guided my fin­ger so I’d learn the ‘and-so-forth’ prop­erly. My grandpa was a kind-hearted man — the best grandpa you could imag­ine.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Robert lifted his tear-streaked face. “Ju­lia, can I stick it be­tween the snakes?” De­spite be­ing high, Ju­lia’s breath caught for a mo­ment. But his eyes were clear. “Okay — but no Ficki-Facki, no Schnickschnack, no mess­ing around.” Rocky nod­ded. “I just want you to see how I do it, Ju­lia. I want to show you how I do it.” She nod­ded and pressed her thighs tightly to­gether.  —  Didn’t she re­al­ize how steep the path had al­ready be­come here?  —  Rocky lay across her thighs and slid his lit­tle guy stuck be­tween the snakes. “They aren’t afraid of wa­ter, Robert; they’re just a lit­tle sur­prised.” Ju­lia smiled. “Yes, that’s un­der­stand­able, Rocky. But they’ll get used to it.” Rocky kept thrust­ing be­tween the snakes, and Ju­lia took a drag on her joint. She was high and en­joy­ing Robert’s close­ness and warmth. No, this wasn’t Ficki-Facki, Schnickschnack  or mess­ing around. It was just Robert’s over­flow­ing li­bido want­ing to wa­ter the snakes. She smiled — there was noth­ing wrong with that, af­ter all, was there!?


From that af­ter­noon on, Rocky worked only be­tween the snakes, pour­ing  over them, while Ju­lia gazed at his do­ing and  puffed on her joint. She en­joyed his Schnickschnack in a strangely twisted way — some­thing she would have ad­mit­ted to her­self, had she stopped to think about it. She smiled; af­ter all, what was the harm? She asked him to tell her about the girls in wheel­chairs who had been there be­fore. Rocky told her about them one by one, with­out a trace of in­hi­bi­tion. The trick­i­est ones were the young girls who had never done it be­fore; he some­times felt fool­ish hav­ing to ex­plain the the­ory to them first. The oth­ers were easy to han­dle — they knew the score and wanted it for them­selves. His back­side hov­ered in mid-air for a mo­ment when she asked which age group he was talk­ing about. He thought for a mo­ment. “The youngest was a sev­en­teen-year-old vir­gin, a para­plegic af­ter a swim­ming pool ac­ci­dent. The old­est was a fifty-three-year-old di­vor­cée who ba­si­cally let any­one have a taste of her honey pot.” He kept thrust­ing and wa­ter­ing the snakes. He told her about each one in­di­vid­u­ally; he had a good mem­ory and a keen eye for de­tails. With her eyes closed, Ju­lia could pic­ture it all; it was thrilling and highly arous­ing.


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


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


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


The path was now so slip­pery that a fall was in­evitable.


Rocky slipped, slid­ing along the snakes. His Dwarf Nose thrust all the way in, right into the Great Snake’s maw, deep and to the end. Ju­lia was so star­tled that her joint fell onto the bed­spread. Ter­ri­fied, she grabbed Rocky’s hips. “Rocky, stop!” She shoved him back hard, ma­neu­ver­ing his hips with her hands so he had to pull his Dwarf Nose out. Only the plum-shaped head re­mained stuck in­side. He nod­ded as she earnestly ad­mon­ished him: “No Ficki-Facki — and no Schnickschnack, that’s what we agreed on!” He kept thrust­ing and she could no longer pull the plum out. She reached for the joint and took a des­per­ate drag. A sense of calm and in­dif­fer­ence washed over her.  Rocky’s plum thrust in­side like a mad­man, and Ju­lia held her breath. Rocky had crossed the red line; this was real fuck­ing — just with the plum, not with the whole “Dwarf Nose.” Nev­er­the­less, it was the real, gen­uine ar­ti­cle: real Ficki-Facki  with the plum. She couldn’t stop it. Rocky arched his back as it be­gan to spurt. Ex­hausted, he col­lapsed over her, and now the whole Dwarf Nose slid deep in­side. With a strange in­dif­fer­ence, she felt the twitch­ing and spurt­ing of the plum, deep in­side. She had al­ways man­aged to tame the hawk be­fore, but now the dam had burst. She groped for her magic but­ton, and less than three sec­onds later, the hawk sank his claws into her flesh. Her trem­bling sub­sided, and she pulled the Dwarf Nose out. Four or five times, each Thurs­day.


Once doesn’t count, she told her­self. But she was sorely mis­taken — though, in a way, she didn’t re­ally care. It was the usual rou­tine now for Rocky to first shove his Dwarf Long Nose deep into her pussy­hole — hop­ing she would let him con­tinue — She had to push him back by the hips, but she never man­aged to force the plum out. In­deed, the plum re­mained in­side her while his hips thrust and worked, Ficki-Facki  with the plum. And as he spurted, he slumped for­ward, al­low­ing her to clearly feel the plum twitch­ing and spurt­ing deep within. Al­most au­to­mat­i­cally, she let the hawk sink his talons into her flesh; af­ter all, it didn’t mat­ter whether Rocky no­ticed her ex­plod­ing li­bido or not. Yes, this went on Thurs­day af­ter Thurs­day — four or five times — for months. She still didn’t dare tell Al­fie about it. He would sim­ply laugh at her, and rightly so. In a mo­ment of clar­ity, Ju­lia knew she had to put a stop to it — to the whole thing, ev­ery­thing — and never set foot in Riemer­gasse again. She held off a lit­tle longer, wait­ing for a fa­vor­able op­por­tu­nity to arise.


An­other time, the con­ver­sa­tion turned to his mom. They had moved past the “Anni phase,” and he re­al­ized he should leave that em­ployee alone. Now, he felt bold enough to con­fide his most se­cret fan­tasies about Mom to his older friend — how in­tensely he dreamed of Mom and her body, and how strongly he was drawn to her. Ju­lia shook her head. “Would you stick a pic­ture of your mom up on the wall here?” Rocky nod­ded af­fir­ma­tively. “Oh yes, she’s a real beauty; she’d out­shine all the other girls when it comes to looks and beauty!” Ju­lia had to change her strat­egy, take a dif­fer­ent ap­proach. “But you do see her naked, don’t you — when she has time and bathes you, and so on?” Rocky’s head bobbed up and down. “Yes, Ju­lia. She’s just cen­time­ters away, yet com­pletely out of reach! She never lets me touch her skin. A long time ago, my hand strayed — un­der her bot­tom, along the crack, and right around to the front part — just as she was mak­ing it feel so good for me, you know? ‘Keep your paws to your­self, sonny!’ she said sternly. I haven’t touched her since then, Ju­lia.”


And then he de­scribed his mom’s body to her in vivid, ex­plicit de­tail. In his ex­cite­ment, his fin­gers ab­sent­mind­edly pinched Ju­lia’s nip­ple. She ig­nored it and lis­tened in­tently. Oh, she knew all the de­tails; that wasn’t the im­por­tant part. His voice res­onated with a long­ing for Mom’s touch, for her em­brace, for her kisses — child­hood kisses. Ju­lia shud­dered — or per­haps felt a chill — as she lis­tened to him and the tone of his voice. No, that wasn’t the sex-crazed creep out for in­cest. That wasn’t the teenager des­per­ate to screw her, re­gard­less of the con­se­quences. No, this was a boy in dire need — miss­ing his mother as a mother, not as a sex­ual part­ner. Rocky steeled him­self to ad­mit he’d been spy­ing. Mom was just sort of drift­ing through life along­side Dad, hav­ing the oc­ca­sional af­fair — usu­ally with men. And Rocky — poor, un­for­tu­nate “Dwarf Long-Nose” — would sink into a wretched de­pres­sion when­ever Mom lay in the arms of a lover, male or fe­male, with par­tic­u­lar pas­sion. Rocky rec­og­nized these bouts of de­pres­sion clearly and man­aged to shake them off. Ju­lia hugged him close; her heart went out to him.


Ju­lia blew smoke into the air in funny lit­tle rings. “I’m not go­ing to lec­ture you on in­cest, Rocky — I’ve got my own his­tory, af­ter all. But your mom is right: it’s a sin against God and na­ture, not just against hu­man laws — and to hell with those, re­ally.” Rocky stared at the lineup of girls on his wall and nod­ded. “I dream about my mom — but just dreams, of course, noth­ing phys­i­cal. I might be over­sexed, but I’m no fool, Ju­lia. It’s just thoughts and long­ings spin­ning around in my head. Not my hands — I’ve got those un­der con­trol.” Ju­lia hugged him close. “I com­pletely un­der­stand that you’re miss­ing close­ness and warmth. At the same time, I’m con­vinced you’re the ap­ple of your mom’s eye — even if she’s drown­ing in work right now and hardly has time for you, my boy.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Yes, that’s how we are. 


Sopho­cles knew that. 


He was a bright fel­low, that Sopho­cles.







  Swan song


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Her own per­sonal file al­ready bore the taint of a rene­gade, but how could she have pre­vented Charles Stel­lar­ion Frenkel from be­ing pro­claimed King of Arau­ca­nia and Patag­o­nia?  (King Charles Stel­lar­ion Frenkel, that leg­endary time trav­eler who had mar­ried the Ma­puche princess years ear­lier and was raised in 1790 to the throne of Arau­canía by the peo­ple fol­low­ing the death of the old king). None of these con­sid­er­a­tions ap­plied to the com­mit­tee; they were all tough con­crete heads who only clung to dots and com­mas, with­out any hu­man emo­tion. Jessie Hunts­man, on the other hand, was of a com­pletely dif­fer­ent breed. She looked af­ter the spir­i­tual well-be­ing of her around 200 em­ploy­ees. She took the word in the truest sense: the soul had to be whole. Ev­ery­thing else was sec­ondary, af­fairs or di­vorces, botched ski hol­i­days or in­her­i­tance dis­putes in the fam­ily. All of this could be tack­led, an­a­lyzed, solved and done. But she would never shrug off a soul hang­ing askew in the closet. Jessie Hunts­man was not only a tech­ni­cally ex­cel­lent man­ager of her de­part­ment. No, she was a man­ager who took on more re­spon­si­bil­ity than just hav­ing proper bal­ance sheets or bud­gets drawn up. This is how we have to see the re­la­tion­ship be­tween the head­mistress and Al­fie.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


But the tip of Dwarf Nose’s nose did dip in­side — that tip, which looked like a plum, did some­how con­quer her. Some­how — just a lit­tle, re­ally only that ex­plod­ing plum, she sobbed — never the whole Dwarf Nose, no! She would never al­low that fi­nal, ab­so­lute step! Through a veil of tears, Ju­lia looked to Al­fie for help. She had grabbed Robert’s hips and in­stantly pushed him back, forc­ing him to with­draw Dwarf Nose’s full length un­til only that plum-shaped tip re­mained in­side. She sim­ply couldn’t man­age to pull his plum out. No, she couldn’t let him go any fur­ther — she had whis­pered this to the heav­ily pound­ing, pant­ing Robert; she had sworn it to her­self! 


Rocky had crossed the red line. His plum was in­side her and he was do­ing the real Ficki-Facki — the cheeky lad! Ju­lia had held her breath; she had for­bid­den him to do that, af­ter all —  this was the real Ficki-Facki , only not with the whole ‘Dwarf Nose’, just with his plum only. Oh, real Ficki-Facki with the plum!  She flinched — as if struck by a whip —  when the plum ex­ploded spit­ting deep in­side her. And Robert had slumped for­ward, ex­hausted, and thrust his “Dwarf Nose” in­side to the hilt; she could clearly feel him twitch­ing and spurt­ing in­side. Ju­lia’s shoul­ders shook be­cause she was sob­bing so hard. Al­fie shook his head slowly, in dis­be­lief. “Why just a lit­tle, why only with the hand­brake on?” Ju­lia hid her face in the crook of his arm, she was com­pletely ashamed. “Be­cause it wasn’t just a one-off slip-up, Al­fie,” she sobbed, cry­ing mis­er­ably.


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


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


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


Al­fie watched Ju­lia and Yvonne sleep­ing on the bed, com­pletely ex­hausted. Yes, that was his hon­ey­moon. The two girls with whom he had spent so many won­der­ful hours. He had told the di­rec­tor that night that he was fin­ished. He would start pack­ing to­mor­row and be trans­ferred back at the agreed time in six days. The di­rec­tor breathed a sigh of re­lief. “Your hon­ey­moon is over, Al­fred?” She asked and he nod­ded. “Yes, I no­tice that the hon­ey­moon is over. It be­came clear to me weeks ago that ev­ery­day life now be­gins. I want to end it where it isn’t lame, or­di­nary and burnt out. I will take the mem­ory of my hon­ey­moon with me into my time, even if the re­nun­ci­a­tion and the abrupt end hurt me like hell.” He pressed the ‘dis­con­nect’ but­ton, not want­ing Jessie to see him cry.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Al­fie was gone.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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





Dear Ju­lia,
my beloved wife!


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


I see you, Ju­lia. 


I see you. 


You.


yours for­ever and ever


    Al­fie
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